The Biography of Alexander Grothendieck’s Parents (English Translation by AT Gemini)
Foreword

The following text is the beginning of a planned biography of the parents of Alexander
Grothendieck:

Alexander Schapiro/Tanaroff and Hanka Grothendieck

It is a preliminary and somewhat shortened version. It should be explicitly emphasized
that the text has not yet been finally edited or proofread for errors. Interested parties may, upon
request, obtain a more detailed version from me.

On previous occasions, I have posted various texts about Grothendieck on the internet.
My primary aim was to correct and clear up the numerous errors and inaccuracies circulating
about Grothendieck and his personal environment. I must unfortunately conclude that I have only
succeeded to a very limited extent. Many of the same errors, and new ones besides, continue to
be spread-sometimes even citing my own texts. It remains my endeavor to bring light into the
darkness that surrounds Grothendieck’s parents and long sections of his own life, and I hope that
my reports will ultimately contribute to this.

Needless to say: I would be very grateful for hints, corrections, and remarks of any kind.

Winfried Scharlau, March 2007

1. Novozybkov 1890

One would like to begin a biography with a clear, unambiguous, and informative sentence,
such as: Alexander Schapiro was born on 77?7 in the small Ukrainian town of Novozybkov as the
son of a Jewish family.

But already with this very first sentence, I falter. Doubts and uncertainty take over almost
as soon as one has begun. Yes, it is correct that his first name was Alexander, but throughout his
life, all his friends, acquaintances, and relatives called him only Sascha, and we will also call our
hero Sascha in this book.

There is nothing to suggest his surname was not Schapiro, but there is no proof for it either-
not a single written record. There is strong circumstantial evidence that his name was indeed
Schapiro because a woman he was married to in the early 1920s bore that name. His son also
allegedly stated that his father’s name was Schapiro, but he never confirmed this in writing. The
only thing certain is that since about 1923, Sascha lived with forged identity papers under the
name Tanaroff, a Russian name, not a Jewish one.

Perhaps it is unimportant to know the exact date of birth-unless one indulges in astrological
speculations like his son,...

Novozybkov — that is correct: his parents lived there and he was born there. A Jewish family?
Yes, Sascha said his father came from a pious Hasidic family, and that one of his grandfathers had
even been a rabbi. But ”family”-here one begins to brood again. A family in a shtetl is usually
large, with relatives, uncles, aunts, nieces, and nephews. Yet, not once is there any mention of
Sascha having siblings. He seems to have been the only child of his parents, and he left his parental
home at the age of fourteen. From then on, there was no more talk of ”family.”

What do we know at all about Sascha’s parents? Almost nothing; it can be summarized in
a few lines. In 1930, Sascha had to provide a declaration of his origins to the Berlin authorities.
Regarding his father, the declaration says: ”Deceased 1923,” and regarding his mother: ”Unknown
in Russia (Marie Tanaroff, née Dimitrieva in Novozybkov).” This may be partly true or false. The



name Tanaroff was forged, and he would have been unable to provide any other name for his
parents. Perhaps his father really did die in 1923. His mother, at least, was still alive in 1930, as
a photograph of her exists from that year.

It is difficult to interpret the face in this photograph: a concentrated, skeptical, and probing
gaze, thin lips, perhaps a tiny trace of a smile, an intelligent and disciplined face-not a woman who
filled the traditional role of a Jewish woman in the shtetl, not a happy life.

Sascha occasionally commented on his parents: "My mother is a very clever woman,” he
said. "My father often called her ”the witch.” He said so because things often turned out exactly
as she had predicted; it wasn’t witchcraft, she just saw and judged clearly. He respected her highly.
But I believe they did not live very happily together. My mother sometimes said to me: ”If I knew
you would cause your wife as much sorrow as your father caused me, I would rather bury you as a
little child.” My father was certainly always faithful to her, as they say, but-she was not happy.”

On another occasion, he said his parents belonged to the middle class; one should perhaps
not imagine them as typical orthodox Eastern Jews living in unimaginable poverty in the shtetls
of Poland, Belarus, or Ukraine. Perhaps their Jewish identity was already fading. It is reported of
Sascha: ”Religion seems to have had no great influence on him.”

Almost all questions about Sascha’s origins remain open. What language was spoken at
home? People whose family history also leads back to the Jewish world of Eastern Europe told me
that ”of course” Yiddish was spoken. Maybe, but I am not sure. Later, in Western Europe, Sascha
was always called ”the Russian.” He spoke Russian with his anarchist comrades. Later in Berlin, a
side remark was made that Sascha was glad to be able to speak his mother tongue with a visitor,
and on that occasion, it was undoubtedly Russian. He wanted to be a writer, and the little he
ever put on paper was likely written in Russian. Overall, the author tends to believe that Sascha’s
native language was Russian. What kind of school education did he receive? We do not know.
Presumably, there was a secondary school in Novozybkov. Did he attend it? One would also like
to know what profession his father practiced. Was he a trader or merchant like so many Jews, or
was he a minor clerk in a bank or at a government office? We do not know. Where did Sascha get
the indomitable strength, the courage, the will to fight, the passion, and the determination that
defined his entire life? We do not know any of this.

Perhaps we should take another look at the small town of Novozybkov, the place where
Sascha spent the first fourteen years of his life. Since we know almost nothing about his life during
these years, we can at least try to visualize the setting of these unknown events.

Novozybkov was founded in 1701 by members of the ”Old Believers”, an Orthodox sect that
had split from the Russian Orthodox Church in the 17th century. To this day, Novozybkov is a
stronghold of the Old Believers; between the World Wars, almost the entire population, except for
the Jewish minority, adhered to this religion. In 1806, the town was granted city rights. The town
is located near the tri-border area of Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine, between the Russian city of
Bryansk and the Belarusian city of Gomel. In 1890, it apparently belonged to Ukraine; today it
is part of Russia. The vast majority of the population was likely always Russian. A census from
1861 lists 7,493 inhabitants, of whom only 161 were Jews. In the following decades, a massive
Jewish immigration apparently took place. By 1914, of a total of 22,345 inhabitants, more than a
quarter-namely 6,881-were of the Jewish faith. The vast majority of the population was classified
as middle class ("petty bourgeois”); farmers, merchants, aristocrats, and military personnel each
formed small minorities.

Whether the Jews in Novozybkov really lived in a typical shtetl — that is to say, primarily
under unimaginably poor conditions with limited earning opportunities — is not certain. There was
the spacious marketplace typical of a shtetl, where a large number of carriages and traders gathered
on market days; there was, of course, a synagogue and certainly a bathhouse, a Jewish cemetery,



and a Talmud school. However, the photographs still in existence from around the turn of the
century tend to show the typical prestigious buildings of a small Russian country town: a bank,
various administrative buildings, houses of wealthy citizens, hotels, and several manufactories.

During the Russian Revolution of 1905 and the uprisings against the Tsarist regime, severe
anti-Semitic pogroms occurred here, as in many other cities of the Russian Empire. Primarily
responsible for this were the ” Black Hundreds”, groups of extreme royalists who, with the support
of the government and the Russian Orthodox Church, specialized in massacres of Jews, Armenians,
and other minorities. Reports on these pogroms...

After the occupation of the city in the summer of 1941 by German troops, all Jewish inhab-
itants were murdered; only a few were able to escape. One may assume...

In the more recent past, Novozybkov has been one of the cities most severely affected by
the Chernobyl reactor disaster. A heavy wind drove the radioactive cloud directly over this town.
The population was never truly informed about the disaster and continues to suffer from the
consequences today. ...

This book describes the life of an anarchist, and perhaps it is not entirely superfluous to
briefly state what anarchism is:

Anarchism is a worldview based on the conviction that the rule of humans over
humans and every form of hierarchy leads to the suppression of individual and collec-
tive freedom, is unjustified, repressive, and ultimately violent. Anarchism advocates
for the dissolution of state hierarchical structures. It places individual freedom, self-
determination, equality, and collective self-management at the center and strives for
a non-hierarchical organization of society.

Twice in the 20th century, an anarchist social order was partially realized on a larger scale:
during the Makhno movement in Ukraine between 1918 and 1920, and before the outbreak of the
Spanish Civil War in various Spanish provinces, especially in Aragon and Catalonia. We will return
to both of these later.

2. The ”Other” Schapiro

Before we can properly begin this biography, we must finally clear up a previously widespread
misunderstanding that has since been largely resolved. There is, in fact, a very well-known anarchist
named Alexander Schapiro with a biography very similar to that of Grothendieck’s father, but he
is a different person. Given that they share the same name, it is perfectly understandable that
they have been confused and that some remarks in literature about Grothendieck’s father actually
refer to this doppelgénger. In fact, it cost the author a great deal of effort and a long time to
definitively establish the identity of Grothendieck’s father. Furthermore, Alexander Grothendieck
himself was unaware that there was a second Alexander Schapiro, so he may have unwittingly and
unintentionally contributed to this confusion. It also took quite some time until it was established
that Grothendieck’s father lived under the name Tanaroff from 1921 onwards (cf. Chapter 7).

Here are the most important facts about the life of the ”other Schapiro”:

Alexander (called Sania) Schapiro was born in Russia in 1882. His father, also an anarchist,
was a friend of Kropotkin. Until the First World War, he was active in the anarcho-syndicalist
trade union movement in England alongside Kropotkin, Malatesta, and Rudolf Rocker. During
the war, he was interned due to his opposition to military conscription. In 1917, he returned to
Russia to take part in the revolution. He was originally pro-Soviet and worked within Lenin’s
government. Victor Serge described him as a ”critical and moderate spirit”. Disappointed by the
repressive course that communism took under Lenin and the merciless persecution of anarchists, he



left Russia in 1921 along with Alexander Berkman and Emma Goldman and moved to Berlin. ...
Schapiro worked as an editor and collaborator for numerous relevant journals, memoirs, congress
reports, appeals, etc. In particular, he founded (with others) several aid organizations for destitute
anarchists imprisoned in Russia or living elsewhere.

At the beginning of the Nazi era, like many others, he left Berlin and settled in Paris,
also as an editor (e.g., La Voiz du Travail) and organizer. There, too, his work focused on aid
organizations for persecuted and imprisoned anarchists. In 1941, he left Paris as a refugee and
reached New York, where he died in 1946. Letters from him can be found in the estates of prominent
anarchists; numerous journal articles and similar works written by him are documented. As his
life story shows, he was a true internationalist; besides Russian and Yiddish, he spoke English,
German, French, Spanish, Bulgarian, and Turkish. Overall, Sania Schapiro is a historical figure
about whom it is easy to find information, and whose image is incomparably clearer than that of
Grothendieck’s father.

Given the parallel nature of their lives, one must assume that both Schapiros met (especially
in 1921 in Berlin), perhaps even several times, and knew each other. No evidence of this has been
found so far. (And this is one of the points where the biography ends and the imagination of the
writer or the reader may begin.)

3. The Revolution of 1905

In 1905, a revolution shook the vast Russian Empire, lasting for nearly two years. There
was a foreign policy trigger, namely the war Russia started against Japan, which ended in an
ignominious defeat with the total loss of the fleet and led to the loss of Manchuria and an expansion
of Japanese influence in the Far East. More decisive, however, were diverse domestic political
causes. In many respects, the Revolution of 1905 anticipated the October Revolution of 1917 ...

The main cause was undoubtedly the indescribably miserable living conditions of the small
peasants in the countryside. Although serfdom had been abolished in the course of various reforms,
the economic situation of the peasants had hardly improved as a result. Therefore, many flocked
to the cities as workers, where a modern heavy industry was gradually developing. Due to the
oversupply of labor, industrial workers were also exploited and paid miserably, resulting in the
emergence of a revolutionarily minded industrial proletariat (though not nearly to the extent
claimed by communist propaganda and historiography). Furthermore, unrest had been simmering
for decades among the-compared to other European countries-small stratum of the bourgeoisie,
the intellectuals, pupils, and students, but also partly the lower nobility, for all of whom the Tsar’s
extremely backward regime was unbearable and who demanded liberal reforms. Added to this,
as a consequence of the lost war, was a severe economic recession and, in part, the loss of export
markets for agriculture.

Tsar Nicholas I, who had been reigning since 1894, a characterless weakling, reacted to the
demands of his people with oppression, terror, and police surveillance. He was entirely under the
influence of T'sarina Alexandra, who in turn had succumbed to the whisperings of the faith healer
Rasputin.

The uprisings in the country then came about as follows. Since the government required the
support of the people to continue the war against Japan, it permitted a kind of national congress
to be held in St. Petersburg in November 1904. At this congress, demands for reforms were voiced,
but they fell on deaf ears within the government. Consequently, labor leaders called for a large
demonstration, which took place in Petersburg on! January 9/22, 1905. This day has gone down

IThe first date refers to the Julian calendar, the second to the Gregorian calendar. In Russia, the Julian calendar
was still in use at that time.



in Russian history as ”Bloody Sunday.” 150,000 unarmed and peaceful workers assembled and
marched to the Tsar’s Winter Palace to present their demands there. Unexpectedly and without
any provocation, the Tsar’s troops opened fire on the demonstrators. There were more than a
thousand deaths and numerous injuries.

Following these events, uprisings broke out across the entire country. Industrial workers
went on strike; in the countryside, hundreds of estates were seized and burned down, and the
owners were frequently murdered. Military units also mutinied, most notably parts of the Black
Sea Fleet. In particular, a mutiny broke out on the battleship Potemkin on June 14/27. In 1925,
Sergei Eisenstein created an incomparable monument to this uprising in his famous silent film of the
same name. Lenin returned to Russia from his exile in Germany and called for an uncompromising
struggle against the T'sar under the leadership of the Bolsheviks. The climax of the resistance was
a railway strike in October 1905, which brought virtually all economic activity to a standstill. It
is certain that for several months, the revolutionary masses believed they could force a change for
the better. Trotsky wrote: ...

On October 17/30, 1905, the Tsar addressed the demands of the revolution in his ”October
Manifesto”, promising ... However, as revolutionary actions gradually subsided and the Tsarist
military gradually gained the upper hand, Tsar Nicholas II soon largely rescinded the reforms of
the October Manifesto. The powers of the Duma remained very limited. After the revolution had
ultimately failed, Lenin returned to exile once again.

Amid the turmoil of the revolution, the situation of the Jewish population was particularly
precarious. On the one hand, they constituted a part of the country’s intellectual elite; on the other
hand, anti-Semitism was widespread, from the Tsar and many of his officials to significant portions
of the proletariat. Konstantin Pobedonostsev, the Patriarch of the Russian Orthodox Church for
a quarter of a century, captured a widespread sentiment in the country when he declared that the
” Jewish problem” could only be solved if one third converted to Christianity, one third emigrated,
and the rest ”disappeared.” Among the side effects of the revolution-as already mentioned in the
first chapter-were thus also anti-Jewish pogroms, which...

This, then, was the Russia in which Sascha Schapiro grew up-in a remote small town. Was
the revolution discussed among relatives in his childhood home? Did his classmates debate it?
We do not know, but we must assume that he heard of it, that he became acquainted with the
program of the anarchist movement, and that it deeply impressed him while he was still essentially
a child-impressed him so much that it shaped the rest of his life. One can hardly imagine it, and
yet it happened: as a fourteen- or fifteen-year-old, he left his parental home, joined an anarchist
group, and fought with a rifle in his hands against the Tsarist soldiers.

His son, Alexander Grothendieck, wrote about these events many years later in his unpub-
lished meditation La Clef des Songes:

My father came from a pious Jewish family in Novozybkov, a small Jewish town in
Ukraine. One of his grandfathers had even been a rabbi. Nevertheless, religion does
not seem to have had a great influence on him, not even in his childhood. From a very
early age, he felt solidarity with the peasants and common folk, more so than with his
own family, who belonged to the middle class. At the age of fourteen, he struck out on
his own to join a group of anarchists who roamed the country, calling for revolution,
speaking of the redistribution of land and property and of human freedom — everything
that stirs a vast and bold heart! That was in Tsarist Russia, in the year 1904. And
until the end of his life-despite everything and everyone-he saw himself as ”Sascha
Piotr” (that was his name in the ”Movement”), as an anarchist and revolutionary
whose mission was to prepare for the world revolution, for the liberation of all peoples.
For two years, he shared the wild life of the group he had joined. Then — surrounded



by government troops — he was taken prisoner along with all his comrades after a bitter
battle. They were all sentenced to death, and all except him were executed. For three
weeks, day after day, he waited for the firing squad. Finally, he was pardoned because
of his youth, and his sentence was commuted to life imprisonment. He remained in
prison for eleven years, from his sixteenth to his twenty-seventh year, an imprisonment
marked by dramatic escape attempts, revolts, and hunger strikes...

What might go through the mind of a sixteen — or seventeen-year-old who has been sentenced to
death, who waits daily for weeks for the execution of the sentence, and who is then pardoned? One
cannot quite imagine it; perhaps one would rather not imagine it at all. (The death penalty had
already been abolished in Russia, but...

It is perhaps time to say something about the documents upon which this biography is
based. What we know about Sascha, his life, and his personality comes from three (by no means
independent) sources: Above all, he plays a significant role in Hanka Grothendieck’s unpublished
novel Eine Frau (" A Woman”); the last (extant) chapter is titled ”Sascha” and is dedicated to him.
Hanka Grothendieck was Sascha’s partner from about 1925 to 1940; we will discuss her and her
life in detail later. Although Hanka’s book is a novel and not an autobiography in the strict sense,
she made an effort to report on Sascha’s life as accurately as possible. This is evident, for example,
from chronological notes about his life that she made by hand in the margins of the typescript of
her book.

Furthermore, Alexander Grothendieck, the son of Sascha Schapiro and Hanka Grothendieck,
reportedly spent many months studying the biography of his parents and their correspondence.
His notes on the subject in his meditations (or confessions) Récoltes et Semailles ("Harvests and
Sowings”) and especially La Clef des Songes (" The Key to Dreams”) are the second important
source we can draw upon. ...

Finally, as a third source, there are a few scattered original documents relating to Sascha’s
life, which we will mention at the relevant points.

In many cases, it is very difficult, almost impossible, to provide truly established facts about
Sascha’s life; one is often dependent on more or less plausible conjectures. One of these conjectures
is that already in his youth, he bid a final and permanent farewell to his Jewish heritage and the
Jewish faith of his ancestors. Throughout his entire life, we find not the slightest indication that
religion had any meaning for him or that he was still conscious of his Jewish roots.

His son writes in the text already cited:

"My parents were atheists. For them, religions were archaic remnants, and churches
and other religious institutions were instruments of exploitation and of rule over people.
Religions and churches were destined to be swept finally onto the scrap heap of history
by the world revolution. The world revolution would put an end to social inequality
and all forms of cruelty and injustice and ensure the free flourishing of all people.
However, since both my parents came from religious families, they maintained a certain
tolerance toward others in matters of faith and religious practices, as well as toward
representatives of religions. To them, they were people like any others...

In a footnote to the section just cited, Grothendieck continues: ...

4. In Prison

After Sascha Schapiro was presumably sentenced to death in 1906 or 1907 and then pardoned
to imprisonment, he spent the next ten or eleven years of his life in Russian penitentiaries. He



was only freed by the October Revolution. It was, therefore, the period from his 17th to his 27th
year — the time when a young person normally finishes their school education, learns a profession,
starts a family, and finds their place in life.

Presumably, Sascha also found his ”place in life” during these years: his profession was
revolutionary, his life’s goal was freedom.

In the already cited remarks of his son, it is already clear that it was a dramatic time:

...an imprisonment characterized by dramatic escape attempts, revolts, and hunger
strikes...

Exactly what happened during these years can no longer be reconstructed today, but a little is
known about it, again from the records of his son and scattered remarks in his mother’s novel.

First, one would like to determine as precisely as possible the duration Sascha spent in
prison. It seems certain that he was released in the course of the Russian Revolution, probably
as early as February 1917 (as was Makhno, for example), but at the latest after the October
Revolution in November 1917. The other data are consistent with this. There is mention of him
serving ten or eleven years and being convicted as a sixteen-year-old. Considering that the 1905
uprising essentially collapsed the following year, one can assume that he was convicted in 1906 or
1907 (he might still have been sixteen years old then) and subsequently spent ten to eleven years
in prison.

The next question is where Sascha was incarcerated. The Yaroslav Central Prison is men-
tioned several times; it could, therefore, have been the city of Yaroslavl, located about 250 kilo-
meters north of Moscow.

Sascha undertook the ”dramatic escape attempt” mentioned by his son as a 19-year-old, in
1909 or 1910. He speaks of his "first” escape attempt; apparently, there were others. During this
escape attempt, his left arm was shattered by gunfire and later had to be amputated in the prison
infirmary. Sascha did not want to fall into the hands of his pursuers and tried to kill himself.
However, because he was also wounded in his right arm, he could not aim the revolver correctly
and shot himself not in the heart, but too low. ...

Since that time, Sascha shaved his head, which deeply impressed everyone who met him
later. People repeatedly spoke of his ”imposing head” and his ” Caesarean appearance”. As is well
known, his son — certainly as a gesture of respect toward his father — adopted this and achieved a
similar effect on his fellow human beings. Sascha told his partner Hanka how it came about:

That has, if you want to put it that way, become a fashion among ours. In prison they
shaved our heads, and when we got out of prison, some of us continued to do so. What
they did to us as a shame, we turned into a sign of honor. ... And after they cut off
my arm, my hair fell out in thick clumps..., so that even as a nineteen-year-old lad I
would have looked like a professor — or a monk. But even now I think, neither one nor
the other fits me. The Caucasians have the custom of shaving their skulls, and that is
a good race of men. Better to look like them.

It is furthermore interesting to learn that Sascha was able to acquire a certain level of education
in prison, especially in the field of literature. Regarding this, he says:?

”T could not have been at my current level of literary understanding and skill if we had
not had such good and rich libraries in the Russian prisons. Yes, many people from the

2Quoted from ”Eine Frau”, Part 5, p. 185.



Russian intelligentsia donated books for the prison libraries, and there are even not a
few people who truly took their entire education from them.

A short time after the aforementioned escape attempt, Sascha Schapiro turned twenty years old,
and this is how the balance sheet of his young life looked at that point: left his parents” home at
fourteen to fight with a weapon in hand in an anarchist combat group against the Tsarist regime;
sentenced to death, presumably at sixteen, and in prison ever since with no prospect of release; at
nineteen, an escape attempt, a suicide attempt, and the loss of an arm.

It is easy to imagine what his observant anarchist friends noted in Berlin fifteen years later:
from that time on, he was a man ”without age”:

A strange fellow. Between 35 and 55, that’s all one can say. ... A man who has been
through all that simply has no age.

Grothendieck further reports that around 1914, his father had to spend a year in solitary confine-
ment, perhaps as punishment for another escape attempt.

That was surely the hardest year of his life [...]: total solitude, without anything to
read or write or any kind of occupation, in an isolated cell on an empty floor, cut
off even from the sounds of the living; only the unchanging daily routine: the brief
appearance of the guard three times a day bringing the daily ration, and in the evening
the appearance of the director himself, who wanted to personally inspect the ’stubborn
one” of the prison.

Grothendieck also speaks of hunger strikes that Sascha had undertaken. In all probability, he
wanted to force recognition as a ”political prisoner”, which he may have achieved in the final years
of his imprisonment, as it seems that the following passage from ”Eine Frau” refers to Sascha’s
first period of incarceration:

And before that, this great love of the man sentenced to life in the Yaroslavl Central
Prison for Vera Dostoyevskaya, a hypersensitive, slightly deformed creature of spiritual
ugliness and sharp, somewhat malicious intelligence, a left-wing Social Revolutionary.
She had been brought to Yaroslavl one day with a group of her comrades. Together
with them — Sascha through a hunger strike — he succeeded in getting the regime for
political prisoners applied to them: their cells remained open during the day. ...

Based on these lines, one would like to know who Vera Dostoyevskaya was. Nothing could be
determined about this initially; Google does not seem to know this woman. Even in a Russian
prison — certainly not the most pleasant place in the world — Sascha fought for and won a piece of
freedom.

5. The Machno Movement

We begin again with the few lines in which Grothendieck summarizes the years 1917 to 1921:

In 1917, he is liberated by the Revolution, in which he then participates very actively,
especially in Ukraine. He fights at the head of a heavily armed autonomous group of
anarchist combatants, in contact with Makhno, the leader of the Ukrainian peasant
army. Sentenced to death by the Bolsheviks, he secretly leaves the country following
their takeover in 1921 and initially ends up (as Makhno did) in Paris. During these
four years of militant activities and fierce battles, he also led a highly eventful love life,
resulting in a child, my half-brother Dodek.



It is obvious that behind this laconic account, a life becomes visible that is as adventurous as very
few have ever experienced.

In order to situate the events of these years, perhaps the history of the Makhno movement
must first be briefly described. There is an extensive, easily accessible, and very much worth-
reading literature on this subject, upon which we will rely in the following. It is presented in detail
in the books ”History of the Makhno Movement” by Arshinov and ” The Unknown Revolution” by
Voline (pseudonym for Vsevolod Mikhailovich Eichenbaum)?. Both were close associates and fellow
fighters of Makhno. An eyewitness account of the revolutions Sascha Schapiro experienced, from
Tsarist Russia to the Spanish Civil War, is Victor Serge’s book ”Memoirs of a Revolutionary”?.
In these (and other) books, it becomes clear that during these decades, there was a whole series
of fighters who had dedicated their lives to the revolution and to anarchism.

First, the situation from 1917 to 1921 will be roughly described: During the years of the
First World War and the subsequent Russian Revolution, so many different parties were involved in
fierce and shifting battles that it is difficult to tell them apart: Russia’s wartime enemies, namely
Germany and Austria (with Romanian auxiliary troops); the "Red” Army of the Bolsheviks led
by Trotsky; the ”White” Army of the royalists under Denikin and Wrangel; the Ukrainian troops
of Pavlo Skoropadskyi, who was installed as Regent of Ukraine after the Peace of Brest-Litovsk;
the competing national Ukrainian troops under Symon Petliura (whose troops were responsible for
terrible anti-Jewish pogroms); the anarchist fighters led by Makhno, who operated very successfully
at times; Polish units (Poland saw the moment had come to attack the greatly weakened Russia);
and in addition, there were marauding groups of Don Cossacks and Ukrainian nationalists. The
center of these shifting battles was Ukraine; some cities there experienced the occupying troops
changing sixteen times in three years. At times, the Red Army allied itself with the anarchists
against the troops of the royalist generals (today one might perhaps call them ”warlords”) Denikin
and Wrangel. But after the anarchists had achieved a brilliant victory for the revolution, they
themselves became victims of the superior Red Army. In early 1921, these battles finally ended
with the victory of the Red Army led by Trotsky. The Bolshevik secret police, the Cheka, liquidated
countless anarchists (and other opposition members).

It is, moreover, characteristic of the political situation of that time that all of the afore-
mentioned military leaders died in exile: Makhno and Petliura in Paris, Denikin in Ann Arbor,
Wrangel in Brussels, Trotsky in Mexico, and Skoropadskyi in Germany.

The leading figure of the anarchist movement was Nestor Ivanovich Makhno, whose biogra-
phy shows several similarities with that of Sascha Schapiro: however, he did not come from the
middle class, but from the poorest peasant backgrounds. He was born in 1889 in Hulyai-Pole in
Ukraine and, as a child of only seven, already had to contribute to his family’s livelihood as a
shepherd. At the local village school, he was only able to acquire a very modest education. In
1906, he joined the anarchist movement. Throughout his life, he was not a theoretician or an
ideologue, but a man of struggle and action. For the killing of a gendarme, he was sentenced to
death in 1908, but like Sascha, he was pardoned to a life sentence of hard labor. In the Butyrka
prison in Moscow (where countless opposition members were also later imprisoned), he broadened
his education and studied the anarchist theoreticians Bakunin and Kropotkin. One of his fellow
prisoners (and later fellow fighters) was Arshinov, who later wrote the ”History of the Makhno
Movement”. In prison, Makhno contracted tuberculosis, and part of his lung had to be removed —
another parallel to the life of Schapiro, who also suffered permanent health damage in prison with
the loss of an arm.

3P. Arshinov, Geschichte der Machno-Bewegung, multiple editions and printings, e.g., Karin Kramer Verlag, Berlin,
n.d. [no date].
Voline, Die unbekannte Revolution I, II, III (3 volumes), various editions and printings.

4Victor Serge: Beruf: Revolutiondr, Fischer Verlag, Frankfurt 1967.



At the beginning of 1917, Makhno was freed from prison by the revolution, and he immedi-
ately began agitation and educational work among the peasants in the area surrounding his home
village. He organized local soviets and trade unions and became the soul of the revolutionary peas-
antry. Countless large landowners were driven from their estates and frequently killed. Following
the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk in March 1918 between the newly founded Soviet Union and Germany
and Austria, Ukraine became briefly independent from Russia, but very soon after was occupied by
German and Austrian troops. They installed Pavlo Skoropadskyi as ruler. This temporarily put
an end to Makhno’s activities. In June 1918, he visited his idol Peter Kropotkin in Moscow and
also met with Lenin, who sought to learn about the sentiment among the Ukrainian population
and the activities of the anarchists.

In July, Makhno returned to Hulyai-Pole, and his full military genius soon became evident.
Under the black flag of the anarchists, he organized a peasant army of up to 30,000 partisans, which
at times controlled up to 100,000 square kilometers of Ukraine with over seven million inhabitants.
The core of this army was an extraordinarily mobile and fast cavalry, supported by machine-gun-
armed carriages [tachankas] that could strike with lightning speed and disappear just as quickly
without a trace. He brought an end to Skoropadskyi’s regime and engaged the occupation forces in
constant combat, as well as the ”White Army” under the royalists Denikin and Wrangel. Following
the end of the First World War and the withdrawal of German and allied troops, by early 1919
large parts of Ukraine were a region in which the anarchists had largely realized their goal of a
non-hierarchical social order. Victor Serge writes in the book already cited:

However, exceptionally volatile battles soon followed, in which Makhno repeatedly found
himself in threatening situations. Trotsky was determined to prevent an independent Ukraine
at all costs. By May 1919, things had reached the point where he commissioned Cheka agents
to assassinate Makhno and launched a military assault on his base in Hulyai-Pole. The Red
Army crushed the local self-administration there; what they did not finish was liquidated shortly
thereafter by Denikin’s advancing troops. Despite these events and although, from an ideological
standpoint, cooperation with the Bolsheviks was impossible — as they sought a centralized state in
which the party alone held power and the people had no rights whatsoever — Makhno allied himself
once more with the Red Army. This was because Denikin was threatening to march on Moscow
with his well-organized Volunteer Army. Makhno had always seen the ”Whites” as his primary
enemy, and in shifting battles, he weakened Denikin decisively, primarily by disrupting his supply
lines. A year later, in October 1920, basically the same events were repeated: Denikin’s successor,
Baron Wrangel, threatened once again to advance north from the Crimea. The Red Army again
secured Makhno’s help and even promised the release of all anarchists from prisons and camps.
Makhno achieved a decisive victory against Wrangel. However, both sides were so weakened that
the Red Army could now make short work of both. In the last week of November 1920, the Red
Army arrested Makhno’s officers in the Crimea and in Hulyai-Pole to have them shot immediately.

In a desperate retreat, Makhno managed in 1921 to escape to Romania with the remnants
of his troops, followed by a train of fleeing peasants. Finally, after several stops, he — like Sascha
Schapiro — arrived first in Berlin and then in Paris, where, more or less forgotten, he began to
write down his memoirs, and died in 1934 in a shelter for the poor [Armenasyl] from the long-term
effects of his tuberculosis.

Nestor Makhno was not an educated man. He was a ruthless daredevil and a heavy drinker,
prone to excesses and often acting unpredictably. Communist propaganda made every effort to
portray him in the worst possible light, for instance, falsely accusing him of inciting Jewish pogroms.
But to this day, his memory remains alive in Ukraine — as a national hero, a freedom fighter, and
a modern Stenka Razin or Robin Hood.?

5For a brief, highly informative, and sympathetic biography of Nestor Makhno, we refer to Paul Avrich: Anarchist
Portraits, Princeton University Press 1988. This book contains a series of biographies of individuals who play a
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After this brief report on the Makhno movement and the biography of its founder, it will
be perfectly clear to the reader that it is utterly impossible within the scope of this biography to
unravel the details of the events between 1917 and 1921. For that, we must refer to the previously
mentioned books by Arshinov, Voline, Avrich, Serge, and other literature cited therein. Many
relevant pieces of information about this dramatic period can also be found on the internet.

What do we know now about Sascha Schapiro’s life during these years? The answer is: very
little, almost nothing. ...

It is likely certain that Sascha Schapiro did not spend the entire three or four years actively
fighting. He presumably lived in Moscow for some time as well. It can be taken as certain that
during these years he met numerous prominent anarchists, with whom he possibly maintained con-
tact throughout his life. Two of these were icons of the anarchist movement: Alexander Berkman
and Emma Goldman. It is established that he met Berkman several times during his life (more on
this in later chapters). We will briefly sketch his biography:

Alexander Berkman was born in 1870 as the son of a Jewish businessman in Vilnius, Lithua-
nia, but grew up in St. Petersburg. After the death of his parents, he emigrated to the USA at
the age of 17. There, he became acquainted with anarchist movements. In 1892, he carried out
an assassination attempt on the industrialist Henry Clay Frick. This led to a sensational trial.
He spent 14 years in prison, several of which were in solitary confinement. After his release, he
published in anarchist newspapers, was active in the labor movement, and participated in human
rights campaigns. After the outbreak of the First World War, he agitated against America’s in-
volvement and fought against military conscription. He undertook all these actions with his life
partner, Emma Goldman. In November 1919, Berkman, Goldman, and hundreds of other anar-
chists and communists were deported from the USA to the Soviet Union. Initially, Berkman and
Goldman supported the Bolsheviks (which was later deeply held against them in anarchist circles),
but they became increasingly disillusioned after witnessing the brutal suppression of all freedom
movements and the rampages of the Cheka secret police — especially following the brutal crushing
of the Kronstadt sailors” uprising and the murder of Lev Chorny and Fanny Baron. In December
1921, Berkman and Goldman, by then in danger themselves, left the country; it had cost them
great effort to obtain the necessary passports and visas. After a short stay in Stockholm, Berkman
reached Berlin. He moved in numerous anarchist circles there, wrote pamphlets, and organized
meetings. Four years later, he relocated to France, where he spent the rest of his life. He wrote
several significant books on anarchism and his experiences with the Bolshevik Revolution; he orga-
nized relief efforts for imprisoned and destitute anarchist fighters and collected material on political
persecution in the Soviet Union. During this time, he was constantly threatened with deportation
and was eventually dependent on the support of friends himself. His health deteriorated, and in
1936, two prostate operations became necessary. Due to constant, unbearable pain, he shot himself
on June 28, 1936.

His comrade and fellow fighter Rudolf Rocker wrote: ” A rare personality has left us, a great
and noble character, and a true man. We bow silently before his grave and swear to work for the
ideals that he served so faithfully for many years.”

Whenever Berkman is mentioned, the name of his longtime partner and fellow campaigner,
Emma Goldman, inevitably follows. She was born in 1869 in Kaunas, Lithuania, also spent time
in St. Petersburg, and likewise emigrated to the USA at the age of 17 along with her sister Helene.
She had already come into contact with revolutionary and anarchist ideas during her work in a
textile factory in St. Petersburg. Following the execution of four young anarchists in connection
with the ”Haymarket Riot”, she was soon convinced of the necessity of violent actions in the USA
as well. She was also one of the leading feminists of that time in America. For example, she

role in this book, e.g., Alexander Berkman.
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was arrested several times and sentenced to prison terms for ”incitement to riot”. Her American
citizenship was revoked, and she was finally deported to Russia, as already mentioned, where she
traveled the country with Berkman for two years. After that, she lived for a long time in England,
and later also in France, where Peggy Guggenheim provided her with a house in Saint-Tropez.
She wrote her memoirs, ”Gelebtes Leben” (Living My Life), and then went to Spain to help the
Republican forces in their struggle against fascism. She died of a stroke in Toronto in 1940. Her
gravestone bears the motto of her life:

Liberty will not descend to a people, a people must raise themselves to Liberty.
In her autobiography, she makes an interesting remark about Germany...

It is obvious that Alexander Berkman and Alexander Schapiro/Tanaroff had much to say to
each other whenever they met, which happened several times during their eventful lives. Moreover,
existing photographs of the two show a striking resemblance.’

As previously mentioned, it is suspected that both met as early as Moscow. It certainly
happened in November 1921 in Minsk, in icy cold, while Sascha was fleeing the Soviet Union and
Berkman was preparing his own escape. Berkman was able to give Sascha money so that he could
cross the border. ...

To conclude this chapter, the only two friends Sascha ever claimed to have had in his life
should be remembered. Regarding the first, we can only cite a single sentence from ”Eine Frau”;
perhaps one day it will be clarified who he was:

Nikolai Schwansky perished in Tsarist prisons shortly before the revolution broke out.

The name of the second has just been mentioned; he is a well-known figure of Russian anarchism:
Lev Chorny (actually Turchaninov). Hanka Grothendieck writes about Sascha and Chorny:

Sometimes Sascha knew only through a kind of instinct — the sort that develops in
an atmosphere of constant, immediate danger-whether a certain path was right or ill-
omened. That was how he lost Lev Chorny, who, despite Sascha’s warning, went to a
meeting in an apartment that had already been occupied by the Cheka. He had advised
against it not out of mere caution — for then one could never have taken a single step
— but out of an absolute certainty, as if he had seen the guet-apens [ambush] there
himself.

Viktor Serge writes in the book already cited:

The tragedies continued. A monstrous report came from Odessa: the Cheka had shot
Fanny Baron (the wife of Aaron Baron) and Lev Chorny, one of the ideologues of
Russian anarchism. ...

Voline also addresses the murder of Chorny (likely in September 1921) in the second volume of
”The Unknown Revolution”:

In order to take revenge (revenge was a constant element of Bolshevik repression) ...
they [the authorities] constructed a broad, fabricated ”affair” against the anarchists
shortly thereafter. ...

In the aforementioned book by Voline, there is a photograph of Chorny: a pensive, bearded face
resting on a hand. A copy of this photo was also found among Alexander Grothendieck’s effects.

6Cf. e.g. the photo with Makhno in Paul Avrich: Anarchist Portraits.
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But it was not just this photo; there was also a woodcut that had clearly been made based on this
image. In all four slightly damaged corners, there are holes from thumbtacks. Could Sascha have
pinned this image of his friend to the wall of one of his wretched dwellings in Berlin or Paris?

6. Rachil and Other Women

Very shortly after his release from prison (presumably around February 1917), Sascha met
a Jewish woman named Rachil, whom he married and with whom he had a son, Dodek, who was
apparently born in 1918.

They likely lived together for about two years; we know nothing about this period. Sascha
seems to have loved her above all else, yet he was unable to remain faithful to her: ”Rachil told
me more than once that she would have been the happiest woman if I had loved only her. But
there was always — at least one other, at the very least, whom I loved at the same time. And how
I loved [them]!”

Then Sascha was captured by the Communists, thrown into prison, and sentenced to death.
He spent a year in prison. With the help of a student, Yelena Fyodorovna — whom he had converted
to anarchism — and with the help of Rachil, he somehow managed to escape. By the time he arrived
in Berlin in the first half of 1921, Rachil had already turned away from him. Evidently, she could
no longer bear life with him. ”I am tired of you”, she wrote.

Sascha was, of course, aware of the danger Rachil faced in the Soviet Union. He urged her
to follow him to Western Europe and to do everything in her power to make it possible. After
a few months — letters were being sent back and forth illegally — the answer came: she was now
living with Senya’. It is unknown who the person actually was). Hanka Grothendieck reports on
this: ...

In 1926, Sascha received a letter from Rachil along with several photographs (which still
exist today) of herself and her child. He learned the following:

She has now been released from the concentration camp on the Solovetsky Islands.
The worst camp that exists in Soviet Russia. She spent four years there with her
child. About a year after Sascha had fled his death sentence, she was interned as a
reprisal against him. The child was two years old at the time. In the last year, she
did office work in the camp, so it wasn’t as bad anymore. Now she is free, but as a
counter-revolutionary, she has no work permit, and thus no food stamps and no right of
residency. So she roams restlessly through the country with her child. The few comrades
and friends who are still at liberty take her in as long as they can, helping her as best
they can, threatened themselves from day to day. Senya, with whom she had united
her life shortly before her internment, is now in prison for the second time. She hopes
that he will eventually be free again. This second time is not because of revolutionary
work — or as the Bolsheviks say: counter-revolutionary — which has been impossible for
years. Rather, it was because at a staff meeting intended to decide on the voluntary
surrender of a day’s wages, he had said that this was practically impossible, because
then they would all have to starve to death. Indeed, that is counter-revolutionary.
Little Dodik is a hypersensitive, overly nervous child, matured beyond his age by the
things he has had to experience. But if she didn’t have him — he is everything that still
keeps her alive.

”Yes, there” — with a gentle gesture, Sascha takes out two photos and places them next
to the gray piece of bag paper. Poor ”photographer’s photos”. Only he can find the
familiar, beloved features in the woman’s face, retouched to the point of expressionless

"Hanka Grothendieck invented this name.
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emptiness. In the picture of the child, however, the photographer left all the pitiless
sharpness with which the wretched, ill-fitting suit jumps to the eyes: the wrinkles of the
oversized shirt on the thin little body and the flapping bib shorts, which clearly look
as if they were home-made from stiff fabric and without a pattern. But very defiant
and daring, the little guy stands there on slightly spread legs, where the knees are
the thickest. The short, protruding lower lip, marked by an idiosyncratic precocious
firmness and almost by skepticism, and the immense dark eyes — there is an expression
in the delicate child’s face that hurts. ...

"Why didn’t she come five years ago, as I asked her! If only I knew how to help her —
I would give half my life for that.”

As early as 1920, the first camp had been established on the Solovetsky Islands archipelago in
the White Sea, south of the Kola Peninsula. By 1931, over 70,000 prisoners had been interned
there. Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn was thinking of these islands when he coined the term The Gulag
Archipelago. The camp’s purpose was the physical annihilation of ”class enemies”: priests, monks,
White Guards, Mensheviks, Socialist Revolutionaries, and anarchists. The camp was characterized
by poor medical care, mistreatment, and poor and insufficient food. Often, the prisoners suffered
from depression because of the short summer and the never-ending cold winter. During a typhus
epidemic in the summer of 1925, one-third of the prisoners died.

There was undoubtedly a very irregular correspondence with Rachil and Dodek that must
have continued for a longer period. In a photo album compiled by Grothendieck, there is a
photograph of Dodek from the year 1930. In his meditation La Clef des Songes, Grothendieck
mentions his half-brother in a few lines:

Contact with my half-brother (born 1917 or 1918) was lost during the World War;
I never saw him and had no correspondence with him. I have seen his letters (in
Russian) and those of his mother, Rachil Schapiro, which I found among my father’s
papers. They were victims of severe discrimination and led a very precarious life. It
was a few years ago that I tried for a year or two to find his trail again, but without
success. ...

It is certain that Rachil Schapiro was still alive in the 1930s, because ...

Finally, Grothendieck handwritten a dedication to his brother in a copy of his mathematical
text A la poursuite des champs:

To my brother, Dodek Shapiro, whom I would have liked to meet one day, while the
only tangible signs I have of his life are a few letters and childhood photos, nearly half
a century old, dated from Ulyanovsk in Siberia, addressed to his father Sascha (who is
also mine) ...

Looking at the relationship between Sascha and Rachil from a distance, it seems very unbalanced:
She loves him like no other man in her life, has a child by him whom she raises with the greatest
effort, she frees him — certainly at the risk of her life — from prison, and remains behind in Russia
when he flees to Western Europe. Because of this, she is sentenced to several years in a labor
camp and thereafter leads a precarious and unsettled life. Sascha Schapiro always saw it as his
right to love other women as well — certainly he could not have done otherwise — and it seems
doubtful whether he ever did anything concrete for his son other than looking at his photograph;
for him, the only thing that counted was the Revolution, to which he subordinated everything. Of
course, he could sacrifice his own life, his happiness, his well-being, his health, and his love to the
Revolution and Anarchism — but the lives of other people? Yet that is a question one probably
must not ask. One thing, however, is certain: He never left the slightest doubt about what he
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wanted, what his path was. All the women he encountered knew what they were getting into: "I
am a terrible person, Ljubimaja [my beloved]!”

It seems that the story with Rachil repeated itself in a certain sense. Once again, he met a
young Jewish woman, beautiful, proud, and headstrong: Lia from Warsaw. She helped him cross
the Russian-Polish border, and her sister Ite, sixteen at the time, accompanied Sascha to Danzig,
from where he was able to travel on to Berlin, Germany. Sascha stayed in Berlin for only about
two months before moving to Paris. More will be reported on this in the following chapters. Lia
followed him first to Berlin and then to Paris, and lived with him for two years. Then Lia, too,
could no longer bear life with him. She did not have a child with him, having preferred an abortion
instead. But she, too, said: "I am tired of you, Sascha.” She also knew that she had to turn to
another man — any man — to make the separation from Sascha final. Hanka Grothendieck reports:

It was two years ago that Lia left him. And for whom, for whom — that was the worst
part. Josef, Sascha knew him well: a timid, insignificant fellow...

7T am tired of you, Sascha”, Lia said as she left him.

”T am a terrible person, Ljubimaja!”

There must have been many other women in Sascha’s life. Alexander Berkman, who likely
visited him in the autumn of 1925, said admiringly upon seeing Hanka: ”The women Sascha always
has! How does he do it, the devil?”, and Sascha replied with condescending mockery: ”Yes, and
he’s such an ugly fellow and a brigand. But they must surely know why.”

There was Ljuba “the White” and Ljuba ”the Black”; there was Jelena Fyodorovna, who
had played a part in his release from prison; and there was a woman who passed him off as her
husband when he was arrested in Bryansk during his flight, thereby saving him. Hanka writes:
”Unfortunately, his seed is apparently very thirsty for life, and all his lovers have had to have
abortions. Only Rachil, she succeeded once against him...”

7. Flight to Berlin and Paris

Before we discuss Sascha Schapiro’s escape from prison and his journey to Berlin, we want
to clarify beforehand how we intend to refer to him in the following. In ”Eine Frau”, it is reported:

The name under which he lives also sounds very aristocratic; that was not intentional,
but it had come about by chance when, during the last period in Russia, a comrade
experienced in these matters changed the name on his Russian papers as best he could.

This ”aristocratic” and certainly not Jewish, but Russian-sounding name was Alexander Tanaroff.
Since 1921, he lived under this name; under this name he was transported to Auschwitz, and under
this name he is recorded in the list of victims of the Shoah. It therefore seems appropriate that
from now on, this name be used in this book as well.

A small note can be added to this: In the text just quoted, it says that his Russian papers
were forged and the name was changed ... It can further be noted that in the anarchist movement, he
was given the pseudonym Pjotr (or Piotr), which was sometimes translated as Peter into German.

After Tanaroff arrived safely in Berlin, he received a residence permit without major prob-
lems, which could not be denied to him as a politically persecuted person and refugee from the
Soviet Union, which was still shaken by unrest. Hundreds of thousands fled from the former Russia
at that time, and many found refuge in Berlin. He also received a small pension from a relief fund
for emigrated anarchists, and according to his own account, he could have lived comfortably in
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Berlin for years. It can be taken as certain that he met many fellow fighters in this city, most likely
Nestor Makhno himself. Alexander Berkman, Emma Goldman, the ”other” Schapiro, and many
others were also in Berlin at least temporarily in 1921. In fact, however, Tanaroff left Berlin after
only a few weeks to relocate to Paris, the second center for Eastern European emigrants.

The decisive reason for this step was a somewhat bizarre affair involving the Italian anarchist
Francesco Ghezzi. Ghezzi had just carried out an attack on the Milan Opera and then fled to
Berlin, where he somehow encountered Sascha and was hidden with his help. Sascha found his
demonstration of violence appallingly senseless and misguided, but that was no reason for him not
to take in his comrade. They got along well, even if they could only communicate with difficulty:
Ghezzi spoke hardly any German, and Sascha’s French was very poor. Neither of them knew
that the police had already become aware of Ghezzi. For several days, they [the police] had set
themselves up in an adjacent room and tried to eavesdrop on the conversations between Tanaroff
and Ghezzi. Both used various pseudonyms, which completely confused the police. In ”Eine
Frau”, it is described how the police finally arrested both Sascha and Ghezzi. They acted with
some consideration, as they waited until Lia — who was spending a first night of love with Sascha
again after an abortion — left Sascha’s room at five o’clock in the morning. There must have
been some slapstick-like scenes during the interrogation at police headquarters. According to the
account in ”"Eine Frau”, the interrogation ended as follows:

Before they released him, the official — who was filing the first sheets into a new folder
with loving care — said very obligingly: ”Certainly, I personally consider your worldview
to be something very idealistic. But as an official, I must tell you that the German
state wants nothing to do with people like you. Unfortunately, we are bound by the
right of asylum and cannot deport you. But if you had the opportunity to move to
another country — you would be doing us a great favor. In any case, as soon as the
slightest connection to politically active circles here in Germany can be proven against
you...” And a cutting motion with his hand.

Tanaroff then likely made a fatal mistake by following the official’s "advice”. He knew that the
right of asylum applies only to the country where one first found refuge, and even then, only as
long as one remains in that country without interruption. He found no way to earn a living in
Berlin, and he did not want to live off the support of his comrades like so many others. He went
to Paris. Quite a few of his comrades lived there undisturbed — was not France the land of liberty,
the refuge of all the displaced?

From that time on, Tanaroff lived almost exclusively illegally in France, Belgium, Germany,
and presumably also in Spain. The opportunity to legalize his status had been missed — though
presumably, as an anarchist, that did not matter to him at all.

We will not encounter Francesco Ghezzi again in this book, and for that reason, his tragic
story will be briefly recounted. Although Sascha warned him as if against certain death, he left for
the USSR. As was inevitable, he was arrested in 1929. There was a large international campaign
for his release, which remained unsuccessful. In 1941, the perfectly healthy man died in a Siberian
camp of ”pulmonary consumption” [tuberculosis].

8. Sascha in Paris

After a few weeks in Berlin, Sascha Tanaroff traveled on to Paris. At the time, he still spoke
—as we have just heard — a "highly deficient French”. (His German was apparently significantly
better, even though he had only arrived in Germany a few weeks earlier; perhaps an indication
that he had, after all, learned Yiddish in his youth.)

As was to be expected based on the asylum laws already described, he could not enter France
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without further ado. ”Eine Frau” reports on his adventures:

In Paris, things were not as easy as he had thought. The French authorities had
likely had enough of the surge of Russian refugees. They were not obliged to accept
him. Twice, Sascha was sent back and forth between France and Germany. To the
commissioner in Cologne, who for the second time informed him that he had to leave
Germany immediately and that he [the official] would ensure he did not lose his way,
Sascha said: "I have to stay somewhere eventually. I’d gladly go to Mars, but...”

The official shrugged his shoulders: ”Stay where you want and can, but not with us. I
have my instructions. You are prohibited from entering German soil; you have already
committed the offense of breaking an expulsion order (Bannbruch). That carries a
penalty of six months in prison. And when you have served those, you will simply be
deported across the border again. This time we want to simplify things. 1”1l have you
taken directly to the border. Whichever one you want: the French or the Belgian.”
At the very least, the police on both sides know the points where one can cross the
border unnoticed better than a clueless foreigner. And so, he returned to Paris.

And then Sascha again had the luck that one needs when leading a life like his. In Paris, he told the
French wife of a Russian comrade about his difficulties. She simply said, ”Leave it to me, Sascha,
1”1l take care of it.” She made herself beautiful and went to the commissioner at the Service des
Etmngers who was handling his case; when she returned, it was officially established that Sascha
had entered directly from Russia, and therefore his right of asylum could not be denied. She only
laughed when he admiringly asked how she had managed to do it.

It can be assumed with certainty that Lia followed him. How she managed to be allowed to
enter France, we do not know. We know no more about her than what has already been shared:
she was Jewish, perhaps from Poland, perhaps from Russia; she had a younger sister, Ite, and she
could not bear living with Sascha for longer than two years.

In Paris, just as in Berlin, there were networks of emigrants of all categories who supported
each other. Thus, he was soon provided with work. In ”Eine Frau”, it says regarding this:

When he came from Russia in 1921, the German comrades gave him a small weekly
sum for his living expenses from their solidarity fund, and he could have lived like that
for years, just as Makhno also does. That did not suit him. And after a few weeks,
since he found no work in Berlin, he went to Paris. There, comrades found him work in
a small workshop. The ”Patron” [boss| took him on at a piecework rate, as he surely
would not be able to accomplish as much with his one arm as the others. But after
a short time, he found the knack for performing the few manual movements of the
repetitive task so efficiently that he accomplished more than the others. At that, the
Patron wanted to put him on an hourly wage; he would not stand for that, and he
left. At that time, he heard that comrades in Belgium went out onto the streets and
to fairs with rapid-photo cameras and lived wonderfully independently by doing so. He
traveled to Belgium and worked for a while with a borrowed camera until he could
acquire one for himself. Certainly, it is not the most pleasant way to earn one’s bread,
but it is one of the few jobs where one is neither exploited nor exploits anyone else:
one lives from the proceeds of one’s work [...] and one earns well at it. The comrades
work only during the good season, and then they earn enough to be able to live quietly
through the winter. ”But for me, it always turned out differently; I did not work or
earn less than the others, but not a penny ever stayed with me. There were always
comrades who had no work, and they have to live too. ...”

Perhaps this account is chronologically a bit compressed. We have already heard that around the
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time Lia separated from him, presumably in 1923, the offer came from the comrades in Belgium.
From that time on, he worked repeatedly as a street photographer, presumably — though with
interruptions — until the years between the Spanish Civil War and the outbreak of the Second
World War. There are several photos showing Sascha at his work as a photographer, some from
Berlin, one apparently from Paris. This ”rapid camera” (Schnellfotoapparat) apparently produced
images on small metal plates about 6 by 9 centimeters in size. Some of these photographs still
exist today, including the very first photo of Sascha that the author ever saw, and a picture of
Hanka with the newborn Alexander. ”Eine Frau” contains a fascinating description of the work of
a street photographer and the psychological tricks employed. We will return to this in Chapter 7.

It is not known how long Sascha stayed in Belgium or what relationships he was able to
establish there. All that is certain is that his stay ended very abruptly. He was arrested on the
street with his camera and was not even given permission to pack his things at home, but was
instead taken to the border at night. Since he did not have a residence permit for any country,
the Belgian authorities did not even attempt to bring him across the border officially: apparently,
he was sent across "under cover of night and fog” (bei Nacht und Nebel) and was only allowed to
choose which border it should be.

This event had grave consequences for Sascha Tanaroff, and it brings us to an essential aspect
of his life that has not yet been touched upon. Alongside his calling as an anarchist revolutionary,
his great goal in life was the desire to become a writer. Both were inseparably linked, for he wanted
to write down the history of the revolution as he himself had experienced it. When we report on
this, the main difficulty is, of course, that by all appearances not a single line of his literary work
has survived. We are therefore entirely dependent on what his partner and his son have to say
about it. Grothendieck writes in the meditation La Clef des Songes, from which we have quoted
earlier:

Both my mother and my father had a remarkable literary talent. In my father’s case,
it was even a dominating destiny, which he felt was inseparable from his calling as a
revolutionary. Based on the few fragments he left behind, I have no doubt that he had
what it took to be a great writer. And after the abrupt end of an immense adventure, he
carried within him for many years the work to be completed — a fresco filled with faith
and hope and pain, with laughter and tears and shed blood, bulging and immeasurable
like his own life, untamed and vibrant like a song of freedom...

So, what had happened in Belgium? He had started writing again — perhaps he had only truly
begun for the first time — in the evenings and during the nights after working with his camera on
the street. He was not allowed to pack his things. In vain, he begged the policemen who arrested
him to at least send him his manuscripts: "But they didn’t do it. And so everything was lost,
including what I had written before. And some things cannot be made anew.”

That is perhaps the decisive sentence; every writer, every artist knows it: some things cannot
be made anew. Even if he still held onto hope: ”But if we have a quiet time, then we will create
something again!”

Perhaps Grothendieck judges his father too harshly when he accuses him of letting himself
be consumed by the trivialities of emigrant life. Life was incredibly hard for Sascha; there was never
any money, there were always worries: where to live, how to provide for the children, how to pay the
rent, how to get through the winter, how to help comrades and friends? The poverty in which these
people lived is unimaginable today. How was one supposed to pay for a doctor, a new pair of glasses,
a pair of shoes? It was a life at the absolute subsistence level. Perhaps Grothendieck is slightly right,
however: how easy it is to lose sight of a great goal, to keep postponing it, to keep doing what seems
immediately necessary instead of finally making a real decision. Regarding Grothendieck himself,
however, one thing appears unforgivable: in 1991, he burned the few remaining manuscripts of his
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father. I cannot call it anything else: a barbaric act that can only be explained by Grothendieck’s
mental illness.

"Eine Frau” contains a short section in which Sascha explains his artistic principles. No
doubt he also greatly influenced Hanka, who follows similar maxims in her own book:

And again and again: cut, cut, cut. A writer must not be a nightingale that gets
intoxicated by its own song. Sometimes even Lott® is horrified when, after reading
aloud once more, he makes an energetic strike through half a page that the two of them
had spent a long time filing away at, perhaps leaving just one sentence standing. ” You
should never regret your beautiful words, so that you cannot strut around with them
like a priest (Pope) with his beard. The beard of a priest, they say, is greasy. A work of
art must not be greasy. And it needs no beard, no matter how beautifully it shines. A
work of art only comes into being when you hack away everything superfluous, as with a
sculpture, and then cut and notched and carved again until only the exact musculature
remains, so that you feel the tendons and bones beneath it. But you must work that
out beautifully and fully — precisely, so that it is not a starved, plucked chicken. Into
that, you must put all your strength.”

So Sascha Tanaroff returned to Paris.

Despite all the hardships, life in Paris surely had its pleasant sides as well. Above all, this
would have included a wide variety of interesting acquaintances. Specifically, Sascha mentions the
significant Yiddish writer Sholem Asch and the painter, sculptor, and journalist Aron Brzezinski;
both were Polish Jews. People met with other artists at the Café Dome, which at that time was
a meeting place for the entire artistic elite of Paris. It is a fascinating thought that Sascha could
have met people like Picasso, Kokoschka, and countless others here at this time or later in the
1930s.

Even if we stray slightly from our subject, a few words about Brzezinski should be included
here, as his life perhaps illustrates better than any description the milieu in which Sascha also
lived.

Brzezinski was born in Warsaw in 1889, apparently arrived in Paris before the First World
War, but served in the Polish infantry toward its end. He also spent some time in London; during
the Bolshevik Revolution, he traveled to Moscow. In 1921, he went to Paris and studied sculpture
at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts under Jean Boucher. He created a bronze bust of Sascha, which was
exhibited in 1925 at the Salon de la Société Francaise and pictures of which were printed in various
art journals (A small magazine clipping with such a photo still exists today). He also participated
in several exhibitions later on. In ”"Eine Frau”, it is reported that Brzezinski lived in great poverty
and at times tried to earn his living as a porter at the train station. There, he was chased away
by the ”real” porters. He could soon no longer afford a studio, but moved instead into a dark,
vacant plumber’s workshop. He was active as a journalist and writer for the Jewish cause and died
in 1940, ill, forgotten, and impoverished. There is much to suggest that the bust of Sascha made
by Brzezinski still exists today. (I imagine it standing in some old Parisian apartment among old
furniture, pictures, and memorabilia. No further details have been established so far.)

One may assume that Sascha occasionally had contact with Makhno and his circle in Paris

9. Sascha in Berlin (1925)

In the autumn of 1925, Sascha Tanaroff received an entry permit for Germany for eight

8Lott is Hanka’s pseudonym in ”Eine Frau”.
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days at the German consulate in Paris, in order to settle ”family matters” in Berlin. Those eight
days turned into eight years. He did not leave Germany again until the summer of 1933, after
the National Socialists” seizure of power. We know more about this period in the autumn of 1925
than any other part of Sascha’s life, as Hanka Grothendieck provided a meticulous account of how
she met and fell in love with him, and the impression he made on his surroundings. She was so
overwhelmed by his personality that more than twenty years later — when she began writing her
novel — this time remained vivid and present in her mind in all its details.

Regarding the ”family matters” that Sascha had to settle, it seems rather to have been a
misunderstanding. It concerned disputes within the circles of Russian emigrants and anarchists.
Apparently, the question had been raised as to how Sascha was the only one of his group who
managed to escape from the Soviet Union in 1921, something that must have appeared like a
"miracle”. To clear up the voiced or unvoiced suspicions, Sascha visited several of the Russian
anarchists in Berlin, revolver in hand, to hold them to account. This led to a scene that was more
theatrical than truly dramatic, and nothing serious occurred.

Once the actual purpose of his journey had been fulfilled — or rather, had vanished into thin
air — Sascha lacked the money for the return trip to Paris. He first had to earn enough money
with his "rapid camera” on the streets and squares of Berlin. However, in addition to practical
obstacles, there were bureaucratic ones in his way: he needed a trade license, for that a residence
permit, and for that proper papers — the officials only shook their heads at his ”Nansen passport”
— and finally, he had already been expelled from Germany once before. Fundamentally, there was
no possibility of him legalizing his stay or extending it further.

So, for a start, he holed up with ”comrades” — in basement apartments, primitive furnished
rooms, storage spaces, and the cheapest possible hotel rooms. By chance, he entered the circle
frequented by Hanka Grothendieck and her husband, Alf Raddatz. Perhaps it was not entirely a
coincidence, as the ”Scheunenviertel” north of Alexanderplatz was a hub for Russian emigrants,
and many anarchists — or those who considered themselves such — lived there. Hanka was in
Hamburg at the time to have an abortion, and her husband wrote to her about the strange guest
from Russia, about whom the wildest rumors were circulating.

That is the strangest head Redy has ever seen. Of course, this eccentric idea of shaving
his skull already creates an imposing effect. And the face matches: Caesar; nothing
more and nothing less. To think that such a thing exists nowadays! ”Sascha?” Redy
asks inquiringly. ”Isn’t that the diminutive of Alexander?” And he thinks: tasteless;
how can a guy like that adopt a pet name! Alexander would suit him perfectly.®

If one believes the depiction in ” Eine Frau”, Sascha happened to see a photo of Hanka — presumably
one of the photos of Hanka that still exist today — and he declared to her husband, Alf Raddatz:
"I”m going to take your wife away!” A few days later Hanka appeared, still somewhat drained
from the abortion — and it was love at first sight.

A chaos, a storm of uncontrollable emotions broke loose. Both were passionate, proud,
arrogant, uncompromising, and unyielding characters. From the first day, there were misunder-
standings and scenes of jealousy, terrible arguments; Sascha would wander the streets of Berlin for
nights on end like a man possessed; there were separations that lasted only hours or a few days,
followed by promises and pleas, and passionate reunions. Alf Raddatz threw himself at his wife’s
feet, completely destroyed, alternately threatening to shoot himself or Sascha. But in the end,
Sascha and Hanka could not let go of each other. One does not get the impression that it was a
happy relationship. It was a fateful encounter, and even Sascha, who had always followed only his
own will, had to yield.

9Redy is Alf Raddatz’s pseudonym in Eine Frau.
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It is now time to turn to Hanka Grothendieck’s life.

10. Hanka Grothendieck’s Parents

At the beginning of 2003, the author showed a photograph of Hanka Grothendieck to a close
relative, who then burst out: ”Oh, I hate this woman!”. Another contemporary witness, from
whom one would not expect a bad word about anyone, said: ”She had a very bad character!”.
Her son wrote: ”The last five years of her life were an unimaginable hell; her death was a release
for her and for me.” The responses of other people from her circle who could be interviewed were
similar. The least one heard was: ”She was a very difficult personality.” Who, then, is this woman
who can still trigger such strong reactions nearly half a century after her death?

Already at the age of approximately 16, she broke away from her parental home and began
a life that was as radical, uncompromising, eccentric, and ultimately self-destructive as that of her
partner. If one wants to try to understand her personality and her life, one will have to start with
her parents.

The grandfather was named Albert Ernst Hermann Grothendieck.'® He was born on January
3, 1871, in Damgarten, was of the Evangelical Lutheran faith, lived initially in Rostock and, by
1900 at the latest, in Hamburg, where he passed away on March 1, 1945. According to the entry in
his marriage certificates, his parents were the merchant Friedrich Christian Wilhelm Grothendieck
and his wife Friedericke, née Bollnow, also from Damgarten. (This small town lies halfway between
Rostock and Stralsund on the border between Mecklenburg and Western Pomerania on the Saaler
Bodden.) According to the entry in the baptismal register, Albert was the tenth child. It is
reported!! that his father’s violent temper drove him, like some of his brothers, out of the house
at fifteen. (The violent temper has been passed down through generations.) In Rostock, Albert
practiced the trade of a beer merchant. ...

Albert Grothendieck, then a widower, entered into his second marriage on February 23,
1900, with the housekeeper Anna Luise Lisette Johanna Demmin. She was born on June 1, 1872,
was also Evangelical Lutheran, and came from an ”old” family of farmers and innkeepers residing
in Liessow (Giistrow district, Mecklenburg).

This is perhaps the right opportunity to correct a widespread error: the family of Alexander
Grothendieck’s mother has no Jewish background whatsoever.

Anna Demmin’s parents were the hereditary farmer, innkeeper, and blacksmith Friedrich
Johann Christoph Demmin and his wife Wilhelmine Sophie Henriette, née Siirf (or Siirss). They
managed a large farm, which also included a clay pit, a gravel pit, and a colonial goods store. The
marriage of Albert and Anna took place in Knegendorf, a few kilometers south of Liessow. Haste
was required because the bride was pregnant — a fact that Hanka Grothendieck would later throw
back at her father during their frequent, heated arguments about her own lifestyle. Four children
were born of this marriage: Johanna (who later called herself Hannah, then Hanka, Sascha’s partner
and mother of Alexander Grothendieck), ...

Albert Grothendieck’s professional career was anything but straightforward, and his char-
acter anything but simple. A family member who still remembers him said literally: ”"He was a
bon vivant who started many things in his life”. ... The family lived in a large apartment with a
certain level of luxury; nannies and other servants were taken for granted.

10In several biographical notes about Grothendieck, it is stated that the name is of Dutch origin and that the
ancestors also came from Holland. This is possible but not proven. It is undoubtedly a Low German or Dutch
name.

11Remarks such as ”it is reported” mostly refer to Hanka Grothendieck’s novel ”Eine Frau”.
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In the following years, however, Hanka and her siblings experienced the family’s unstoppable
economic and social decline, caused primarily by the father’s delusions of grandeur (he attended
horse races instead of taking care of his hotel), but also by fraud, unfavorable lease agreements,
and personal blows of fate, such as the mother’s lingering illnesses, which incurred great costs.
Later came war, economic crisis, and inflation. Around 1905, there was already a first complete
business collapse; the hotel had to be given up, and from then on, things really only went downbhill.

It was particularly humiliating that Albert had to work as a hired waiter in the winter,
more than once serving guests whom he had greeted grandly as a hotelier just a few years earlier.
Ultimately, as an employed waiter, he had arrived back where he had started. In August 1921,
still at the beginning of the inflationary period, he acquired the concession for the shoe-shine
stands and public restrooms at the Hamburg train station and, as the trade license indicates, ran
a business selling toiletries, shoe supplies, tobacco, cigarettes, and cigars. In the end, he also lost
this concession to the competition and had to work as an employed shoe-shiner. The apartments
became smaller and smaller, and eventually, furnished rooms were rented out so that at least some
money would come into the house. After the inflationary period, he worked, among other things,
as a watchman, as well as a packer and painter in small businesses in Hamburg, each for a short
time. From about 1924, he ran a business with his sons selling all kinds of fresh fish, which he sold
from a motorized tricycle. He also periodically returned to his old profession as a waiter.

However, Albert Grothendieck never let himself be truly beaten down. When it was actu-
ally already late in his life, he won a court case after years of dispute (concerning former lease
agreements) and received compensation, which in the mid-1920s allowed him to acquire a small
settlement house in Fuhlsbiittel that still exists today. Perhaps he regained some footing. Overall,
his fate is not untypical for many small business owners in those decades. Countless similar lives
in Germany were destroyed by war, collapse, economic crisis, and inflation.

Relationships with his children and grandchildren seem to have loosened significantly after
the death of his second wife (in 1928). He may not have taken any notice of his grandson Alexander
at all; by contrast, Alexander’s older half-sister lived with the grandparents for a while as a baby
and toddler. He married for a third time and died shortly before the end of the war. To this day,
relatives recount that despite all the strokes of fate, Albert Grothendieck maintained a certain
optimism and the bearing of a gentleman throughout his entire life.

Even the few hints we have given show that the life of Albert Grothendieck alone provides
enough material for a novel, describing a life story of that time that is perhaps depressing but
certainly not untypical.

It is easily conceivable (though pure speculation) that these childhood experiences con-
tributed to Hanka’s break from the bourgeois world. Grothendieck himself is of the opinion that
the problematic relationship between his grandfather and his mother is one of the reasons for later
tensions and fractures within the family. The suspicion has even been voiced that this relationship
could have had a sexual component. However, this cannot be concretely proven and seems rather
unlikely on the whole: based on everything we know about Hanka, she would not have missed the
chance to speak about it in detail in her book if there had been ’something” between her and her
father. Even if Grothendieck might have learned more from his mother than is known today, one
can probably still assume that he views this relationship as more dramatic and consequential than
it actually was.

At present, it is almost impossible to convey anything certain about Grothendieck’s grand-
mother, Anna. One of her nephews, who still remembers her today at the age of 89, says: ”She
was a lady”. Since she herself came from a wealthy farming family, the described economic decline
must have hit her even harder than it did her husband. She was too proud...
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Accordingly, her parents had warned her before the marriage about the somewhat shady
Albert Grothendieck, a criticism that only solidified later: a hotel owner and businessman who
drove a carriage and four to horse races — that could not end welll During the summer holidays,
Anna regularly visited her parents in Mecklenburg with some of her children. ... In fact, she
was completely worn down in her marriage by her duties as a wife, housewife, and mother of five
difficult children, by the steadily worsening economic conditions, and by pregnancies and illness
— a fate not exactly atypical for a German woman at that time. She sacrificed herself entirely
for her family and her children, but in the end, her strength and her health were not enough to
endure it all. Hanka describes her mother as a frightened, weak-willed, sensitive, and unhappy
woman, helplessly at the mercy of her husband’s violent temper and ruthlessness. Once again, it
is conceivable (but pure speculation) that her mother’s fate always served as a cautionary tale for
Hanka.

11. Hanka Grothendieck’s Youth

We repeat that this chapter as well relies primarily on the account in ”Eine Frau”, where
Hanka Grothendieck describes her own life up to the year 1927.

Hanka’s first years of life followed the pattern to be expected of a middle-class Hamburg
family. Yet, very early on, an alienation from the family occurred. She writes: ”When she had
turned thirteen, Charlotte Babendeerde decided to take her life into her own hands”.'? She was
apparently a good student, but had to leave the Lyzeum [secondary school] when the family
could no longer afford it financially. At about seventeen, she began training as a kindergarten
teacher, which she finished as little as she did anything else in her life. Around this time, her
radical emancipation finally began — one must say — from all traditional conventions and ideas of
a bourgeois society, particularly that of Hamburg.

What triggered this break in her life is not quite clearly discernible. Was it the oppressive
social decline of her family, was it family problems unknown to us today, the unhappy fate of her
mother, or was it simply her disposition, her ”genes” — we do not know.

She took acting lessons at times, wrote poems and short prose pieces; she had the plan to
settle in the artists” colony in Worpswede with Heinrich Vogeler; she went through psychological
and physical crises. She began, mostly completely destitute, a restless life of wandering. In youth
hostels and elsewhere, chance acquaintances arose; ...

Back in Hamburg, she made the acquaintance of a Protestant clergyman who had been
banished and dismissed by the church, and who had gathered a large following around him within
the framework of the ”Fichte-Hochschule” — a kind of adult education center. A somewhat cloy-
ing [or ’sticky”] relationship developed between the vain and unctuous father and the rebellious
nineteen-year-old girl. But apart from that ...13.

At the events of the (politically rather nationalist-oriented) Fichte-Hochschule, Hanka also
became acquainted with various kinds of reform movements, such as the Freideutsche Jugend [Free
German Youth|, which later played hardly any role in her life. She went through a crisis-ridden
and aimless phase of ’self-discovery” (which was perhaps never fully completed).

Important for the next stage of her life was the fact that, through the Fichte-Hochschule, she
made the acquaintance of the well-known dramaturg, writer, and painter Lothar Schreyer, who was
looking there for collaborators for his expressionist experimental theater ”"Kampfbiihne” [Battle
Stage]. In the years 1920/21, she participated as an actress and reciter at the ”Kampfbiihne”.

12She calls herself Charlotte (Lotte, Lott) Babendeerde in Eine Frau.

13This apparently refers to ..., who resigned from his ministry in 1920 and became managing director of the Fichte-
Hochschule.
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Regarding the exceptionally interesting and dramatic history of this theater and its staff, there
are various publications that briefly mention Hannah Grothendieck. In unpublished memoirs
written down by Lothar Schreyer in 1965, he says the following about the performance of the play
"Kreuzigung” [Crucifixion]:14

How the simple Wandervogel girl Hannah Grotendiek mastered the endless motherly
weeping rhythmically and sonically has always been incomprehensible to me. It was a
desperate human struggle against demonic forces...

Regarding the ”demonic forces” of which Schreyer speaks here, the following should be noted: Two
other Kampfbiihne collaborators, thus close acquaintances of Hanka — namely Lavinia Scholz and
Walter Holdt — had, as also described by Schreyer, an exceptionally problematic personal relation-
ship that finally ended in a joint suicide (or a killing followed by suicide). Hanka Grothendieck
included this episode in her book, though considerably transformed — so far the only case where a
deviation from historical events can be proven. ...

The book by Athina Chadnis mentioned in the last footnote reports in detail about the life
of Lavinia Scholz, which ended in the aforementioned catastrophe. ...

It also deserves to be noted that, with Hanka’s participation, a performance of the Kampfbiihne
took place in Berlin, which resulted from an invitation by Herwarth Walden. Hanka received a fee
of 300 marks and considered whether she should buy a small, recently exhibited painting by Paul
Klee with this money, though this did not happen. (Herwarth Walden, a central figure of German
Expressionism in all its facets, served as an ”agent” and gallery owner for Klee.)

Looking at Hanka’s situation at this point in time as an outsider, one can certainly see a
perspective for her life. She is young, talented, perhaps also attractive, and certainly very self-
confident; she has had her first successes as an actress, she has made the acquaintance of significant
and influential personalities, and she even has a life goal, namely to become a writer. She has
become closely acquainted with the most important art movement of the time, Expressionism,
something that is of significance for her own artistic development as a writer. And all of this at
a time when cultural life — especially in Berlin — is about to experience a massive upswing. One
could certainly say: she is in the right place at the right time. ...

In retrospect, however, it also appears that exactly during this time her life took an unfor-
tunate, even tragic turn and led into a chaos from which she could no longer escape.

In this fermenting environment — characterized as much by avant-garde artistic endeavors
as by the reformist events of the Fichte-Hochschule, in countless discussion circles of young people,
and in the Wandervogel movement, but also against the background of the economic crisis after
the World War, which had led to the impoverishment of broad sections of the population, including
her own relatives — Hannah Grothendieck (as she called herself back then) comes into contact with
anarchist, socialist, and communist circles.

Perhaps chance also played a role in the next stage of her life. In any case, she describes in
”Eine Frau” how one day her brother showed her an issue of the weekly newspaper ”Der Pranger”
[The Pillory], a Hamburg weekly published in the years 1920/21, which was the ”organ of the
Hamburg control girls” — the prostitutes of Altona and St. Pauli. (The word ”control girls” refers
to the fact that these prostitutes were subject to the control of the authorities and the police.)

M1 othar Schreyer: Expressionistisches Theater [Expressionist Theater], Toth, Hamburg 1948; Lothar Schreyer:
Erinnerungen an Sturm und Bauhaus [Memories of Sturm and Bauhaus], Langen-Miiller, Munich 1956; Athina
Chadnis: Die expressionistischen Maskentédnzer Lavinia Schulz und Walter Holdt [The Expressionist Mask Dancers
Lavinia Schulz and Walter Holdt], Européischer Verlag der Wissenschaften, Frankfurt 1998. I am also indebted to
A. Chadnis for the reference to the manuscript in the estate of Lothar Schreyer.
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Hanka was immediately fired up and found a new field of activity. She decided at once to
join the paper as an editor (and, in effect, a ”factotum” who did everything). ...

It is somewhat grotesque that this young woman — who, despite her itinerant life and some
erotic escapades, was still quite inexperienced — appeared here as an advisor to the undoubtedly
much more street-hardened prostitutes.

In this newspaper is found the only verifiable publication by Hanka Grothendieck to date:
the poem ” Grofistadtnéchtliches” [Big City Night Scenes|, which led to the confiscation of the issue
and a court case (which ultimately ended in an acquittal). It is reprinted at the end of this chapter.
While reading it, one should remember that it was written by a nineteen — or twenty-year-old.

In another court case against Der Pranger, Hanka might have made an acquaintance that
would prove decisive for the life of her later son. In issue No. 28 of the 1920 volume of Der Pranger,
the trial is reported, and it states there:

After such a significant ethical authority as Pastor Heydorn had expressed himself in
the same vein [namely, in favor of the defense witnesses|, the taking of evidence was
declared closed.

This Pastor Heydorn will reappear in later chapters; he played a very significant role in the life of
Alexander Grothendieck as a foster father.

Through her work at "Der Pranger”, Hanka Grothendieck came into even more contact
than before with the lower and lowest social strata: with workers, the unemployed, the urban
proletariat, prostitutes and pimps, former prisoners; with the problems of alcoholism, domestic
violence, unwanted pregnancies, illnesses, homelessness, and the entire social misery of that time.
At the same time, she also came into contact with committed communists and anarchists who
sought and found their following among these classes. ”Der Pranger” offered a kind of counseling
for these people, and Hanka, for example, wrote letters to authorities and the like for prostitutes
or offenders. (Hanka herself was never a member of the KPD [Communist Party of Germany] and
remained inwardly rather distant from this party.)

12. Hanka Grothendieck and Alf Raddatz

In this milieu, around 1921 in Hamburg, Hanka Grothendieck met Johannes ” Alf” Raddatz,
an apparently intelligent, witty, and in some ways engaging and charming man, who was, however,
either unable or unwilling to do any regular work. The account of their first meeting in ”Eine
Frau” begins with these words:

A clever and attractively ugly face, like that of an intelligent monkey, on a small, poorly
proportioned body...

Indeed, this description fits a photograph of this man — found among the papers of Hanka’s relatives
— in a striking way. Alf initially showed no particular interest in Hanka, but Hanka — as always —
asserted her will.

Alf Raddatz was born on January 7, 1897, in Hamburg. His parents were Paul Hermann
August Raddatz from Stargard in Pomerania and Maria Elisabeth, née Bosselmann, from Blanke-
nese. Like his grandfather Wilhelm Daniel Robert Raddatz before him, his father had learned
the locksmith’s trade and, in the first quarter of the 20th century, owned a machine factory in
Hamburg that manufactured machine parts. At its peak, the factory employed 35 workers. He is
described (in ”Eine Frau”) as a class-conscious Social Democrat who refused to send his gifted son
to a Gymnasium [grammar school] to enable his social advancement. The machine factory was
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apparently sold during the period of inflation. Apparently, being an honest man, Paul Raddatz
refused to invest the proceeds illegally in hard currency. In this way, he lost his fortune. The
factory itself continued to exist under different owners until after the Second World War. ...

After the National Socialists seized power, he was active in the anti-fascist resistance. He was
convicted of preparation for high treason and served time in 1933/34 in the Fuhlsbiittel penitentiary
(which, from August 1933, became the ”Kola-Fu” concentration camp). At the same time, the
Communist Willi Bredel was imprisoned there; he wrote an autobiographical novel about his
experiences titled ”Die Priifung” (The Ordeal), which was published in London by Malik-Verlag in
1934, became a global success, and was translated into many languages. Allegedly, Raddatz appears
in this book under a pseudonym. Bredel vividly describes the horrific conditions in Fuhlsbiittel.
A common practice was to beat and torture the detainees until they made use of the rope left in
their cells [committed suicide]. As is well known, many of those responsible were never brought
to justice, neither in the later West Germany nor in the GDR. As a result of the mistreatment
suffered there, Paul Raddatz died in 1936, according to his youngest daughter Herma.

After finishing primary school, Alf Raddatz completed an apprenticeship as a machinist and
auto mechanic (probably in his father’s business) and passed the journeyman’s examination. Then
came World War I; Alf Raddatz ultimately ended up in the air service and was decorated with the
Iron Cross 2nd Class and the Hanseatic Cross for several shoot-downs of enemy aircraft. After the
war, he pursued regular employment as an auto mechanic and driver for only a short time. His
father’s hopes of finding in him a successor to lead the business were dashed very quickly.

After the World War, Alf became politically active. From 1919 to 1922 he had belonged to
the SPD; in 1926 he became a member of the KPD. At the same time, he turned to writing, though
he likely published nothing except occasional humorous or political poems in left-wing newspapers
such as "Die Welt am Abend”, ”"Die Rote Fahne”, or ”Berliner Tageblatt”. He was not interested
in a possible position as a journalist for the Social Democratic press in Hamburg.

When Hanka met him, he had just been through a bizarre episode — and here reality and
fiction may blend: Together with a buddy, he had stolen a small motor cutter to run away to South
America. The venture failed after a few days in a storm and due to engine failure off the Danish
coast. He was arrested in Denmark, went to court, defended himself with magnificent speeches,
and was sentenced to nine months in prison, which was essentially covered by the time spent in
pre-trial detention. The whole thing is depicted as one long drinking spree and fraternization
among all involved. And Raddatz remarked that ”piracy” undoubtedly looks much better on a
CV than simple theft (in which he is quite right).

Hanka and Alf soon live together — in appalling poverty. They keep themselves afloat with
odd jobs, some of them rather bizarre — for example, writing graphological assessments — as well
as through embezzlement, skipping out on bills, and minor thefts, especially of cigarettes. From
the parental household, they walk off with laundry from her mother’s trousseau and pawn it; they
steal coal briquettes and carry them in a backpack halfway across Hamburg to their own meager
apartment. Hanka’s way of earning money frequently borders on prostitution. After a major case
of embezzlement within their circle of friends, Raddatz can no longer show his face in Hamburg,.
Both travel completely destitute to relatives and acquaintances in Hanover and Bremen. ... All of
this is described in a fascinating way in ”Eine Frau”.

Above all, the raw poverty of broad sections of the population at that time is hard to imagine
today: sugar is bought by the quarter-pound, and when Hanka receives a meal of two fried eggs at
her mother’s home, she feels as though she can survive for another two days. The relationship with
her parents, who decisively reject the idler Raddatz — especially the father — is extremely tense. ...

Actually, Hanka and Raddatz were both proponents of ”free love,” but they married anyway
(perhaps out of pure defiance) on May 18, 1922, in Hamburg. Then Hanka becomes pregnant; a
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son (called Alf in ”Eine Frau”) is born and dies after nine days. The description of these nine days
is among the most impressive and distressing in the entire book ”Eine Frau”. It is so realistic that
one can hardly imagine it as a product of Hanka’s artistic imagination, but must assume that it is
based on actual experiences. However, the few people who still knew Hanka knew nothing of this
child. ...

Around this time, ”Der Pranger” ceases publication, and Hanka has to look for new employ-
ment. Supported by a nightclub owner, she and Raddatz found a ”Literary Cabinet,” in which
even Claire Waldorff appeared at times (traveling from Berlin specifically for this with a maid, a
little dog, and port wine). ...

On January 24, 1924, a daughter, Frode (always called "Maidi” within the family), was
born in the Raddatzes Hamburg apartment. Once again, the birth involves dramatic events that
are described in ”Eine Frau” in a highly harrowing and vivid manner. There are complications
with the placenta, the midwife cannot help, and hours pass until Raddatz, wandering desperately
through the city, finds a doctor. ...

The social decline continues (as far as that is even still possible). They travel on foot with
their baby and stroller from Hamburg to Berlin, begging and grateful whenever they are able to
spend the night in an empty prison cell. Fortunately, Hanka — and presumably occasionally Raddatz
as well — finds work as a freelancer for the daily newspaper Welt am Montag. After a while, Maidi
is placed with the grandparents, who celebrate their silver wedding anniversary in a somber mood
on February 23, 1925. In Berlin, both live from hand to mouth; whenever there is money in their
pockets — wherever it may come from — it is immediately spent in the most senseless manner. They
move in artistic circles, have contacts with anarchists, reconnect with old acquaintances, and make
new ones. It is a wretched life in bleak furnished rooms or damp basements, a life that knows few
highs and many lows. Several abortions become necessary; sometimes they separate, then they
live together again. There are only two constants: the oppressive, inescapable poverty and an
unshakeable arrogance that makes them reject any regular work or bourgeois way of life. Raddatz,
in particular, steadfastly declares over and over that if he does not have a pressed white shirt and
a decent meal, he simply cannot work.

In the mid-1920s, a Russian-Jewish anarchist arriving from Paris appeared in Berlin, sup-
posedly to settle some personal matters. We have already heard how Hanka’s life proceeded from
that point on.

27



