This is an excerpt from the story about my mother’s time in the AGFA factory Dachau satellite camp in Munich. This part is based for the most part on the (unpublished) memoires of Kiky Heinsius a fellow prisoner.


The Strike

Our lunch “Soup…” was starting to show up later and later, from the kitchen in our compound. At times it arrived only minutes before the end of the factory lunch break at 1 p.m.
You can imagine what that meant to us when we had lived, since the evening before, on two thin slices of bread…
If an air raid took place during our lunch break we had to flee into the cellar and then a number of us came down there with an empty bowl. After the “all clear” had sounded the unlucky ones with their empty bowls would find their “soup” ice cold.
One day the factory management decided to send the soup back to the mess hall when the air raid had lasted till more than a half hour after the end of the lunch break. But that started a near riot. Even the Poles did not put up with that. In the end the slave drivers gave in and distributed the “Soup” after all.

Until this day no one seems to know how it started and who gave the signal. There had never been any discussion among us to lay down our work.
It started in the front of the factory, on January 12, 1945 just shortly after the lunch break. Women stopped their work, and just like a row of falling dominoes, in a matter of minutes, all of the Dutch women sat still with both arms crossed over their chests. The small group of Yugoslav women followed suit. The Polish women kept working.
Our German “colleagues” were shocked by our action. Yes, we knew all too well how strikes had been dealt with in the Netherlands in 1941.
The factory management sent for commander Stirnweis. We had started singing defiant protest songs. This is how Stirnweis found us. He was in a rage. He called us names and cursed. He ran back and forth from the front to the back of the factory floor. “Why aren’t you working?” and he would get the same reply from every one: “We don’t want to work any longer, we are starving”.
When he pleaded in the back he’d be drowned out by the singing of the women in the front and when he moved to the front the rear guard would take over the singing.
The German workers were taking this all in with great fear. But we became bolder by the minute. We had had it. You just can not buy us, starve us to death and have us do your dirty jobs.
Everyone was sent home.
It was still early in the afternoon when we walked back to the barracks, with our heads held high.

It came as no surprise to us that this was not going to be over with yet.  We had to stand in formation for hours in the bitter January cold. The Yugoslavs who had not been ordered for the same punishment stood with us in solidarity.
We did resume our work the next morning but the formation punishment continued. They wanted to know the names of the instigators, but we did not know them. Then they tried a new trick. The guards drew, at random, three women out of the formation. We were then threatened that if the real instigators did not come forward these three women would receive severe punishment. When the women were out of Stirnweis sight for a split moment, they motioned to the group: “No!”
This preserved our solidarity, once again.
Next a delegation came out of the main camp in Dachau, led by Willy Bach[footnoteRef:2], Gestapo agent and specialist in interrogating political prisoners in Dachau. They asked us again for the names of the instigators we answered that we all stopped our work together.     [2:  Willy Bach was infamous for his interrogation techniques. He made his victims stand up straight for days in a bunker cell, hung them from a bar and clubbed them senseless. He received a 6 year prison term. ] 

One of our women presented the delegation with a bowl of our daily lunch “soup” and asked how we were expected to perform to do a day’s work on this. This way she hoped to aid Stirnweis’ arguments in the conflict between him and the factory slave drivers. And it worked.
The two factions almost got into a running fight. Bach stood by speechless, in disbelief.
He promised to make a report to Berlin. A strike by prisoners would be severely punished. This had never happened. Bach and his entourage climbed back into the black limousine and sped back to Dachau. Strinweis was hoping that this whole affair would just go away.
