Am kürzeren Ende der Sonnenallee 

Informationen & Vokabeln: Seite 3-13
Kapitel 1

To help ease your way into reading this book, we've translated this chapter for you completely (with more emphasis on following the German closely than on producing elegant English) ( The main point is that Michael Kuppisch (Micha) is trying to imagine what could have brought about the absurd separation of the Sonnenallee, the street where he lives, into a very long stretch on the western side of the Berlin Wall, and the short segment on the Eastern side where he lives in the shadow of the Wall. ==> In this chapter, we read a humorous story he invents as to how this could have come about. This fits with the tagline of the movie on which the book is based: "Ich wohne in der DDR.  Ansonsten [=other than that] hab ich keine Probleme":  the humorous premise is that whatever problems Micha has are the result of his living in the DDR, and that if the Sonnenallee hadn't been divided in this absurd way, but rather had just been part of West Berlin in its entirety, he wouldn't have these problems.

Michael Kuppisch, who lived on the Sonnenallee in Berlin, experienced the same thing [erlebte es] again and again. The Sonnenallee triggered sentimental emotions! Even hostile Saxons became friendly when they heard that they were dealing with a Berliner who lived in the Sonnenallee.  
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Michael Kuppisch could well imagine that even back then [auch damals] the name Sonnenallee meant something. Back then in the summer of 1945 at the Potsdam Conference, when Stalin, Truman and Churchill were dividing Berlin.  


Especially for Stalin.


Stalin didn't want to cede the street with the so very beautiful name Sonnenallee to the Americans, (at least) not entirely.  


When the dispute threatened to become violent, when the tips of Stalin's and Truman's noses almost touched, the British premier separated them. He stepped in front of the map of Berlin himself.  He saw at a glance that the Sonnenallee was more than four kilometers long.  


Traditionally, Churchill stood on the side of the Americans. Everyone in the room now thought that he would first take a puff of his cigar and then think for a moment.  Then he would blow out the smoke, shake his head and award [zusprechen] the Sonnenallee to the Americans.  But when Churchill took a puff of his cigar stub, he noticed with displeasure that it was already cold again.  


Stalin gave him a light.


And while Churchill bent over the map of Berlin, he considered how he could thank Stalin for it.  


When he blew the smoke back out, he gave Stalin a little 60 meter end of the Sonnenallee and changed the subject.

That's how it must have been, thought Michael Kuppisch.  How else could one divide such a long street so close to its end?  And sometimes he also thought: if that stupid Churchill had paid attention to his cigar, we'd be living in the West today.


Michael Kuppisch was always looking for explanations. Much too often he saw things that didn't seem normal to him.  That the lowest house number in his street was 379--he never ceased to be amazed by that.  He never got used to it. He also couldn't get used to the daily humiliation: When he stepped out of his house, he was greeted by laughter and jeering whistles. Entire school classes stood on the observation tower on the western side and yelled "Look, a real Zoni!" [disrespectful colloquial term for someone who lived in the "Ostzone," i.e. the eastern part of Germany or in this case Berlin]" or "Zoni, wave to us. ["Mach mal winke, winke" is how you would tell a little child to wave] We want to take a photo of you!"  


But all of this was nothing at all compared to the unbelievable thing, that his first love letter was carried by the wind into the Todesstreifen [literally, "death strip," i.e. the no-man's land right by the wall watched by armed guards and protected by automatic weapons]. And that it stayed there, before he had even read it.

Michael Kuppisch, whom everyone called Micha, lived on the shorter end of the Sonnenallee [i.e. the tip of it in East Berlin], in one of the houses with the really small apartments.  


The only people who were willing to move in there were newlyweds. They wanted to finally live together under one roof.  But they soon had children and so the cramped apartments became even more cramped.  


When Micha couldn’t stand it anymore in the cramped apartment, he began to also live his life on the street. There, he met enough others who were in the same situation as he was.  And because almost everywhere on the shorter end of the Sonnenallee almost the same thing was happening, Micha felt himself to be part of a potential.  


When his friends said "We're a clique," Micha said "We're a potential." Exactly what he meant by that, he didn't know himself.


He felt, though, that it meant something when they all came out of the same tight quarters. When they met every day and listened to the same music. When they all felt the same longing and all felt exactly the same thing: That they would do everything, everything differently when they were finally grown up.


Micha even thought it was a good (hopeful) sign that they all loved the same girl.

Kapitel 2
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20: trafen sich = met

21: einem einsamen Spielplatz = a lonely playground
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1-2: am Platz rumhängen = to hang around the "area" (which sounds a lot cooler than "going to the playground" when you're 15)
4: verboten = forbidden (this word will come up a lot in this book ===> learn it now!)
5-8: Kaum hatte er sie auf Tonband aufgenommen, spielte er sie am Platz. Da waren sie noch zu neu, um schon verboten zu sein = He had hardly [=kaum] recorded them on tape [Tonband] when he went to play them "am Platz." At that point [da] they were still too new to already be forbidden

9: wenn es hieß = if one heard/if it was said

11-12: aus welchem Grund = for what reason

15: von vorne bis hinten = from front to back, i.e. completely

16: You can hear Wonderland's "Moscow" on YouTube [please let me know if the link gets outdated!]: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IjowaMDrbjI  There are some interesting comments there also.

17-20: Dieser Song wurde immer in einer hohen Stimmung gehört, mit wiegenden Bewegungen und geschlossenen Augen. Es ging nur um die Musik und wie man sich dazu bewegte = This song was always listened to in an elevated mood [Stimmung], with swaying movements and closed [geschlossenen] eyes. The only thing that mattered was the music and how one moved [sich bewegte] to it.

21: bemerken = to notice

22: der ABV = der Abschnittsbevollmächtigte (this was an abbreviation-happy time…) = a minor official with authority [=Vollmacht] in this "section" [Abschnitt].

22: plötzlich = suddenly
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1: machte … aus = switched off

3: tat ganz unschuldig = acted totally innocent

5-11: Brille = spectatcles; this is the nickname given to the "intellectual" among the boys. We're told that he's read so much that he can say long sentences "ohne Mühe" i.e. effortlessly. His elaborate first speech is an attempt to explain why the boys have been yelling ecstatically that the music they've been listening to is totally "verboten" (their highest compliment for a song) without giving away the obvious, i.e. that the song is in fact "verboten":
Der Ausdruck: Verboten findet in der Jugendsprache Anwendung, wenn die Jugendlichen ihre Begeisterung ausdrücken wollen…Verboten ist also ein Wort, das Begeisterung ausdrückt = The expression verboten finds application in youth language when the youths want to express their enthusiasm … Verboten is thus a word that expresses enthusiasm. 

12: dufte = neato; meinte = sagte (you'll see this a lot!)
12-14: Wuschel ist einer von Michas Freunden.  Wenn man einen Wuschelkopf hat, bedeutet das, dass man wilde Haare hat.  

15: beliebt = popular

16: fetzig = a geeky term for "cool"

17-18: Der aber nur dasselbe bedeutet wie stark oder eben - verboten = Which [i.e. the term fetzig] however just means the same as stark [=cool] or, precisely, verboten. (i.e. he's continuing the attempt to disguise the word "verboten" as a synonym for "cool")
18: der Dicke = another of the friends, named for being a bit overweight

21-26: The boys' ruse works well enough: the ABV doesn't believe them ("Ihr wollt mich wohl für dumm verkaufen"), but doesn't suspect the truth.  He thinks they've heard about the fact that a West German citizen ("eine Bürgerin aus der Bundesrepublik") has lost her passport and are discussing how verboten it would be not to turn in [abgeben] this passport if they find it.  This passport will be important later: Micha's mother finds it and gets comically obsessed with changing her appearance to match the passport picture, so she can use it to travel to the West.
27: Das heißt ja = I mean yes
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1-2: darüber haben wir uns nicht unterhalten = we weren't talking about that

3-7: The ABV (who is up for a promotion) is obsessed with the possible ranks of minor officials like himself, and we can assume the boys intentionally got his rank wrong so he'll forget about the forbidden song as he corrects them. One goes from Oberwachtmeister to Hauptwachmeister, Meister and Obermeister, the ABV's current rank. He's expecting to be promoted to Unterleutnant.
8-9: Herzlichen Glückwunsch = (heartfelt) congratulations (this is the German formula for all congratulations)
10: weshalb = warum

14: ist der bei mir abzugeben = it (the passport) is to be given to me (if found)

18: ganz genau = very precisely (Brille is still happy to keep the ABV distracted from the song)
24: brav = well-behaved, docile [NOT "brave"]. 

26: nicken = to nod
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1-2: nach drei Schritten fiel ihm noch was ein: after three steps, he remembered one more thing (the song…)
8: Wem seine? = Whose?

9: eigentlich = actually

10-12: The ABV confiscates the tape not because he realizes it's illegal, but because he likes to play the DJ when he's with his colleagues ("Ich leg nämlich selbst ganz gerne auf, im Kreise der Kollegen"; "auflegen" = "to put on" (records)) and wants to show off to the boys how cool he is.  Needless to say this turns his promotion into a demotion from Obermeister to Meister, and from then on he's on a vendetta for the rest of the book against Micha, who owned the tape.  The way he harrasses Micha is to demand his passport and check everything very carefully every time he sees him, and this is going to be how the love letter mentioned in the first chapter ends up in the Todesstreifen.  

13-14: Micha schloss vor Schrecken die Augen, als er sich das vorstellte = Micha closed [schloss] his eyes in horror when he imagined that (the ABV playing this utterly forbidden song to his colleagues)

15: munter = cheerfully

16-17: das hättet ihr mir bestimmt nicht zugetraut = (I bet) you would never have thought I'd be capable of that/I had that in me

19-20: herabgesetzt = demoted; schikanieren = to harrass, to hassle, to victimize

24ff: The last lines of the chapter consist of Micha vividly imagining the scene that might have taken place at the police precinct when the ABV played "Moscow, Moscow."  

Seite 13

1: war nach vorne gestürmt = had stormed to the front (of the room)

4: die Dienstwaffe = the weapon [Waffe] (i.e.gun) carried by a policeman as part of his job [Dienst].

Churchill, Truman und Stalin auf der Potsdamer Konferenz, Juli 1945








