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FALLADA ON WRITING

Translator’s Introduction

During his life as a writer, Hans Fallada produced several short biographical 
sketches for publicity purposes, and he published some articles about 
particular experiences, such as his brush with the short-lived provincial 
putsch of 1923 which he fictionalized in Wolf Among Wolves in 1937. While 
living in Germany between 1933 and 1945, Fallada turned to autobiography 
as an uncontroversial genre, concentrating on his childhood in Our Home 
in Days Gone By (1941), and on his more recent life in the Mecklenburg 
countryside in Our Home Today (1943), and also publishing translations 
of Clarence Day’s Life with Father and Life with Mother in 1936 and 1938, 
respectively. But while he was sequestered in a psychiatric institution in 
1944, Fallada secretly wrote a book-length account of his experiences in 
Nazi Germany which would have cost him his life if it had been discovered 
at the time, and which was not published until 2009, under the title In 
meinem fremden Land [In My Foreign Country].

“How I Became a Writer” was Fallada’s last venture into autobiography, 
and his most comprehensive in that it was completed at the very end of 
his life, and referred to most of the phases in that life. It was the final 
substantial production of the extraordinary twenty-one-month period 
between the end of the Second World War in April 1945 and Fallada’s death 
in February 1947 during which he wrote two novels (The Nightmare and 
Every Man Dies Alone) and numerous short stories, and also made several 
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public speeches and radio broadcasts, struggling all the while with physical 
and psychological prostration, as well as with the deprivations of postwar 
Germany (mostly in a Berlin which he describes almost casually in “How I 
Became a Writer” as “very battered”).

However, to say that “How I Became a Writer” is Fallada’s most 
comprehensive autobiographical piece is not to say that it is completely 
accurate or frank. Some incorrect statements may simply reflect failures of 
memory, as when Fallada gives the publication dates of his first two novels 
as 1918 and 1919 rather than 1920 and 1923. But other statements are 
more than disingenuous, as when he says blandly that he “got sick” in his 
final year of high school, not that he was committed to a sanatorium after 
shooting his friend Hanns Dietrich von Necker.

Nevertheless, “How I Became a Writer” gives an essentially true 
picture of Fallada’s life. And his treatment of his profession demonstrates 
a striking honesty and humility. For the famous passage in which he says 
that his feelings while writing are “like intoxication, but [feelings] beyond 
all the kinds of intoxication caused by earthly means” takes the reader to 
the very center of Fallada’s psyche, and acknowledges by implication the 
episodes of substance abuse which punctuated his existence. And Fallada’s 
simultaneously—and I use the word deliberately—sober attitude to his 
profession is prominent both in his absorbing account of the mechanics of 
writing, editing, printing, and publishing his novels, and in his professional 
self-characterization. German generally applies three words to that 
profession: Dichter (which corresponds to “poet” in its broadest sense), 
Autor (“author”), and Schriftsteller (“writer”), and it is entirely typical of 
Fallada not only that he chooses the most modest of the three for the title 
of his last autobiographical piece, but also that on two occasions in that 
piece he describes himself even more unpretentiously as a Bücherschreiber 
(literally, “book-writer”).
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Hans Fallada’s “How I Became a Writer” did not appear until 1967, 
twenty years after his death, in a collection of Fallada’s stories that was 
issued by his original publisher, Rowohlt. It is published here for the first 
time in English.

—Geoff Wilkes, University of Queensland, Brisbane, Australia.
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HOW I BECAME A WRITER 
BY HANS FALLADA

A writer prepares

I want to tell you about how someone becomes a writer. But right away I 
have to pause. Because, I ask myself, does someone become a writer? Is it 
something you resolve upon, and work towards, always conscious of your 
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goal, until effort, endurance, and luck bring you to that goal, so that from 
that point onwards you’re a writer?

I should say at the outset: I don’t believe that. I don’t believe that you 
become a writer, but that you are a writer, from the beginning of your life. 
It can take ages for you to realize it; I myself was thirty-seven years old 
when I wrote my first real novel. Until then I had generally been occupied 
with things far different from novels.

Because the way things turned out, I didn’t finish my high-school 
diploma, ever. I got sick in my final year, I was sent to the country, and 
when I was fit to walk and to learn again, I discovered that my knowledge 
of the higher mathematics, which had been quite patchy to start with, had 
now disappeared entirely, and my ancient Greek wasn’t much better. It 
would have taken years to catch up on what I’d lost, and those were the 
days in which everything had to happen at its appointed time, so that you 
completed your high-school diploma at eighteen or nineteen rather than 
twenty-two or -three; that was the only appropriate way. Anything else was 
inappropriate, and something as inappropriate as a belated high-school 
graduate could never, ever become a proper university student! That’s truly 
how it was in those days!

This meant that the family tradition had been broken; I, the oldest 
son, couldn’t become a lawyer, as had been customary in our family for 
some four or five generations. But what else could become of the boy? I 
can’t remember specifically who decided that I should be made a farmer. 
Farming was a long way from customary in our family. In my family you 
were a lawyer or a minister of religion, which meant that you were securely 
employed. And now I became a farmer: either because the doctors thought 
the country air would do me good; or because I happened to be living in 
the country at the time, surrounded by farms; or because my dear father 
didn’t know what else to do with me; or perhaps even because it was what 
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I wanted.
A farmer, a gentleman who owned an agricultural estate, was readily 

available who was prepared to take me as a trainee if my parents paid 
liberally for my keep, which is how I found myself standing in a cowshed at 
three o’clock one morning, as boss of 120 cows and about a dozen milkers, 
and from that day onwards I was supposed to begin every morning of my 
life at three o’clock in a cowshed, seeing that the cows were milked properly, 
and that the milkers didn’t treat them roughly, and that there weren’t too 
many milk-hungry cats around—and I was so tired!

The day dragged on, and when the milk had been sent off to the early-
morning train at last, I snatched a quick breakfast before I was dispatched 
to the fields, perhaps to the plowing or the day laborers working on the 
sugar beet or, if I was lucky, into the forest. Because then I could dawdle a 
little on my way to the forest workers, and I had to spend the rest of the day 
standing behind people driving them to work harder, because according 
to my boss, overseer Schoenekerl, the people were never working hard 
enough. And I wasn’t driving them hard enough.

When evening had come, when the horses had been fed, when I was so 
tired I could hardly stand, then the owner of the estate began his sessions 
with me. Standing bolt upright in his glossy riding boots, he started to 
discuss the operations of the farm, as he termed it, while I stood in my 
thin leggings, swaying gently back and forth, stupid with fatigue. I don’t 
know why the great man always prolonged these discussions so much. I 
saw the laborers who had fed the animals going home, later the foreman 
rattled his huge bunch of keys as he locked up the barns and the lofts, dusk 
began, the poultry girl chased the last birds into their coops, night fell, 
and the operations of the farm were still being discussed: The wheat needs 
saltpeter, the dung is distributed too unevenly in Field Seven, that has to be 
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looked at again, and I also meant to say that I think the soil in that corner 
of the estate I mentioned has too much clay for sugar beet after all, what if 
we sowed wheat there again, with some alfalfa added . . . ?

On and on, without end, day after day, year after year. Because even 
when I changed to different estates later on, the problems were always 
the same, I was always too easy on the workers, whatever turned out well 
had always been thought up by the owner, whatever turned out badly had 
always been messed up by me. The day was always too long, the pay was 
always too low. You have to admit, I was quite a long way from being a 
writer back then, and I can also assure you that I never spared a thought 
for books or anything like them. I was always tired, I was always hungry 
(because the estate owners’ wives tended to feed us employees rather 
sparingly), and I sighed at the prospect of writing even my obligatory letter 
home on Sundays.

But all this time—though I only realized it decades later—I was 
learning, learning in preparation for what I would eventually become: 
a writer. Because I was almost always among people, I stood behind the 
endless rows of chattering women who were hoeing the turnip fields, or 
digging out the potatoes, and I heard the women and the girls chattering, 
it went on from morning to night. And at night the estate owner rattled 
on, just as the laborers chattered in the barns and the stables. And there 
was no choice, I had to listen, I learned how they talk and what they talk 
about, what worries them, what their problems are. And as I was a very 
inferior member of the owner’s staff, who didn’t ride around on a horse, but 
at best might use one of the estate’s bicycles to save time, the laborers had 
no inhibitions about talking with me, so I learned back then how to talk 
comfortably with anyone. If you spend almost every hour for six months 
standing in fields of damn sugar beet, then you’re just one of the workers; 
it doesn’t matter how sheltered and uneventful your bourgeois upbringing 
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was, you’ve become a kind of agricultural laborer now. And it doesn’t 
matter that you’ve been sent there by the owner to give orders, the workers 
know the score: He has to cuss at us, or he’s having a bad day, but he’s really 
no different from us. So you see, that’s what I harvested during my time as 
a farmer: It broke down my isolation, so that I became part of the common 
herd, with their worries, their joys, and their crises.

And really that was very good for me, because if I had followed my 
family’s usual path through a high-school diploma and the college thing 
and the legal stuff, I might never have become a writer, and that would 
have been a pity, because I still feel today that writing a novel is the most 
beautiful thing in the world, to sit down with the paper in front of you and 
to bring a world to life that wasn’t there before, not so that only I see it (we 
can all do that, when we dream), but so that my dreams become reality for 
others too. But more about that later.

Just now I’ll tell you a bit more about the isolation in which I had lived 
as a young man and from which my time as a farmer then liberated me. I 
had been a sickly boy, and an extremely moderate student, who often had 
to miss school for weeks and months because he was confined to his bed. 
Now, what do you do when you have to spend a long time in bed? You 
read! My good father believed in Jean Paul’s dictum that although books 
themselves aren’t good or bad, they probably make the reader better or 
worse, and because he believed in this dictum he kept a watchful eye on 
his bookcases and allocated my reading matter to me very carefully. But 
sick-days are long, and the books chosen by Papa were often boring, so I 
had to make shift for myself. From his earlier years, my father still retained 
a very wide selection of the little paper-covered volumes published by 
Reclam. His sense of propriety led him to sequester them in big cardboard 
boxes, which meant that he didn’t notice if any were missing, so I could 
use those boxes to satisfy my hunger for reading. My good father would 
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probably have shuddered to see everything his good son was reading: Zola 
and Flaubert, Dumas and Scott, Sterne and Petöfi, Manzoni and Lie, all the 
literatures of the world jumbled up with each other, but without any kind 
of selection or censorship. I think I can say here that I don’t believe my 
indiscriminate reading did me any kind of harm: Such things as I didn’t 
understand slipped past me, and many things which I learned to value only 
later made no impression on me at all in my youth. 

But the result was that I came to know the world of books before the 
world of reality, to know the fictional life of fictional characters before I 
had experienced anything of life. That’s the wrong way round, and if that 
had been all I did before becoming an author then I would have used only 
books as models to write more books, and would have known nothing 
about real life. There’s a poem by Gerhart Hauptmann of which I can only 
remember the lines “I am paper, you are paper, the world paper, the hand 
paper,” and that’s how it would have been with me if a chance happening 
which wasn’t a chance happening hadn’t put me on the turnip fields, hadn’t 
sent me out into life.

However, I have to say that back then on my sick-bed, while I was 
relentlessly devouring little Reclam volumes, I had no thought of writing 
such books myself one day. They held me spellbound, all those novels, 
because they gave my brain something to think about and my heart 
something to feel about, but back then they never awoke any kind of 
ambition in my breast to become a writer—I would have had absolutely 
no idea how to tell my father of such an ambition, and I imagine he would 
have been equally at a loss to know how I, or how anyone, could set about 
it, because after all there was no orderly career path you could follow, no 
degree you could do, no tests you could take.

In fact, there were tests, but you went through them out on the farm, 
in the endless fields of the big agricultural estates, living together with the 
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laborers, with your colleagues, with the owners. Get yourself out into the 
open air, even get yourself sacked sometimes for complaining too much 
about the food, seek somewhat shamefaced refuge at home for a while, but 
then get out there again, a new job, new fields, new laborers, new colleagues 
and owners, and with them the old earth, the old work, the old chatter. 
Because people’s worries are the same everywhere, their happiness is the 
same, their faults are the same, their virtues are unmistakable.

That’s the life I led for several years, until the First World War 
interrupted it. No, I didn’t become a soldier—or only for eleven days, after 
which the army had seen enough of my military capabilities and sent me 
away again, for the duration of the First and of the Second World War. 
But the war took me to Berlin, to one of the wartime committees which 
existed then, the committee supervising potato-growing, and from then 
on my only occupation was to support the planting and increase the 
harvesting of potatoes in German territories. I became an expert in the 
potato industry, in my best days I not only knew around twelve hundred 
types of potatoes by name, but could also distinguish them from each other 
by their appearance, their eyes, their shape, and their color. It was still a life 
that had nothing to do with literature, a life spent on trains, spent traveling 
from one farm to another, building them up, giving advice, replacing old 
seed stock—and in between times I was in Berlin, in the city where I had 
gone to school, the only city where I feel I belong, even if I wasn’t born 
there and even if it’s very battered today. No, nothing to do with literature, 
and yet at the end of this period I wrote my first two novels. I can’t conceal 
my shame entirely, in 1918 and 1919 I wrote and published two novels, and 
indeed with the man who became my publisher many years later, my old 
friend Rowohlt. But I don’t acknowledge these first two children, later on 
I bought them up and had them pulped; I don’t want to know about them 
anymore, I shudder when I think back on them.
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And why is that? Because they’re so bad? No, that’s not the reason; I 
wrote some weak books later as well, books that don’t give my any pleasure. 
But I don’t acknowledge the first two children because they weren’t my 
books, because I wrote them at the instigation, almost on the orders, 
of an ambitious woman, because they were pressed upon me, because I 
didn’t write them from my own internal motivation. That’s why I don’t 
count those two books, that’s why I don’t accept them, because they’re no 
children of mine. A real book has to grow inside you, it can’t be grafted 
onto you artificially from outside. Of course, almost everybody could write 
a book, but those aren’t the books that matter. You have to write books 
because you’ve got to write them! Those alone are the true books, and my 
first two novels weren’t that kind of book! They’re in the past —pulped and 
forgotten!

Then the inflation came, and unemployment, and drove me out of the 
big city again into the country, into my old occupation. But, alas, my old 
occupation was no longer what it had been, the people who had such jobs 
as existed were holding on tightly to them, I no longer had any choice, I had 
to take what I could get. So in those years I pursued a lot of professions to 
earn a few pfennigs here and a few marks there, and usually more pfennigs 
than marks. For a long time I patrolled the fields on a big estate, that is, 
I was a nightwatchman who spent my life chasing poor people who had 
cut the ears off the wheat or dug up the sugar beets to feed their goats 
with. I had to detain them, confiscate their meager pickings, and report 
them to the law, which then gave them a very small fine that, because of 
the continuing inflation, promptly became entirely meaningless. It was 
a strange occupation. Moving around night after night, over the endless 
fields of a huge agricultural estate in the depths of rural Prussia, mostly 
with a little colleague who became one of the most loyal friends I have had 
in my life, always on the alert, but still so often completely absorbed by the 
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beauty of the night hours. I remember one time when we were lying at the 
edge of a forest, we had talked a little and were now gazing silently up at the 
stars, which were shining ever more powerfully and brightly, and I felt like 
I was lying in a cradle made of stars, and the stars were rocking me gently, 
and the whole world was rocking . . . And then I could see only the stars 
again, and they were growing ever bigger and brighter, and I was trying (as 
I hadn’t tried since I was a boy) to find my star, because very early in life I 
had chosen a particular star as my star, but I couldn’t pick it out among all 
that brilliance . . .

Then we were on our feet again and stumbled quite unexpectedly into 
a horde of mine-workers who were stealing wheat, about thirty of them, 
and we had left our rifles behind, and things looked bad for us until we 
bluffed our way out . . . Did I ever think of books back then? I think I barely 
even picked up a book for years and years. 

I lost my taste for the profession of nightwatchman one morning later 
on, when one of my colleagues who had been beaten to a pulp crawled into 
the farmyard. He died a few hours later in our little office. I was through 
with that life, and became a kind of clerk to a master baker. But because of 
the inflation he had spurned that calling long ago and ventured among the 
wholesale potato merchants, and we loaded potatoes onto endless trains 
bound for Berlin, which made my master baker richer and richer, and his 
wife sadder and sadder, because really all he did now was sit around in the 
country inns, and I ran to the goods stations with the bills of lading and 
thought only of potatoes, just as I had thought only of potatoes for years 
before. I didn’t have much time for myself, the boss drank more and more, 
and I took more and more responsibility for running the business. Until 
the inflation came to an end and it turned out that my esteemed master 
baker and wholesale potato merchant was now not a rich man, but a very 
poor man. I don’t know if he managed to keep his bakery, I moved on and 
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took a job on a big agricultural estate again, on the island of Rügen.
That’s where I lived for some years, and where things went well for 

me. My boss was a dyed-in-the-wool original, a real man, with a thousand 
eccentricities, and also the first boss I ever had who actually knew 
something about farming, and a thousand times more than I did. Because 
he knew by instinct what I, the one-time city boy, the judge’s son, had 
learned only laboriously, by trial and error, as something external to me. 
When he crossed a field, his foot and his whole body felt that the soil wasn’t 
loose enough, that it wasn’t ready yet, and he also knew instantly how to 
set about making it ready. I learned a great deal from this man, and most 
important he never expected me to shout at the laborers, because on his 
farm the laborers used their own judgment. He loved the soil, he loved 
what grew in it, and the workers loved it as he did, there was no need to 
shout at them.

He wasn’t a mild man, this boss on Rügen, oh no, he wasn’t that at all, 
and I’ll never forget what he did once with a milker who got angry and 
rushed at me with a pitchfork, how he tucked the man under one arm like 
a little child, carried him to the farmyard pump, in the middle of winter, 
and then held him under with just one arm while he worked the pump 
with the other, finally throwing the dripping man onto the dung-heap. No, 
he wasn’t a mild man, but he was a man of a thousand ideas, and I could 
tell stories about him for hours. Like when he insisted on learning to play 
tennis, but our attempts to transform good Rügen farmland into a solid 
tennis court failed again and again. Then he thought of the flat roof on one 
of the barns, and he had the longest ladder brought (naturally, because the 
barn was a good twelve meters high), and then we played tennis up there, 
not entirely without risk, oh no, by no means, if you hot-footed it after a 
ball and suddenly hit the brakes at the very edge of the roof and looked into 
the depths. Or he went sailing with me out into the Baltic Sea one beautiful 
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October day in a little boat which he had made himself from sprucewood 
planks, and the wind and the waves (and my clumsiness) sent the mast 
overboard, and then the boat sank, and now we had to swim home again 
through the icy water . . . The high white chalk cliffs of Arkona shimmered 
ahead of us, we saw the sailors at the naval station moving around up there 
like little matchstick figures, but they didn’t see our heads among the waves, 
and so we had to swim, swim, swim . . . I got cramp after cramp from the 
cold water, and finally I reached the point where I declared that we would 
never get back to land, and I had had enough and would rather go under 
. . . But he didn’t accept that at all, swam up to me and said furiously that, 
for the Devil’s sake, I should stop making trouble for him, and he would 
keep clipping me over the ears until I swam on, so now I could make my 
choice! And, I’m standing here, so I suppose we did get to land, and not 
only that, we sailed out again quite a few times, in the same inadequate, 
unstable boat, which the sailors had fished out for us. Again, nothing to do 
with books, and I was about thirty years old by now . . .

But even the wonderful Rügen years came to an end, my eccentric boss 
had been somewhat eccentric in business matters too and lost his farm, and 
after various longer or shorter detours I found myself in Hamburg again. 
I was finished with farming, I didn’t want to play the boss’s representative 
anymore, I’d understood that I wasn’t cut out for it. I just didn’t like it 
anymore. I had a little rented room now, and I was what you might call a 
free man, if free man means that you’re completely free to eat or not to eat, 
to work or not to work. I didn’t have a boss anymore, I was finished with 
that too, I had become my own boss, and my job consisted in hiking from 
one export firm to another in Hamburg and inquiring if perhaps they had 
some letters to address, because I had bought myself an old typewriter and 
thought that I could earn my living with it. But there was lots of competition 
around, and not much exporting going on, and the best rate of pay I could 
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get was four marks for a thousand addresses, or five marks for Spanish 
ones. It takes a long time to type a thousand addresses, which meant that 
during those Hamburg days, which were happy days nevertheless, I could 
only afford a hot meal once a week, on Sunday to be precise, and the rest of 
the time I could only afford half a liter of milk and two kippered herrings 
for lunch . . . Back then I thought that was a real poor man’s lunch, and the 
old lady I was renting from not only thought the same, but also told me so 
rather contemptuously on several occasions, but today I think that half a 
liter of milk and two kippered herrings for lunch is not so bad at all, not so 
bad at all . . . 

My old Rügen boss had now also turned up in that same city of 
Hamburg, and was also living in a furnished room, on the limited funds 
he had salvaged from his former farm, which seemed to become more 
limited every day. But that hardly bothered him, because he had now 
turned his attention to the stars, and the world here below didn’t mean 
much to him anymore. He was making a thorough study of astrology, he 
had come suddenly to believe that you could read people’s fates in the 
stars, and whenever I visited him I found him sitting among endless tables 
and calculations and horoscopes, and when I spoke to him he seemed to 
emerge from another world . . . 

It’s best not to trouble me with such things, because to calculate the 
meaning of the stars you have to use the higher mathematics, and of course 
I’ve already said that I’ve always been very bad at the higher mathematics. 
But naturally I was quite prepared to provide my former employer, who 
had long since become my friend, with all kinds of birth-dates, my own 
and other people’s, so that he could practice his astrological skills using 
those dates. So I asked my landlady about her birth-date and those of her 
daughters. She had three daughters, but none at home; that is, I was living 
in the room of one of them, the youngest, whom the health-insurance fund 
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had sent on an extended cure for her kidney problems, and it had been 
agreed that I was to vacate the room as soon as she returned.

I got the birth-dates and gave them to my astrologist friend, and when 
I went back to see him on a later occasion he informed me that something 
very strange had happened to him. Because while he was working out 
the horoscope of the youngest daughter, in whose room I was living, my 
horoscope had been lying on the table too, and quite by chance he had put 
the two horoscopes side by side. Whereupon he had found such complete 
agreement in the stellar constellations, such mysterious relationships 
between them, that it was impossible for us not to meet, in fact we would 
have a great deal to do with each other in our lives, for good and ill, but 
mostly for good . . . 

I had to laugh when my astrologist friend told me that. Because that 
very day my landlady, who despised me so much because of my diet of 
kippered herrings, had given me notice to quit the room, as her youngest 
daughter was expected home. I had to leave before she arrived, so there 
would be no opportunity for our lives to intersect for good and ill, as had 
just been prophesied to me. But my friend stuck to his guns and said that I 
shouldn’t be so silly, the stars didn’t lie . . . 

I didn’t know anything about silliness, I just knew that I had my 
marching orders, and that was fine with me too, because I had lost my 
appetite for typing addresses and eating kippered herrings, the diet was 
much too meager, and I was determined to move to another town, where 
some kind of small position on a newspaper might perhaps be available, 
if all went well. But circumstances then decreed that I did get to see this 
daughter, the one who was driving me out, after all, just on the staircase, 
she coming up, I going down, and that we exchanged a few words. And 
circumstances or the stars or whatever it was further decreed that those 
few words on the staircase prompted me to travel from that other town 



20

back to Hamburg one Sunday, purely to see this daughter again, and that 
after seeing each other seven times we were married. It’s a most curious 
story, and you’d be tempted to believe in the horoscopes. Of course, 
many people will say that it was my astrologist friend’s effusions which 
awakened my interest and made me pay attention to the girl, that I was 
influenced unconsciously. But on the other hand I was no longer so easily 
influenced by that stage, I was already thirty-six years old, and my material 
circumstances didn’t speak strongly in favor of marriage . . .

I must leave this puzzle unsolved, like so many puzzles in my life, 
the word Chance seems to me too limited, and the word Fate too grand 
and expansive an explanation. But even today I can still see my friend, 
none too clean and covered in tobacco-ash, sitting at his desk (which was 
none too clean and covered in tobacco-ash) with the horoscopes in his 
hand, pointing at the astrological lines. And I can see myself standing on 
that sunlit staircase in Hamburg (the building no longer exists, the whole 
suburb no longer exists), and I have exchanged my few words with this 
daughter and see her long legs running up the stairs: tap-a-tip-a-tap-a-tip, 
and—puzzle, astrology, who cares!—I’m happy in these memories.

My position on the little newspaper in the province of Holstein wasn’t 
really a position, it was . . . You see, there were two newspapers in the town, 
a big one and a small one, a good one and a bad one, and unfortunately I was 
employed to represent the small, bad one. I was employed to represent it 
by going from building to building and apartment to apartment canvassing 
for subscriptions. I was equipped for this task with a notarized document 
attesting that my newspaper still had four thousand subscribers. But 
when I showed the document I preferred to hold my thumb over the date, 
because it was already rather too long ago, and our number of subscribers 
had sunk since then, I think we had fewer than a thousand left. From 
everyone I signed up I collected one mark and twenty-five pfennigs for 
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the first month’s subscription, and that one mark and twenty-five pfennigs 
were my only wages, my only income. I believe that was an even harder way 
of earning a living than typing addresses for export firms in Hamburg, and 
in doing it I became familiar with what people call the fear of the doorbell. 
Of course, in the mornings I charged off with renewed élan, I had selected 
a particular part of town and was full of bright hopes. But when I had 
pressed the first twenty or so doorbells and spoken with only angry or 
brusque householders, when the door had been slammed in my face after 
only a few words, my enthusiasm dissipated, I became hesitant, I stared 
superstitiously at the name-plates and considered whether a particular 
name foreshadowed success, stretched my finger out towards the doorbell 
and pulled it back again. And after a while I stretched it out once more 
and pulled it back once more. And then I decided that this whole building 
was no good, and crept quietly down the stairs, and the next time I drew 
a blank I abandoned the whole street, and eventually it got to the point 
where I didn’t dare to ring a doorbell anywhere anymore. But I had to find 
at least four new subscribers every day, otherwise I couldn’t pay my rent 
and couldn’t eat, so I started ringing again and talking, and when the lady 
of the household took the subscription, I could see that she did so less 
because of the paper, which meant nothing at all to her, than just to get rid 
of me, and that wasn’t a pleasant feeling.

It got a little better later on, I was allowed to canvass for advertisements, 
and advertisements brought in more money, and the businessmen were 
much easier to persuade than the housewives. When Luehrs’s carpet store 
had taken a half-page ad from me, or the cinema an eighth-page one, I 
returned proud and happy to our little editorial office and felt like I had a 
proper job, because now I was sometimes earning as much as two hundred 
marks a month!

And I needed to earn that much too, because in the meantime we had 
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got married, and even though we had agreed that our marriage wouldn’t 
change anything for a while, that my wife would keep working in Hamburg 
as I would in my one-horse town, fate intervened here as well, because 
my young wife fell ill, and if she had to stay in bed anyway, where was 
a better place to do that than in my home, in our home? We had a very 
strange attic apartment in the house of a drunken carpenter. The room on 
one side was rented by an ancient grandmother whose old-age pension not 
only supported her, but also helped out ne’er-do-well grandchildren, and 
the room on the other side was occupied by a woman who worked in a 
leather-goods factory, and whose life-long association with leather seemed 
also to have given her a tough skin and a stolid disposition. But we lived in 
the middle with our cat Hule-Mule, who had simply turned up, and who 
was and remained an alley-cat, always dirty, always decrepit, always on 
the verge of leaving in search of somewhere more congenial. The street we 
lived on was called the Kuhberg, and life there was mostly as bovine as the 
name implied, very much as you would expect from a Kuhberg, but none 
of that bothered us in the least. We were happy, and when I came home at 
night from my endless running around the town, with eight marks in my 
pocket or even ten, then we felt like kings, and made late purchases at a 
grocer’s shop, and sometimes on the way home we started to eat our supper 
from the paper straightaway, and it always tasted wonderful.

But I kept moving up in my little newspaper, I became the guy who 
does anything and everything, I didn’t just canvass for subscriptions 
and advertisements, no, I also started to write. I did reports about club 
meetings, I wrote film reviews (which of course always had to praise the 
movie, otherwise I didn’t get an advertisement for the next one), and 
eventually I was even sent to the police department and wrote reports 
about all the infractions which are committed in a little town like that. 
Back then, around 1928, times were bad in Germany, and we were grateful 
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that we were making at least some kind of living. We lived for the day, and 
didn’t worry our heads about the next day, and so the days passed, one after 
the other, and although each brought its sorrows it brought its joys too! 

And on one of these days our editor in chief, who was also our only 
editor, who was the guy that produced the paper, waved me over and said 
to me: “Listen, Fallada, the National Railways have sent me two tickets for 
a mystery day-trip. I don’t have the time, do you and your wife want to go? 
But you’ll have to knock out half a page about whatever the trip proves to 
be.”

I explained to the great man that I would have to talk with my wife first, 
because even if the tickets were free you still had other expenses on such a 
day-trip, and this question of expenses had to be gone into. But it turned out 
that we had five marks in hand, so we decided to risk it, which meant that 
on a beautiful summer morning we were sitting in the train and setting off 
for our mystery destination. This proved to be the island of Sylt, with the 
train running across the recently completed Hindenburg Causeway to the 
health resort and bathing place of Westerland. We alighted from the train 
there and wanted to go to the beach, to the sea. But the local authorities in 
Westerland had fenced off the sea and the beach, and would only let you 
in if you paid a health-resort fee of one mark per head per day. Paying two 
marks from our cash assets just for access to an overcrowded beach seemed 
rather too great a sacrifice to me, so I said to my wife: “Come on, let’s walk 
along the shore here! I mean, the fence has to end somewhere!” We set off, 
and after we had hiked far enough we found the beach and the sea and the 
seclusion we were looking for, and we enjoyed every bit of them, and when 
we felt hungry we moved on to the little village of Kampen and ate—I’ll 
never forget it—some marvelous roast duck, and we even had some of our 
money left!

But as evening was falling we went back to the seashore again, because 
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we had decided to use the remaining money for the little local train from 
Kampen to Westerland. Standing at the seashore was a big man with a 
beret on his head, and for a moment we looked at each other doubtfully, 
the big man and I. But then each asked: “Fallada?”—“Rowohlt?”—and the 
author and the publisher saw each other again after many years. I had never 
thought again about the two novels I had disowned, but he hadn’t forgotten 
them, and he made searching inquiries about how we were living and what 
I was working on, and when I had reached the end of my hardly impressive 
report he said decisively: “But that’s not what you need, Fallada! That’s no 
life for you. Write to me in Berlin, telling me the absolute minimum you 
need to live on, and then I’ll see about getting a job for you there somehow, 
with a newspaper or a magazine or a publisher—so adieu!” Because our 
train was leaving, and we had to go back to the little town and to canvassing 
for advertisements and subscriptions and to writing little articles, and I 
“knocked out” something about this real mystery tour as well.

I don’t want to bore you with the details of how we oscillated between 
hope and despair in the following months, how the modest existence which 
before we had loved so much now seemed to have become unbearable since 
the great star of Berlin had risen on our horizon, how we fell into despair 
when finally we got the offer of work there, and suddenly were told that 
I (who had always appeared to be the most superfluous man at my little 
newspaper) could not now be allowed to leave at any price, how we scraped 
together the money for the journey, how we couldn’t find an apartment 
that seemed commensurate with our income anywhere in the great city. To 
cut a long story short, four months later we’re in Berlin after all, we’re living 
in a furnished room near the Criminal Court in Moabit, and every day I 
go to the Rowohlt publishing house and paste reviews of books onto green 
paper and record those reviews and write out addresses of the newspapers 
which are to be sent free copies, in other words I’m a minor, a very minor 
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clerical worker, and when the bell goes and the office boy happens not to 
be there, then I open the door and announce the famous writers to the 
publisher Rowohlt, announce Herr Tucholsky, and Herr Emil Ludwig, and 
Herr Albert Ehrenstein, and Herr Everybody Else.

Yes, I’m only a very minor clerk in a publishing house, and I seem to 
be miles away from any literature and from any writing of my own. But 
there is one point which distinguishes me from my fellow clerks: Herr 
Rowohlt has decreed that my hours of duty are to end every afternoon at 
one o’clock, while everyone else has to stay in the office until five or six in 
the evening. I don’t know why that is, and at the beginning I just accept it 
as something pleasant, it is pleasant to go home as early as one o’clock and 
to have the whole afternoon free for yourself and your young wife. But 
later I discover that those afternoons are long, that the wife doesn’t always 
have time for the husband, that it’s boring just sitting around . . . Yes, what 
can you do? What on earth can you do if you have absolutely no talent for 
doing nothing and lazing around?

Yes, then it occurs to me that I’ve still got something on my mind, 
something that I haven’t resolved yet. When I was still with the newspaper 
in that one-horse town in Holstein, I eventually climbed so high up the 
greasy pole of reporting that I was even allowed to attend an endless 
political court-case, and to write about it. Farmers had thrown bombs at 
tax offices, farmers had organized a political demonstration, which had 
then turned into a big punch-up—and now the farmers were on trial. But 
because of the way things are at a newspaper, I was never allowed to report 
the events quite as I saw them, I had to write in accordance with the paper’s 
political tendency, and with my town readers’ expectations, in short, I had 
never been able to write what was on my mind.

It all came back to me again on my free afternoons. I had time now to 
catch up on what I’d left undone, but only catch up? Only to record what 
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had happened back then, what I had seen in the courtroom? I thought that 
was too little, and I thought that wouldn’t really interest anyone anymore. 
A trial report has to be fresh, and after four weeks a straight trial report 
reads like a news report from a hundred years ago. And then I thought that 
as a third party I knew much more than had been said back then in the 
courtroom about the things which had happened out in the country and in 
the town, I thought that I could tell the story of the accused men’s and the 
witnesses’ lives, that I could bring this really big episode to life, as though 
it had only just happened . . . 

I don’t know how long I carried these ideas around with me in Berlin, 
how they developed in me, took definite shape, until finally the word novel 
emerged in me. Yes, it turned out now that I wanted to write a novel, or 
at least that I wanted to try, because I had no idea if I could do it. Those 
two novels from before—inspired in me only by someone else’s insinuating 
personality—Heavens, there was no way that you could compare them 
with what I was planning now. Because I was planning to shape a whole 
world, to make dozens of characters live and speak, make countless events 
occur. To show consequences—no, that was something very different from 
what I had tried before, and then given up again. 

Maupassant told once of how he took the great master of the French 
novel, Flaubert, as his guide, and how that had taught him to write, once 
and for always. I didn’t have a teacher, I had to be my own teacher, and I just 
had to try, regardless of how it turned out. I’m such a superstitious, such 
a secretive person that I didn’t say a word to anyone, not even to my wife, 
about what I was planning: Heavens, writing something or other about that 
court-case in Holstein, you remember, not worth talking about! No, at that 
time, when I was starting my work (which I always locked carefully away), 
I was particularly curt and unforthcoming, simply so that I wouldn’t be 
asked about my work, because it was something that I had to deal with all 
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by myself, and no-one knew how it would turn out . . . 
Ah, those wonderful hours that I spent in my room in Calvin St. when 

I started to put the things which had lived in me for so long down on 
paper! Ah, those miserable hours that I spent struggling with the problems 
of technique, because I didn’t know what parts of the story to tell first, how 
to lead up to an event, how to tell the reader afterwards about something 
that had happened before. Those endless dialogs with their “she said, he 
said, she answered, he objected” . . . How did I get out of that? How I 
cudgeled my brains as the plot became more and more complicated, and 
I couldn’t see any end to my difficulties! How often I went to bed late at 
night, long after my wife had fallen asleep, and knew for sure that I’d get 
stuck tomorrow, and wouldn’t be able to find a way out! You’re wasting 
your time, you pathetic excuse for a writer!

And tomorrow came, and I woke up in low spirits, trotted through the 
Tiergarten to my office, sorted reviews, pasted them up, opened the door 
and conducted more famous and more talented people into Herr Rowohlt’s 
inner sanctum—and enlightenment hadn’t dawned. There was just no way 
out!

But just as a spider sees his web broken over and over again, but always 
spins it anew, I always went back to my pages of manuscript, I sat down, 
my brain still steeped in ignorance, and began to scratch out something, 
some few words that could equally well have remained unwritten, but 
just for the sake of writing something . . . And suddenly the pen picks up 
speed, suddenly I know how to continue everything, suddenly the ideas 
are jostling each other, and my brain roars back to life, I can’t write fast 
enough, and I’m afraid I’ll forget the things I’ve just thought of for the next 
chapters. But I don’t have time to make notes, because first of all I’ve got 
to write down my ideas for the current chapter, and so my mind races off, 
for hours and hours and hours, and even though I come to supper when 
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“Writing is the essence of my life”
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I’m called, I sit there as if I’m in another world, and I don’t know what I’m 
eating, and sometimes my wife must have thought that I was a madman.

Until the tide ebbs again, until I write more calmly, until it all comes to 
a halt three or four days later. And until I say to myself again: This time I’m 
sure I won’t find a way out.

And so, with all these ups and downs, I finally finish the novel, to which 
I gave the name “A Small Circus Called Monte” at first, and which appeared 
under the title Farmers, Functionaries and Fireworks later on. When I 
submitted the manuscript rather diffidently to my publisher Rowohlt, I was 
thirty-seven years old and had no thought of ever writing a second novel. I 
thought that I had done enough with this one, I had relieved myself of the 
unfinished business which was oppressing me, and that was enough. But 
the curious thing with writing books is that there’s something seductive 
about it. Whenever in the weeks afterwards I was walking around, and 
had nothing to do but just to walk around, whenever I looked at the desk 
at which I had written Farmers, Functionaries and Fireworks, there was a 
feeling of emptiness in my chest. And when I lay awake at night, as I often 
did then, because my brain no longer had anything to occupy it, then I 
thought about whether my life was supposed to consist of sitting in a back 
room at Rowohlt’s cutting out reviews and pasting them onto green paper, 
sending out free copies and recording the subsequent reviews. Was that 
why I was on earth? There seemed to be so little purpose in it all.

And then I thought again about the hours of elation which I had 
experienced while writing my first book. Often it had been a feeling like 
intoxication, but a feeling beyond all the kinds of intoxication offered 
by earthly means. Even the worst hours in which I had despaired totally 
about how the writing could continue seemed better to me than the most 
pleasant free hours I had now. There was no doubt about it: I had drunk 
of a poison which I could no longer expel from my body or my soul, and 
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now I thirsted to drink more of that poison, to drink it always, every day, 
for the rest of my life.

I don’t know if I’m expressing myself clearly and comprehensibly. 
What I’m trying to say is this: That once I had started I couldn’t stop, that 
when I decided to write another novel (the book that later became a world-
wide success under the title Little Man, What Now?) I was acting under a 
compulsion. I certainly didn’t write it for my readers. I never think about 
my readers when I’m writing a book. I only think about the book, about the 
characters in it, the fates in it. When I think about something other than 
those things, then I think very selfishly about me, I’m supplying myself 
with the greatest happiness which life has to give, making it flow into my 
breast and my heart: I’m writing, I’m writing every hour of the day and 
of the night, whether I’m sitting at my desk or walking around, whether 
I’m answering letters or talking with you here, everything becomes a book 
for me, one day it will have become a book, a little piece of this here, and 
that facial expression there, and those tables and chairs and windows. 
Everything in my life ends in a book. That’s how it has to be, it can’t be 
otherwise, because I’m the man that I became.

I’ve told you about my earlier life, when it really didn’t look, when for 
years it didn’t look like I would become a book-writer. I went around and 
did my work in the fields of the big agricultural estates and in the offices 
of the big cities like everyone else. I didn’t know myself that there was 
anything else for me to do. But after I had written my first book there was 
no stopping me anymore, and after the first came the second, and that was 
followed by the third, and so over the years I’ve become what you could 
call an old book-writer, and I have nothing but books in my head, and no 
longer any thought that I would be fit for any other occupation.

But I’ve got a long way ahead of myself, as they say, really we’re still 
only at the point where I’m rather diffidently placing my first novel in 
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my publisher Rowohlt’s hands. Well, he read it, because he’s one of those 
publishers who reads all his authors’ books himself (which by no means 
all publishers do), and his chief editor read it, and his deputy chief editor 
read it, and more and more people read it, long before the decision to 
publish it was made, and while that was happening my diffidence gradually 
transformed itself into the firm conviction that I had written a novel, a 
real novel, one that would be capable of interesting the readers, and also 
of gaining favorable notices from the critics. So even without a master to 
teach me, even without the guidance of a Flaubert, I had succeeded in 
writing a real novel.

I won’t go any further, you see, I won’t go any further, because here I 
have to make a strange confession to you: That I have never been interested 
in what my readers or what the critics have to say about my books. I can 
assure you that I find nothing more deeply annoying than those people who 
tell me that they have read all of Fallada and then heap all their encomiums 
on me, and I actively detest the people who bail me up and start retelling 
episodes from my own works and exclaiming about how marvelous those 
episodes are. And what the newspapers write about me, whether it’s good 
or bad, doesn’t bother me, I haven’t read it for many years now, and if it 
happens to catch my eye I feel that it doesn’t concern me, it doesn’t interest 
me, it has nothing to do with me.

Perhaps that sounds very ungrateful, but I’m not ungrateful. You 
haven’t forgotten that I told you about the poison which has infected me 
since I wrote my first book, so that I always have to keep writing? And you 
also haven’t forgotten that I only wrote my books because of the characters 
in them, their fates, that I never thought about my readers? You see, that 
explains a great deal. Because I don’t write the books for other people, 
and I don’t write them to give pleasure to my readers, I write them only 
for my own pleasure, to feel like a little god and creator of worlds, that’s 
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why I write them. I don’t deserve any thanks or any praise, so I don’t like 
hearing any thanks or praise. To be blunt, it’s as if someone had got quite 
gloriously drunk, and then people came up to him and thanked him for 
having sucked up the liquor so beautifully. No, no, they shouldn’t do that.

And the other side of the matter, the critics . . . ? Yes, perhaps it sounds 
very arrogant that I don’t want to hear anything from critics either. But I 
have to say that someone who takes his writing as seriously as I do—and 
my books may mean a lot or a little, but I do take them seriously—that 
a book-writer and novel-father like that knows his own child best of all. 
I know exactly where its weaknesses are, where the inspiration dried up, 
where I cobbled things together, I know all those things only too well. If it 
were in my power, I would change it, keep changing it, but unfortunately 
it’s not in my power.

And this brings us to another topic and a new confession, which is that 
after only a short time I forget everything that I have written in a book. 
Forget it so completely that even reminders about what I have written 
don’t help me. Then I just shrug my shoulders uncertainly and say: “It’s 
possible that’s in one of my books. But I can’t say.” I know so little, I forget 
the contents of my books so completely that sometimes I’ve told the same 
story twice without noticing. And nothing has ever been able to induce me 
to look into one of my books again, I positively shudder at the prospect.

I suppose there are several reasons why that’s the case. One reason is 
that the child has to make its own way in the world, if it has turned out well. 
The father can’t always walk along beside it trying to protect it. It is ready, 
and the father (who in this case of course is the mother too) now has other 
children to deal with. That’s one reason, but it’s not the most important. For 
me the most important reason never to look at a book again and to forget 
it completely is entirely different. I would give you a quite false picture of 
being a writer here if I created the impression that an author has nothing 
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to do but write novels. That’s the pleasant part, but in terms of time spent, 
also by far the smallest part of the job. Because if the novel is written by 
hand—and I’m one of those authors who still has to write every line by 
hand, I can’t create onto a typewriter—then when you’ve finished the novel 
of course you have to revise it a bit and then either dictate it to a typist or 
type it yourself. Sometimes I type it myself, and sometimes I dictate it. And 
then you have to check the typescript very carefully for mistakes, which 
is already the third time that I check my child very carefully. Then the 
publisher and the editors read it, and now the author receives a wish-list, 
long or short as the case may be, but he gets a wish-list. Firstly this contains 
a schedule of factual and technical errors which have escaped the author’s 
attention despite all his efforts, and secondly a schedule of the things which 
the editor finds undesirable, concerning, dangerous, or just improbable. 
The author has no choice, he has to sit down and look at his child a fourth 
time, and often look at it very thoroughly.

Are we finished now? No, we’re starting now. Because now the 
novel goes to the printer, and the way things usually are the author has 
to proofread three times, first the so-called galleys, then the page proofs, 
and finally the author’s corrections. They’re the kind of technicalities of 
the book trade which firstly I don’t understand too well myself, and which 
secondly I don’t want to bore you with, but in any case, I have to deal with 
them, so after the last corrections I have read and written the novel seven 
times, and I can assure you that I can proofread for twenty pages without 
remembering a word of what I’ve read afterwards. The brain just goes on 
strike, it’s as though you’re trying to learn and to learn a list of words which 
you’ve known perfectly for years, as though you’re trying to memorize a 
song which you can already sing from the first verse to the last.

Have we now finished with our child . . . ? No, now we’re just getting 
started with it! Because of course most of my novels have been serialized in 
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a newspaper or a magazine before appearing in book form, and that kind 
of serialization requires a further and special revision. Because in the first 
place a newspaper can never publish something as long as the book version, 
the readers would forget the beginning by the time they got to the end, and 
in the second place a serialization has to cut out many things which could 
cause offense in a broader circle of readers. So I have to go through the text 
again, cut it to half its length, write connecting passages, leave things out, 
put things in, make things clearer. Once, twice, three times—and hope that 
what I end up with is acceptable. Hope.

And then there are the movies. Yes, now this novel is supposed to be 
filmed too, you have to turn the novel into a script for a film of no more 
than two-and-a-half-thousand meters, so start again and revise it again! I 
did the sums once, and worked out that the author has to go back to his 
novel and revise it about a dozen times. Obviously it’s not very pleasant, 
it’s tedious journeyman work, but it’s better to do it yourself than to let 
someone else do it. Because after all you know your own child best, and 
as a father it pains you to suddenly hear it speaking in quite the wrong 
way, and with words it never had from you. That’s a major but unavoidable 
burden in my profession, so you’ll understand that after the last revision 
I let my child go, and never want to see it and never want to hear from it 
again—that in fact I then forget it completely. My head and my heart have 
attended to it a little too often, so that at the end I have actually had to force 
my brain to deal with it. And once it’s no longer necessary, I won’t do that 
anymore, and my brain won’t either. Away with that book, forget it, start 
a new one, plunge into the joy of creating once again, and if I encounter 
the previous book, or the film, or the serialization, or even a review or a 
well-meaning reader, then I think: Ah yes, that was then—yes, that was a 
long time ago, but now I’m busy with a completely different book, now I’m 
living in a completely different world, don’t bother me with what used to 
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be, and such a long time ago too!
But with my first novel, with Farmers, Functionaries and Fireworks, 

or with just F.F.F. as I call it privately, I had some curious experiences. I 
told you that the publisher and the editors and various other people were 
not unfavorably disposed towards this, my first child, and I was also 
informed that the Cologne Illustrated newspaper had acquired the novel 
for serialization. That pleased me not because I was ambitious, but for a 
different and very material reason: because I was supposed to get lots of 
money for it; I’ll even tell you that I was supposed to get nine thousand 
marks for it. And of course you know how we had lived until then, from 
one day to the next, on a minimal salary, we still couldn’t call a single stick 
of furniture our own, so it was no surprise that we almost went crazy at 
the prospect of all that lovely money. Oh, how we sat around making plans 
about all the things we would do with the money. Because back then, it 
seemed to us, we could buy half the planet with nine thousand marks. We 
talked about it when we went for a walk, when we sat at the dining table, 
when we were about to fall asleep at night, we made neat lists, and made 
new lists, and one of us decided to buy this, and the other decided to buy 
that, and the nine thousand marks seemed entirely inexhaustible, and 
our lists grew longer and longer, up there in our furnished room near the 
Criminal Court in Moabit.

And then the money came, but things were so tight at that point that 
I only received it in installments, five hundred one time and maybe a 
thousand the next. But that didn’t bother us at all, we didn’t think about 
the tight, about the dangerous economic situation, we went out and bought 
things. We bought a two-and-a-half-room cottage in a settlement—on an 
installment plan; and we bought furniture—on an installment plan; and 
we bought clothes and linen and things for the cottage—on an installment 
plan; and we bought books—on an installment plan. And we moved out 
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of the city and into the eastern suburbs, onto a street with the delightful 
name of the Green Corner (though actually it wasn’t very green), and we 
lived there in fine style and in expectation of further payments—on an 
installment plan. 

But one black day I discovered that there wouldn’t be any further 
payments for a while, but that my worthy publishing house had gone 
bankrupt (the biggest banks and firms in Berlin were going bankrupt at 
that time), and now my money was stuck in the bankruptcy somewhere, 
and I was in debt up to my ears, and much higher! Oh, those were very 
difficult hours and days and weeks, I didn’t know what I would use to 
pay the next installments, in fact it wasn’t even possible to buy the most 
essential groceries, and so I squeezed my brain and wrote stories and little 
pieces for newspapers, and everything they earned me was just a drop in 
a bucket. So I had written my way into trouble, and didn’t really care that 
my name was on posters everywhere as the author of F.F.F., and drawing 
attention to the serialization in the Cologne Illustrated newspaper.

But somehow those days passed, just as all days pass, the good ones and 
the bad ones, and the publishing house traded its way out of bankruptcy, 
and I received every last penny of my money and was able to pay my debts, 
and we weren’t living on installment plans anymore, but among our own 
property. By then I was already deep in my work again on the book Little 
Man, What Now?, and the world outside no longer interested me much, 
and I was walking around in a dream again.

Then I finished the book, and we found that title for it—and I have 
to admit that I can’t really remember who found the title which helped 
the book to its great success. Originally the book was called “The Shrimp,” 
but everyone thought that wasn’t much of a title. And so one day we were 
sitting together at the publishing house, Rowohlt and my wife and I and 
the two editors, and maybe some other people were there too, I don’t 
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remember. And Rowohlt kept repeating to us the title of a novel which 
was very successful at that time, Where Are You Rolling To, Little Apple?, 
as a kind of model of what we were looking for. And so we were sitting 
there, feeling pretty stupid actually, and making suggestions which were all 
promptly rejected, and then silence reigned again, and Rowohlt broke the 
silence with Where Are You Rolling To, Little Apple? one more time—and 
suddenly it was there: Little Man, What Now? had been born. Who found 
the title? I can’t remember. I’d almost like to think that I found it, as no-one 
has ever said to me that he was father to it. So it was probably me. But I 
can’t remember, just as I can’t remember what’s in the book about the little 
man, I’ve forgotten.

And the little man became what they call a world-wide success, which 
means that he was translated into lots of languages, that he made his author 
very famous, and earned him lots of money. I can only tell you that a 
world-wide success isn’t a pleasant thing—or at least not for me. Suddenly 
all kinds of people were writing to me, and most of them wanted money 
from me, and if all they wanted was for me to sign their copy I was getting 
off lightly. And I was supposed to give a speech here and make a visit there 
and open something somewhere else and write an article for newspaper X 
and give my next novel to publisher Y and finance somebody’s miraculous 
invention which was guaranteed to make me a millionaire. And castles 
were offered to me to buy, and now, when I wouldn’t have gone back to 
farming at any price, I could have become the owner of agricultural estates 
and had employees of my own, when all the time the only thing I wanted 
was to go on writing books in peace.

But even this flood of outside interest—which incidentally soon 
receded again, to crash in on an even more famous man—wasn’t the worst 
thing about my world-wide success. Because the worst thing was the money. 
Only a very short time before, I had been forced to live on a very modest 
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income, and we had owned almost nothing. Then F.F.F. had brought a little 
money into our house, but after all it hadn’t taken us any further than to a 
cottage with two-and-a-half rooms. But now the money started streaming 
in. The river swelled more and more, flowing not just from Germany, but 
from ten, from twenty countries, and it seemed as though it would just 
keep growing, and never end . . . 

No-one should receive such a sudden access of wealth, you have to 
learn how to deal with money as much as with anything else, and I hadn’t 
learned that in my life before. Yes, we had got on fine with very little, we 
knew how to do that, we could cope very well on two or three hundred 
marks per month. But on two thousand, or on twenty thousand? Could we 
really afford whatever we wanted now, buy half the planet, or how was that 
supposed to work? A wise old auditor said something to me in those days 
which has always impressed me with its truth: “Yes, Fallada,” he said, “you 
don’t have to be a genius to live properly when you have very little money, 
but there aren’t many people who can fulfill all their obligations when they 
have lots of money!”

And I, for one, couldn’t do it. I stopped my work, because I had now 
found an entirely new occupation: getting and spending money, and I was 
at great pains to pursue this occupation in the most foolish way possible. 
I really didn’t know how to stop, and I was in a very fair way to ruin my 
family, my health, and my appetite for work, and my fortune along with 
them, until my friends and my wife eventually persuaded me to flee this 
veritable gold fever by moving to the country.

I finally came to my senses again in a little village in Mecklenburg, 
where I had acquired an extremely modest smallholding. And it was high 
time. Because my world-wide success had been superseded by the next 
world-wide success (no world-wide success lasts longer than six months), 
the river of money was slowing to a trickle, and finally, of course, there 
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was this institution called the Revenue Service, an institution which I had 
completely overlooked during my recent senseless life. But it was enough 
that I got away in one piece again, I found my salvation in the country, on 
my little farm. But I wouldn’t like to go through it all again, even if I’m now 
a lot older and—perhaps—have learned to deal a little more sensibly with 
money.

No, quite apart from all the money problems: I wouldn’t like to 
go through all that again. Because sitting at your desk creating a world 
for yourself is a different thing from standing outside in the real world, 
asserting yourself in it, and holding your place in it. Those are two very 
different things. And the stronger your attraction to the first world is—and 
I’m not ashamed to call it the unreal world, and I’m so strongly attracted 
to my unreal world that I wouldn’t give it up for anything—the weaker the 
figure you cut in the outside world will be. Writing a book and championing 
it in the outside world demand quite different skills from a man, and I 
would say that the better you are at writing the book, the worse you are 
at championing it. Or at least I only felt at ease again when I was sitting at 
peace again, the storm had blown itself out, clean white paper lay before 
me, and I said to myself: On to a new one. Start your third book now!

Because now I had finally reached the point where I had understood 
what I had not realized during the thirty-six years of my life: That my 
vocation was to write books, and only that, nothing but that. And I’ve kept 
to that realization all my life since: I’ve lived with and for books, and when 
I was among people and experiences and deeds, then they always became 
material for books for me. It wasn’t that I decided to approach life like that, 
that I singled out this or that person for observation and surveillance, with 
the firm intention of making him into a character in a book, no, nothing 
like that. But over the years I’ve noticed that everything which I see and 
experience can become material for a book or for an episode in a book 
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or for a character in a book. I don’t know that, I don’t plan anything. But 
suddenly, while I’m writing, this or that experience resurfaces in me, from 
years ago or just days ago, and I’m sitting in a suburban train again and 
such-and-such a man looks such-and-such a way and says such-and-such, 
and now I have to describe that so everyone can see it. My brain, my whole 
life has become a storehouse for things that ought to be written one day, 
and I couldn’t tell you all the things that are in the storehouse, because it’s 
so big, and I can’t see into its dark corners and compartments, but I know 
that I’ll find everything in it. Putting it another way, perhaps I’d say that I’m 
a natural scientist who describes Nature as it is. But then I have to limit or 
expand that—and in this case limiting and expanding are the same thing—
by saying that I describe Nature as it is collected in me, as it is selected and 
accumulated in me, and as it changes in me.

In an earlier part of my remarks I was very insistent that I repudiate 
my first two novels, because they weren’t “my” novels, but someone else’s, 
written at someone else’s instigation. I’m in a rather embarrassing position 
now, when I have to admit to you that since then I have sometimes—
and more than just once or twice—written novels which were straight 
commissions, for example from a magazine editor, but which I nevertheless 
acknowledge as my true children. And I must also admit that during the 
Nazi dictatorship I was seldom allowed to write as I wanted, because there 
were not just thematic restrictions, but also very detailed instructions about 
what you were and were not allowed to write. For example, I remember 
that from a certain point on we novel-writers were forbidden to mention 
clergymen, to mention priests, whether favorably or unfavorably, because 
in the Third Reich the existence of clergymen was supposed simply to be 
forgotten. On the other hand, we were only allowed to write positively 
about teachers, we were only allowed to show appealing and completely 
faultless teachers in our books, because there was a shortage of teachers 
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in the Third Reich, and it was highly desirable that as many young people 
as possible resolved to become members of the teaching profession. There 
were countless instructions of that kind, and I had to follow them while 
writing my books, otherwise there was no prospect of publication. And 
even under these restrictions I wrote books and acknowledge them as my 
books.

As I already said, I’m in a rather embarrassing position when confronted 
by this contradiction. Perhaps it’s best if I say I’ve now progressed to the 
point that I am so skilled at my trade (because my occupation, like every 
other, is in many ways like a trade), anyway, that I am now so skilled at 
my trade that I can turn even unfamiliar, commissioned material into 
something entirely my own. It wasn’t like that when I was starting out. Back 
then I was still uncertain, because I didn’t even know if I could produce a 
novel at all, every constraint made me nervous, and I had to turn in on 
myself completely, seal myself up like an oyster, and no-one was allowed to 
disturb me, I couldn’t even talk to my wife about my plans.

Today I know that I can write a novel. And what’s more, I know that 
I can produce my novels from almost any material, because I have now 
determined my own way of seeing and describing things. That’s why a 
commission doesn’t make me nervous anymore, no, I just start looking for 
the way to carry it out, and I always find a way that suits me.

I’d like to show you how curiously this process can function, using a 
very recent example. It was a good year ago, let’s say in October of the 
year 1945, when I had just moved from the country to Berlin, and was still 
shattered by my work as mayor of a small town, which had been forced 
upon me despite my unsuitability. An acquaintance put a slim file in my 
hands, a Gestapo file about a case against a worker and his wife in Berlin. 
During the war, these two rather elderly people, who up until then had 
held minor posts in the Nazi Party, suddenly began writing cards criticizing 
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Hitler, and leaving them in the stairwells of busy office buildings. They 
had got away with this for about two years, before the husband was caught 
by the Gestapo, and after him the wife, and then came the inevitable case 
before the People’s Court and the death sentence, which was carried out on 
both of them in the year 1942.

My acquaintance asked me if I thought it was possible to make a novel 
out of this case. And yes, I thought it was possible. I read the file, and then 
first of all I wrote a short non-fiction article about it for a magazine, and the 
article was duly published. That was all about a year ago.

But while I was writing the article, I understood for the first time 
the problems with the material. You had two rather elderly people, with 
no children, no friends, no-one they spoke to. They wrote cards, for two 
years, nothing else, and left them in the stairwells. Finally they were caught 
and executed. It was too dry, it wasn’t enough. Not a trace of youth, light, 
hope. Of course, you had the Gestapo, and the people who worked for 
the Gestapo hunting the people who were writing the cards, but hunting 
so indifferently, so routinely, so clumsily. Their hunt had all the vigor of a 
post-office clerk selling stamps behind his counter!

No, there was nothing in the material, it was too dry, you could 
make an article of twenty typewritten pages out of it, but never a novel of 
four hundred pages! And then—who wanted to read about such things 
anymore? Did I like thinking about them? Illegal activity during the war, 
and then illegal activity like that . . . ! The idea incredibly ill-advised, the 
messages on the cards primitive beyond belief, and they had never had any 
effect. Of course most of the cards had simply been handed to the Gestapo 
as quickly as possible. No-one had taken the time to read them and think 
about them. Just get rid of them!

And I banished this material from my memory for ever. I didn’t want 
anything to do with it, it wasn’t anything I could use. I wrote another little 
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novel which I messed up rather badly, and then I turned my attention to 
another plan, to a really great novel which was to be set in Berlin today: 
A young man comes from the country, it’s the first time he has ever seen a 
city, a refugee lives among the ruins, he’s in danger, he sinks, and then he 
pulls himself together, he builds a little security for himself, finds a little 
happiness, a little optimism . . . 

My mind was occupied with these things, and I was about to begin 
writing, though still preoccupied with the minor journeyman work which 
is so necessary these days, when a letter summoned me to a film company. 
So I went along, full of expectation. But what I heard there disappointed 
me sorely. Because—after a year had passed—the people there had read 
my little article about the Berlin worker and his wife, they had found the 
material interesting, and believed that they could make a film out of it. So 
they asked how I was getting on with my novel. I had to admit that I hadn’t 
started it yet. I told them about my other novel, my optimistic novel.

But no, people are so unpredictable, they didn’t want to know about my 
nice, optimistic novel, they wanted me to work up this other, depressing 
material, that dead-end book without youth and without hope and without 
love was the one they thought I should write.

Well, even a writer has to live, a film commission means money, 
sometimes lots of money, and when I went home I had negotiated a 
contract with these people about the very book that I didn’t want to write at 
any price. That was on September 26, 1946, and the date for starting work 
had been set as October 1, 1946. I wasn’t happy as I went home, and I wasn’t 
pleased about the money that I could earn. I was only thinking about what 
an ordeal this job would be and how it would come to nothing anyway.

But my professional conscience wouldn’t let me rest. I didn’t even 
glance at the notes and extracts which I had made previously from the 
Gestapo files, and I didn’t look at the article which I had written either. But 
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my brain was turning the material over nevertheless, constantly turning 
over the question: How do I bring a bit of light and color into this gloom? 
And then: What does the first chapter look like? The first chapter is like the 
door of a house, because once you’re through the door you only need to 
keep moving.

I began writing a day earlier than agreed, I had found my door. And in 
any case my time was limited, I was supposed to deliver the manuscript in 
two months.

And I kept writing. As early as during the first hundred pages I was 
surprised to see that this wouldn’t be a story, but that it would be a full-
grown novel, that I would be more likely to have too much material than 
too little. I’ve already told you that I can’t create onto a typewriter, I have 
to scratch a novel out by hand, and as I’m also subject to writer’s cramp, 
it’s a laborious business. The deadline left me no peace, so that I had a long 
and difficult day’s work every day. I was sitting at my desk at five o’clock in 
the morning, and I rarely stopped before seven in the evening. As was my 
pedantic habit, I drew up a work calendar, and in it I recorded how many 
pages I had written every day. And I made a rule for myself, as I always 
did, that I was not allowed on any day to write fewer pages than on the day 
before. I was permitted to write more, but strictly forbidden to write less. 
In short, I drove myself and my brain along with all of the old and the new 
tricks that I knew.

And while I was writing, while I was working up the material, while 
I was horrified to see that the material was growing and growing, and 
that I would have to work hard to get a grip on it, during all that time 
I was constantly amazed by my own brain. Because I had truly believed 
that I couldn’t make anything of this material, I had filed it away for 
good and dismissed it. For a whole year I hadn’t thought about it at all, 
but developed more optimistic plans. And then as chance would have it, 
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a year later some film guy got his hands on my long-forgotten article, he 
gave me a commission, I accepted it, I accepted it for external reasons, 
basically because I was in a hurry to earn as much money as possible, and it 
turned out that everything I had thought was wrong. Because my brain had 
continued to worry away at the material, quietly, without me having the 
slightest idea of what was going on, and my brain had taken the material 
apart, added to it, reshaped it: In short, it had made it into the basis for a 
novel, quietly transforming nothing into something, and I hadn’t known 
anything about it!

I asked myself again and again what would have happened if I hadn’t 
received that chance external impetus to write the novel. Would it then 
have remained within me, unwritten? Were many more novels lying within 
me, unwritten? I didn’t know, I would never find out. But perhaps you’ll 
understand what a strangely exciting adventure life is for me even today, 
at an age when most people are already thinking about stopping work, but 
when I’m starting again and again. And now you’ll also understand that 
I call this commissioned novel my book after all, my own work, which I 
acknowledge. I can’t deny that it was commissioned, I can’t deny that I 
accepted the commission unwillingly, but it’s equally undeniable that what 
I wrote became my novel.

I needed twenty-four days to do it, to write this novel, and it’ll be a 
good six hundred pages or so when it’s published. I drove myself along, 
alright. I experienced all the joys of a creator while I was writing the novel, 
but I couldn’t take the time to enjoy them, because I had to keep going, 
because I didn’t know if the inspiration would keep flowing or whether it 
would suddenly dry up, I pushed myself on. And finished on October 24. 
Saved again, a book brought safely into harbor again! And while I look only 
unfavorably on many of my children, particularly on those from the last 
Nazi years, because I messed them up partly or completely, after finishing 
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this novel that I hadn’t wanted to write at all I had the feeling: I’ve pulled 
it off, at last I’ve created something really worthwhile again! I’m happy . . . 

I treated myself to a week’s rest, which is to say that I answered letters, 
ran errands, and took care of all kinds of business, I gave my brain a rest. 
And I found that it needed a rest. Then, punctually on November 1, I began 
revising the book, I typed some parts of it myself, and dictated other parts. 
This revising and dictating took almost as long as writing the manuscript, 
but after all the novel was safe now, I had written it down, I didn’t need to 
drive myself so hard anymore . . . 

Though I have to qualify that a little. A novel which is complete in 
manuscript doesn’t exist yet, it’s always at risk. A single copy—and there can 
be a fire, it can be stolen (although I’ve never heard of any thieves who steal 
novel manuscripts!), it can get lost somehow—and I would never, never, 
never be able to write it again! A novel in manuscript doesn’t exist yet, it’s 
just a problem child. It’s only when it has been typed, only when there are 
three, four copies of it, that I can breathe easy, that I’m—almost—sure that 
nothing more can happen to it. What would you have me do? Because in 
everything connected with my work, I’m a superstitious man. I never want 
to talk to anyone about my work, I can’t imagine letting anyone read even a 
line of the manuscript. I always think that the inspiration will dry up, that 
the novel will never be finished. I’m afraid what will happen to it—again 
and again, in different ways. I’m a slave to all these feelings, just as I’m a 
slave to my work. Am I writing these books? Something in me is writing 
them. I simply have to! Truly, there’s no pleasure in sitting at a desk for ten, 
twelve hours every day, day in and day out, and being driven by your work, 
when after sixteen novels I know that so far I have finished every one, that 
the inspiration has never yet deserted me. When I also know that hundreds 
or at least dozens of my fellow authors write their books much more easily 
and calmly, and their books aren’t worse than mine!
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But none of that helps me at all! I have to. I have to write the way the 
law within me requires, or I have to give up writing. And as I don’t want to 
give up writing, and never will give up writing, I have to drive myself on, 
today, tomorrow, I’ll probably still be driving myself on when I’m an old 
man, an ancient, I’ll always be afraid that I won’t finish the book.

And this novel I’ve been telling you about, which at the moment has 
the title Every Man Dies Alone? Well, its fate is the same as many of my 
novels: Soon I will develop a profound distaste for it, I won’t want to hear 
of it ever again. It isn’t just that it will be filmed, and it isn’t just that I will 
be obliged to help write the script. No, it will also be serialized in the New 
Berlin Illustrated newspaper. And—as I said before—the problem with a 
serial, and particularly with a serial in a paper which only appears weekly, 
is that the story can only run for a certain time, otherwise the readers forget 
how it started. Thirteen weeks, three months is really the most that you can 
expect of them. But in its current state my novel is long enough to run for 
well over six months, so I have to cut out a good half of it, and I also have to 
change quite a few other things to put it into shape for a serialization. This 
work awaits me, and I have to tell you that I sigh when I think of it. But as 
Captain Shotover says in George Bernard Shaw’s play Heartbreak House: 
“Money is not made in the light,” and anyway I always think it’s better if I 
do the chopping, rather than some butcher I don’t know, and so I’ll get the 
job done.

But if I may make one request of you today, please never judge a novel 
by its serialization. I’ve drawn a little picture for you of how such a serial 
comes to exist, and I’ve also told you why that has to be so. We have to 
accept the things that it seems we can’t change, or that it’s not possible to 
change at the moment. But that’s why you should honor my request: Please 
don’t judge a novel by its serialization. The shrewd reader and the well-
informed reader will soon notice while they’re reading the serial that there’s 



48

a bit missing here and another bit there which happens for no obvious 
reason, and they’ll say to themselves: Aha, it’s the serialization! But that’s 
no reason for us to denigrate serials. Not only do they enable the author to 
earn a good part of his living, but they also offer a first impression of how 
the novel really is, they bring in readers for it, and that also has its value.

And then in the distance—unfortunately, the not very far distance—
the corrections of the book editions are beckoning. All three of them. And 
foreign publishers are starting to contact us again too, just a few countries 
at first, but after all that’s a beginning. And we’ll have to go through the 
novel again for the foreign publishers as well.

In short, all the unpleasant journeyman jobs which are part of a 
writer’s profession are now standing directly before me. I’ll get them done, 
as I’ve got them done many times before, not exactly with enthusiasm, but 
because they’re a duty I have accepted. No-one can expect of his profession 
here on earth that it will only bring pleasant experiences, there will always 
be duties attached to the privileges, even in my profession, which I love so 
much and which I will never give up. The intoxicating hours of creation are 
followed by the hours, long, much longer, hours of work, of demanding, 
tiring, often unpleasant work. I felt it was important to tell you that as well.

And now I’m at the end of what I wanted to say. I wonder whether I 
have, I hope that I haven’t forgotten to say something significant. I’ve given 
you a very personally colored view of my work. I’ve described for you, in 
a very abbreviated way, how I became what I am today, how I came to be 
the writer I am. I firmly believe that all of us, which means all of you, have 
such an inner vocation, each of us has some kind of task which he is best 
suited for. It takes time to realize what that task is. You shouldn’t try to find 
it too soon. After all, it took me thirty-six years to see clearly what I’m in 
this world to do. Take your time too. Don’t rush into anything. It will reveal 
itself one day. There are so many tasks, and so many ways to reach them. 
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And you must try to ensure that you don’t take on a task purely for the sake 
of doing something, but that you take on a task which is right for you—and 
thus benefits others. I wish that this may be granted to every one of you!
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INTERVIEWS

THE SECRET HISTORY OF  
THE FALLADA ARCHIVE

An Interview with Sabine Lange, former Director of the Fallada Archive

Sabine Lange first contacted me after Melville House commissioned and 
published the first English-language translation of Every Man Dies Alone 
in 2009, launching a rediscovery of Hans Fallada’s work around the world. 
Lange was excited that we planned to publish still more of Fallada’s work, 
including what most scholars agree were his most important novels, Little 
Man, What Now?, The Drinker, and Wolf Among Wolves. 

By that time Lange was no longer the head archivist at the Hans Fallada 
Archive, but I’d heard about her nonetheless from admiring scholars. They 
particularly admired her for fighting the effort by various residual German 
Democratic Republic [GDR]—East German—factions to portray Fallada 
as an incipient communist. Her resistance had cost her her job, most 
agreed.

Lange had also written about Fallada herself, including a book about 
her experiences at the archive, Fallada—Fall ad acta? (Fallada—Case 
Closed?), and a novel based on that experience, Das Schluesselbund (The 
Bundle of Keys). As an expert on reading Hans Fallada’s notoriously difficult 
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handwriting, she was also the person who finally “decoded” the text of the 
secret journal he had kept while in a Nazi insane asylum, which she edited 
and published with coeditor Jenny Williams in 2009 as In meinem fremden 
Land (In My Foreign Country).

Thus, I was startled but happy when, visiting Berlin in March 2012, 
my hotel room phone rang and a throaty, heavily accented voice said, “Mr. 
Johnson?” It was Sabine Lange, who’d somehow tracked me down after 
seeing me quoted in a Berlin newspaper. 

We met first in a restaurant at the Hackescher Makt, directly across 
from the building that had housed Aufbau Verlag, reputedly the only East 
German publisher to survive reunification, and the publishers of Fallada’s 
final two books, including Every Man Dies Alone. They had been on the 
verge of bankruptcy when I had met with them there a few years earlier to 
negotiate for the English-language rights to Fallada’s books, the first such 
interest in his work in over sixty years. Now, Aufbau had moved to offices 
elsewhere in the city that are, by all accounts, spectacular, and most say it’s 
thanks to Hans Fallada.

Sabine Lange had the air of a happy academic—someone who didn’t 
care about her appearance and was strikingly appealing nonetheless, with 
wild long hair and bright clothing and a quick smile. Her passion for 
Fallada was palpable, as was the sense of hurt that she suffered fighting for 
his interests.

However, as it turned out, her English was worse than my German, 
so we met again when I was in Feldberg to visit the nearby Hans Fallada 
Museum. Lange lives in the small country town and drove to my hotel, 
where we sat in the lobby outside the Hans Fallada Room restaurant and 
talked with a translator—Hans Fallada’s grandson, Benjamin Ditzen. That 
conversation went into the night, and it was particularly helpful to have Ben 
Ditzen translating and explaining the elements that were essentially a bad 
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mesh of East and West German politics. Finally, I did a follow-up interview 
with Lange via e-mail after my return to New York, a back-and-forth that 
we each conducted in our mother tongues, and which was translated by 
Ruth Martin. This interview draws from all three discussions.

—Dennis Johnson 

Dennis Johnson: How did you come to work at the Fallada Archive?

Sabine Lange: I studied education in Greifswald—a historic university 
town near the Baltic Sea which, incidentally, is Fallada’s birthplace. After my 
degree, I got a job teaching math in Feldberg, a little town in Mecklenburg. 
In 1981 the Hans Fallada Archive was founded in Feldberg, to administer 
the writer’s literary estate. Fallada survived the Nazi period there, living in 
Carwitz, a village just outside Feldberg, from 1933–45. The archive had a 
kind of magnetic attraction for me. As a child I loved Fallada’s Tales from a 
Tiny World. Now suddenly the world of Fallada was right outside my front 
door. I applied, and I got the job. Afterwards, I did a distance-learning 
degree in literature at Leipzig University.

DJ: What was your job, precisely?

SL: I was the archivist. My job was to catalog Fallada’s legacy. I can still 
see it now: thirty-five red linen boxes. Inside were the manuscripts: Little 
Man, What Now?, The World Outside, Every Man Dies Alone, and An Old 
Heart Goes A-Journeying, to name just a few. And around eight thousand 
unpublished letters, carefully alphabetized. Fallada was a real pedant, which 
was useful for me when I became his archivist. There were thousands of 
reviews of his books collected in old lever arch files. As the archivist, I also 
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had to supervise the researchers, who came there from all over the world. 
So I had to acquire a lot of knowledge in a very short space of time. I read 
Fallada night and day. It was a fascinating job.

DJ: What kind of researchers would come there? What was the 
experience like for them?

SL: For most researchers, their stay in the Feldberg archive was an 
unforgettable experience. A lot of them, like Jenny Williams and Geoff 
Wilkes, stayed true to Fallada and the archive over many years. They said 
how much they loved having direct access to the works, and the ideal 
working conditions in “Fallada’s landscape,” with its forests, hills, and 
lakes. Dorothy James, a literature professor from New York who came 
to the archive several times in the 90s, wrote me a letter in 1998. “The 
little archive in Feldberg-Eichholz is a jewel, the like of which I have not 
experienced anywhere else, over many years and in many countries.” By 
then, the archive had become the meeting place for Fallada researchers 
from all over the world.

DJ: What was the archive like? How many people worked there? Can 
you sketch out the place, the people, and the atmosphere?

SL: It was a wonderfully peaceful place to work. A little paradise. From 
the work room, you could look out through the branches of a large cherry 
tree, straight onto the lake. My office faced onto the woods; it was full of 
Fallada books in every language in the world. In the basement there was a 
fireproof storage area, where the original documents were kept. The house 
was managed by a married couple who looked after the guests and took 
care of our physical well-being. 
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The house also functioned as a writers’ retreat. There were guest rooms 
under the roof—but not for everyone. The idyll was deceptive: The archive 
wasn’t really independent. It was an outpost of the Neubrandenburg 
Center for Literature, thirty kilometers away. That was where its head and 
his deputy, who later became my manager, were based. And there were 
another three or four employees. 

“Centers for Literature” were GDR institutions, instigated by the 
Stasi (the popular abbreviation of Ministerium für Staatssicherheit, MfS: 
The Ministry for State Security). Their primary purpose was to monitor 
authors. This was the ideological situation in which Fallada’s literary estate 
had arrived. In short, the ideal conditions for surveillance were in place.

DJ: That sounds ominous. How did the Fallada estate end up in that 
situation?

SL: By rights, the artistic estate of a great writer like Hans Fallada belonged 
in one of Germany’s big literary archives, like the one in Marbach for 
example, or the Academy of Arts in Berlin. The Academy had actually 
bought the estate at that time, but the ideological center of power in 
Neubrandenburg wanted to have Fallada there, to associate themselves 
with a great author, and bring some glamour to an agricultural area that 
had no art scene. 

Thus, the story of Fallada’s legacy, like that of his life, is unjust, 
chaotic—even tragic. Hans Fallada’s appointed heir was his second wife, 
Ursula Losch. She was addicted to morphine, and gave out manuscripts 
in exchange for drugs, and the estate was no longer complete. Then she 
sold the papers to some businesspeople in Braunschweig, who kept this 
valuable property in their basement for over thirty years, contracting out 
the rights to publishers. In 1978 the estate was acquired by the GDR. The 



55

Stasi were in on it from the start.

DJ: From the start? You mean, even before the government officially 
took over the estate in 1978?

SL: Yes.

DJ: How so?

SL: The director of the institute, Tom Crepon, worked for the Stasi as 
an IM [an inoffizielle Mitarbeiter, or unofficial employee] under a false 
name—we called them informant names—“Klaus Richter.” The Ministry 
for State Security had tasked him with sifting through the Fallada estate in 
Braunschweig. As a valuable artistic treasure, the papers had to be taken 
to Neubrandenburg—that was an order from the Ministry. There were 
political disagreements within the Academy of Arts, who wanted to keep 
the estate in Berlin. In the end, the Stasi in Neubrandenburg won. This was 
the second ill-fated turning point in the history of the estate, and later this 
would also basically determine my fate as archivist.

The Ministry now had control of all the material, and in Klaus Richter 
they had somebody who could manage how the researchers were selected 
and who, ultimately, was allowed access to the material. The Stasi’s IM—
their spy—Crepon, provided information on every person who had come 
into contact with Fallada, be they the heirs, relatives, or even the researchers 
who came to the archive.

DJ: Why would the Stasi care about the letters and papers of a novelist 
like Fallada? It seems particularly odd for him to draw such attention, 
as he took pains to avoid being overtly political. 



56

SL: For the Stasi, every cultural center in the GDR was “interesting.” And 
the Fallada Archive was one that spoke to the world. In the GDR, there 
was a general fear of countries in the West, fear that the “sovereign” GDR 
would be softened, corroded, and infiltrated. The GDR was fanatical about 
how it was represented in the culture. Fallada had been a big writer before 
the war, and so he had to be seen as supporting the state, particularly as he 
was, by sheer coincidence, living in that part of Germany when the GDR 
was formed.

So, after the war, Fallada was used by the communists in the Soviet 
zone of Berlin. In 1945, under the direction of Johannes R. Becher—a poet 
he had known before the war who became a GDR culture minister—he was 
made to give political addresses to the public in Berlin. “It’s everything I 
was not born for,” he wrote to his mother. He expressed his discontent and 
distress in other letters too, for example to his publisher, Ernst Rowohlt. 
These documents were removed from the literary estate, along with those 
that reported how women had been raped by the Russians. The GDR 
wanted to present a pro-communist image of Fallada, one that painted 
him as a “petit bourgeois ally.” The image of Fallada that the GDR’s culture 
department had created had to be strictly adhered to, and was monitored 
for this reason.

Thus, the estate had been censored by Klaus Richter even before 
it arrived in the Feldberg archive. As the archivist, I was therefore not 
“allowed” to give certain information to researchers. And this is why the 
archive employees were subject to surveillance. After reunification, a bug 
was found in my office, in the room where I received the researchers, and 
where they worked. There are no surviving tapes. 

DJ: So how did all this affect you?
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SL: As the archivist, I didn’t stick to a lot of the regulations sent down 
from “above,” but it was often a dangerous balancing act. For example, 
we couldn’t make any working copies—there was no photocopier in the 
archive, and I tried to solve these problems as best I could. The GDR was 
afraid of photocopiers! 

There were a number of other restrictions. Academics from the West 
could only stay in the GDR for a certain period every year—a maximum of 
thirty days. If you wanted to read the whole of Fallada in the original, in his 
tiny handwriting, well, good luck to you! Western visitors weren’t allowed 
to stay in the archive’s guest rooms. They had to go to the Interhotel, which 
was miles away in Neubrandenburg.

In May 1985 a researcher from Madison, Wisconsin, came to the archive. 
He’d been put off for a year before he was even allowed in the archive. He 
hadn’t precisely formulated his topic yet, and they were afraid of that kind 
of researcher, because he wanted to see “everything”—all the papers. They 
would have preferred simply to refuse to admit this “provocative” man. In 
fact, this American researcher’s mail had found its way to the Stasi long 
before. In 1985 they opened an OPK [Operative Person Check] file on the 
“suspicious” American, labeled “Historian.” Several Stasi departments were 
put to work on him.

DJ: What happened when this researcher finally showed up?

SL: Well, he camped by a lake, because he wasn’t allowed to stay in the 
guest rooms at the archive, and he was a doctoral student, and the hotel was 
too expensive for him. The nearest campsite where people from the West 
were allowed to stay was eighty kilometers away, one of these “convertible 
currency” sites where you could only pay in Western money. But he liked it 
there and would watch deer on the edge of the forest through his binoculars. 
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On the edge of the forest there was also an SED [Sozialistische Einheitspartei 
Deutschlands, the Socialist Unity Party that was the governing party of the 
GDR] radio transmission tower, so the Stasi decided he was sending radio 
transmissions and reported that he was a spy. Later they tried to blackmail 
him into working for them—they told him that if he would report on 
people in the archive and other Fallada researchers then he could stay in 
the GDR to conduct his research for as long as he liked, instead of the 
limited time they had given him. He said “yes” for form’s sake, but he didn’t 
do anything. He used the Stasi for his own ends, simply so he could gain 
entry to the GDR. This wasn’t without its dangers!

By this time, I was also being shadowed. The Stasi had guessed, 
rightly, that the archivist liked this crazy American, and that we had 
become friends . . . As you can imagine, this didn’t turn out well. In 1988 
he was arrested at customs on his way out of the country. His luggage, 
tapes, and documents were seized, and the archivist was accused of being 
his accomplice. I was suspended from service—and reinstated after two 
months without explanation. Though this wasn’t without its consequences. 
The Stasi showed up at my door. They wanted to “help me out of this 
situation”—those were their methods. They tried to blackmail me into 
informing on the American. I refused too, but I felt much more closely 
watched after that.

DJ: Did the situation in the archive change after reunification and the 
end of the Stasi?

SL: The fall of the Berlin Wall had no positive influence on my situation in 
the archive. On the contrary, restrictions were tightened, because the same 
people were still in key positions. The Stasi’s power had officially been broken, 
but the Stasi networks hadn’t! The custodians of the Neubrandenburg 
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Center for Literature were now fighting for their “ownership” of Fallada. 
With the end of the GDR, all its branches of government, including the 
Centers for Literature, had been closed, with the exception of the one in 
Neubrandenburg. It was allowed to continue because it had the Fallada 
Archive. Without that, it would have been closed and those who ran it—
the former Stasi agents—would have been out of a job.

In 1991 I founded the Hans Fallada Society, together with the 
biographer Werner Liersch. We wanted to create a free organization for 
the writer after reunification. But the bubble burst pretty quickly. In 1993 
Werner Liersch obtained his Stasi file and found that he’d been spied on 
by Tom Crepon, alias Klaus Richter. Crepon had successfully prevented 
him traveling to the West for research! Werner Liersch stepped down as 
chairman of the society. But I stayed on as the archivist. I didn’t want to 
hand Fallada over to the communists. 

Five years later, in 1998, when they wanted to sell the archive house 
in Feldberg and move the estate to Neubrandenburg—again, it was part 
of the fight to protect the center from closure—I went to the press. An 
interview with the archivist appeared in the papers: “Fallada belongs in the 
author’s home.” A year later, I was no longer the archivist. I was arbitrarily 
dismissed from my position without notice.

What had preceded this was that I had found a trove of files that 
had been kept from me one day as I was tidying up the basement of the 
archive—files from the GDR past that had been hidden. I wrote in my 
diary, which I kept during my time in the archive, “There’s no end to this 
Party crap. . .” It was evidence of ideological manipulation, all that socialist 
corruption. I was in tears over the mountain of files. I didn’t know who I 
could turn to, who I could speak to.

When the Center for Literature invited me to its summer party in 
1999, to read from my poems, together with the old Party writers and Stasi 
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people, I declined on the grounds that I felt “unfree.” Three days later I 
had the letter of dismissal on my desk. It read: “You have expressed your 
opinion that the Neubrandenburg Center for Literature—the home of your 
employer—is associated with unfreedom.”

DJ: Did you ever look up your Stasi file, or other files related to the 
archive?

SL: Yes. After this earth-shattering dismissal from the place I’d been 
employed for fifteen years, I started to do some research. I wanted to prove 
the “unfreedom” that I’d experienced during my years as archivist. 

The branch of the Stasi Records Office in Neubrandenburg was housed 
in ugly high-rise buildings, where the Stasi had been housed. Now I was 
sitting there doing research. My employer, it seemed, had long been in their 
sights as the last remaining stronghold of the SED in northern Germany. 
But nobody had had the courage to deal with it! 

The file on the American researcher (his OPK file was called “Historian”) 
was one of the few remaining files from the HVA [Hauptverwaltung 
Aufklärung, or the Main Reconnaissance Administration, the GDR’s foreign 
intelligence service]. And eventually I found the file on IM Klaus Richter. 
The whole oppressive political background to my work was opened up to 
me. I discovered that Hans Fallada’s wife, Anna Ditzen, had been shadowed 
by a total of six IMs. His eldest son, Ulrich Ditzen, was closely shadowed 
by the Stasi, with multiple IMs scheduled for him. And I was completely 
appalled to find evidence that I had also been spied on: photos of my house, 
and even information about my marriage.

 DJ: What did you do with the information you discovered? 
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SL: When I discovered my organization’s involvement with the Stasi, I went 
straight to the press. That was in 2003. I was still living in Feldberg. It was 
Fallada’s birthday, he would have been 110. The Fallada Society celebrated 
their author, laying flowers on his grave as I had done for fifteen years as his 
archivist. Except I was now completely persona non grata. The old Party 
comrades celebrated “their” Fallada, for whose work I had wanted freedom 
after reunification. But I paid for this with my career. The injustice of it was 
soul destroying. And for me, the general ignorance of the GDR past was a 
great historical injustice.

DJ: What happened after you went public with the information that the 
Fallada Archive had been infiltrated by the Stasi?

SL: The whole old SED organization, the Neubrandenburg Center for 
Literature, was blown open, there was so much noise about it in the 
German press. The Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung called it the “Stasi 
Estate,” they ran headlines about “The Last Secrets of Fallada’s Legacy.” The 
Stasi monitoring of Fallada’s literary estate was publicly denounced. My 
former boss resigned from her position. A lot of critical people left the 
Fallada Society at that point, and in 2004 we founded the International 
Fallada Forum, and held conferences in the U.S., Berlin, and Canada. But 
in Carwitz, where Fallada’s house has been turned into a museum, the old 
circles stuck together. The past is still being downplayed and misrepresented 
even today.

DJ: You wrote a book about all this called Fallada—Fall ad acta? 
(Fallada—Case Closed?), but it was banned. Why? 

SL: After the publication of my book, I was forbidden from making and 
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disseminating certain factual claims. The publishers, Edition Temmen, 
were also taken to court, to prevent further publication of the book. But 
the judiciary didn’t appreciate that the passages were simply quotations 
from the Stasi files. The old powers of the Stasi network had once again 
succeeded in suppressing the truth, with the help of the German legal 
system. My book had, incidentally, been edited and approved in advance 
by the Stasi Records Office. So my Fallada book and I were left in a no-
man’s-land between truth and justice. And I’m still there to this day!

DJ: Still? What’s your present situation in relation to this matter?

SL: I have still not been rehabilitated. In 2001 Jenny Williams and I decoded 
the prison diary that Fallada wrote in 1944 in the Neustrelitz State Institute. 
After I was evicted from the archive, Fallada became an inseparable part of 
my history. Now I was no longer his archivist; I felt like one of the characters 
from his books. I was unemployed, like Pinneberg from Little Man, What 
Now? who hadn’t sold enough trousers. 

While I was working on the book, I had no research budget, so I was 
sleeping on an air mattress in my daughter’s student apartment in Berlin, 
Jenny Williams bought me lunch for six months—and once a week she 
took me to the Philharmonic Hall. I was the happiest person in the world, 
I spent all day sitting in the Academy of Arts, wearing white gloves, with 
a magnifying glass, my eyes filling with tears as I read about everything 
Fallada went through under the Nazis. How, when he was arrested by the 
Gestapo in 1933, they had gone through his library. It made me think of my 
dismissal. The archive was searched . . . So sometimes I read my own GDR 
story “between the lines.”

I just wanted to write the truth. The 1944 prison diary was my last 
publication. It came out in 2009. It had the title In meinem fremden Land (In 
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My Strange Land). In it, Fallada said everything that I wanted to say. That 
under a dictatorship, you can’t live and let live. That everything, even—and 
especially—what is most beautiful, gets broken. Love, creativity, humanity. 
I feel incredibly lucky to have been allowed to decipher this work. This 
literary gem has also “elevated” my own story. Everything has been said. 
My love for Fallada is deeply entrenched, even though it came from that 
period when everything was so difficult . . . And his books have always 
been with me.

DJ: Still, the Stasi apparently corrupted Fallada’s image for decades. 
Tom Crepon—whom you proved was a covert agent whose mission 
was to reposition Fallada, falsely, as a proto-GDR communist—is still 
considered by many to be one of Fallada’s most important biographers. 
Would you say that the Stasi were successful in their mission?

SL: The Stasi were always successful, in the way that the evil dictatorships 
are always temporarily successful. Fallada himself experienced this under 
the Nazis—and wrote about it. Dictatorships destroy people and poison 
the earth. They sow mistrust. The Fallada community in Germany 
is fundamentally split. Some researchers have given their subject up 
completely. There never was a doctoral thesis written about Fallada in 
Madison, Wisconsin. 

But that’s only one side of it. Much worse: Fallada was misused for 
political ends in the GDR. As a writer, they made him “small,” they reduced 
him. Even his wonderful fairy tales were given a political interpretation. 
A lot of people don’t read Fallada for that reason. And for that reason the 
world had forgotten the writer. 

But ultimately those “interpretations” couldn’t damage the work itself. 
It came through those dark and stormy times like a proud ship finally 
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sighted on the horizon—from America! I am happy that you and Melville 
House have helped this great writer get back to his rightful place after so 
many years. What happened to Fallada was not just a “literary injustice,” as 
you have said, but also a political one.
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AN INTERVIEW WITH DR. ULRICH DITZEN

Melville House publisher Dennis Johnson interviews Hans Fallada’s son

Fallada with his son, Ulrich Ditzen

On a chilly day in March 2012, I left Berlin with eighty-two-year-old Dr. 
Ulrich Ditzen, the eldest son of Rudolph Ditzen—Hans Fallada. We were 
going to visit the house in the country where he’d been brought up—the 
remote farmhouse near the tiny village of Carwitz that his famous father 
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had purchased in hopes of being out of sight, out of mind, so far as the 
Nazis were concerned, and where he thought he could raise enough food 
to get his family through the Depression. 

In a rented car driven by Ulrich’s thirty-six-year-old son, Benjamin 
Ditzen, we drove north through the city, and out into countryside that 
quickly began to seem as if it was receding in time—road signs became 
fewer and farther apart, there were more and more farms, and the villages 
between them got smaller and more old-fashioned while the roads grew 
narrower and narrower . . .

The countryside also got progressively more beautiful, until we arrived 
in the lake country about two hours north of Berlin. In the town of Feldberg, 
we checked into our hotel (Carwitz is too small to have one), then walked 
into its restaurant for lunch—a restaurant the hotel had dubbed the Hans 
Fallada Room. We stepped into a simple dining room with one wall of large 
windows revealing that we were beside a beautiful lake . . . and the other 
three walls covered in photographs of Hans Fallada with his wife and little 
children, especially his first son, Ulrich.

The grown boy—now a tall and elegant man whose face and hair 
reveal less his age than a remarkable resemblance, still, to the boy in the 
photos—had never been there before, but he barely looked around as we 
made our way to the table. The staff clearly had no idea who he was. I 
suggested we should inform them, but Ulrich merely smiled and said, “It is 
not necessary.” Benjamin smiled as if impressed by how cool his father was 
being about it all. Ulrich ordered the wild boar for lunch—a local specialty, 
the other local specialty being fish, which Ulrich said he had eaten so much 
of as a boy that he couldn’t eat it anymore. But he soon pronounced the 
wild boar “rather tame.”

After a long career as an attorney representing British and American 
firms doing business in Germany—Hans Fallada had been the first in a 
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long line of Ditzens to have not been an attorney—Ulrich speaks a solid 
but terse English, and he had recounted some fascinating but rather 
minimalist stories about his childhood in the car ride up from Berlin. For 
example, when I’d asked him what his experience had been as a young 
teenager during the final, horrific days of the Third Reich, when Russian 
troops were swarming the area and even small children were being forced 
to take up arms against them, he’d said merely, “Yes, the Nazis came to our 
school for us, to get us to fight.” He hadn’t turned his head from looking out 
at the passing countryside. “What did you do?” I pressed. He kept his eyes 
on the scenery. “I got on my bicycle and rode away.”

Both Benjamin and I looked at him, speechless, and let his evocative 
answer sit for a while, as we imagined the boy on his bike in this rolling 
landscape of farms and woods. Later, Benjamin would ask what happened 
to the other boys at the school, and his father said that he never saw most 
of them again. I asked him where he had ridden his bicycle to, and he said 
to Carwitz. “No one cared about Carwitz,” he said.

We went there after our lunch, stopping along the way—right where the 
paved road becomes a dirt road, and across from an old windmill that’s lost 
its propellers—to place flowers on the grave of Hans Fallada. It’s just off the 
road, in a small cemetery atop a hill that overlooks a chicken farm beside 
yet another beautiful lake. Fallada rests in a shaded alcove surrounded by 
a low stone wall separating it from the other graves in the cemetery. His 
first wife, Anna “Suse” Ditzen—Ulrich’s mother, who divorced Fallada 
when, near the end of his life, he took up with a young woman who got 
him drugs—lies adjacent, within the alcove. Benjamin tells me he can’t 
understand why they are not side by side. The family believes (and letters 
between Fallada and Suse seem to back up the theory) that they would have 
gotten back together if Fallada had lived. Fallada’s drug- and drink-fueled 
desertion of his family, though, made for severe hardships for the abruptly 
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impoverished Suse, and her successor in marriage got all the rights to 
Fallada’s entire oeuvre, which is worth quite a lot now, and so the romantic 
notion of a happily-ever-after reunion is tempered by a bitter reality.

Ulrich, for whom walking is an unsteady thing now, waited in the car, 
afraid to risk the wet ground of the incline, while Benjamin and I visited the 
graves. Upon our return, he merely shrugs as if to say “It’s too complicated 
to get into” when Benjamin asks him why Fallada and Suse are buried the 
way they are. 

He remains inscrutable as we drive one hundred yards farther to the 
house, which is now the Hans Fallada Museum. It’s a Monday, meaning 
the museum is closed, but an assistant to the director, who heard our car 
coming, has come out to open the gate. The director himself comes out to 
greet us as we pull up in the small courtyard between the house and the 
barn. Ulrich presents him with a book from his father’s personal library, 
which after seventy years will be placed back on the shelf Fallada put it on 
when he bought it originally. Ulrich has not visited the house in a while, 
but every time he does, Benjamin told me earlier, he brings some item 
from his dwindling collection of things owned by his father. 

Inside, the house is a seemingly immaculate replication of what it 
once was, down to the color of the wallpaper, the placement of books and 
paintings, the furniture, and so on. Ulrich has been a consultant on all of 
it. The director shows him a new addition—a dining room chair, found 
in a neighbor’s attic, that matches one in an old photo—and Ulrich nods 
at its appropriateness. But in each room of the tour being conducted for 
my benefit, he says the same thing: “Too clean.” It had been a working 
farmhouse, he explains to me. 

And yet the mostly original furnishings are strikingly bright and 
modernist. There is a lacquered crimson table surrounded by bright 
orange chairs on the veranda, and the black cabinetry in the living room—
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designed, like the desk in the room, by Fallada himself—has a hot red trim. 
There is considerable modern artwork (donated by Ulrich) adorning the 
walls, including portraits by Dada and New Objectivity painter George 
Grosz.

And then there’s the small peephole hidden off the kitchen where 
Fallada could watch the drive to see if anyone was coming that he didn’t 
want to see, which reminds me that this was supposed to be a sort of a 
hideout. It may have been an idyllic setting, a classic place to be brought 
up as a kid, but the owner was nervous to a degree that’s hard to imagine 
today.

Upon the gleaming black desk where Ulrich and I sit to talk, there 
is a photograph taken in the early 1930s showing Fallada from the back, 
leaning over his work with the room spread out before him. It looks exactly 
the same. 
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Fallada’s study

Dennis Johnson: So here we are in a historic room. Some of the greatest 
novels of the twentieth century were composed at the very desk you’re 
sitting at. What was it like being in this house when your father was writing?

Ulrich Ditzen: It was not so much different from being a boy in any other 
house, because he tried to separate his work from his family . . .

DJ: Did you have to behave in a particular way when he was writing? You 
know, be quiet because he was lost in the novel?
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UD: About losing oneself in the novel, I couldn’t tell you anything, because 
he didn’t talk about his work to his family.

DJ: He was never scolding you to “be quiet, I’m writing”?

UD: My mother took care of that.

DJ: So you would have to go outside or something while he was writing?

UD: My mother would say, “Go away, go away! Papa is working.” And we 
had to go not only outside, but behind the barn.

DJ: How did it work? He used several different rooms for writing—is that 
correct?

UD: Yes. He made his first version of the novel, which very often seems to 
be the finer one, in handwriting with his big fountain pen, which I do not 
see here . . . I suppose they haven’t found it.

DJ: So he would write it out by hand first in this room?

UD: Not in this room. One story up, you have three rooms which he 
occupied to write his novels.

DJ: So he would write the manuscript by hand there, and then maybe type 
it down here in this room?

UD: Here, he preferred to take care of his correspondence and business 
matters.
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DJ: What kind of schedule did he maintain when he was working? Would 
you see him during the day? 

UD: Let me tell you. He woke normally around four o’clock in the morning, 
because the material he was to write about that day, it—how he described 
it—collected in his head. Then he started putting it down on paper with his 
fountain pen. After that, he made corrections to the original manuscript . 
. . and so on. 

DJ: Did he type it up himself?

UD: He had a secretary who did most of that.

DJ: You once told me that he had one rule of writing, which is that he had 
to write more words today than he did yesterday.

UD: [laughing] Yes. That is true.

DJ: That sounds like a rule that can make you crazy.

UD: Well . . . he did normally have a nervous breakdown when he finished 
a book.

DJ: That happened more than once?

UD: It happened more than once, and he had to go to the doctor and his 
customary sanatorium . . .

DJ: I imagine it also meant that the composition process—his spells of 
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actual writing time—would get longer and longer . . .

UD: That’s true, that’s true.

DJ: . . . until it got to the point where he would be writing around the 
clock. I mean, it’s said for example that Every Man Dies Alone was written 
in twenty-four days. It sounds incredible. 

UD: It is incredible. But it’s true.

DJ: It’s a six-hundred-page book. So he must have written around the clock 
to do it in twenty-four days.

UD: He did. Then he broke down. I can tell you, it was no pleasure for my 
mother. But she coped with it somehow.

DJ: He must have been drinking coffee and doing things to keep awake and 
keep writing.

UD: Oh, he drank a lot of coffee. He had his own coffee machine, always 
at his right hand.

DJ: And I was shown, earlier, that in this cabinetry hidden from view just 
behind the desk—cabinetry that your father designed himself—there is a 
drawer with slotted compartments in it for pills, it seems.

UD: Yes. He kept his tobacco there, too. He would smoke maybe one 
hundred cigarettes a day.
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DJ: Things to keep him alert, then. I can’t imagine he was doing any 
depressive things during that time, like drinking. 

UD: I think not, but after maybe . . . Not for long spells. Not while writing 
. . .

DJ: Well, tell me what your father was like as a person. How did he treat 
you? Did you spend much time with him?

UD: Maybe not much time in today’s understanding. But a lot of time 
under his aspects. 

When he had worked from four in the morning to say ten o’clock, after 
having finished his daily work, he would take me for a long walk with our 
dog. First through the pigsty, visiting the cow, which we depended very 
much upon for milk. And then along the waterfront, on a very small and 
narrow footpath created by usage.

DJ: The house is full of pictures of you with your father—in boats on the 
lake, on hilltops with the dog overlooking some magnificent vistas. The 
walks must have been really beautiful walks. 

UD: Yes.

DJ: Another part of your relationship with your father that interests me—I 
don’t think a lot of people are aware that your father also wrote a lot of 
children’s books. And the legend is that he would make up stories for you 
and your brother and sister at night and then after you’d gone to sleep he 
would simply write them down. Is that true?
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UD: Yes. Upstairs the house was a little bit different then—there was no 
door between my sister’s room and my room, so that the stove would heat 
both rooms, and my father sat in both rooms at the same time. He sat there 
in the middle and could speak to both children at the same time.

And he was asked later on by my sister to put down in writing the 
stories he told us because she objected to the stories being different every 
time he told them—slight differences, usually, but they annoyed her . . .

DJ: So he could never tell a story the same way twice?

UD: Exactly. “But, Papa,” she would say. “But, Papa . . . That’s not the way 
it was last night!”
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Fallada reading to his children, Ulrich and Lore
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DJ: So she was the first motivator for him writing these down.

UD: She asked for it, and he did. He wrote some of them at the sanatorium.

DJ: When did your father leave this house?

UD: In 1944. The marriage of my parents was—they were divorced by that 
time. . . And he took quarters in Feldberg, five kilometers from here. He 
sometimes came over—frequently I should say—to help with those matters 
my mother didn’t know about. My mother was not a farmer. She was an 
insurance employee’s daughter.

DJ: But your father was honestly a farmer. He really knew how to work the 
farm.

UD: He genuinely was a farmer.

DJ: How much of what was going on were you aware of at the time?

UD: Of nothing.

DJ: Because you were at boarding school?

UD: I was at boarding school and at any rate my father didn’t talk about his 
work or these things with his kids. So we had a happy youth.

DJ: Yes—it’s a beautiful home, in a really idyllic area, and I can understand 
how you could also be unaware of what was going on in the outside world, 
during what was actually one of the most turbulent moments in twentieth-
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century history. 

UD: But out of interest I followed those developments very closely, by 
listening to the radio. On shortwave you found a lot of broadcasting 
stations, from many countries. Directed all against Germany.

DJ: So you were listening to the BBC and—

UD: The BBC when I could get it. But if I get Turkey or Poland or so—it 
was okay. I would listen late at night, and the next morning at breakfast I 
would tell my father what I heard. 

DJ: You told your father about what you heard? 

UD: What I heard, yes. 

DJ: Tell me about those conversations. Would he ask you what you had 
heard during the night?

UD: No, he didn’t ask—he didn’t ask me. But I had a sense he wanted my 
report. He expected it. So I would tell him.

DJ: How would he react?

UD: He would say nothing. He would be still and just listen. When I was 
done he would nod his head, maybe. 

DJ: As if he approved? 
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UD: Yes. 

DJ: As you say, those reports were against Germany. Did reports of German 
losses seem to please him, or make him fearful, or . . . what?

UD: He would say nothing. 

DJ: But he didn’t stop you from telling him the news?

UD: No. It was . . . our way, to do this each morning. I sensed he . . . relied 
on me to tell him. He approved. 

DJ: It was your secret?

UD: It was our secret.

DJ: You were listening to the BBC. You understood English at that time? 

UD: I learned it from the radio. 

DJ: Really?

UD: BBC and American Forces Network and broadcasting stations like 
that were also in the German language, so I could compare news on this 
station and on the other one.

DJ: I’m sure it was illegal for you to have a shortwave radio.

UD: Sure it was illegal!



80

DJ: And dangerous.

UD: Sure it was illegal—I didn’t know that it was punishable by death as 
we know now.

DJ: There’s another story I’d like to ask you about. Your mother told one 
biographer about your father having a chance to take the family and escape 
from Germany. 

UD: Oh, the famous boat story, huh?

DJ: The famous boat story. That is, that Fallada’s British publisher, George 
Putnam, sent a boat to Hamburg in 1938 to enable your father to escape to 
England. And the story is that your parents packed up and were ready to 
go, to pick you up at your boarding school and drive on to Hamburg. But 
supposedly, your father took one last walk around the property and came 
back and told your mother to unpack, he couldn’t bear to leave his country. 

UD: It’s a beautiful story.

DJ: It is a beautiful story, and now that I’ve seen the place I can understand 
how he might say that.

UD: Yes.

DJ: You don’t sound like you believe that story, though.

UD: I don’t have the slightest indication in facts that could substantiate it. 
Not the slightest. 
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DJ: So your mother never told you this story?

UD: No she didn’t.

DJ: What about one more famous story: The story of your father supposedly 
shooting a gun at your mother during an argument, an incident that led to 
his incarceration in a Nazi mental institution.

UD: Yes.

DJ: Do you believe that story? That supposedly happened right here in the 
kitchen.

UD: Yes, or in some accounts on the other side, in the gardener’s room. 
Different versions of that story—that he shot at my mother, they both 
denied.

DJ: They both denied it.

UD: Maybe he would like to influence her. How would you call it? 

DJ: You mean he meant to threaten her?

UD: Yes.

DJ: But did he actually shoot a gun off?

UD: He shot a gun—yes. During an argument he shot a gun, but it’s a 
difference whether I shoot at my opponent or there [gestures off to the side]. 
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DJ: So he just fired it in anger, as opposed to pointing it at your mother? 

UD: That’s right. 

DJ: So they were both consistent on the fact that he did not shoot at her?

UD: That’s right. 

DJ: Okay. Well, we were talking earlier about you telling your father 
about the reports you heard on the radio about the war. Beyond those 
conversations, did your father ever talk to you about the Nazis, Hitler, the 
pressure they put on him? I know Goebbels wrote in his diaries that he was 
a fan of your father’s writing. Did your father ever speak about these issues 
or offer an opinion about the Nazis, say, over the dinner table?

UD: No he didn’t. He didn’t since . . . at noon or at dinner we never were 
alone but always third people—

DJ: Third parties?

UD: Yes, third parties were present. The maids for instance. . . We all sat at 
the same table.

DJ: So you’re saying he was cautious.

UD: He was very cautious.

DJ: It seems he was and he wasn’t. He did several things to help Jews that 
were in danger. It’s been documented that he acted as a false front for a 
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Jewish copy editor doing work for his publisher—allowing the publisher 
to pay him, then passing along the money to the copy editor, for example.

UD: [gestures toward three portraits of the family on wall] There behind you 
are three pictures by Mr. [Heinrich] Heuser, a painter who was Jewish. My 
father asked him to do these, and he bought that other painting [gestures 
at a Madonna and child over the sofa] so he got the feeling of still being 
needed or liked for sure . . . and to make a little money. 

DJ: Wasn’t one of his secretaries a Jew who he helped go away?

UD: [quietly] Frau [Dora] Preisach. He gave her some money.

DJ: When was the last time you saw your father? 

UD: On his deathbed. 

DJ: Did he know he was dying?

UD: In Pankow . . . I think he did not but I cannot substantiate it. 

DJ: What was that last meeting like? 

UD: I brought cigarettes to him. He was in a sanatorium for ladies of the 
street. So he considered it very funny that the great German writer was 
combined with such ladies. [laughing]

DJ: That was where he was? 
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UD: [laughing] That was where he was. The house is still standing. 

DJ: And so he had you bring cigarettes to him?

UD: He needed them very much. He was a real cigarette addict. Even 
though he had just had a heart attack. 

DJ: Was it a good meeting? Was he in good spirits? 

UD: Mostly he was. I went to see him regularly until the end.

DJ: So, what do you think he would make out of his renewed fame today? 
Would it surprise him, do you think?

UD: Not really. [DJ laughs] No, not really. He knew he was a good man. 

DJ: He was confident?

UD: Yah. 

DJ: Confident of his writing? 

UD: That’s right. 

DJ: That’s gladdens me to hear that. I’ll stop there. Thank you.

UD: Thank you, Dennis. Thank you for having me here. 

DJ: Ulrich, it’s your house. 
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Fallada with his children, Ulrich and Lore, in Carwitz
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HANS AND FALLADA:  
THE STORIES BEHIND THE NAME

HANS IN LUCK

Hans had served his master for seven years, so he said to him, “Master, 
my time is up; now I should be glad to go back home to my mother; give 
me my wages.” The master answered, “You have served me faithfully and 
honestly; as the service was so shall the reward be;” and he gave Hans a 
piece of gold as big as his head. Hans pulled his handkerchief out of his 
pocket, wrapped up the lump in it, put it on his shoulder, and set out on 
the way home.

As he went on, always putting one foot before the other, he saw a 
horseman trotting quickly and merrily by on a lively horse. “Ah!” said Hans 
quite loud, “what a fine thing it is to ride! There you sit as on a chair; you 
stumble over no stones, you save your shoes, and get on, you don’t know 
how.”

The rider, who had heard him, stopped and called out, “Hollo! Hans, 
why do you go on foot, then?”

“I must,” answered he, “for I have this lump to carry home; it is true 
that it is gold, but I cannot hold my head straight for it, and it hurts my 
shoulder.”

“I will tell you what,” said the rider, “we will exchange: I will give you 
my horse, and you can give me your lump.”
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“With all my heart,” said Hans, “but I can tell you, you will have to 
crawl along with it.”

The rider got down, took the gold, and helped Hans up; then gave him 
the bridle tight in his hands and said, “If you want to go at a really good 
pace, you must click your tongue and call out, ‘Jup! Jup!’”

Hans was heartily delighted as he sat upon the horse and rode away 
so bold and free. After a little while he thought that it ought to go faster, 
and he began to click with his tongue and call out, “Jup! Jup!” The horse 
put himself into a sharp trot, and before Hans knew where he was, he 
was thrown off and lying in a ditch which separated the field from the 
highway. The horse would have gone off too if it had not been stopped by 
a countryman, who was coming along the road and driving a cow before 
him.

Hans got his limbs together and stood up on his legs again, but he was 
vexed, and said to the countryman, “It is a poor joke, this riding, especially 
when one gets hold of a mare like this, that kicks and throws one off, so that 
one has a chance of breaking one’s neck. Never again will I mount it. Now 
I like your cow, for one can walk quietly behind her, and have, over and 
above, one’s milk, butter and cheese every day without fail. What would I 
not give to have such a cow.” “Well,” said the countryman, “if it would give 
you so much pleasure, I do not mind giving the cow for the horse.” Hans 
agreed with the greatest delight; the countryman jumped upon the horse, 
and rode quickly away.

Hans drove his cow quietly before him, and thought over his lucky 
bargain. “If only I have a morsel of bread—and that can hardly fail me—I 
can eat butter and cheese with it as often as I like; if I am thirsty, I can milk 
my cow and drink the milk. Good heart, what more can I want?”

When he came to an inn he made a halt, and in his great content ate 
up what he had with him—his dinner and supper—and all he had, and 
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with his last few farthings had half a glass of beer. Then he drove his cow 
onwards along the road to his mother’s village.

As it drew nearer mid-day, the heat was more oppressive, and Hans 
found himself upon a moor which it took about an hour to cross. He felt 
it very hot and his tongue clave to the roof of his mouth with thirst. “I can 
find a cure for this,” thought Hans; “I will milk the cow now and refresh 
myself with the milk.” He tied her to a withered tree, and as he had no pail 
he put his leather cap underneath; but try as he would, not a drop of milk 
came. And as he set himself to work in a clumsy way, the impatient beast at 
last gave him such a blow on his head with its hind foot, that he fell on the 
ground, and for a long time could not think where he was.

By good fortune a butcher just then came along the road with a wheel-
barrow, in which lay a young pig. “What sort of a trick is this?” cried he, 
and helped the good Hans up. Hans told him what had happened. The 
butcher gave him his flask and said, “Take a drink and refresh yourself. 
The cow will certainly give no milk, it is an old beast; at the best it is only 
fit for the plough, or for the butcher.” “Well, well,” said Hans, as he stroked 
his hair down on his head, “who would have thought it? Certainly it is a 
fine thing when one can kill a beast like that at home; what meat one has! 
But I do not care much for beef, it is not juicy enough for me. A young pig 
like that now is the thing to have, it tastes quite different; and then there 
are the sausages!”

“Hark ye, Hans,” said the butcher, “out of love for you I will exchange, 
and will let you have the pig for the cow.” “Heaven repay you for your 
kindness!” said Hans as he gave up the cow, whilst the pig was unbound 
from the barrow, and the cord by which it was tied was put in his hand.

Hans went on, and thought to himself how everything was going just 
as he wished; if he did meet with any vexation it was immediately set right. 
Presently there joined him a lad who was carrying a fine white goose under 
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his arm. They said good morning to each other, and Hans began to tell of 
his good luck, and how he had always made such good bargains. The boy 
told him that he was taking the goose to a christening-feast. “Just lift her,” 
added he, and laid hold of her by the wings; “how heavy she is—she has 
been fattened up for the last eight weeks. Whoever has a bit of her when 
she is roasted will have to wipe the fat from both sides of his mouth.” “Yes,” 
said Hans, as he weighed her in one hand, “she is a good weight, but my 
pig is no bad one.”

Meanwhile the lad looked suspiciously from one side to the other, and 
shook his head. “Look here,” he said at length, “it may not be all right with 
your pig. In the village through which I passed, the Mayor himself had 
just had one stolen out of its sty. I fear—I fear that you have got hold of it 
there. They have sent out some people and it would be a bad business if 
they caught you with the pig; at the very least, you would be shut up in the 
dark hole.”

The good Hans was terrified. “Goodness!” he said. “help me out of this 
fix; you know more about this place than I do, take my pig and leave me 
your goose.” “I shall risk something at that game,” answered the lad, “but I 
will not be the cause of your getting into trouble.” So he took the cord in his 
hand, and drove away the pig quickly along a by-path.

The good Hans, free from care, went homewards with the goose under 
his arm. “When I think over it properly,” said he to himself, “I have even 
gained by the exchange; first there is the good roast-meat, then the quantity 
of fat which will drip from it, and which will give me dripping for my bread 
for a quarter of a year, and lastly the beautiful white feathers; I will have 
my pillow stuffed with them, and then indeed I shall go to sleep without 
rocking. How glad my mother will be!”

As he was going through the last village, there stood a scissors-grinder 
with his barrow; as his wheel whirred he sang—
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I sharpen scissors and quickly grind, 
My coat blows out in the wind behind.

Hans stood still and looked at him; at last he spoke to him and said, 
“All’s well with you, as you are so merry with your grinding.” 

“Yes,” answered the scissors-grinder, “the trade has a golden foundation. 
A real grinder is a man who as often as he puts his hand into his pocket 
finds gold in it. But where did you buy that fine goose?”

“I did not buy it, but exchanged my pig for it.”
“And the pig?”
“That I got for a cow.”
“And the cow?”
“I took that instead of a horse.”
“And the horse?”
“For that I gave a lump of gold as big as my head.”
“And the gold?”
“Well, that was my wages for seven years’ service.”
“You have known how to look after yourself each time,” said the 

grinder. “If you can only get on so far as to hear the money jingle in your 
pocket whenever you stand up, you will have made your fortune.”

“How shall I manage that?” said Hans. 
“You must be a grinder, as I am; nothing particular is wanted for it but 

a grindstone, the rest finds itself. I have one here; it is certainly a little worn, 
but you need not give me anything for it but your goose; will you do it?”

“How can you ask?” answered Hans. “I shall be the luckiest fellow on 
earth; if I have money whenever I put my hand in my pocket, what need I 
trouble about any longer?” and he handed him the goose and received the 
grindstone in exchange. “Now,” said the grinder, as he took up an ordinary 
heavy stone that lay by him, “here is a strong stone for you into the bargain; 
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you can hammer well upon it, and straighten your old nails. Take it with 
you and keep it carefully.”

Hans loaded himself with the stones, and went on with a contented 
heart; his eyes shone with joy. “I must have been born with a caul,” he cried; 
“everything I want happens to me just as if I were a Sunday-child.”

Meanwhile, as he had been on his legs since daybreak, he began to feel 
tired. Hunger also tormented him, for in his joy at the bargain by which he 
got the cow he had eaten up all his store of food at once. At last he could 
only go on with great trouble, and was forced to stop every minute; the 
stones, too, weighed him down dreadfully. Then he could not help thinking 
how nice it would be if he had not to carry them just then.

He crept like a snail to a well in a field, and there he thought that he 
would rest and refresh himself with a cool draught of water, but in order 
that he might not injure the stones in sitting down, he laid them carefully 
by his side on the edge of the well. Then he sat down on it, and was to stoop 
and drink, when he made a slip, pushed against the stones, and both of 
them fell into the water. When Hans saw them with his own eyes sinking 
to the bottom, he jumped for joy, and then knelt down, and with tears in 
his eyes thanked God for having shown him this favor also, and delivered 
him in so good a way, and without his having any need to reproach himself, 
from those heavy stones which had been the only things that troubled him.

“There is no man under the sun so fortunate as I,” he cried out. With 
a light heart and free from every burden he now ran on until he was with 
his mother at home.
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HANS MARRIED

There was once upon a time a young peasant named Hans, whose uncle 
wanted to find him a rich wife. He therefore seated Hans behind the stove, 
and had it made very hot. Then he fetched a pot of milk and plenty of 
white bread, gave him a bright newly-coined farthing in his hand, and said, 
“Hans, hold that farthing fast, crumble the white bread into the milk, and 
stay where you are, and do not stir from that spot till I come back.” “Yes,” 
said Hans, “I will do all that.” Then the wooer put on a pair of old patched 
trousers, went to a rich peasant’s daughter in the next village, and said, 
“Won’t you marry my nephew Hans—you will get an honest and sensible 
man who will suit you?” The covetous father asked, “How is it with regard 
to his means? Has he bread to break?” “Dear friend,” replied the wooer, 
“my young nephew has a snug berth, a nice bit of money in hand, and 
plenty of bread to break, besides he has quite as many patches as I have,” 
(and as he spoke, he slapped the patches on his trousers, but in that district 
small pieces of land were called patches also). “If you will give yourself the 
trouble to go home with me, you shall see at once that all is as I have said.” 
Then the miser did not want to lose this good opportunity, and said, “If that 
is the case, I have nothing further to say against the marriage.”

So the wedding was celebrated on the appointed day, and when the 
young wife went out of doors to see the bridegroom’s property, Hans took 
off his Sunday coat and put on his patched smock-frock and said, “I might 
spoil my good coat.” Then together they went out and wherever a boundary 
line came in sight, or fields and meadows were divided from each other,
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Hans pointed with his finger and then slapped either a large or a small 
patch on his smock-frock, and said, “That patch is mine, and that too, my 
dearest, just look at it,” meaning thereby that his wife should not stare at the 
broad land, but look at his garment, which was his own.

“Were you indeed at the wedding?” “Yes, indeed I was there, and in 
full dress. My head-dress was of snow; then the sun came out, and it was 
melted. My coat was of cobwebs, and I had to pass by some thorns which 
tore it off me, my shoes were of glass, and I pushed against a stone and they 
said, ‘Klink,’ and broke in two.”
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THE GOOSE-GIRL

There was once upon a time an old Queen whose husband had been dead 
for many years, and she had a beautiful daughter. When the princess grew 
up she was betrothed to a prince who lived at a great distance. When the 
time came for her to be married, and she had to journey forth into the 
distant kingdom, the aged Queen packed up for her many costly vessels of 
silver and gold, and trinkets also of gold and silver, and cups and jewels; 
in short, everything which appertained to a royal dowry, for she loved her 
child with all her heart. She likewise sent her maid in waiting, who was to 
ride with her, and hand her over to the bridegroom, and each had a horse 
for the journey, but the horse of the King’s daughter was called Falada, 
and could speak. So when the hour of parting had come, the aged mother 
went into her bedroom, took a small knife and cut her finger with it until it 
bled, then she held a white handkerchief to it into which she let three drops 
of blood fall, gave it to her daughter and said, “Dear child, preserve this 
carefully, it will be of service to you on your way.”

So they took a sorrowful leave of each other; the princess put the piece 
of cloth in her bosom, mounted her horse, and then went away to her 
bridegroom. After she had ridden for a while she felt a burning thirst, and 
said to her waiting-maid, “Dismount, and take my cup which thou hast 
brought with thee for me, and get me some water from the stream, for I 
should like to drink.” “If you are thirsty,” said the waiting-maid, “get off 
your horse yourself, and lie down and drink out of the water, I don’t choose 
to be your servant.” So in her great thirst the princess alighted, bent down 
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over the water in the stream and drank, and was not allowed to drink out 
of the golden cup. 

Then she said, “Ah, Heaven!” and the three drops of blood answered, 
“If thy mother knew, her heart would break.” But the King’s daughter was 
humble, said nothing, and mounted her horse again. She rode some miles 
further, but the day was warm, the sun scorched her, and she was thirsty 
once more, and when they came to a stream of water, she again cried to her 
waiting-maid, “Dismount, and give me some water in my golden cup,” for 
she had long ago forgotten the girl’s ill words. But the waiting-maid said still 
more haughtily, “If you wish to drink, drink as you can, I don’t choose to be 
your maid.” Then in her great thirst the King’s daughter alighted, bent over 
the flowing stream, wept, and said, “Ah, Heaven!” and the drops of blood 
again replied, “If thy mother knew this, her heart would break.” And as 
she was thus drinking and leaning right over the stream, the handkerchief 
with the three drops of blood fell out of her bosom, and floated away with 
the water without her observing it, so great was her trouble. The waiting-
maid, however, had seen it, and she rejoiced to think that she had now 
power over the bride, for since the princess had lost the drops of blood, she 
had become weak and powerless. So now when she wanted to mount her 
horse again, the one that was called Falada, the waiting-maid said, “Falada 
is more suitable for me, and my nag will do for thee” and the princess had 
to be content with that. Then the waiting-maid, with many hard words, 
bade the princess exchange her royal apparel for her own shabby clothes; 
and at length she was compelled to swear by the clear sky above her, that 
she would not say one word of this to any one at the royal court, and if she 
had not taken this oath she would have been killed on the spot. But Falada 
saw all this, and observed it well.

The waiting-maid now mounted Falada, and the true bride the bad 
horse, and thus they traveled onwards, until at length they entered the royal 
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palace. There were great rejoicings over her arrival, and the prince sprang 
forward to meet her, lifted the waiting-maid from her horse, and thought 
she was his consort. She was conducted upstairs, but the real princess was 
left standing below. Then the old King looked out of the window and saw 
her standing in the courtyard, and how dainty and delicate and beautiful 
she was, and instantly went to the royal apartment, and asked the bride 
about the girl she had with her who was standing down below in the 
courtyard, and who she was? “I picked her up on my way for a companion; 
give the girl something to work at, that she may not stand idle.” But the old 
King had no work for her, and knew of none, so he said, “I have a little boy 
who tends the geese, she may help him.” The boy was called Conrad, and 
the true bride had to help him to tend the geese. Soon afterwards the false 
bride said to the young King, “Dearest husband, I beg you to do me a favor.” 
He answered, “I will do so most willingly.” “Then send for the knacker, and 
have the head of the horse on which I rode here cut off, for it vexed me on 
the way.” In reality, she was afraid that the horse might tell how she had 
behaved to the King’s daughter. Then she succeeded in making the King 
promise that it should be done, and the faithful Falada was to die; this 
came to the ears of the real princess, and she secretly promised to pay the 
knacker a piece of gold if he would perform a small service for her. There 
was a great dark-looking gateway in the town, through which morning and 
evening she had to pass with the geese: would he be so good as to nail up 
Falada’s head on it, so that she might see him again, more than once. The 
knacker’s man promised to do that, and cut off the head, and nailed it fast 
beneath the dark gateway.

Early in the morning, when she and Conrad drove out their flock 
beneath this gateway, she said in passing,

“Alas, Falada, hanging there!”
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Then the head answered,

“Alas, young Queen, how ill you fare!
If this your tender mother knew,
Her heart would surely break in two.”

Then they went still further out of the town, and drove their geese 
into the country. And when they had come to the meadow, she sat down 
and unbound her hair which was like pure gold, and Conrad saw it and 
delighted in its brightness, and wanted to pluck out a few hairs. Then she 
said,

“Blow, blow, thou gentle wind, I say,
Blow Conrad’s little hat away,
And make him chase it here and there,
Until I have braided all my hair,
And bound it up again.”

And there came such a violent wind that it blew Conrad’s hat far away 
across country, and he was forced to run after it. When he came back she 
had finished combing her hair and was putting it up again, and he could 
not get any of it. Then Conrad was angry, and would not speak to her, and 
thus they watched the geese until the evening, and then they went home.

Next day when they were driving the geese out through the dark 
gateway, the maiden said,

“Alas, Falada, hanging there!”

Falada answered,
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“Alas, young Queen, how ill you fare!
 If this your tender mother knew,
Her heart would surely break in two.”

And she sat down again in the field and began to comb out her hair, 
and Conrad ran and tried to clutch it, so she said in haste,

“Blow, blow, thou gentle wind, I say,
Blow Conrad’s little hat away,
And make him chase it here and there,
Until I have braided all my hair,
And bound it up again.”

Then the wind blew, and blew his little hat off his head and far away, 
and Conrad was forced to run after it, and when he came back, her hair had 
been put up a long time, and he could get none of it, and so they looked 
after their geese till evening came.

But in the evening after they had got home, Conrad went to the old 
King, and said, “I won’t tend the geese with that girl any longer!” “Why 
not?” inquired the aged King. “Oh, because she vexes me the whole day 
long.” Then the aged King commanded him to relate what it was that she 
did to him. And Conrad said, “In the morning when we pass beneath the 
dark gateway with the flock, there is a sorry horse’s head on the wall, and 
she says to it,

‘Alas, Falada, hanging there!’

“And the head replies,



99

‘Alas, young Queen how ill you fare!
If this your tender mother knew,
Her heart would surely break in two.’”

And Conrad went on to relate what happened on the goose pasture, 
and how when there he had to chase his hat.

The aged King commanded him to drive his flock out again next day, 
and as soon as morning came, he placed himself behind the dark gateway, 
and heard how the maiden spoke to the head of Falada, and then he too 
went into the country, and hid himself in the thicket in the meadow. There 
he soon saw with his own eyes the goose-girl and the goose-boy bringing 
their flock, and how after a while she sat down and unplaited her hair, 
which shone with radiance. And soon she said,

“Blow, blow, thou gentle wind, I say,
Blow Conrad’s little hat away,
And make him chase it here and there,
Until I have braided all my hair,
And bound it up again.”

Then came a blast of wind and carried off Conrad’s hat, so that he had 
to run far away, while the maiden quietly went on combing and plaiting her 
hair, all of which the King observed. Then, quite unseen, he went away, and 
when the goose-girl came home in the evening, he called her aside, and 
asked why she did all these things. “I may not tell you that, and I dare not 
lament my sorrows to any human being, for I have sworn not to do so by 
the heaven which is above me; if I had not done that, I should have lost my 
life.” He urged her and left her no peace, but he could draw nothing from 
her. Then said he, “If thou wilt not tell me anything, tell thy sorrows to the 
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iron-stove there,” and he went away. Then she crept into the iron-stove, and 
began to weep and lament, and emptied her whole heart, and said, “Here 
am I deserted by the whole world, and yet I am a King’s daughter, and a 
false waiting-maid has by force brought me to such a pass that I have been 
compelled to put off my royal apparel, and she has taken my place with my 
bridegroom, and I have to perform menial service as a goose-girl. If my 
mother did but know that, her heart would break.”

The aged King, however, was standing outside by the pipe of the stove, 
and was listening to what she said, and heard it. Then he came back again, 
and bade her come out of the stove. And royal garments were placed on her, 
and it was marvelous how beautiful she was! The aged King summoned his 
son, and revealed to him that he had got the false bride who was only a 
waiting-maid, but that the true one was standing there, as the sometime 
goose-girl. The young King rejoiced with all his heart when he saw her 
beauty and youth, and a great feast was made ready to which all the people 
and all good friends were invited. At the head of the table sat the bridegroom 
with the King’s daughter at one side of him, and the waiting-maid on the 
other, but the waiting-maid was blinded, and did not recognize the princess 
in her dazzling array. When they had eaten and drunk, and were merry, 
the aged King asked the waiting-maid as a riddle, what a person deserved 
who had behaved in such and such a way to her master, and at the same 
time related the whole story, and asked what sentence such a one merited? 
Then the false bride said, “She deserves no better fate than to be stripped 
entirely naked, and put in a barrel which is studded inside with pointed 
nails, and two white horses should be harnessed to it, which will drag her 
along through one street after another, till she is dead.” “It is thou,” said the 
aged King, “and thou hast pronounced thine own sentence, and thus shall 
it be done unto thee.” And when the sentence had been carried out, the 
young King married his true bride, and both of them reigned over their 
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kingdom in peace and happiness.

—All three Grimm’s fairy tales are taken from the Margaret Hunt 
translation of 1884.
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WRITING IS THE ESSENCE OF MY LIFE: 
SELECTED LETTERS OF HANS FALLADA

Hans Fallada was not only a prolific author of fiction, but also an inveterate 
writer (mostly type-writer) of letters. And his often tumultuous lifestyle 
coexisted with a businesslike thoroughness which prompted him to make 
carbon copies of his typewritten letters, and also to keep the letters which 
were sent to him. So several thousand pages of his correspondence have 
survived into the twenty-first century, and they provide fascinating insights 
into Fallada’s life as a writer and as a man. His most extensive exchanges 
of letters were with his immediate family members—his parents Wilhelm 
and Elisabeth, his sisters Elisabeth and Margarete, his fiancée and then wife 
Anna, and in the last years of his life also his older son Ulrich—as well as 
with the Ernst Rowohlt publishing house. But Fallada also wrote back and 
forth for longer or shorter periods with friends, colleagues, and employees, 
and he answered numerous letters from readers of his books.

On October 11, 1933, for example, Fallada replied to a reader called 
Voules, of Davidson College in North Carolina. The author (who of course 
had been born Rudolf Ditzen) explained to Mr. Voules that he had adopted 
the pen name Hans Fallada

thirteen years ago now [. . .], because I wanted to conceal my 
writings from my father, who was a public official, and opposed 
to everything artistic. (But he found me out within three months, 
despite the pen name!) I found the name in my beloved Grimms’ 
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Fairytales, in the tale of “The Goose-Girl.”

This account is substantially true, as on May 5, 1919, Fallada had 
written to the office of the Chief of Police in Berlin:

I have the honor to inquire herewith most humbly whether the 
adoption of an artist’s (author’s) pseudonym requires explicit 
permission, and if such is the case, which office I should approach 
in this matter.

The Berlin police replied two days later, saying that they had referred 
the inquiry to their counterparts in Potsdam. Fallada made a note on this 
reply, which he dated May 25:

Informed at the police station there (orally) that the use of a pen 
name does not require explicit permission, but that I may use 
the name only in pursuing my literary activities, and never when 
dealing with public authorities and officials.

However, Fallada’s father Wilhelm Ditzen was well aware of his literary 
ambitions. As a letter Wilhelm wrote on April 2, 1919, indicates, he had 
been subsidizing Fallada’s living expenses since the previous July, and 
was prepared to continue the subsidy until the end of 1919, while Fallada 
attempted to establish himself as a writer. But Wilhelm was definitely 
unenthusiastic about the venture:

But you shouldn’t misunderstand me. I’m not encouraging you, 
rather I would discourage you, as I did nine months ago, and 
even more strongly than then. Because I don’t believe (for various 
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reasons) that you can approach with much confidence the prospect 
of earning your living by writing. And that’s the decisive point. 
At the moment, I can pay part of your subsistence expenses from 
my pension. But that support ceases when I die. And you have to 
realize that this can happen any day. Some months ago you wrote 
to us about a wonderful offer you had received from a dealer in 
seed potatoes. Offers of that kind will become less likely the longer 
you separate yourself from your solid commercial and agricultural 
background.

This letter shows Wilhelm to be equally unenthusiastic about his son’s 
support for the new German republic that was then being constituted to 
replace the German empire which had fought the First World War, and 
which Wilhelm had served for decades as a judge:

Your letter contains a declaration of political allegiance, after 
which you observe that we “probably no longer see eye to eye 
about these things.” The only incorrect part of that statement is the 
tentative word “probably”; instead of that, you should have written 
“definitely.” The times are already hard enough. It is a matter of great 
regret to us that your view differs so completely from ours. But it’s 
a matter of even greater regret that apparently you fail entirely to 
realize that pointing out the differences which exist erects dividing 
walls between us and you that could have a serious effect on our 
personal and material dealings with each other. That’s all I’ll say to 
you today about this point, about which further discussion seems 
to me pointless—indeed, deleterious.

What is not mentioned in Fallada’s letter to Mr. Voules (nor in the 
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father’s letter just quoted) is that Wilhelm was opposed to his son publishing 
under their family name of Ditzen because, as the father put it in a letter to 
Dr. Artur Tecklenburg on May 19, 1918, “the events in Rudolstadt are still 
too fresh.” Wilhelm was referring to the suicide pact, disguised as a duel, 
which his son had arranged with Hanns Dietrich von Necker when both 
were schoolboys in Rudolstadt in 1911, and which had made headlines 
around Germany. Von Necker did not injure Fallada, but Fallada killed von 
Necker, and escaped trial when he was ruled psychologically unfit to plead, 
and ordered to undergo treatment in a sanatorium run by Dr. Tecklenburg.

Fallada first used his pen name on his debut novel, Young Goedeschal, 
which was published by Rowohlt’s in 1920. Neither Young Goedeschal nor 
its successor Anton and Gerda (1923) was particularly successful, and 
Fallada spent the next several years mostly in agricultural work, in prison, 
and as a provincial newspaperman. In 1930 he secured a clerical position 
with Rowohlt’s in Berlin, and completed his third novel, A Small Circus, 
which was published in 1931. In that same year, Rowohlt’s was placed in 
financial administration, and Fallada lost his job. His hopes for financial 
security now rested on his fourth novel, for which he sent Rowohlt’s the 
following synopsis on September 24, 1931:

Three titles, from which the choice is not yet made: Pinneberg and 
the Shrimp; The Kid; The Little Man.

Pinneberg is a little, badly paid clerk in a grain business in 
Altholm. He has become involved with a girl, and marries her 
when she is expecting a child, even though the financial situation 
is anything but good. They have a happy marriage, it’s only the 
material problems that are bad. They become especially difficult 
when he loses his job. But he finds another one in Berlin, in a big 
firm, although it’s hard for him to adjust to this dog-eat-dog world. 
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Eventually he’s retrenched. In the meantime the child has been 
born, it grows and flourishes, and is the center of their happiness. 
He finds a job again, in a mail-order house selling nude photos, 
but soon has to leave that too. He experiences the miseries of 
the unemployment office and the welfare office, and lands at last 
amongst the proletariat, in a factory, where his father-in-law (a 
Social Democrat) finds work for him.

What’s shown in these approximately two years of his outer 
life is the fate of the little clerk without particular talents, of one 
among hundreds of thousands. Whether things go well or badly 
for him is mostly beyond his control, he’s dependent on forces 
and factors which he doesn’t understand. He feels dimly that he’s 
a captive of fate, that his fortune and misfortune aren’t in his own 
hands, and that even when he’s happy he’s not really different from 
others like him, that his happiness almost doesn’t belong to him. 
So he focuses all his hopes on his son. “He’ll have it better one 
day.” That’s what his parents thought when he was growing up, 
that’s what his son will think when he looks at his own children. 
But it’s still not supposed to be a depressing book, and Pinneberg 
certainly isn’t depressed, he grabs on to his life, he enjoys it, and 
the reader experiences the tensions of his existence along with 
him: How will we make ends meet? How is our son getting on? 
Will I lose my job? What happens now? And the book shows 
what influences his life: the father who has got a government job 
through the Party, the colleagues who go to the Nazis, the brother-
in-law who’s a Communist, and the employers—the indifferent 
ones, the exploitative ones, the pedantic ones. The misery of the 
health-insurance funds, the occupation of being unemployed, the 
poor housing.
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Not everything projected here can be found in the published novel, 
Little Man, What Now? (1932). The completed work gave more emphasis to 
the idea that “it’s still not supposed to be a depressing book,” as is indicated 
by what Fallada wrote on November 11, 1932, in reply to a letter from one 
of his readers, a Mr. Benda:

If the title of my book is a question, then that’s because the author 
doesn’t have any answers to the questions you asked him either. 
Because he’s just a poor slob too—and it’s made even harder for 
him by the fact that he doesn’t believe in patent remedies like 
emergency decrees, programs of political parties, ideas of GREAT 
business leaders. “Little man—what now?” is and remains a 
question for him.

If his book nevertheless hints at an answer, then I know very 
well that this answer is trivial when it says: Our solution, our 
salvation can only be found in the private sphere. In Pinneberg’s 
case it’s Lammchen, but I’ll concede to you immediately that 
Lammchen is a stroke of luck, the one winning ticket among ten 
thousand losers.

So you’ll tell me that it was wrong to write this book when 
I didn’t actually have anything to say. Maybe you’re right, and 
maybe I’m right. Quite apart from the fact that writing is the 
essence of my life, much like breathing—anyway, quite apart from 
that, I believe a little bit that it helps, it helps just a little, if you say 
to people: Be good to each other. Hard things don’t become easy 
when people are nice to each other, but some hard things become 
easier. My thinking is, if the man who is dealing with Pinneberg 
at the counter of the health-insurance fund has just read the book, 
maybe he’ll be just a little bit friendlier. Or the nervous customer 
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won’t be so unpleasant to the sales clerk Pinneberg if he has just 
read about him and his problems. It’s not much, I admit that it’s 
not much at all, but my book expresses [. . .] the belief in humans’ 
goodness and makes an appeal to that goodness.

Little Man, What Now? was published less than a year before the Nazi 
takeover in January 1933, and Fallada’s decision to remain in Germany 
significantly limited his freedom to write as he wished. But in the second 
half of 1936 he made a sudden decision to begin a novel with the potentially 
controversial setting of Germany during the hyperinflation of 1923, telling 
his parents on September 3 that:

In a way, I’m doing all this work for my desk drawer, because I’m 
sticking to my decision not to publish anything in the foreseeable 
future, the times do not suit me.

Writing without thought of publication was evidently no obstacle to 
Fallada’s creativity, as he mentioned to his parents on October 7 that the 
new book was becoming

a real door-stop. It’s turned out that a little preliminary chapter 
which I estimated at about thirty printed pages is swelling up to at 
least five hundred pages. I really think it would be alright if I had 
fewer ideas sometimes, I find myself drowning in material again 
and again.

In fact, Fallada found his politically sensitive project artistically 
liberating, explaining to his parents on December 17 that
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because after easier books, especially after “Old Heart” [An Old 
Heart Goes A-Journeying (1936)], I’m just depressed, and feel I’m 
perverting my talent, I have to go my own way. It’s a path with 
many more dangerous pitfalls, and many fewer material rewards, 
but when you get right down to it I simply don’t have a choice. I 
must write what I feel I must write, and nothing else. [. . .] By the 
way, the book is called Wolf Among Wolves. 

Though originally Fallada had not told Ernst Rowohlt about Wolf 
Among Wolves, when the latter heard about the novel he was willing to 
publish it, as Fallada reported to his mother on June 24, 1937 (his father 
had died in April):

I finished dictating the novel quite a while ago [. . .] and now it’s 
undergoing the final revisions. Rowohlt’s new editor is arriving 
here the day after tomorrow to discuss some things with me, but 
the definitive decision to publish the book has been taken. Between 
you and me, it’s rather tricky. One reader’s report which I saw 
recently finishes with words to the effect of: “If we’re closed down 
because of this book, then we’ll be closed down for something 
that’s worth it.”

When the Austrian author Hermann Broch was sent a copy of Wolf 
Among Wolves, he wrote to Fallada expressing some disappointment with 
what he saw as the escapist nature of the protagonist Pagel’s moral and 
material rehabilitation. On December 1, 1937, Fallada offered an intriguing 
reply:

I can answer your letter only with the complete truth—or not 
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at all. As I’m writing to you, I’ll try to tell the truth as much as I 
can. You’re completely right: My solutions are cobbled together, 
it would be equally realistic if things turned out differently, no, it 
would be much more appropriate if my Pagel fell apart. [. . .]

[. . .] It’s probably because I myself don’t believe in any 
purpose in life. I myself have retreated to the idea of conscientious 
simplicity, as you quite rightly say, but of course that’s just a dubious 
compromise, it doesn’t do the job. But what else should I do?

It’s not very long ago at all that this profound mistake dawned 
on me, I realized it when I suddenly noticed that in “Jailbird” 
[Once a Jailbird (1934)] I had completely forgotten the other 
part, the better part, by which I mean the part that battles its way 
through after all. It wasn’t that I had rejected it, but that I simply 
hadn’t thought about it. Two years after I’d finished the book, it 
came to me all of a sudden. There must be something wrong deep 
down inside me. I’ve tried to console myself by saying: But why 
should I do anything other than to describe things as they are? 
Am I supposed to improve people? To educate people? No, I only 
describe things as they are!

But that’s not quite good enough. You’re quite right, I’m totally 
obsessed by my writing. I can’t stop for even a week. I have to write, 
describe, tell a story, but it’s a sad business in the end, it doesn’t 
make me any happier, it doesn’t create any meaning. I earn money, 
but I can’t do anything with the money, because I don’t have the 
time. I have a family whom I love, but I have no time for them, 
because I always have to be writing.

Dear Mr. Broch, why should I write all this? It’s so painful for 
me. Put this letter in the fire. [. . .]

Perhaps one day things will be different?
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These sentiments notwithstanding, Fallada considered Wolf Among 
Wolves one of his best works. In letters to his sisters on December 27, 
1946, he measured the yet unpublished Every Man Dies Alone by the 
standard of the earlier novel, assuring Margarete that it was “a real one 
[. . .], a great novel [. . .] somewhat along the lines of my Wolf,” and telling 
Elisabeth that “you could say that, after Wolf, at last I’ve got one right.” And 
as these comments indicate, Wolf Among Wolves was the last significant 
novel that Fallada published during the Nazi era. However, he did write 
another important novel during that time, for during his confinement in 
a psychiatric hospital in 1944 he secretly completed the manuscript of The 
Drinker, his semi-confessional story of a prosperous man’s descent into 
alcoholism. The Drinker was not published until 1950, three years after 
Fallada’s death, and it is not mentioned in his letters.

The end of the Second World War and of Nazism restored a measure 
of artistic independence to Fallada, but he was cultivated and monitored 
by the Soviet occupation authorities, and the historical raw material 
which formed the basis of his final novel, Every Man Dies Alone (1947), 
was suggested to him by the Soviets’ German-born cultural commissar, 
Johannes R. Becher. Although the specter of alcohol and drug abuse which 
had overshadowed Fallada’s earlier life had not been exorcized by The 
Drinker, and although he was in extremely poor health, Fallada completed 
the first draft of Every Man Dies Alone in an astonishingly short time, as he 
told his first wife Anna on October 27, 1946: 

So I finished yesterday, and I’m satisfied. I think it’s the first real 
Fallada since Wolf Among Wolves, even though it wasn’t my kind of 
material at all: illegal activity during the Hitler years, guillotining of 
the two heroes. But if one really tries one can make something out 
of any kind of material, you know that as well as I do. Incidentally, 
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I worked at record speed: four weeks and the equivalent of five 
hundred and fifty printed pages, which as far as I know surpasses 
all my previous records. And I feel completely cheerful all the time, 
and am thinking of fresh plans. I’ll probably start something new 
soon; well, first of all I have to type up the manuscript and revise it.

But Fallada did not see Every Man Dies Alone through to publication, 
nor any further project. On December 22, 1946, he wrote to his mother 
from a hospital in Berlin, describing his memories of his father, of his aunt 
Adelaide (who had helped him at various stages of his literary career), and 
of his brother Ulrich (who had been killed on the western front in August 
1918):

It’s good that they’re all dead, anyone who doesn’t have to endure 
this life here now can count themselves lucky.

You probably already know that we’re both sick again, [his 
second wife] Ulla and I, first exhaustion, then abuse of sleeping 
drugs, then—always the same old story! I’ve already recovered a 
little, even though I can’t do anything like proper work yet. [. . .] 
I’m really only living for the children now, and I’m glad that they’re 
both such good and such promising children, and I wish so much 
that their lives will be rather easier than their father’s. Where did I 
go wrong, Mom? I always work hard, and long, and carefully, and I 
really love my family, but then I myself often destroy in a few hours 
what it took me months and years to create. Now I’ve written a 
truly great novel again, in a very short time, a novel that will be a 
success, I already had the fruits of my labors in my hand, and now 
I’m sitting here abandoned and alone, after wasting everything 
I had achieved again. Something in me never quite developed 
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properly, something is lacking in me, so that I’m not a proper 
grown-up man, only someone who has grown old, a high-school 
student who has grown old, as [fellow author] Erich Kästner once 
described me. I tell myself today that these breakdowns have 
to stop, that I must live more sensibly, but I don’t want to make 
promises to myself anymore—let alone to other people—because I 
have broken such solemn promises so many times. So I’ll only say 
that I want to try again, I want to work, and work hard—let’s hope 
than I’m spared to do so for a long time! [. . .]

Of course you know better than anyone that I may be a weak 
man, but not a bad one, never a bad one. That’s no excuse, and 
it’s bad enough that at fifty-three I haven’t become anything more 
than a weak man, that I’ve learned so little from my mistakes. But 
that’s undeniably how it is.

Hans Fallada died seven weeks later.

[All letters quoted are from the Hans Fallada Archive. All translations are 
my own. —Geoff Wilkes]


