With the Unemployed in Germany

Heinrich Hauser (1933)
The Great Depression struck Germany with greater force than any other country.  Unemployment neared 40 percent, and the German economy, which had been recovering from a previous disaster- largely created by the harsh terms of the Versailles treaty-collapsed again in 1923-1924. Facing the second economic catastrophe is less than ten years, the responses of the German people varied. Politically, the fortunes of extremist parties rose, but there were still masses of unemployed who sought stability, from whatever source they could find it.  Hauser, a journalist, traveled around Germany writing a series of human-interest pieces for the nationalist magazine Dei Tat. Here he reflects on the despair of those seeking relief, a despair the Nazis would soon exploit. 

- - -

An almost unbroken chain of homeless men extends the whole length of the great Hamburg-Berlin highway. 

There are so many of them moving in both directions, impelled by the wind or making their way against it, that they could shout a message from Hamburg to Berlin by word of mouth….They had the queer, stumbling gale of barefooted people, for their shoes were slung over their shoulders. Some of them were guild members--carpenters, milkmen, and bricklayers--but they were in a minority. Far more numerous were those whom one could assign to no special profusion or craft--unskilled young people, for the most part, who had been unable to find a place for themselves in any city or town in Germany, and who had never had a job and never expected to have one.
I saw them--and this was the strongest impression that the year 1932 left with me--I saw them, gathered into groups, of fifty or a hundred men, attacking fields of potatoes. I saw them digging up the potatoes and throwing them into sacks while the farmer who owned the field watched them in despair and the local policeman looked on gloomily from the distance. I saw them staggering toward the lights of the city as night fell, with their sacks on their backs. What did it remind me of? Of the War, of the worst periods of starvation in 1917 and 1918, but even then people paid for the potatoes.

I know what cold and hunger are. I know what it is to spend the night outdoors or behind the thin walls of a shack through which the wind whistles. I have slept in holes, under bridges, and under cattle shelters in pastures. But there are two things that I have only recently experienced -- begging and spending the night in a municipal lodging house.

I entered the huge Berlin municipal lodging house in a northern quarter of the city….The crowd pushed forward, and people began forcing their way almost eagerly through this door, for it was warm in there…Finally I am asked [by the official], "Have you ever been here before?"          "No."
         "No?" The question reverberates through the whole room….They do not believe what you say. They do not regard you as a human being but as an infection, something foul that one keeps at a distance. He goes on. "How did you come here from Hamburg?"          "By truck."          "Where have you spent the last three nights?"          I lie coolly.          "Have you begged?"          I feel a warm blush spreading over my face. It is welling up from the bourgeois world that I have come from. "No."…
It is superfluous to describe what follows. Towels are handed out, then nightgowns-long, sack-like affairs made of plain unbleached cotton but freshly washed. Then slippers…Distribution of spoons, distribution of enameled-ware bowls with the words "Property of the City of Berlin" written on their sides. Then the meal itself. A big kettle is carried in….Where have I seen this kind of food distribution before? In a prison that I once helped to guard in the winter of 1919 during the German civil war. There was the same hunger then, the same trembling, anxious expectation of rations…. Hundreds of hungry mouths make an enormous noise eating their food. The men sit bent over their food like animals who feel that someone is going to take it away from them. They hold their bowl with their left arm part way around it, so that nobody can take it away, and they also protect it with their other elbow and with their head and mouth, while they move the spoon as fast as they can between their mouth and the bowl....

We shuffle into the sleeping room….You must find the number that you have around your neck, and there is your bed, your home for one night. It stands in a row with fifty others and across the room there are fifty more in a row....The air is poisoned with the breath of men who have stuffed too much food into empty stomachs. There is also a sickening smell of Lysol. It seems completely terrible to me…. animals die, plants wither, but men always go on living.
