
First we Take Nordkapp, then we Take Berlin 

 

Neither of us much fancied riding a tandem into central Berlin, in spite of all our weeks of 

experience. Instead we stopped at a small commuter town on the main line and took a room in a 

rambling and faded Penzion, a stone’s throw from the Bahnhof.  

A slightly barmy lady welcomed us in and began an extensive guided tour of the property, 

pointing out all its many revolutionary features such as light switches and taps. She showed us two 

shower rooms. The one on the same floor as our room opened to reveal a man in overalls, staring 

morosely at a dangling shower head. It looked as though he had been incarcerated for some time. 

We had to use the bathroom on the top floor, where the shower also entertained us by spraying 

water in a different direction each morning. 

Our room was plain, with three beds, a dining table with half a dozen chairs, a flat pack 

wardrobe and a dark old cabinet containing nothing but a pottery dog. Still, it was clean and as 

Kathryn pointed out, we were unlikely to find anywhere else as cheap within this range of Berlin. 

 

We emerged from the railway station at Friedrichstraße like a pair of startled rabbits.  As usual 

with large railway stations we’d managed to choose some obscure exit that led, not to the main 

thoroughfare, but to some obscure corner behind an engine shed, filled with cardboard boxes and 

next to a grey strip of water that we took to be the Spree. 

My usual instinct on these occasions is to revolve slowly on the spot, expecting to see 

something that will make me say, “Oh, that’s where I am!” but even if I do see something I 

recognise, from a photograph or guidebook, it still isn’t all that helpful because I don’t know the 

context. I’ve always been surprised to find famous landmarks standing in prosaic settings, ever since 

my first visit to London as a six year old, when we drove past Buckingham Palace and I was amazed 

to discover that the Queen’s House was surrounded by roads and cars and buses.  

Today’s landmark resembled a colossal knitting needle stuck through a giant disco glitterball, 

but the appearance of the television tower wasn’t all that useful because you can see it in every view 

of Berlin, looming over everything like a lanky uncle at a kid’s birthday party. Still, Kathryn looked at 

the mast, looked at the map, turned herself through 180 degrees and said, “The Reichstag and the 

Brandenburger Tor are that-away!” It seemed a good place to start. 

Standing in front of the Brandenburg Gate was an iconic Eurotandem moment for us, right at 

the heart of our journey. Kathryn smiled and waved for the camera, tourist rickshaws stood in ranks, 

tacky fake British and American soldiers posed for photographs and among it all a large and noisy 

gathering began, of blokes dressed in full traditional costume – lederhosen, felt hats, checked shirts, 

cowbells, the lot. They had banners with regional coats of arms and life-sized fibre-glass cows and – 

uh? Oh, they were farmers, complaining about milk quotas. 

After our boat tour of Copenhagen, we knew that a tourist bus around the city was likely to be 

the best way of getting our bearings and finding out what we might want to see more of in this 

rather overwhelming sprawl. What we saw was a city undergoing massive change. Everything 

seemed to be either brand new, under construction or being demolished. The old DDR headquarters 

was a ruined concrete shell. Embassies, hotels and shopping precincts were rising up. The new 

Hauptbahnhof was a gleaming crystal palace, matched by the steel and glass tower of the Deutsche 

Bahn headquarters. Don’t stand still in Berlin – you’re likely to get built over. 

Back at the Brandenburg Gate, it made sense for us to take a stroll down Unter den Linden, 

Berlin’s central spine that was very useful to us because it linked much of what we wanted to see.  It 



was classically grand, or grandly classical, leading deep into the heart of the old East Berlin, and by 

and large seemed to have survived the communist era pretty well, having been largely rebuilt after 

its Second World War pounding. 

Lunch seemed, as ever, an interesting proposition and a high priority so we took the steps into 

the cellars below the  Opernpalais into Restaurant Schinkel-Klause, for no other reason than that we 

wanted to see inside one of these great buildings. It was all very classy, with old-fashioned 

waistcoated waiters, tiled floors with geometric patterns and stained-glass windows showing scenes 

of military parades in Old Berlin, We had potato soup with Wurst in and it was all well worth the 

admission. 

Under den Linden led us to the television tower. This has become a big tourist attraction post-

reunification. Just how big we really discovered as we stood gazing up at the three-hundred metre 

structure, and at the three hundred metre long queue to get in. It was almost enough to put us off, 

but we decided that this was one queue we would be prepared to tolerate. 

Access to the giant glitterball is by lift and the first thing we had to do was to queue to buy 

tickets for that. This took about thirty minutes, but this only bought us a time slot for the lift itself. 

Fortunately, thanks to the wonders of technology, this was a “virtual” queue and we were free to 

wander off for a coffee until summoned by text.  

The Fehrnseh Turm was built in the late 1960’s by the DDR Government, more to “put one over 

on the West” than to improve the reception on Russian-built valve sets, one suspects.  To the 

famous annoyance of the Government, though, when the sun shone on the giant glitterball it 

reflected in the shape of a cross, earning it the nickname “The Pope’s Revenge”. All the same, it’s an 

impressive structure, 368 metres high including the red and white mast and still Germany’s tallest 

building. The glitterball is at just over two hundred metres and contains a viewing platform and a 

revolving restaurant. 

After an hour we were called back to join the lift queue, when a mean looking security guard 

made us leave all our food, drinks and other capitalist western dog goods behind. “It’s turning into a 

regular Communist Bloc experience!” Kathryn said. Once in the lift, though, we were whisked to the 

glitterball in thirty seconds and staggered out with blood pouring from our ears. 

A sign told us there was also a staircase with a thousand steps. “Why don’t we bring the tandem 

up in the lift, then ride down the stairs?” I asked Kathryn.  

“Why don’t I push you out of the nearest open window?” she said. 

All around the perimeter of the glitterball were plate glass windows and as we approached I 

expected to see the boundaries of Berlin spreading out before us. I couldn’t see anything much at 

first. “Oh dear – it’s too hazy! We aren’t going to get a nice view” I said to Kathryn, but I’d got it all 

wrong. We were looking out, not down. What I was seeing was the distant horizon, thirty kilometres 

away. We were so high up that it was only as we got close to the glass that we could look through 

the angled windows to see the city directly below us. The evening was as clear as a bell and it was 

superb. It was getting on for rush-hour. Unter den Linden and Karl Marx Allee were at a standstill. 

Directly below, little maroon trains rolled in and out of Alexanderplatz station. Dusk was drawing in 

and we watched as, bit by bit, the whole city lit up. 

An hour and thirty seconds later we were back at street level, making for the U-bahn to catch a 

train to Kochstraße. We’d bought a guidebook called “The Wallpaper Guide”, which recommended a 

restaurant on the area. Our walk took us past Check Point Charlie. We’d seen a reconstruction of this 

at Granada TV studios in Manchester some years before (It’s just round the corner from Coronation 

Street) and this was no better. Phoney border guards posed for the tourists, but there weren’t many 



around. All around the area were Berlin Wall and “Charlie” gift shops as well as other businesses that 

had nothing to do with The Wall but traded on the name anyway: “Snack Point Charlie”, that kind of 

thing. Here and there were remaining fragments of the wall, covered in graffiti and street art.  What 

remained was mostly fenced off, to stop people pinching souvenirs. “Ironic, isn’t it?” Kathryn 

remarked. “It has to be protected from destruction now.” 

I found the whole tourist circus surrounding the Berlin Wall and what it stood for a bit strange, 

to be honest. Nobody would dress up as a Nazi, and pose on the Berlin streets with tourists keen to 

recreate the atmosphere of the 1940s. In fact, it would be illegal. The Communist era, though, was 

fair game. Perhaps it was a way for East Germans to reinforce the fact that this time, they had fought 

for a just cause – and won. They had earned their right to mock and even celebrate, with a heavy 

hint of irony, aspects of their past. 

There is also an undercurrent of sentimental longing to all this, too. Reunification has been 

tough for the East. Unemployment soared as the old, inefficient and dirty state-run industries were 

swept away and many of the young people have left in search of work elsewhere (i.e. the West). In 

Rostock, for example, a fifth of the population has decamped. Putting aside the problems of a State 

that spied on its citizens and of not getting a free vote – and admittedly they are quite big things to 

overlook – we did see evidence that there really was a spirit abroad in the Socialist era of working 

for a common good and a great many people worked very hard to try to make a success of it; and 

while it wasn’t obvious to our eyes, some people clearly feel they are worse off than before. This 

yearning has a name - “Ostalgia” – and must account for the number of old Trabants still doing 

service. “Surely it must be a kind of lifestyle choice to run one,” Kathryn argued; “Keeping one of 

those roadworthy can’t be any cheaper than buying a more modern runabout.”  

One easy way of telling whether you are in the old East or the old West is by looking at the 

Pelican crossings. You see, in the west, the little man looks much the same as in the UK – a skinny 

pinhead chap. But in East Germany, he’s a much jauntier fellow in a dapper hombug and when he 

turns green he adopts a very purposeful stride (“in the direction of Poland”, Kathryn said, which I 

thought was rather unnecessary). We’d kind of noticed him but not given him that much thought 

until we saw a guy step into the road to grab a photograph of him when the lights changed. Then we 

found a shop filled with paraphernalia based around him.  Clothing, bags, cookie cutters, jelly 

sweets, flannels and towels – you name it. He’s called “Ampelmann” and has become such an icon in 

the city that the authorities have abandoned plans to standardise the crossings.  

Charlottenstraße was mostly a commercial area and in darkness at this time of the evening. We 

wandered up and down looking for our recommended restaurant. In the end, a man out walking his 

dog told us it had shut down. “Wallpaper Guide?  Toilet Paper Guide more like,” said Kathryn, 

tossing it into a bin. 

 

After a day spent mostly in the East of the city, we focused the next on the West. We began at 

the Holocaust Memorial, which like most hugely controversial and heavily criticised public works of 

art, turned out to be extraordinary in real life. As Kathryn put it, “It’s like being in a storm at sea. As 

you get nearer the middle, the blocks get higher and higher. Whichever way you look, you can’t see 

an end to it. The ground is rolling under your feet too. Eventually, though, it starts to subside. There 

is an end to it, however bad it seems to be.” 

Whilst I was in there, a woman approached me and handed me a piece of paper on which was 

written (in English) that she was a refugee and had three children to feed and so forth. I sent her on 

her way, annoyed that someone should use a place like this to do their begging, but later I felt bad 



about that and thought that turning away people like her is how all this trouble begins in the first 

place. 

We lightened the mood by making next for that capitalist icon of the Free West, the KaDeVe 

department store. It’s an enormous Art Deco palace, filled with Art Deco marble galleries, each 

containing a different brand name. We took the Art Deco lift to the sixth floor, where – surprise, 

surprise, we found the food hall! It was magnificent, with dazzling arrays of wurst, cheeses, fish 

(some of them still alive, in tanks) and heaps of delicacies – jars of mushrooms, tins of octopus, and 

so on to infinity. “You could get your Christmas shopping done in under five minutes here!” said 

Kathryn, but we weren’t in any position to collect luxuries. All we could take advantage of was the 

Art Deco toilets. Outside them, a fierce lady (possibly ex-Stasi) must clear a hundred Euros an hour in 

tips/protection money. 

After this, the rest of the Kurfurstendamm area seemed a bit of a let-down by our tastes. It was 

the usual international brand name chains and fashion stores that could afford to charge the sorts of 

prices necessary to sustain the rents and rates. Tauentzeinstraße and the Europaplatz were the 

dregs of Dunkin’ Donuts, KFC and so on. Unfortunately this all coincided with a sudden urge to eat 

good cake and drink quality coffee in a charming little bakery.  My slump in mood wasn’t helped 

when we entered a large electronics store in search of another memory card for our camera. I asked 

the assistant for what I wanted. He waved something at me with the card in it but also some 

additional electronic gizmo included which bunked the price up to thirty Euros. “But I don’t need 

a…” I began, before realising I didn’t know the German for “card reader”. 

“Don’t need a what?” he snapped. I applied the usual rule of thumb for new German 

constructions and tried the English word. “…a card reader.” I added lamely. 

“That isn’t a card reader, it’s a gerfritzenstocken,” he said (or somesuch word I didn’t quite 

catch) and walked off. Well, I knew I didn’t want a gerfritzenstocken anyway, so I made a rude sign at 

his back and we left without buying anything. If the profits of a German electronics retailer called 

Saturn were down that summer, you know why. 

This wasn’t the only surly service we got in Berlin, either. We went into a very attractive 

delicatessen elsewhere in the city and asked if they would make us a sandwich. The reply was “No!”, 

even though the battleaxe had all the ingredients right in front of her. That settled, she went on to 

serve the person behind us. Yet, stand on any street corner gazing at a map and scratching your 

head and it’s a safe bet someone will stop and ask if you need any help or, as in the case of one 

young man who we asked to direct us to the post office, go out of his way to take you there. 

 

In the streets surrounding the Berliner Festspiele, behind the Ku’damm, we found a cute little 

café where intellectual-looking types sat drinking coffee and discussing esoteric matters (we 

guessed). It had wallpaper with musical scores on it and looked like the kind of place Goethe might 

have dropped into for a quick cappuccino. We ate a cheap pasta lunch served by an astonishingly 

beautiful waitress and when our coffee arrived it was accompanied by a wrapped “Sweet Verona”. 

When I unwrapped it, it contained a small shortcake bikkie.  “Ooh, lovely!” I said. Kathryn snorted. 

“Do you think when Goethe unwrapped his Sweet Verona he would have said, ‘Ooh, lovely!’?” 

We made our way through the Charlottenberg area towards the austere red brick pile of St 

Ludwig’s Church. It was a lovely district of fine 19
th

 century town houses and leafy avenues, with 

cafes and restaurants and shops selling fine wines and musical instruments. Up Bleibtreustraße, 

though, it all got a bit much with thousand-Euro suits and blingy jewellery-encrusted mobile phones. 



We took refuge at the Keiser Wilhelm Memorial Church back on the Ku’damm. This rather 

gloomy neo-gothic pile took a right battering in WW2 and only the bombed-out stump of the bell 

tower remains. In fact, it was so badly damaged that the architect, Egon Eiermann (Koo koo ka 

choob) wanted to pull it down altogether.  He was overruled by popular opinion, which must have 

been most refreshing in post-war Germany. Instead he built his new tower next to the old. It’s a 

concrete stump covered in small square windows of thick glass that give it the look of a high-rise 

1970’s public toilet, during the daytime at least.  At night, though, lit from within, it turns into a 

beautiful blue lantern.  A sign at the entrance told us a service was due at 5.30pm, which gave us 

enough time to take a look. Like Liverpool’s Catholic Cathedral it looks better on the inside, where 

the waffle-like blue squares of glass are flecked with gold and red. 

We sat in a pew for a while, listening to the organ and unwinding. Then, before we knew what 

was happening, the pastor was at the altar, launching into his sermon. “Dirty trick,” Kathryn 

murmered, “Starting the service half an hour early!” 

“Probably the only way to guarantee an audience,” I whispered. We waited for the first hymn 

and made our escape during that. 

We spent the evening in a big, traditional German pub on the Bleibtreustraße, eating 

traditional-but-actually-not-that-old currywurst (a frankfurter with a something like HP sauce on it) 

served to us by a briskly stern but not quite hostile lady. To be fair, the place was packed and she 

was very busy, but any hesitation with the menu (or, as Kathryn is programmed to do, a last-

moment change of mind about the main course) made the mouth go even more fixed and rigid. 

  I sat with my back to the window which meant that, over Kathryn’s shoulder I could see the 

refrigerated counter with the cheesecake in it. As a result, Kathryn did not have my full attention. 

German cheesecake is my weakness – the only thing that could displace Kanelbullar (or Kathryn, 

come to that) from my life. German Käsekuchen is not like the American sort. It is made with Quark 

cheese, eggs and sugar and various secret ingredients and is baked so that it goes all brown on top. 

It has a slightly astringent, yet moist quality that just can’t be beaten. I would have some. 

When Frau Zauerundkold came to take away our plates she asked if we wanted desserts. 

“Käsekuchen, bitte!” I cried, and she responded with the slightest of nods. Getting the cake meant 

leaning into the cold counter and reaching over some other confections. The cheesecake was at least 

half a metre in diameter, and as she lifted the edge of the dish, the weight unbalanced and the cake 

slid half off into the cold counter. I watched this tragedy unfolding, and Frau Zmilenkosts looked up 

to see me watching. A quick mental assessment told her she couldn’t possibly serve the fallen 

cheesecake to the Englishman who had seen it fall. Instead, she put it back and reached for a 

second, uncut cake. Frankly, I would have eaten it if it had fallen on the pub floor. However, the 

important point is that I got my cheesecake, and by God, it was Eurotandem Award winning stuff. 

Frau Nichtsoglücklich got into trouble, I fear. I described the action to Kathryn, who had her 

back to it: 

“The manager’s looking at the cheesecakes. He’s frowning.” 

“Why’s that?” 

“He can’t work out why there’s a piece missing out of the second cake. Ooh – hang on. He’s 

called Frau Bulldoggechewingawaspe over. He’s talking to her and pointing at the cheesecakes.  She 

has to explain what happened to him. I don’t think he’s too happy!” 

We felt a bit sorry for her and left her a decent tip. 

Potzdamer Platz had an unhappy twentieth century. Once it was Europe’s busiest road 

intersection, but it was bombed to bits during WW2 and spent most of the Cold War in No Man’s 



Land. For those reasons it was the focus of redevelopment when the Berlin Wall came down. That 

evening we walked through the great entrance to the new Sony Centre and our eyes boggled. All 

around us people were eating at the restaurants and fast food bars, visiting the multi-screen 

cinemas, drinking in the pubs. Capitalist and free, secular and sexy, these were the new Berliners 

and their Berlin. We sat on a bench next to a tinkling water feature and looked up at the tent-like 

roof that ballooned above us, all lit in shifting shades of pastel hues. “I’m getting vertigo,” said 

Kathryn; “Cultural vertigo. We couldn’t get further from Nordkapp!”  

After that we needed to visit Karl Marx. We found him in the park near the Television Tower, 

near the giant illuminated clock. We were pleased to see he hadn’t been melted down. He sat, five 

times lifesize (or thereabouts. I never actually met the guy) next to his chum Engels. Berlin was 

staging a Festival of Light that evening. Lasers were slicing across the Television Tower and pinging 

off that glitterball in a futuristic spectacle. Karl Marx was sitting in the dark. 

We made our way back across the Museums Island and along Unter den Linden where the 

Cathedral and other grand buildings were aglow, with slides projected onto their facades. Thousands 

of people were out and it seemed as though everybody had a camera and tripod. It was a lovely way 

to see Berlin. Not always beautiful but sometimes so and always fascinating. Two Eurotandem Gold 

Awards, at least. 

 


