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This “heartbreaking biography” of the Communist revolutionary “is filled with high drama,” daring
escapes, and eventual imprisonment in Nazi Germany (Publishers Weekly).A German-born Jew,
Olga Benario was one of the most remarkable Communist activists of the twentieth century. With
a genius for organization and an unwavering devotion, she crisscrossed the globe educating and
activating legions to combat the worldwide plagues of Nazism and fascism. At the age of
nineteen, she masterminded a daring prison raid to free her lover, the Communist intellectual
Otto Braun. Together they escaped to Moscow, where they quickly rose in the ranks of the
international Communist movement.At twenty-six, Benario was chosen to serve as bodyguard to
the legendary Brazilian guerrilla leader Luis Carlos Prestes, who had been brought to Moscow
for training and would soon become her new lover. Traveling under assumed names, they
crossed Europe and North America to reach Brazil, where Prestes would launch a revolution
against the fascist regime. But tragically, within months, they were seized by police.From Brazil,
Olga, then seven months pregnant, was deported to Nazi Germany. She was subsequently sent
to Ravensbruck concentration camp, and in February 1942 she was sent to her death in the gas
chambers at Bernburg.
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1945EpilogueBibliographySourcesIndexForewordWHAT YOU ARE about to read is true and
relates events that happened exactly as described here. The life story of Olga Benario Prestes
has fascinated and tormented me since my adolescence when I heard my father refer to Filinto
Müller as the man who sent Luís Carlos Prestes’s wife, a Jewish Communist, who was seven
months pregnant at the time, to Adolf Hitler as a “gift.” Haunted by this image, I resolved to write
about Olga, a project I jealously guarded during the black years of state-sponsored terrorism in
Brazil, when it would have been unimaginable for such a story to get past the censors.Three
years ago, after beginning my research, I realized it would be much more difficult to compose a
portrait of Olga than I had originally supposed. I found practically no information about her in
Brazil and was surprised to discover that even the official historiography of the Brazilian workers’
movement, commissioned by political parties or analyzed by Marxist scholars, invariably
relegated her to the subordinate role of “Prestes’s wife.” I uncovered no more than a few vague
and superficial paragraphs about her. There was another obstacle: Olga would have been
seventy-four years old if she had been alive and, since she became a political activist at a
precocious age, most of those with whom she had shared such turbulent times were already



dead. The few surviving witnesses— whether in Germany or in Brazil—were at least
octogenarians, many without the memory or health to sift through the details of events that
occurred half a century ago.My first and obvious target was Luís Carlos Prestes. The Saturday
afternoons I stole from him in Rio de Janeiro produced pages and pages of precious
information, much of it previously unpublished. And in my struggle to break down the barriers he
instinctively imposed to avoid discussing personal matters, I was often moved to see that the
stern Communist, who projected an image of A.M.n of action, didn’t hide his emotions when
revealing details of Olga’s personality or recalling incidents in the short and dramatic life they
had together.* A man of prodigious memory, Prestes was able to recall with great precision the
time of a departure or the exact words of a conversation that had occurred fifty years earlier. Very
rarely did information provided by him, when checked against official documents, turn out to be
incorrect. After reviewing the tapes of our interviews, I began researching new facts and
personalities involved in the Communist revolt of 1935. Meanwhile, a young lawyer and
bibliographer, Antonio Sérgio Ribeiro (one of Brazil’s foremost experts on Carmen Miranda),
rummaged through stacks of newspapers and magazines, flight records, and reports on ship
movements in and out of various ports.The next step involved a trip to the German Democratic
Republic, where, contrary to my experience in Brazil, I found a veritable gold mine of information.
The memory of Olga, a national hero whose name graces dozens of schools and factories, was
affectionately preserved by the Communists in her homeland. The Institute of Marxism-
Leninism, the Committee of Anti-Fascist Resistance, and the small museums at the
Ravensbrück concentration camp and the Bernburg extermination camp (both preserved as
they were found by Allied troops) made available all documents and photographs in their files
relating to Olga Benario. With the invaluable assistance of Alexandre Fischer and Katharina
Schneider, interpreters assigned by the government of the GDR to help me with my research, I
was able to select and reproduce the available material, as well as to interview those who I
believe are the only surviving militants who had shared experiences with Olga in the Communist
Youth during the twenties or, a decade later, in Nazi concentration camps. I will never forget the
tears of Gabor Lewin, by then an elderly man, when we talked in his home, emptying a bottle of
cognac while a ten-degrees-below-zero wind whistled outside. When I asked if he could confirm
the legend that Olga had inspired burning passions in her comrades in the Communist Youth,
Lewin began weeping. His wife, Herta, eased my discomfort, remarking with a smile, “Olga was
the great passion of Gabor’s life.” In the modest apartment of Ruth Werner, honorary lieutenant-
colonel in the Soviet Red Army and one of Germany’s greatest writers, I obtained copies of
interviews she had conducted during the fifties with the survivors of Neukölln, Barnimstrasse,
Lichtenburg, and Ravensbrück and not used in her book Olga Benario.My work in East Germany
would have been infinitely more difficult without the help of Dario Canale, a young man of Italian,
German, and Brazilian descent (and whom I had interviewed in Brazil in 1967 when he was
incarcerated in prison, accused of “subversion”). Canale helped me locate and select material
about Olga and Otto Braun, escorted me to West Berlin to see the Moabit Prison, and prompted



his mother-in-law, Elfriede Bruning, to invite her friends, activist Communists since the turn of
the century, to dinners at her home, where I waited, tape recorder in hand.In addition to the
documents obtained, interviews with Olga’s contemporaries were invaluable in reconstructing
her time in Brazil. During the years she spent at Barnimstrasse, Lichtenburg, and Ravensbrück,
she told her fellow prisoners much about her Brazilian experience: her passion for Prestes, her
fascination with Brazil, her expectations following the frustrated revolt, her deep admiration for
the solidarity of her fellow inmates in the prison on Frei Caneca in Rio. Since the Brazilian
chapters of her life were the most obscure part of the investigation, I pressed Olga’s friends in
Berlin to their limits with questions about every moment of her seventeen months in Rio—and in
some cases came away with a flood of testimony.From Berlin I went on to Milan, where I spent
the entire time in the Archivo Storico del Movimento Operario Brasiliano (maintained by the
Fundação Giangiacomo Feltrinelli and guarded tooth and claw by José Luís del Roio), which
contains a large portion of the Brazilian worker and Communist memorabilia. My interviews and
investigations in Europe and Brazil led me to other sources, including the National Archives in
Washington, D.C., and my first available congressional recess was dedicated to research in the
United States. With the assistance of Ralph Waddey, an Anglo-Brazilian employee of the U.S.
State Department, and the indefatigable patience of Richard Gould, director of the Legislative
and Diplomatic Department of the National Archives, I plunged into a fascinating study of the
wealth of documents located there, at the modest cost of fifty cents per page photocopied.
Above and beyond the innumerable secret documents concerning the lives of my characters,
there was abundant material concerning the suppression of the 1935 Communist revolt in Brazil.
Ironically, I found in the heart of Washington copious reports of the torture inflicted by the
Brazilian police on the German Communist leader Arthur Ewert, unimpeachable information
regarding the activities of spies among the Communist leadership, and details about the
unraveling of the 1935 revolt—all this written by an agent of the United States government. To
my surprise, I was able to examine internal documents of the Brazilian Communist Party
unknown in Brazil and which had mysteriously landed in the United States.On my return to
Brazil, I continued interviewing people, checking dates and facts with Prestes and others, and
searching for additional survivors of 1935 who might give statements or at least assist me in
confirming the information already in my hands. It was during this time that I recalled a favorite
phrase of an old editor of mine— “For a reporter, just as for a goalkeeper, doing it right is not
enough—you have to have luck.” I did, many times over. It was pure chance, for example, that led
me to two characters in this story, Tuba Schor and Celestino Paraventi. Tuba Schor’s son was
the doctor who delivered my daughter Rita, and when he learned that I was writing a book about
Olga’s life he put me in touch with his mother. As for Paraventi—he discovered me: after seeing
an interview with reporter Ney Goncalves Dias on TV Manchete about the book, which was then
in progress, he contacted his nephew, José Gregori, my colleague in the state legislature, to
offer his delicious account of Olga’s short visit to São Paulo.In Rio, photographer and scholar
Paulo César de Azevedo, who was already assisting me with research in public archives, took it



upon himself to petition officially the Ministry of Foreign Affairs for authorization to consult
documents concerning Olga’s expulsion from Brazil. A year’s wait and repeated complaints were
not enough, however, to pry open the doors of the bureaucracy of Itamaraty, the Brazilian
Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Professor Ricardo Maranhão had already provided copies of
documents proving the complicity of Brazilian diplomats with the Gestapo, but I felt it was my
right to obtain all correspondence on the subject through official channels. Chancellor Ramiro
Saraiva Guerreiro’s personal intervention was necessary to obtain finally the requested material,
which had, of course, been previously censored.In contrast to my treatment at Itamaraty before
Saraiva Guerreiro’s intervention, the Superior Military Tribunal granted me free access to their
archives. My old friend Flavio Bierrenbach put me in touch with his nephew, Júlio de Sá
Bierrenbach, president of the SMT, who made available all the court’s files on the 1935 revolt,
including unpublished documents that had been sealed since the closing of case No. 1 of the
National Security Tribunal, an ad hoc tribunal created to judge the revolutionaries, thereafter
disbanded. Vladimir Sacchetta, my great collaborator on the Brazilian section of this book, spent
a week in Brasília poring over seventy volumes to select hundreds of documents and
illustrations that, days later, Paulo César de Azevedo photographed and reproduced. In addition,
Sacchetta had already arranged access to the files of his father, Hermínio Sacchetta, and all
documentation on the subject in the Public Records Office in London.With a limited amount of
time and money for travel, I was reduced in some cases to the mail and/or telephone to confirm
dates or follow up new information. Chief among those who helped me in this way were
Professor Boris Koval of the Institute of the Workers’ Movement in Moscow, the Yad Vashem
Memorial in Israel, and, at least twice, Richard Gould of the National Archives. My telephone bill
also swelled with phone calls all over Brazil to reconfirm dates or to try to pinpoint the exact
words of a given conversation. Then there were the documents that mysteriously arrived in my
mailbox, sent by anonymous Communist activists who had heard of my work in newspaper or
TV reports and generously took the initiative to find me, interested in assisting with my project
and at the same time enriching the archives from which I have reconstructed this story of love
and intolerance with as much fidelity as possible.This book is not my version of Olga Benario’s
life or the Communist revolt of 1935, but what I believe to be the genuine recounting of these
events. Every single piece of information printed here has been submitted to the available test of
confirmation. Any errors that may appear are the result of situations where it was impossible to
find multiple sources. And certainly there will be mistakes; though I hope that most were caught
along the way. There were times when I found myself pressing ahead with investigations based
on apparently accurate information later proved false by new research or interviews. One
example: I have a copy of a deposition given by a Ravensbrück survivor who swears she saw
Olga executed by firing squad. The confident tone of her declaration leads me to believe that she
did in fact see a woman shot and presumed it was Olga. The truth, however, is that Olga was not
shot in Ravensbrück. Another example: an eminent Brazilian historian assured me that Paul
Gruber was no more than a fictional character invented by the Comintern to confound the



capitalist intelligence services. Facts, documents, and witnesses have, meanwhile, verified that
Gruber not only existed but also played an important role in the outcome of the 1935 revolt.
There were also instances where, faced with contradictory versions of a given episode,
investigations and evidence led me to opt for one of those versions. The bibliography that
appears at the end of this volume, which will be of interest to anyone who wants to learn more
about the period, was useful not only for reference purposes but was also crucial to my efforts to
immerse myself completely in the subject. In the end, the wealth of information at my disposal
was such that I seldom had to “re-create” anything; in the rare instances where I did, it is the
scene, not the facts themselves, that was re-created.Before giving the manuscript to my
publisher, I submitted my work to the eyes of three of the most brilliant and merciless journalists
in Brazil—Luís Weis, Raimundo Rodrigues Pereira, and Ricardo Setti—and to the vigilant hand
of Vladimir Sacchetta, indisputably one of the greatest authorities on the workers’ movement in
Brazil. And, finally, I received the help of the talented Claudio Marcondes, to whom my publisher
Alfa-Omega assigned the job of preparing the text for the printer. Claudio was responsible for
suggesting alterations to improve the book’s clarity. I robbed him of precious hours of work and
leisure—and I’m not sorry I did: after listening to his criticisms, observations, and objections, I
sat down again at the typewriter to correct my errors.Though I must bear sole responsibility for
the contents of this book, I owe Olga to the generous collaboration of those interviewed (whose
names are listed at the back), to all those whose names are mentioned in this foreword, and to
Abelardo Blanco, Abel Cardoso Júnior, Alberto Dines, Alexandre Lobão, Ali Ahmad, Ana Maria
de Castro, Beatriz Sardenberg, Bernd Wünning, Birgit Koyne, Bruno Kiesler, Célia Valente,
Christiane Barckhausen, Daphne F. Rodger, Dieter Koyne, Edith Heise, Edmond Petit, Eric
Nepomuceno, Flávio Kothe, Gerhard Desombre, Giocondo Dias, Heitor Ferreira Lima, Herbert
Rösser, Horst Brasch, Inês Etienne Romeu, Jamile Salomão, Jasmina Barckhausen, John W. F.
Dulles, José Antonio Penteado Vignolli, José Carlos Bruni, José Eduardo de Faro Freire, José
Sebastião Witter, Karen Elsab Barbosa, Karl Burkert, Kerry Fraser, Leôncio Martins Rodrigues,
Lothar Günther, Lutz Ellrodt, Manoel Moreira, Marco Aurélio Garcia, Marcia Madrigali, Maria
Beatriz Paula Dias, Maria de Guia Santiago, Maria Vitória Menezes Camargo, Marisa Teixeira
Pinto, Marisa Zanatta, Martina John, Moacir Werneck de Castro, Nicolau Tuma, Pedro Alves de
Brito, Peter Skomroch, Régis Barbosa, Régis Fratti, Ricardo Gontijo, Ricardo Zarattini, Rita
Magalhães Marques, Roberto Braga, Roberto Drumond, Samuel Krakowski, Samuel Soares,
Sérgio Micelli, Siegfried Köllner, Silvia Oliva Araújo, Silvio Tendler, Suely Campos Cardoso,
Susana Camargo, Tibério Canuto, Vera Maria Tude de Souza, Werner Bönecke, and Werner
Thiele.Fernando MoraisAugust 1985OlgaBerlin,APRIL 1928IT ALL HAPPENED in less than a
minute.At precisely 9:00 A.M. on April 11, 1928, Gunnar Blemke, a guard, crossed the
mahogany-paneled hearing room of the Moabit Prison in central Berlin leading the handcuffed
Communist, Professor Otto Braun, aged twenty-eight, by the arm. Not that Otto was considered
a dangerous prisoner; the handcuffs were a matter of form: he stood accused of “high treason
against the fatherland” and had been imprisoned for a year and a half awaiting trial. The guard



led him toward the table behind which sat the senior minister of justice, Ernst Schmidt, who was
to interrogate him. At Schmidt’s side, Rudolph Nekien, a clerk, was struggling against falling
asleep over his typewriter. On the other side of the room, directly facing the table but separated
by a wooden handrail, a small gallery intended for lawyers and spectators was occupied by half
a dozen young men and women. “I thought they were law students,” the guard would say
later.Blemke puffed up his chest in the face of authority and announced, “Presenting the
prisoner, Otto Braun.”At that instant he felt something hard pressing against his neck. Turning his
head, he saw a black pistol held by an attractive young woman with dark hair and blue eyes, who
demanded in a steady voice, “Release the prisoner!”The spectators fell into two groups and
rushed Schmidt and Nekien, forcibly knocking them down. Schmidt lurched forward and
managed to press an alarm button with the tip of one shoe—and received a blow to the head,
administered by an enormous young man with a reddish beard and hair almost down to his
shoulders. The girl who led the group kept her pistol pointed at the guard’s head. After disarming
him, she backed toward the door, shielding the prisoner with her body and shouting to her
companions, “Let’s get out! Let’s get out! Anyone who moves gets it!”The guard and the two
officials were ordered to stand facing the wall. The girl gestured hurriedly for the group to leave.
They were already moving toward the main entrance when her last shout echoed in the room:
“The first one to move gets it!”They disappeared into the hallway. Leaping down the steps, the
group dispersed. The girl dropped her pistol into the woolen bag slung over her shoulder and
dashed across Fritz-Schloss Park to the gymnasium on the far side, where she threw herself into
a small green van that was waiting, doors open. At the wheel sat a young man with a large nose,
and in the back, still handcuffed, slumped Otto Braun, in shock.The dilapidated van threatened
to fall apart as it raced through the streets of Berlin. They headed south, hurrying away from the
immediate area of the prison, where alarm sirens could be heard blocks away. Avoiding the
busiest streets, the van skirted the small Blucher Cemetery and crossed Schiffarts Canal. Once
they had entered the Neukölln district they could finally breathe freely. Neukölln was home.By
midday, a special edition of Berliner Zeitung am Mittag was already providing details, under a
scandalous headline, of what the writer referred to as a “daring feat, a scene straight out of the
wild West,” that had taken place that morning in Moabit Prison. The front page announced the
name of the attractive young woman who had commanded the “Communist raid”: Olga
Benario.“A daring feat ...”That evening, in the small apartment arranged as a hideout by the
Communist Youth, Olga and Otto, her lover, read and reread the newspaper accounts, stopping
each time at the same phrase. In fact, “daring” was the only word to describe, not just her own
actions that morning, but the very attitude that motivated the majority of the young Communists
of the working-class district of Neukölln. Staring out at the street from behind curtains in the half-
lit room, Olga observed another manifestation of the very same state of mind. Half an hour
earlier police had thronged the area, plastering walls and lampposts with enormous posters,
commissioned by the prosecutor general of Germany, offering a reward of five thousand marks
to anyone providing information regarding the whereabouts of writer Otto Braun and typist Olga



Benario. Now Olga gazed into the street below as her comrades, tiny Gabor Lewin and an
agitated Emmy Handke, yanked down every single poster.What word other than “daring” could
aptly describe what was happening a few blocks away in the back room of the Müller beer hall?
Indifferent to the fact that the police were gathering in Neukölln to capture the two, militants of
the Red Front of the Communist Youth were planning a political action to commemorate Braun’s
liberation. First to speak was a girl with braids who announced to the hundreds of people
crowded into the back room — young men and women, older workers with their wives and
children—that everyone involved in Braun’s liberation was safe. She drew applause when she
revealed that the action had been carried out with unloaded weapons.“We had no intention of
hurting anyone. ... If there had been any reaction from the Moabit fascists, we would no doubt at
this very moment be trying to figure out how to liberate not only Professor Braun but the
comrades who raided the prison as well. The truth is that the fascists responsible for the
incarceration of thousands of German workers were brought to their knees by a band of kids
with unloaded guns. ...”At 11:00 P.M. shock troops invaded the Müller beer hall with billy clubs
and emptied the back room. From her room, Olga watched the tumult spill out onto Zieten Street.
Otto slept beside her, indifferent to the excitement she felt. Reports from the almost inaudible
radio only fueled her insomnia: all the late-night programs mentioned the raid on Moabit Prison.
And they conveyed the same reassuring piece of information: of all the participants in the action,
only Olga had been identified by the police.There were, at most, only vague descriptions of the
others. Rudi König was referred to merely as “a well-built young man with short hair who
grabbed Nekien, the clerk, by the throat”; Margot Ring was “a slightly overweight redheaded girl
of no more than fifteen”; witnesses described Erich Jazosch as “a huge man with long hair who
hit the minister of justice over the head”; a court employee described Erick Bombach as “a child
less than five feet tall with a pistol in each hand”; and, as for Klara Seleheim, “no one has been
able to say for sure whether the lanky one with the close-cropped hair was male or female,” as
one newscaster put it.The police may not have known the identities of these young accomplices,
but they knew all there was to know about Olga and Otto, which is why the next weeks were very
tense. As the net tightened, the chance of arrest obviously increased, in spite of the great
solidarity of the working-class families of Neukölln. The tranquil homes of metalworkers and
bakers were transformed into safe houses where the young couple would hide for four or five
days at a time. The Department of Security, a secret, semimilitarized section of the Communist
Youth, was responsible for their safekeeping. Experienced in protecting the organization against
terrorist attacks by right-wing groups or by the police, the Department of Security functioned like
a clandestine cell within the legal Communist Youth. Its members were entrusted with arranging
a succession of safe houses and for transferring Olga and Otto from one to the next when it was
felt the police were getting too close.Films showing in Berlin were regularly preceded by a slide
of the poster bearing photographs of Olga and Otto and offering five thousand marks for
information regarding their whereabouts. The audience would invariably break into applause for
the two and, almost as invariably, the lights would come up and armed police stream into the



theater. Once it was dark again, the air filled with boos, hisses, and balls of crumpled paper.
What puzzled the police most was that no one came forward to claim a reward equivalent to two
years’ salary for a worker.In early June, Judge Franz Vogt, the regional director of justice,
summoned the press to his chambers in order to unveil a new poster-communiqué signed by the
prosecutor general in which the five-thousand-mark reward was rescinded, because “according
to information supplied by the police, the persons in question have managed to flee the
country.”This time the police were right: just days earlier, accompanied by members of the
Department of Security, Otto and Olga had traveled by car to the city of Stettin on the Polish
frontier, where they boarded a train for Moscow. At the very moment Judge Vogt was addressing
the group of reporters in Berlin, the couple was on a train at the Russian border, presenting false
passports to a young Soviet soldier with oriental features and a white helmet bearing the red
star. Thrilled to be “entering proletarian territory,” Olga couldn’t resist the temptation to give an
affectionate nod to that “soldier of the people.” To her disappointment, the soldier pretended not
to notice. The train slowly gathered speed and headed on toward Moscow.Buenos Aires,APRIL
1928AFTER TWO WEEKS on the back of an ox slogging through the swampy Paraguayan
Chaco, Luís Carlos Prestes, thirty years of age, found himself aboard a ferry approaching the
port of Buenos Aires. A diminutive man, under five feet three, Prestes looked terrible after twelve
months in the small, western Bolivian town of La Gaiba. A long, bushy beard concealed the lean
face with protruding cheekbones, still sallow from repeated bouts of malaria. Prestes’s arrival in
the Argentine capital marked the end of an adventure that would remain forever etched in the
history of Brazil.A year earlier, wearing the stripes of a revolutionary general on his shoulders,
with epic companion General Miguel Costa at his side, Prestes had led his army of 620 men to
exile in Bolivia. He had turned over his arsenal—ninety Mauser rifles, four heavy-duty machine
guns (one unused), two automatic decalibrated rifles, and some eight thousand bullets—to
Major Carmona Rodó, a representative of the La Paz government. This voluntary laying down of
arms, after which a brief document was signed by the Bolivian major and the two Brazilian
soldiers, marked the end of a two-and-a-half-year-long campaign during which Prestes and his
men had zigzagged through twelve states, on foot and burro, covering a total of twenty-five
thousand kilometers. Now exiled and unarmed, still every single one of them knew they would
go down in history, heads held high. Before the journey was over, that tattered army had become
famous throughout the continent as “the invincible Prestes Column”—the rebel contingent that
had confronted President Artur Bernardes’s well-armed troops again and again without suffering
a single defeat. To hundreds of thousands of Brazilians, whether from direct contact or merely
from hearing tales of the Column, its leader, General Luís Carlos Prestes, was known as the
“Knight of Hope.” His fame became legendary and his influence was to prove long-lasting. Many
of his followers later joined the army or became involved in politics, often returning their loyalty to
him and his cause.Artur da Silva Bernardes, from the state of Minas Gerais, had assumed the
presidency of the Republic of Brazil in 1922 under a state of siege provoked by an uprising of
lieutenants that took place at Fort Copacabana in Rio de Janeiro, and it was under a state of



siege that he had governed the country for the duration of his four-year mandate. Authoritarian in
the extreme, Bernardes stripped the discontented oligarchy of power and decreed federal
intervention in the states of Bahia and Rio de Janeiro; his difficult relationship with the military
led to an explosion of conspiracies throughout his administration. The repression of rebel
movements was almost always a pretext for the adoption of further authoritarian measures such
as the extraordinarily severe Press Act, better known as the Infamous Act, signed in November
1923, which restricted democratic freedoms across the board.It was in this climate that the
Column arose, though Prestes himself had not seen it born. When General Isidoro Dias Lopes
and the then Major Miguel Costa assembled their troops in São Paulo on July 5, 1924, Prestes
was an engineer serving as a captain in the Railroad Battalion of Santo Angelo, a small city near
the Uruguayan border in Rio Grande do Sul. Lopes and Costa’s plan was to march on the federal
capital (then Rio de Janeiro), hoping for support from garrisons there, and to depose the
Bernardes government. Cornered by federal troops in the state of São Paulo, they led their two
thousand men southward instead, toward the Iguaçú Falls in Paraná, Argentina. In the early
hours of October 29, Captain Prestes dashed off a short note of farewell to his mother, dona
Leocádia, and ordered his battalion to support the rebellious Paulistas, announcing
simultaneously the insurrection of the Third Cavalry Regiment of the city of São Luís, some
eighty kilometers distant.Alerted, the government managed to douse the flames spreading
through the state, aborting uprisings at the Uruguaiana, Alegrete, and Cachoeira barracks and
frustrating Prestes’s plan to take all of Rio Grande do Sul. Prestes continued on to São Luís,
where he set up general headquarters, and proceeded to occupy the cities of São Nicolãu,
Santo Angelo, Santiago do Boqueirão, and São Borja. Taking stock of the troops and weapons
in his command, he recognized the fragility of a rebel force consisting of less than fifteen
hundred combatants, military and civilian, only half of them equipped with weapons—eight
hundred and six Mauser rifles and a few machine guns. Already heading for São Luís to engage
the rebels were the government troops: fourteen thousand well-trained and well-armed
soldiers.This disparity between forces provoked the first manifestation of the military genius that
was to be Prestes’s hallmark throughout the next two years. He managed to let fall into enemy
hands the information that his outfit would be concentrated in São Luís, while at that very
moment dispatching them to the north. When federal troops entered the city, they found not a
single rebel soldier — Prestes and his men were two hundred kilometers away wading through
the jungle of the Uruguay River. Cunning more than force would be necessary to reach the
Iguaçú Falls, where Prestes intended to join the Paulista insurgents; in order to economize on
ammunition, every shot, even in the midst of combat, had to be authorized. Employing only traps
and ambushes, and without losing a single man, Prestes managed to inflict considerable losses
on government troops. His triumphant arrival at the Iguaçú Falls on April 1, 1925, gave fresh
vitality to the men quartered there, reduced by successive desertions to almost half the
contingent that had left São Paulo on July 5 the previous year.Prestes and Miguel Costa, both
now holding the rank of general, joined forces and marched into the Brazilian wilderness in the



hope of putting an end to the despotism of the Bernardescos, as the president’s followers were
dubbed. Advancing when it could, the human serpent zigzagged through the countryside.
Whenever they managed to round up herds of wild horses at some ranch, Prestes’s soldiers had
mounts for a few weeks or months. If they found no horses, they continued on foot. When there
was food, they ate; more often they traveled for days with very little water and almost nothing to
eat besides manioc flour and unrefined brown sugar. Time and again their stock of medical
supplies was put to use attending to the wretched populace they met along the way. The pitiful
living conditions they witnessed horrified the commanders, both of whom came from middle-
class families. Though keenly aware of the poverty around them in the south as they were
growing up, now they were coming face to face with a Brazil that was much more famished,
miserable, and backward. The sight of children yanking roots out of the dirt to make what would
be their only meal of the day crystallized Prestes’s belief in the necessity to change the face of
his country.At each settlement the Column grew. The rigid discipline imposed by Prestes
produced soldiers the people respected. Generally, the first measures taken after occupying a
town were the liberation of prisoners and the burning of the civil registry files that “proved” land
ownership by the few. With the exception of cases involving brutal crimes like rape and murder,
prisoners were set free after a brief interview with officers of the Column. Much against Prestes’s
will, a contingent of fifty women, lovers of the Column soldiers, accompanied the march; the
women’s determination had been so strong that he was simply unable to prevent them from
joining. Many gave birth along the way, having become pregnant before the journey began.In
spite of their military invincibility, the lack of a political program more definite than the overthrow
of Artur Bernardes ate away at the rebels’ morale. After almost two years and thousands of
kilometers, the commanding officers knew—Prestes most of all— that even in victory the
Column would not succeed in changing Brazil’s social structure merely by doing away with a
dictator. From the northeast, the Column made its way toward the southern Mato Grosso,
practically repeating their initial trajectory. When they arrived in Bolivia to place in Major
Carmona Rodó’s hands what weapons they had remaining, Lourenço Moreira Lima—the
Column’s official historian—registered the exact numbers in his notebook: between São Luís, in
Rio Grande do Sul, and San Matías, Bolivia, they had traveled 24,947 kilometers.During the first
months in Bolivia, Prestes attended to the concerns of his men, repatriating those soldiers who
wished to return to Brazil and trying to find work for those who didn’t want to or couldn’t go
home. Marx, Lenin, and the triumph of the Bolshevik revolution ten years earlier on the other
side of the world were names and news items with little significance for the exiled Prestes, until,
one day late in 1927, in Puerto Suárez, just a few kilometers from the Brazilian border, he
received a visit from Astrojildo Pereira, one of the founders of the Brazilian Communist Party, or
the Brazilian Section of the Communist International, as the organization was called at its
inception in 1922. The amazing feats of the Column had caused a sensation among opposition
groups in Brazil, including the Communists. Astrojildo’s baggage was crammed with books,
most of them French editions from the publisher L’Humanité: the works of Marx and Lenin, the



resolutions of the Communist International, texts by Engels, and odds and ends from the
periodical Correspondance Internationale, put out by the Comintern. After two days of
conversation with Prestes, Astrojildo left him with a pile of books and a sly invitation: “In these
volumes you will find something of the science that will solve the problems of our time:
Marxism.”Prestes made no commitments to the Party. First he wanted to become familiar with
the theory of communism, and he made use of what scant free time he had in the first months of
1928 to plunge into the rich array of literature left with him. It was during this period that he
began to think about leaving Bolivia to find a better place for his men, and decided to move to
neighboring Argentina. There, they would be closer to Rio Grande do Sul—and the
effervescence of Brazilian politics—as well as being in a more democratic climate than Bolivia’s.
And, since Argentina was more highly developed economically, there would, of course, be better
job opportunities for him and the rest of his men. By late 1928, the whole group was installed in
Buenos Aires.Prestes became the main attraction for visiting revolutionaries from various
countries, who came to ask advice of the mythical commander of the invincible Column.
Paraguayans, Chileans, Uruguayans, Bolivians, and—to Prestes’s utter surprise—even Brazilian
tourists appeared at his door, accompanied by their tour guides, to see the “phenomenon” in
person. In addition, the house (where he lived with his mother and his four sisters) continued to
be a center for the conspiracy to overthrow the Brazilian government.Prestes became friends
with journalist Rodolfo Ghioldi, a director of the Argentine Communist Party and the Comintern.
At one of the many gatherings at Ghioldi’s home on Calle Mexico, Prestes met a man named
Kleiner, also known as Bumpkin—both code names for Augusto Guralsky, a special envoy of the
Comintern sent to Argentina specifically to contact the man whose political work had caught the
attention of the Soviet leadership. Prestes’s contacts with the Brazilian CP also became more
frequent, and his prestige in Brazil was such that in 1929 the Party invited him to run for
president of the republic the following year. He agreed to discuss the invitation, however, only if
his candidacy was a result of consensus among the Column’s lieutenants. There was no such
consensus, and the plan fell through: a good number of them were already supporters of a new
figure rising on the political scene, Getúlio Vargas.In March 1930, Júlio Prestes (no relation) of
São Paulo was elected to succeed Washington Luís as president of Brazil in a campaign typical
of the Old Republic, with nonsecret ballots, extensive fraud, and an extremely restricted voting
list. But he never took office. An insurrection, erupting spontaneously in Paraíba and directed
nationally by the Liberal Alliance, brought Getúlio Vargas to Catete Palace. Luís Carlos Prestes
immediately felt the consequences of the change in Brazil; he was arrested briefly, and then
released, in Buenos Aires. He went into exile in Montevideo with his mother and sisters and from
Uruguay requested affiliation with the CP. But the Party that had courted him only months before
responded by refusing him membership. It was the directorate of the Brazilian CP—which shortly
before had dismissed General Secretary Astrojildo Pereira, accusing him of opposing the
“workerism” proposed by the Comintern—that prevented Prestes’s acceptance.President
Getúlio Vargas tried to co-opt the “Knight of Hope,” offering to restore the army rank of captain,



which he had lost when he abandoned his post in Rio Grande do Sul to join the Column. Prestes
rejected the overture, preferring to keep the honorary rank of general that his men had given
him.With each day that passed, his conviction grew that only a popular revolution could change
Brazil’s fate, and with this belief in mind he accepted an invitation from the Comintern to move
with his family to the Soviet Union. Clean-shaven, wearing a discreet gray suit and carrying an
elegant felt hat, Luís Carlos Prestes set sail on the Eubee from the port of Montevideo on
October 1, 1931, bound for Moscow.1Inside the Red FortOLGA AND OTTO arrived at the Hotel
Desna in Moscow, exhausted after seventy-two hours on the train. In contrast to the Hotel Lux,
designed for illustrious foreigners, the Desna wasn’t the least bit ostentatious, though it was, on
the other hand, clean and discreet. As she registered, Olga noticed the curious coincidence that
five years ago to the day she had first joined a Communist organization.That had been in the
summer of 1923, in her native city of Munich, just a few months before her fifteenth birthday.
Banned by the police, the Communist Youth had gone underground. Its most militant members—
eighteen years old and under—had created the Schwabing Group, which met once a week in an
old sawmill in the suburbs of the Bavarian capital. One afternoon the meeting was interrupted by
suspicious noises outside. Those in charge of security investigated, fearing the arrival of the
police. Instead they found a tall, lanky girl with dark braids who demanded to become a member.
Once inside the sawmill, Olga was closely questioned by the group’s leader. When asked her
address and her parents’ names, she responded, “My father is Leo Benario, a lawyer. But that’s
not my fault.”For the majority of German Communists, the Right was not the only enemy. Social
Democrats were placed in the same category and treated with the same disdain—and Benario
was a Social Democrat. So, for the Schwabing Group, Olga’s was an unexpected presence.
Never until then had a young person from the conservative Bavarian bourgeoisie knocked at the
door.Their prejudice was unjustified. Though one of the most respected jurists in the state and
an influential personality in the local Social Democrat Party, Jewish lawyer Leo Benario was a
liberal with progressive ideas. Olga herself would one day say that her own conversion to
communism had not been the result of reading Marxist theory but of thumbing through the cases
of those working-class clients her father represented. “In those files, I saw close up the poverty
and injustice that I was only superficially acquainted with from books,” she would say.In contrast
to the considerable respect she had for her father, Olga’s infrequent comments about her mother
were marked by coolness and brevity. The product of a well-to-do Jewish family, Eugenie
Gutmann Benario was an elegant high-society lady who regarded with horror the prospect of her
daughter becoming a Communist. Olga’s maternal grandmother was an even less important
presence in her life. All Olga remembered of her was the bantam hen her grandmother
presented her with during the depression that accompanied the Great War—a prosaic but useful
gift in a time when eggs were rationed—and the question that was the old woman’s response to
any news of the world brought to her by her granddaughter, as if a prediction of the tragedy to
befall Germany: “Just tell me—is it good or bad for Jews?”Olga never concealed the affection
she felt for her father. He was a middle-class Social Democrat—but with an important difference.



Workers who wanted to make judicial claims against their employers but couldn’t afford the
services of a lawyer invariably came to Benario for help. He accepted whatever they could pay
him and worked free for those who could pay him nothing. “Even more diligently than for the
paying customers,” Olga recalled. Observing the clientele that frequented the family’s elegant
home on Karlplatz, Olga grew more and more interested in their plight. The stream of people
who passed through her father’s office every day— often discussing their problems in front of the
young girl—ran the gamut from the wealthiest to the most poverty-stricken inhabitants of Munich.
“The class struggle visited me daily,” she joked.There certainly was no lack of clients, many of
whom were badly affected by the dramatic economic situation that had been eating away at
Germany since the end of World War I. The brutal inflationary spiral had reached such an
extreme that the dollar, which in mid-1922 was worth a thousand marks, cost 350 million marks
just one year later. Diligent working-class Germans were on the brink of destitution and the
middle class was rapidly becoming the proletariat. The apparent lack of a solution to the crisis
had led labor unions, the majority of which were controlled by Communists and Social
Democrats, to lose power along with the working-class population. Olga believed that she had
found the answer, at least her own personal answer: she dedicated herself more and more fully
to the Communist cause. In the first job assigned to her during that summer of 1923, she
demonstrated to the young people of Schwabing that their newest member was no bored
bourgeois teenager. As part of a clandestine crew putting up posters, Olga proved to be the
most efficient of the team, which included older and stronger members. Efficient and daring: for
the first time, not only the suburbs of Munich but the center as well woke to find their streets
blanketed with posters. Olga had covered even the busiest areas, where the police presence
frightened off the most experienced of militants. “Fear and caution are simply not in her
vocabulary,” said her new friends the following day.Before long Olga was an integral part of
Schwabing. Along with courage and determination, she brought from her upbringing something
the sons and daughters of the working class lacked—an excellent education. She had actually
read many of the Marxist classics that the majority of them had only heard about in lectures.
They soon noticed another vivid characteristic—one that those most resistant to her presence in
Schwabing attributed to the “radicalism peculiar to products of the bourgeoisie”: intolerance of
anyone who wasn’t a militant Communist. She was warned innumerable times by older members
to avoid behavior that was little more than childish provocation, such as walking down the street
brazenly sporting a red brooch bearing the hammer and sickle.Olga first heard of Professor Otto
Braun toward the end of 1923, when she was working as an assistant in Georg Müller’s
bookshop. She began fantasizing about him just from his description— especially as reported by
women—weaving a myth about young, handsome, intelligent Otto, who, it was whispered,
worked secretly as a Soviet agent. When, finally, a mutual friend arranged for the two to meet,
Olga was surprised. Her picture of Otto had been a caricature of a revolutionary: a ragged beard,
fatigues, and long, disheveled hair. The Otto that sat across from her in the café smoking a pipe
was actually quite polished: tie meticulously straight, hair neatly parted and fixed in place with



hair tonic, crisply creased trousers, and brushed suede boots.Though only twenty-two, seven
years older than she, Otto was an experienced militant, even in the area that most fascinated
Olga: armed action. During the frustrated popular revolution of 1919 (an attempt to repeat the
Russian phenomenon of two years earlier), the Party had sent him on a secret mission to
intercept a convoy of troops dispatched by the central government to retake Munich, then capital
of the “Republic of Bavaria.” The mission itself was a success and Munich resisted for more than
a month longer, with Otto at the head of a group of combatants. The government, however, sent
wave after wave of reinforcements to battle with the insurgents and finally retook the city. In spite
of the outcome, Otto prided himself on having wiped out so many “right-wing Social Democrats.”
The battle of Munich ended with Otto in prison—his first and shortest incarceration.Otto and
Olga began seeing each other, their mutual fascination growing by the day. She imagined she
had found the perfect man, someone who managed to combine a solid theoretical background
with military experience. Not to mention the fact that he was very handsome. And Otto was
clearly charmed by the half-girl, half-woman who thirsted for both theory and action like no one
he’d ever met. Half an hour before her duties at the bookshop were over, he would appear with
his pipe and elegant scarf, ready for conversation that stretched into the small hours of the
morning.Otto began to direct Olga’s reading and to suggest, in addition to the theoretical works
indispensable to her understanding of communism, various magazines and journals published
by Marxist groups in Berlin. He was amazed by her insistent requests for manuals on military
strategy, written statements by great generals, and reports of famous battles. The militant behind
those soft blue eyes would emerge at Schwabing meetings, frequently criticizing the group’s lack
of interest in military techniques and the absence of regular training for all militants. Olga’s
quarrels with the young men in the group only became really serious, though, when she realized
that on the basis of gender she was being assigned secondary duties. At the end of one such
disagreement, she grumbled for all to hear: “I want you to know that at times like this it’s a pain to
be a woman.”The more she pored over the Marxist classics and the more she militated at
Schwabing, the firmer became Olga’s conviction that she should leave Munich for Berlin. The
refined and perfumed clientele at Müller’s bookshop, the arguments with her parents, her very
home itself were becoming unbearable. News of political turmoil reported in Berlin newspapers
inflamed her imagination. Olga’s fantasy of life in the capital had a name: Neukölln, the working-
class district in Berlin known by the German Left as “the Red Fort.” After months of insistently
badgering Otto, she finally got her way. It was late one afternoon, as they walked hand in hand in
a park outside Munich. He himself seemed unsure of the arrangements.“I’ve consulted the Party
and it looks feasible for us to move to Berlin. But what about your family? How will you persuade
your father to accept the idea?”The question made her furious.“I’m on my way the minute the
Party gives us the go-ahead!”In fact, it was not just politics that were pushing Olga toward Berlin.
She was in love with Otto. Weekends spent together in snow-covered cabins had revealed the
sweet, tender, patient man behind the sober professor of Marxism. The idea of spending her
days among the young Communist workers of Neukölln and her nights with Otto was everything



that Olga Gutmann Benario desired at that time.Only after she had the second-class train ticket
in her hand and her small suitcase packed and ready did she inform her parents that she was
leaving that very evening. Dinner was silent. Her mother chose to stay upstairs. Olga valiantly
tried to avoid a fight with her father. After three hours of discussion, she got up to leave. Leo’s
good-bye kiss at the door told her that deep inside, he knew that in her place he might be doing
the same thing.Twenty-four hours later, from the window of her room in the attic of a small two-
story house, Olga gazed down at Weser Street: so, she was really here, in the heart of Neukölln.
To someone who had spent her childhood and adolescence in the comfortable Benario home on
Karlplatz, this tiny room hardly deserved to be called an apartment. Three strides of her long
legs were enough to send her crashing into the opposite wall. There were two beds, a small
corner table, a chair, and a chest of drawers. Planks of wood supported by cement blocks
swayed under the weight of books and papers. This would be home to Olga and Otto for some
time.Noticing his lover’s surprise at the modesty of the accommodations, Otto quipped, “This
place is a real bargain—to begin with, we’ll save what we would have had to spend on an alarm
clock.”The trolley car began its route at 6:00 A.M., passing right below their window and making
a noise loud enough to wake the dead. That first morning in Berlin, Olga learned that she had
changed more than her address. At breakfast—a bottle of milk and a few crackers—Otto
explained that his clandestine work for the Party demanded certain precautions that would
involve both of them. He opened a leather briefcase and removed several sets of identity
papers.“From now on, you will have two identities, just as I do. My official documents are in the
name Arthur Behrendt, traveling salesman born in Augsburg, September 28, 1898. And, as of
yesterday, you are my wife, Frieda Wolf Behrendt, born September 27, 1903, in Erfurt. Here are
your identity papers and a document certifying that we live at 11 Erhardtstrasse, in Leipzig. Be
very careful and the best of luck, Mrs. Behrendt.”There was more: Otto’s illegal work would
probably keep him away for weeks, sometimes months, at a time. “Which means that although
we’ll be living together, it will be a while before I’ll be able to marry you,” he said tenderly.Olga’s
reaction was brusque. “Well, I think you should know that I have no intention of getting married.”It
didn’t take long for Olga to leave behind the adolescent from Munich and to become a woman.
She made rapid progress within the Communist Youth of Neukölln, and a few months after
arriving in Berlin she became secretary for agitation and propaganda in the most important
workers’ base of the German CP—Neukölln. By day, there were meetings, protests, and street
activities. At night, interminable assemblies in the depths of the old building on Zieten Street that
housed the Müller family beer hall. The same large room that hosted a stream of local workers
for their quick sausage-potato-and-beer midday meal became, in the early evening,
headquarters for the district’s Communist Youth. No password was required for entry. Since the
majority of the group was still under the drinking age, Müller reacted mechanically whenever
some new young face appeared at the battered marble bar. His eyes narrowing between an
enormous mustache and a rapidly receding hairline, he would simply say, “The Youth? Down
that hallway, as far as you can go.”Before coming to Berlin, Olga had heard many stories about



the beer hall and its owners—Wilhelm Müller, his wife, and daughter. She knew the very corner
in which Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht—two outstanding leaders of the German CP
assassinated in 1919—had hatched their political schemes. Whenever the Müller family
finances took a turn for the worse, the news would spread through Neukölln and beyond; the
other beer houses in the area would stand empty as business increased dramatically at the
Müllers’ for several weeks, until the family was back on its feet again. And twice a week, from
8:30 to 11.30 P. M., the back room that usually hosted political assemblies and clandestine
meetings was transformed into a classroom. Every other Tuesday, Olga taught the rudiments of
Marxist theory to a group of her comrades. Somehow they managed to juggle four or five
different activities in the room simultaneously. There were times when Olga had to be gruff and
request that someone come back another time to run off pamphlets on the mimeograph
machine set up in one corner.Work was relentless: pamphleting the Görlitzer railway station,
demonstrations of support for strikes at neighborhood factories, protests against the imposition
of extra working hours. And all of it had to fit in around the eight-to-six job that brought in the few
marks she and Otto needed to live on. The Party had arranged for Olga to work as a typist for the
Soviet Trade Bureau, and though the work was tedious compared with her activities with the
Youth, she was proud of working “side by side with the revolutionaries.” While she knew it was
probably just a fantasy, Olga saw “a Bolshevik of steel” in every one of those placid bureaucrats
in jacket and tie.Time for all these feverish activities had to be stolen from somewhere, and
occasionally the couple’s love life seemed to suffer. The few hours a week they managed to be
together—usually late at night—were usually spent working. After much insistence, Olga had
finally convinced Otto that she should be his secretary, not only so that she would have more
time with him, but also for the political apprenticeship it offered. It was she, then, who typed the
voluminous theoretical texts he either dictated or left on the bed in handwritten form. And it was
through this work that she began to understand more completely the approaching struggle in
Germany, revolutionary developments in other countries, and of course the internal structure of
the German Communist Party.The mutual love and admiration of Olga and Otto did not diminish;
on the contrary, it was growing stronger. At the same time, the political activity and the passion
for militancy they also shared reduced to minutes the time they could spend as lovers. When
they argued, it was not over political differences but over something that irritated Olga more and
more: the jealousy Otto felt toward the young men in the Communist Youth. Justifiable jealousy,
any one of her sixty comrades in Agitation and Propaganda might say, for Olga was becoming
more attractive. Even her gangly walk gave her a certain special charm. And the one
characteristic that really kindled their interest was her independence. Olga was her own boss
and did only what she believed to be important, both in politics and in her personal
life.Fortunately, this independence didn’t prevent her from learning a great deal from Otto, and
he taught her more than the theories of Marx, Lenin, Engels, and Karl Liebknecht. Advice that,
coming from a woman friend, would have met with profanity, sounded different from Otto’s
mouth. It wasn’t just the experienced Communist in him speaking. In patient, homeopathic



doses, Otto convinced her that a militant need not be unkempt and poorly dressed—the few
bottles of cologne and perfume on the couple’s small, improvised dressing table beside the sink
belonged to him. As a result of their long, late-night talks in bed, Olga grew more tolerant of non-
Communists and, more important, began little by little to give up her moral prejudices against
comrades who smoked, drank, or spent their scant free time dancing on Saturday nights. As
time went on, she herself began to feel attracted to the group’s various entertainments.There
was one notion, however, that even Otto was unable to shake loose, and that was her horror of
formal, legally sanctioned marriage. Olga associated the idea of marriage with what she
considered the worst of bourgeois deformities—the economic dependence of women,
obligatory love, forced intimacy. When people asked why she and Otto—apparently very happy
living together— didn’t get married, Olga had a ready answer. “That’s exactly why we won’t marry
—because we’re happy, because we love each other. I will never allow myself to become
another person’s property.”But this way of looking at male-female relations didn’t presuppose
other sorts of liberal ideas; Olga was very upset whenever she heard a girlfriend boast about
how many men she’d gone to bed with. At such moments, an intolerant, almost puritanical Olga
emerged. “You should know that giving in to your instincts is tantamount to contributing to the
bourgeois brothel. And that’s not just me talking; it’s Lenin.”Who could argue with Lenin? If a
member of the group was guilty of behavior Olga considered “immoral,” she didn’t hesitate to
bring up the problem for discussion with the leadership—and all this in the progressive Berlin of
the twenties.This rigid side of Olga didn’t discourage the young men of Neukölln from falling in
love with her. A girl named Ruth, for example, insisted that her boyfriend, Martin Weiser, a young
apprentice jeweler, should quit the Marxist study group taught by Olga in a Berlin suburb.Kurt
Seibt, another boy from the same group, who worked as a typesetter and had managed to join
the printers’ union, also fell under her spell. Olga had inspired him to join the Communist Youth,
and he became a sort of teaching assistant to her. Kurt believed, along with Olga, that the
natural step following theoretical course work and the recruitment of young people in working
class neighborhoods was the clandestine militarization of the group. Under Olgas guidance, he
took on the task of organizing young militia in each city block of Kreuzberg, a neighborhood near
Neu-kolln. Despite its importance, this new post had the distinct disadvantage of separating him
from his attractive mentor.The first time he saw Olga after assuming his new mission, Kurt
requested authorization to organize a brigade for the specific purpose of forcefully subduing a
group of young Nazis who had been disrupting the Youth s work in Kreuzberg. He argued that
their taunts, interruptions of classes, throwing bags of excrement through meeting-room
windows, etc, could not be stopped without a skirmish. Olga firmly resisted this idea, insisting
that instead of resorting to violence he should be trying to attract the young Nazis to the group.
But once she saw that indoctrination was getting her nowhere, she decided to take part in the
action herself. A single thrashing, administered by Youth of both sexes, and the Nazis
disappeared.2In JailEARLY IN 1926 the Communist Party formally recognized Olgas work in
Neukolln, promoting her to the post of secretary of agitation and propaganda of the Communist



Youth in the entire German capital. Along with Gtinter Erxleben, a boy much younger than she,
student Dora Mantay, and other Youth leaders, Olga spent her evenings organizing groups to
hang posters, hand out pamphlets, and picket factories in support of workers’
movements.Operations planned by Olga were always marked by ingenuity and imagination; it
was especially important to find creative ways of tricking the police in order to avoid heavy
repression. When the cabdrivers went on strike in Berlin that year and street demonstrations
were prohibited, the Youth nevertheless decided to organize a protest expressing solidarity with
the strikers. They couldn’t leave the M tiller beer hall as a group or they would be picked up
before reaching the center of town, so Olga came up with a plan. At 3 :00 P.M., when the area
was at its busiest, dozens of young lovers flooded into central Berlin, standing on street corners,
looking in shop windows, pausing outside bars and ice-cream parlors. Suddenly there was a
loud whistle and the couples stormed into the street and staged an instantaneous protest,
dispersed minutes later by billy clubs, mounted police, and blasts of water cannon from police
carts. In the meantime, the windows of shops and office buildings filled with red banners bearing
the hammer and sickle in support of the young Communists as often as the Nazis’ black
swastika in support of the police.Scuffles like this occurred frequently in Berlin. The activity of the
opposition grew in direct proportion to the organization of the Right. The National Socialist
German Workers’ Party—the Nazi Party—was stepping up its recruitment in both middle- and
working-class sectors. The Communists fought back by seeking to multiply their cells. Though
the Russian Revolution had triumphed less than ten years earlier, the political isolation and
physical distance of the newborn Union of Soviet Socialist Republics aided the growth of the
German Communist Party, conspiring to make Berlin not only the capital of German, or
European, communism, but a mecca for social insurrection in general.The degree of
organization of the Communist Party in society was comparable to that of a state. With hundreds
of thousands of militants scattered throughout the country, the Party maintained publishing
houses (not always officially linked to the Communists) in all the major cities, printing various
weekly magazines and dozens of daily newspapers, both regional and national, many of them
on paper manufactured in Party factories. In fact, the circulation of official and nonofficial
Communist publications far outnumbered that of the independent press and other political
parties combined. Innumerable clubs and associations of women, young people, and
intellectuals—almost all of them “fronts,” without overt ties to the organization—functioned with
guidance from the Party or, just as often, directly from the cupola of the Third International—the
Comintern—in Moscow.The internal structure of the German CP also resembled that of a
government, with its own mail service, political and industrial espionage sectors, and graphic
arts divisions dedicated exclusively to the production of false documents. A sort of defense
ministry in miniature was responsible for the security of Party leaders, documents, and
headquarters. For each area of production, whether it be industry, agriculture, transportation, or
energy, there was a corresponding department, with experts in every field. Two divisions
received particular attention from the leadership of the Party and from the Comintern: the section



responsible for dealing with the Social Democrats and the section that supervised the activities
of the Communist Youth.Within the CY, the operations carried out by the Neukölln group were
held up as models of efficiency and dedication to the Communist cause. And Neukölln’s
brightest star, Olga Benario, was of the greatest current concern to the Party leadership. Fearing
that the police were suspicious of Otto’s double identity and would try to get to him through his
girlfriend, security was stepped up around Olga. Her activities were cut back and she was
forbidden to participate in risky operations, “If they get their hands on you,” she was warned,
“Otto will be next in line.” Besides, Olga too had become a police target just a few weeks earlier,
when she was chosen to be the political secretary of the directorate of the Communist Youth in
Neukölln, the most important post after general secretary.The suspicion that Olga would be
used as bait did not materialize. In early October 1926, Olga left a meeting at the beer hall later
than usual. Though it was already past midnight, she walked home to her tiny apartment at 25
Jung Street. She went upstairs and left her coat on until the heater took the chill off the room.
When she heard knocking at around 2:00 A.M., Olga imagined that Otto had forgotten his key.
She opened the door to find two policemen, the older of whom flashed an official-looking
document and asked, “Is your name Olga Gutmann Benario?”“Yes,” she replied,
dumbfounded.“You are under arrest by order of the regional director of justice, Judge Vogt.
Please come with us.”In the police car Olga read the order to take her into custody. On the basis
of the Law for the Protection of the Republic, she had been arrested on suspicion of having
committed various crimes: “conspiracy to undertake highly traitorous acts,” “attempting to alter
the lawful constitution by violent means,” and “participation in an organization which is illegal,
hostile to the state, and dedicated to undermining the republican form of government.” Despite
the threatening tone of the charges, which under the then-current law could lead to her rotting in
jail for a number of years, Olga realized, from listening to the guards, that she had not been their
primary target. The person they really wanted to put behind bars had been taken into custody
that morning: Otto Braun.From the outset of her first interrogation, it was clear to Olga that what
the police wanted from her was information about Braun’s activities and that the charge hanging
over him was greater than she had supposed: “suspicion of high treason.”Olga was kept
incommunicado in Moabit Prison for two weeks and subjected to interrogation from dawn until
late at night, with short interruptions for what were called meals. Her cool, calm denials of all
charges, both true and false, provoked impatience and irritation in the police who took turns
questioning her. The first news from the outside world came from Munich: Olga’s father sent a
message through two lawyers who worked for the Investigation Department. With her consent,
he would come to the capital to defend her in court and, providing that she was not too deeply
involved, believed he would be able to arrange her release through influential friends in the
Social Democrat Party. Olga realized that her father meant well and that he was deeply
concerned for her, but she politely refused his help.As soon as she was out of solitary
confinement, she received her first visitor. The Communist Youth of Neukölln had taken a
collection among Olga’s fellow militants, sympathizers, and friends and elected Gabor Lewin,



one of the members of the directorate, to visit her and deliver a sumptuous bundle of treats. The
package, which was minutely examined at the entrance to Moabit Prison, contained sweets,
biscuits, fruit, crackers, and jam from the best shop in the city. During the short visit, Olga was
given a disconcerting report on the activities of the Youth and the measures being taken to
protest the two arrests. Whispering, she summarized the charges and the hazards not only of
her situation but, more important, of Otto’s. The guard stepped out of the room; she knew at any
moment he would stick his head back in to keep an eye on things. Olga quickly scribbled a note
to the young Party members, which would be read that night at an assembly in Karl Liebknecht
House, headquarters for official public functions of the German CP.By early December, Olga
began to fear that something more serious was going on than she had originally imagined. The
total absence of news about the progress of her case and, worse, Otto’s began to make her
extremely apprehensive. But on the morning of December 2, exactly two months after her arrest,
a guard opened the door to her cell and announced, “You can gather your things. You are being
released by order of the prosecutor of the Federal Court of Justice.”Olga grabbed the two
changes of clothes that lay folded in a corner, scrawled her signature at the bottom of the order
for her release, and, in less than five minutes, found herself out on the street. Heading straight
home, she saw as she walked through the apartment door that the two months had given the
police more than enough time to search shelves, the bureau, every nook and cranny of the
place. Otto’s manuscripts and books, her own notes, all had been confiscated.She lay down and
slept for almost twenty-four hours. The next morning she was awakened, alarmed, by a
pounding on the door. But when she drew back the bolt, more than twenty friends from the
Communist Youth streamed into the apartment. Olga splashed some cold water over her face
and talked for hours, describing the two months she had spent in Moabit.Days went by without
news of Otto. Every night before falling asleep, Olga felt a tightness in her chest as her eyes fell
on her lover’s belongings—pipes, tobacco pouch, two pairs of boots, a silk scarf hanging on the
bathroom doorknob. This was a different kind of absence from the ones before, when she knew
at any moment he might walk in, silently embrace her, and lead her to bed—and only much later
would the two find the voice to exchange news. This time she felt a strong foreboding that she
would be without him for a long, long while.In the meantime, political activity was the best cure
for anxiety and heartache. She threw herself into the struggle, concentrating on a task that
wouldn’t involve the risk of new arrest: preparation for Youth meetings outside Berlin. Even so,
her longing and worry were so great that two weeks after being released she decided to take a
chance. She picked up the phone and called the office of Judge Vogt. When the secretary said
that in a moment the judge would speak to her, Olga held her hand over the receiver and said to
her friend Frieda, “I must have become important. Fascist Vogt is going to talk to me!”If, deigning
to take a call from someone regarded as subversive, Vogt expected some important information
regarding Otto’s case, he was very mistaken. Olga wanted authorization to visit her companion
at least once a month, she demanded the right to bring him special food regularly, and, lastly,
she requested permission for an extra visit at Christmas, which was fast approaching. Irritated by



the ex-prisoners impudence, Vogt crisply informed her that she should put her request in writing
and deliver it to the prison reception desk, and then he hung up. A typed request was handed in
that very afternoon by Olga herself. The next morning’s mail brought a final ruling signed not by
Vogt but by his subordinate, Commissioner Kling. Otto Braun was not a political prisoner, but
rather stood accused of high treason, and as such would not be permitted to receive special
food on a regular basis; he did have the right by law, just as any common prisoner, to receive
visitors and up to five kilos of food at Christmas; as for the request for monthly visits, that was
flatly denied. Frustration turned to fury as Olga read the official letter. She crumpled up the
paper, threw it in the trash, and said out loud, “Well, it looks like the only way Otto will get out of
there is if we spring him.”Olga knew that the year 1927 promised to be a tumultuous one. Even
though the Communist Party was still legal, the government was closing in. The jails were
crammed with hundreds of political prisoners, and despite the country’s overall economic growth
since the crisis of four years earlier, poverty was intensifying in working-class neighborhoods.
There was great national and international sympathy for those who had been arrested, but it was
simply not possible to provide for the many families who had been deprived of their wage
earners.
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