
Anonymous  
(the author of A Woman in Berlin) 

 

I am the nameless woman, a spoil of war, like millions of women, throughout history and in 

every culture. Virginia Woolf wrote in 1928 ‘For most of history, anonymous was a woman’. I 

am anonymous and so I wish it to remain. Let me try to explain … 

I wrote a diary from April to June 1945, as the third Reich crumbled and the Russian army 

advanced on Berlin. The writing kept me sane and it drove the demons of fear, hate and self-

loathing into a dirty corner, like a pile of sweepings. I was a journalist, educated, well-travelled 

and speaking some Russian. We were without proper food or water cowering in basements and 

barricading our doors with furniture, against the coming victors of war. We kept warm burning 

copies of Mein Kamp and Nazi literature. By that time we couldn’t have found a tree high 

enough to string up Adolph and his cronies. When the Ivans arrived, the first thing they did was 

empty the liquor stores then they went looking for women. Young healthy ones preferably but 

any woman would do. The baker’s daughter, they her hid in a crawl space, her hymen stayed 

intact but the pallor of her skin was ghastly.    

On April 27th I was raped in the stairwell by two soldiers who took it in turns. For many 

women it was much worse, as if mauled and bitten by a pack of animals. The second one 

didn’t quite finish before his fellows interrupted him, they went off laughing. I could hear my 

neighbours barricading their doors shut as it happened. Then Petka came and took me. He 

hung his cap from the bed-post and swore to return. After that, I put my smattering of Russian 

to use and I sought out a protector but there was no real notion of rank among this raggle-

taggle army of peasants, intellectuals and boy-men, who hadn’t been home for four years. Then 

I found Anatole and when he disappeared the Major came and bought a fragile security and 

plenty of herrings. In the end I liked him and I shared my fortune in our filthy fortress apartment 

with the widow and her invalid lodger. After the food and little luxuries dried up they threw me 

out. So much for community spirit.  

One thing I learned was that this experience of war, of what women endured, would have to 

stay hidden.    

When my diary was published in the fifties people said it was all a dirty lie. No one was ready 

to face this brutal truth; If a woman has been raped she’s used up, spent, a piece of trash, and 

worse than this, if a woman puts her own survival, before her modesty, if rape is preferable to 

starvation, if a woman uses her cunning to take just one man and avoid every Ivan who comes 



ransacking, then no man would look at her again. When I shared my truth with a boyfriend 

after the war, he left me.  

A woman is owned in this way. A resource that has been defiled is no longer fit for purpose. 

This is one of the reasons I choose anonymity.  

I have no wish to be a heroine, unsung or otherwise. Why should I have to defend an act of 

self-preservation to those so afraid of the truth they must live their lives inside this lie; that there 

is honour or decency in war, that our men and women are more noble than yours. No, 

everyone is a victim in war. But then lies are always so much more comfortable to live with 

than the truth.  

After I died, a man decided that I must be named. Only then would my record count as 

‘history’. His story. His story must have names, ranks and file numbers, otherwise it is prattle, 

mere fiction, women’s chatter. So only those with names can write historical accounts? Rape in 

war is a collective wound, it has no individual name it is the fate of millions who heal  as one, 

though this doesn’t’ mean those individuals won’t fall apart as the scars harden and deform. Go 

and look into the eyes of all those anonymous women, men, children, the victims of systematic 

sexual violence in Japan, Korea, Italy, China, India, Liberia, Peru, Bosnia, Rwanda, Sudan, 

Congo, Iraq, Libya, every continent of the globe and you will see a familiar story of survival, 

against the odds, recorded there. I stand with the anonymous of history. 

Read my story and judge my history for yourself. 

 

Deborah Delano May 2019 

  

                               


