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FRIEDENSNOTE NR. 4

The Real Enemy

Hannes Wader'’s song “Es ist an der Zeit” is an unflinching reckoning with the horrors of

war and the lies of the warlords.

What is it that distinguishes an excellent anti-war song, one that, even decades after its

release, still has the power to keep people vigilant and to make them love peace?

Perhaps it could be described like this: it should not gloss over anything, yet it should mourn
the beauty that was lost in orgies of destruction. It should be compassionate and at the same
time unflinching, precise in its detail and yet universal in its message. Instead of inciting
hatred against “enemies”, it should expose the agitators, the “Masters of War”, as Bob

Dylan described them in one of his songs.

With “Es ist an der Zeit”, Hannes Wader wrote, in 1980, one of the most significant German-
language peace songs. The striking folk chanson, a fruit of the first Cold War, proves its

timeless validity even in times of renewed global tensions.
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SONG . .
Esist an der Zeit
PERFORMER
Hannes Wader
ALBUM

Esist an der Zeit, 1980

The origins of the song lie in a visit by the Australian folk singer Eric Bogle and his wife to Flanders
and northern France, where the couple visited three military cemeteries. They “saw all the young
soldiers who were buried there”. That was in 1976. After this experience Bogle wrote a song that
became famous as an anti-war anthem. It was called “No Man’s Land”. Or also “The Green Fields of
France”. Standing at the grave of the soldier Willy McBride, the singer muses on the life and death of
the fallen man and poses a weighty question. It had already adorned a poster that became famous,

showing a soldier who - hit by a bullet - collapses dead: “Why?” Bogle sang:

»And I can’t help but wonder, oh Willy McBride:
Do all those, who lie here, know why they died?
Did you really believe them, when they told you the cause?

Did you really believe, that this war would end wars?

Well the suffering, the sorrow, the glory, the shame,
The killing and dying - it was all done in vain.
Oh Willy McBride, it all happened again,

And again, and again, and again, and again.“

Willy McBride — his name here stands for thousands - died in the First World War. Even today it
makes one angry and sad to realise that humanity has apparently learned nothing since then. Not
the politicians, who cling to the fiction of a “just war”; not the soldiers who —as Donovan’s classic
“Universal Soldier” put it - allow themselves to be misused for any purpose whatsoever, thus
keeping the machinery of death alive for all eternity; not the citizens who let war narratives stir
them up again and again, who willingly hand over even their sons and, increasingly today, their

daughters to the bloody trade.

The cult anthem of the peace movement
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Hannes Wader was already an established German songwriter when he released his album “Esist an
der Zeit” in 1980. In his great autobiography “Trotz alledem”, published in 2019, he describes the

genesis of the song only briefly:

The title song is my adaptation of a song by the Australian-Scot Eric Bogle: “No Man’s Land”. In my
(very free) translation into German, “Es ist an der Zeit” soon becomes one of the anthems of the peace
movement of the early eighties. Even in the other part of Germany the song becomes, and remains,

popular.

Even at my post-reunification concerts in the former GDR, people would not let me off the stage until I

had sung it. No problem - I still enjoy singing it.

Hannes Wader wrote a text which, in my view, even surpasses the original in its intensity. They
must have been extraordinarily inspired hours that the great songwriter devoted to this poem.
Hannes Wader, who has often said that writing was hard for him and that he frequently had to
wring it out of himself over weeks of work, was completely in flow here. As with any successful
poetic adaptation, Wader allows himself every freedom to vary Bogle’s template, to change the

order of the thoughts, to leave some out, to add new ones.

Grave crosses and poppies
ORIGINAL

»Weit in der Champagne im Mittsommergriin,
Dort wo zwischen Grabkreuzen Mohnblumen blithn,
Da fliistern die Graser und wiegen sich leicht

Im Wind, der sanft itber das Grdberfeld streicht.“

UBERSETZUNG

»Far off in Champagne, in the green of midsummer,
there where poppies bloom among the grave crosses,
the grasses whisper and sway gently

¢

in the wind that softly brushes over the field of graves.*
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Wader begins with an almost idyllic mood of nature. It is warm - summer. The deep-red poppies,
the grasses, the tender vocabulary (“whisper”, “gently”, “softly”) stand in striking contrast to the
horror we associate with war. For the idyll is deceptive: the poppy blooms, after all, in the midst of a

field of graves.

It seems as if the artist wanted to illustrate that peace, that beauty and tenderness which would have

been possible, had the madness of war not carried off that young soldier.

We learn that he was only 19 years old, and that his grave bears no name. Next, Hannes Wader once

again addresses directly that love which would have been possible:
ORIGINAL

»Hast du, toter Soldat, mal ein Mddchen geliebt?
Sicher nicht, denn nur dort, wo es Frieden gibt,
Konnen Zartlichkeit und Vertrauen gedeihen.

Warst Soldat, um zu sterben, nicht um jung zu sein.*

UBERSETZUNG

,Did you, dead soldier, ever love a girl?
Surely not, for only where there is peace
can tenderness and trust ever flourish.

You were a soldier, to die, not to be young.“

Itis not only the horror of war that the singer laments here; it is the abyssal sadness over an unlived
life - the fate of a young man in his prime, longing to savour his life as a young adult, probably full of

hopes and possibilities.

And Wader does not leave out this shadow side of sexuality either: many soldiers rape the women of
the countries they conquer - brutalised, hollowed out and dehumanised by the experience of war. In
a beautiful turn, however, “our” soldier in the song does, after all, decide against the act of violence:

“(...) but then you were ashamed of yourself and never did it after all.”

Despairing, embittered, brutalised
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The next verse strikes me as immensely shattering and lays bare without mercy what war really

means - and that with thoroughly deterrent and squalid details:
ORIGINAL

»Soldat, gingst du gldubig und gern in den Tod?
Oder hast du verzweifelt, verbittert, verroht
deinen wirklichen Feind nicht erkannt bis zum Schluss?

Ich hoffe, es traf dich ein sauberer Schuss.

Oder hat ein Geschoss dir die Glieder zerfetzt,
Hast dunach deiner Mutter geschrien bis zuletzt,
Bist du auf deinen Beinstiimpfen weitergerannt,

Und dein Grab, birgt es mehr als ein Bein, eine Hand?“

UBERSETZUNG

»Soldier, did you go to your death believing and willing?
Or did you, despairing, embittered, brutalised,
fail to recognise your real enemy to the very end?

T hope a clean shot was the one that hit you.

Or did a shell tear your limbs apart,
did you scream for your mother to the last,
did you keep running on the stumps of your legs,

and does your grave hold more than one leg, one hand?“

In contrast to the torn-apart limbs and other terrible accompaniments of the killing, the singer also
hints at the euphemistic phrases with which warmongers try to sell their victims the march to the
slaughterhouse. They are urged to go to their death “believing and willing” - for purposes that go by
the name of “fatherland”, “God”, “security”, “defence” or whatever else. So who is the “real enemy”

that the young soldier in Wader’s text did not recognise? I will come back to that.

In the final verse Hannes Wader artfully arcs back to the beginning of the song. We are once again in

the present, and the singer takes an oath at the soldier’s grave:
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To fight for peace and to stay vigilant:

will humanity fall for lies once more (...).

Falling for lies again

The line touches me even more deeply today than at the moment when I first heard the song - it was
probably in the 1980s. For over a long period it looked as though humanity had learned something
since the two terrible world wars - especially its “civilised”, Western part. The old European
quarrellers such as Germany and France lived peacefully side by side for decades. Even Russia, the
former arch-enemy, seemed to have had its sting drawn; the Gorbachev era seemed marked by

mutual rapprochement and disarmament.

Who would have thought that so many people in this country would once again fall for lies, that a
“turning point” would be bound up with billions in rearmament, with the incitement of enemy
images, with a militarisation of public discourse, with endless-loop talk-show appearances by

hardliners such as Anton Hofreiter or Marie-Agnes Strack-Zimmermann?

Even on the question of the feasibility of a limited nuclear war, “thinking taboos” are currently

falling. Here, however, the song issues a clear warning:

Then it may come to pass that soon no one is left alive,

no one to bury the billions of the dead.

This clearly refers to the danger of a great world war involving the nuclear forces of both camps.

The conflict “the West against Russia” is implicitly present here. Yet there is also a glimmer of hope.

Eric Bogle’s original ends on an even more pessimistic note (“again, and again, and again...”). Wader,
by contrast - inspired, presumably, by the spirit of departure of the peace movement in the year the

song was written - ends with a positive vision:

But more and more people are ready

to prevent this war. It is time.
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That was, mind you, at the start of the 80s. Since then the song has been taken up again and again,
gladly, by peace activists, and sung with conviction by friends and colleagues of Wader’s such as
Reinhard Mey. That is no surprise - for I myself know of no more haunting and more perfect anti-
war song. At most one might also name here Mey’s truly moving avowal “Nein, meine S6hne geb ich
nicht” (“No, I will not give up my sons”). With “Esist an der Zeit”, in any case, everything is simply
right. The melody too, which Eric Bogle found, I find exceptionally beautiful. In its simplicity it
radiates great warmth, as we know it from other folk and soft-rock ballads distinguished by a special

’

melodic coherence - think, for instance, of Cat Stevens’ “Father and Son” or “Vincent” by Don

McLean.

A hard subject, gentle music

The music, accompanied as always by Wader minimalistically with only the guitar, clearly does not
illustrate the harshness of war; rather it reflects a world as it ought to be: compassionate, soothing, a
little sad, to be sure, but in its beauty - which seems wrested from the horror - also capable of
making one happy. Hannes Wader is not a man of emotional outbursts. He sings in his own
sonorous, serious and composed way. Here, however, more anger and emphasis can be felt than in
other recordings by the artist.

And not to be forgotten: the refrain. It bridges then and now. The liars and the lied-to: they are

universal, while the wars and the pretexts for war appear, by comparison, interchangeable.

Yes, you too were lied to in just the same way,
just as they still do to us today.
You gave them everything,

your strength, your youth, your life.

But who, then, is the “real enemy” that the soldier evidently failed to recognise? It is never the one a
soldier is ordered to shoot at — it is always the one who gave the order to shoot, who drafted a young
man into military service, armed him, funnelled him through a soul-destroying, brutalising
military training and sent him to the front to shoot there at his brother —a human being he does not

even know and who has done him no harm.
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Analogous to the “Universal Soldier”, it is the Universal Warlord. He never goes to war himself - he

has others drill, bleed, kill and die.

“Why don’t you give your own blood?”

No one is sweepingly exempt from this song’s message. To apply it to today’s circumstances: neither
Biden, nor Scholz, nor Zelensky, nor Putin could escape this shattering indictment. Let essayists
rack their brains over assignments of guilt and innocence in the context of global politics. Artists —
anti-war singers in particular - often think differently about this: more simply. Guilty is whoever
sacrifices people, sends them to war, talks or forces them into military service on false grounds,
whoever tears their young life away from them or, as a result of the experience of guilt and

suffering, overshadows it with trauma.

In his German rendering of the French chanson “Le déserteur”, Hannes Wader says it once again very

plainly:

“If you believe so firmly that it is necessary to shed one’s blood in a war, Monsieur le Président, then

why don’t you go and give your oun?”

LISTEN & WATCH

FIRST PUBLISHED ON MANOVA

www.manova.news/artikel/der-wirkliche-feind

AUDIO VERSION OF THIS ARTICLE - RADIO MUNCHEN

radiomuenchen.net/de/podcast-archiv/sendeformate/friedensnoten/2043-friedensnoten-04-der-

wirkliche-feind-roland-rottenfusser-ueber-hannes-wader.html

THE SONG IN ITS ORIGINAL - YOUTUBE

www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZgzxQzWidyg
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