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THE RISE AND FALL OF THE BERLIN WALL

The Berlin Wall was a Symbol, a Symbol of
– an unworkable System
– economic decline
– surveillance and oppression
– totalitarianism

Its rise and fall represents an important Chapter
in the political history of the world.

At the end of World War 2 in 1945, Germany was divided into four administrative sectors, one
for each of the three victorious combatants, Britain, the United States and the Soviet Union, and
one for France. Berlin, as capital city, was itself divided similarly into four sectors. Being
situated entirely within the Soviet Sector, Berlin provided an ongoing flashpoint in the
developing enmity between the Soviet Union and the West.
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The idea, in theory at least, was that the four administrative powers would, following
reconstruction, leave a unified Germany to itself. But this ideal was not current thinking in the
Soviet Union. Amid the ruins of Germany's once-proud capital, on the morning of May 2nd,
1945, a convoy of trucks rolled in from the east. They brought several soviet political officers
and some German communists who had been living in exile in Moscow. One such was Walter
Ulbricht, destined to hold absolute power in what was to become an independent German
Democratic Republic. It would later be Ulbricht's proud boast, that as he entered Berlin he had
under his arm a complete set of plans for the physical, industrial, and political reconstruction of
an independent East Germany along socialist lines, worked out by his own team in Moscow.

Little by little, socialist-style planning took root, while in the political field, a single-party system
was imposed. On October 7th, 1949, the Soviet Zone formally declared itself an independent
State: the DDR, German Democratic Republic. This followed a manipulated vote in the
Volkskammer (People's Chamber), and a Constitution was formulated for the new socialist
nation. A vote was promised, but in reality East Germans would have to wait forty years for it.
Elections in East Germany became a farce; citizens were required to vote under threat of
denunciation and repression, and alternative choices were there none. Thus East Germany
produced time and again from 1950 to 1986 miracle voting results showing 98-99% participation
and 99% "Yes" votes in favour of the single party offering.

"Learn from the Soviet Union for Victory"
became the slogan, for Ulbricht regarded
the Soviet Union as his role model, and as
for Joe Stalin, he was raised almost to
deification. The Soviet Union focused its
economy on heavy and chemical industry:
East Germany would do the same. So as an
excess of steel was produced, food for the
population remained a scarcity. Ulbricht
had no problem with that; "We will win, as
long as we follow the Great Stalin", he told
the Second Socialist Party Conference in
1952. Repeatedly, East German Party
literature proclaimed “our great love and
praise for Joseph Stalin”.

Stalin's death on March 5th 1953 threw the
East German command into confusion,
forcing the country's leaders to start
thinking for themselves. And as they
reviewed their own country, they were
confronted with increasing dissatisfaction,
unpopularity of the regime, and “a vote with
the feet” which was gradually draining the
country of its youth and best brains. In
1950, 198,000 fled to the West, more than
165,000 in 1951, and over 182,000 in 1952.

Something had to be done.
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The answer was a "New Course" which was supposed to provide the population with more
consumer goods. Recent price increases were withdrawn, but not the increase in working hours.
The latter was a bad mistake. Building workers in East Berlin's Stalinallee confronted by a 10%
production quota increase saw no reason to strain themselves for a meagre paypacket, and on
June 16, 1953 they stopped work. Next day their action was repeated in over 350 towns and
cities across the DDR.

Strikes became demonstrations, not just for new economic policies, but for free, Germany-wide
elections and an end to the all-pervading Socialist Party rule. The East German government was
at a loss. Soviet tanks rolled in, the uprising was put down and several hundred lost their lives. In
that year, another 332,000 would leave for the West. Committed communist poet Bertolt Brecht
suggested it might be easier for the government to dismiss the population and vote in a new one.

That was it. The gloves were off. Ulbricht tightened his control, branded any and all vocal
opposition as the criminal actions of those favouring a return to fascism, militarism and atomic
war. Citizens’ private lives were opened to public scrutiny and direction. Religion was ‘out’,
weddings were to be conducted in Registry Offices only, and young people taking Confirmation
could lose their right to education. Under the direction of First Secretary Erich Honecker, all
western-facing television aerials were to be destroyed. The single Trade Union was to focus on
the new slogan: “World Competition” – in other words, more work!
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Art too was to be State-directed. Walter Ulbricht wanted no more abstracts of "rotten fish and
lunar landscapes", rather heroic portraits of working men, with muscular arms, powerful chests
and proud smiles on their faces. Historic buildings were left to fall while new faceless identical
blocks were put up in endless rows. Germany's legacy of historic palaces became kindergartens
or old people's homes.

In February 1956 Khrushchev openly talked of the crimes committed by Joseph Stalin, causing
no little embarrassment in Berlin and some reassessment of policy. For a short time control was
relaxed somewhat. Then disaster struck as once again Soviet tanks rolled – this time into
Hungary. How should the East German Socialist regime react? More stringent controls, or more
constructive action? It was decided to soften the population and win hearts. In 1958 rationing of
fats, meat and sugar was ended – though with no guarantees of sufficient supplies! Economically
there was to be a great leap forward; industrial production was to be expanded, with the illusory
aim of overtaking the West by 1961. At the same time however, many previously independent
firms were nationalized, and peasants were forced into unpopular Agricultural Cooperatives. So
unpopular were they in fact, that peasants unwilling to cooperate were imprisoned. But
discontent remained. In 1959 another 143,000 left, and one year later, 199,000.

By 1961 Ulbricht's State had lost over 2.6 million of its citizens – young, fit, educated, many
with valuable specialist skills. Once again, something had to be done. During a press conference
on July 15, 1961, Ulbricht claimed “no one has any intention of building a wall”. But Moscow
apparently thought otherwise and orders followed two weeks later. On August 13, under the
command of Erich Honecker, work on the wall was begun.
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During the 1960s both in East Germany and in the Soviet Union, economic policy fluctuated
uncertainly between central control and a limited free market economy. Ulbricht brought new
people into his administration with new ideas on market competition and productivity. For a time
East Germany became world competitive but only in a very few sectors – and the living
standards of East German citizens, having risen slightly and briefly, remained stagnant then
began to fall as consumer shortages again became apparent. State deficits grew rapidly, world
competitiveness became a far-off dream, and discontent continued to mount.

Economic and budgetary distortions remained, making it difficult either to direct resources or to
control a budget. Social subsidies remained on a variety of goods and services including public
transport, rents, food and the arts. And the economy was weighed down by an enormous
bureaucracy, as well as the Stasi (Staats Sicherheit = State Security), a massive spying operation
itself employing thousands, “assisted” by equal numbers of Inoffiziellen Mitarbeitern or
unofficial collaborators, unfortunate citizens who had been blackmailed using some minor
indiscretion into informing on neighbours and their movements.

Everyone came to suspect everyone else; after the Fall of the Wall, West Germans (Wessies)
would come over to the East and exclaim how dirty everything was and why couldn’t people
paint their houses. One simple reason: no paint. But if you did manage to lay your hands on a pot
of paint or a length of timber, your neighbours would cross the street to avoid you, assuming that
you had to be spying or a Party member.

  

During the 60s, Ulbricht became more self-confident, particularly with respect to the Soviet
Union. He launched his nation, still unrecognized internationally, into an aggressive foreign
policy. His support for Arab causes in the Middle East brought recognition by Iraq, followed by
thirteen other non-aligned states. However, Ulbricht's difficult relationship with Leonid
Brezhnev proved to be his eventual undoing.

Only after Unification, did the full extent
of Stasi activities become known, as some
180 kilometers of files and 35 million
other documents came to public view. In
addition there were numerous photos,
sound documents, and tapes of telephone
conversations. The psychological impact
on the population was almost worse than
their physical shortages.
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On May 3rd, 1971 Ulbricht was forced – probably by the Soviet Union – to resign from virtually
all of his public functions “on grounds of old age” (auf Altersgrund), to be replaced by Erich
Honecker. Nonetheless, Ulbricht’s persistence in pushing for full international recognition of the
DDR paid off in the early 70s when the Ostpolitik led by Willy Brandt led to a form of mutual
recognition between East and West Germany. Finally in December 1972 relations between East
and West Germany were normalized and both German states joined the United Nations. The
DDR attained at long last full international recognition.

Above: Dialogue across the “chasm” – West German Chancellor Helmut Schmidt and Party
Head Erich Honecker, at the Summit Conference for Security and Collaboration in Europe,
Helsinki 1975. Forget the fancy conference title – Honecker’s just happy to be recognized! Yet
in a sense this was for the DDR a bitter victory. There was much opposition in the west for the
international recognition of a nation so oppressive, so anti religion, permitting so little freedom
of thought, expression and opinion. The “free” European press kept up the pressure which only
heightened popular opposition within the DDR.

Honecker’s problems were only worsened by the increasing unrest in neighbouring Poland where
the new Trade Union “Solidarity” was taking root. Honecker feared with his colleagues that the
“Polish Virus” would spread to his own country. In fact a new underground movement was
indeed developing in the DDR forming unions between individual freedom, environmental, and
human rights groups which the regime could do little or nothing to break.

The main problem however, gradually worsening during the 80s, was a rapidly decreasing
industrial productivity coupled with a total lack of foreign currency with which to update
machinery and equipment. The textile industry was still labouring with pre-war machines; the
once-proud legacy of historic buildings was in ruins, even new apartment blocks lacked the
funds for necessary maintenance and cleaning. Consumer goods became scarce, and the socialist
Welfare State of health, rent, transport and arts subsidies could only be maintained through a
heavy and increasing budget deficit. While the outer facade of confidence was maintained
together with the Stasi spying and oppression apparatus, Honecker retired into his own socialist
dream world, appearing less and less in public.
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The few, the very few tourists to East Germany during
the early and mid-eighties were among a tiny minority
who realized what West Germany was undertaking
when it proudly celebrated unification with the East.

No ordinary West German would ever dare go over to
the East for fear of never returning. Most of those in
the West who had relatives in the East would not visit
them, for they had fled without permission and were
therefore considered in the East as wanted criminals.
And when the few West German dignitaries went over
on State visits, of course they only saw the best the
Socialist State could provide. As for foreign tourists,
they were few indeed – hardly surprising given the
clear lack of enthusiasm shown by the East German
State Tourist Offices in the West.

Travelling through any of the Eastern Socialist
countries during the 1970s and 80s could be a nail-
bighting adventure. Hungary was the most liberal and
prosperous of the satellite States – though Bulgaria

was quietly and fairly comfortably surviving on its agricultural base. Czechoslovakia was clearly
falling behind economically even in the western, Czech area, while Slovakia had largely become
a holiday destination for favoured Socialist workers from East Germany and the USSR. The
Hotel Partizan at Tale in the Slovak Carpathian mountains was popular with East German
workers on vacation, mostly walkers and hikers, dressed in knee length hiking breeches with
long red stockings. At breakfast the waiters would bring out trays of brown paper packages from
the kitchen containing packed lunches.

Travellers in the Eastern countries could go in organized groups or in their own western vehicles
– the experienced always careful to be fully conversant with, and to follow the local rules to the
letter, to enjoy the sights of cities, villages and countryside yet maintaining a low profile,
avoiding authority where possible, and showing due respect whenever a confrontation was
inevitable. Western "Capitalists", with their hard currency and apparent wealth and air of self-
confidence, were universally, though privately, regarded as Superior Beings, and it was vitally
important never to lord that superiority over one's less fortunate Socialist brethren.

But even before leaving one's Western homeland, it was clear that East Germany would be the
most oppressive, the least welcoming of the European Socialist countries. To visit Hungary and
Czechoslovakia you could get a visa, if you were willing to wait several hours, at the border.
And in both cases, once you were there, you could more or less travel where you wanted. East
Germany, however, required not only a visa in advance, but all hotels had to be pre-booked by
the State Travel Agency for each and every night of your stay – so that in effect the Great State
Machine could keep tabs on you. There was no choice of hotel – you stayed where you were put.
Indeed a preferred itinerary might be altered because "there are no hotels available", effectively
putting cities, or whole regions, “off the map”. No, East Germany did not put out the welcome
mat!
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The writer's personal diary from 1985 paints a clear picture.

We drove across West Germany, enjoying as always its orderliness and comfortable – bordering
on conspicuous – prosperity, its beautifully restored and maintained historic buildings, cathedrals
and churches, its paved pedestrianized town centres served by clean modern tramcars, its low-
key town bypass roads carefully integrated into the landscape, and its scenic orderly countryside
of woods, hills and immaculate farms. Our last port of call in the West was Kassel, a fine city
with a neatly pedestrianized town center.

When we presented ourselves at the western side of one of the few permitted border crossings,
the West German border guard was quite amazed that anyone from the West would willingly go
over to the East – and for tourism?? He wished us “safe journey” in a tone which seemed to say
“watch your step and come back alive!” We left the informal West German border post and
drove through a no-man’s land, through the Iron-Curtain of barbed wire and forbidding watch-
towers to the Eastern side where we and our vehicle were thoroughly and suspiciously
scrutinized by grim border guards.

     

As we drove the short distance towards Eisenach in East Germany our hearts began to sink as the
dismal socialist scene gradually unfolded before us. The main road leading into the town was of
prewar cobbles, full of potholes, the road edges overgrown and untidy, with rusted and leaning
street lights many with their light fittings missing. Eisenach itself presented a scene straight from
the aftermath of World War II. The buildings were crumbling, the dusty, dirty and long-
unpainted facades almost obscured by a thick pall of sulphurous coal-smoke, and the blue fumes
from the 2-stoke cars which, incidentally were only for model workers after a wait of up to 21
years. The yellow coal smoke, we later learned, was produced by the ubiquitous yellow-dust coal
briquettes which seemed to be the only form of domestic heating fuel. It came from enormous
open-cast mines which in their relentless expansion had consumed whole villages.

All the buildings were dirty and grimy, the streets and pavements in disrepair, the few shops
dowdy, and small crowds of people seemed to be standing around on street corners as if with
nothing to do. In the back streets whole blocks of houses were simply falling down, some
boarded up, some lying as piles of rubble which nature was already camouflaging with grass and
small bushes. To call our reaction “a culture shock” after West Germany would be a totally
inadequate description, despite our familiarity with other East European countries.
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The more we travelled through East Germany, the more evidence we saw of a country close to
economic breakdown. The roads were all full of holes – though there was little traffic even on
main roads, for private motorists could not travel outside their towns without a permit. The air
was polluted everywhere, even in the forest where we had thought we might enjoy a brief
refreshment with nature. The few relatively modern industries belched out clouds of polluted
gases while the many older factories seemed to be surviving in partly ruined premises. Urban
streets were everywhere in decay and not a touch of paint had been put on the former private
houses, each now assigned to several families, since before the War.

Wittenberg was a town we hadn't planned to visit – we had been directed there by the almighty
State Tour Planners. But it was, we were to discover, the home of Martin Luther, so at least we
were able to learn more about him and to see the famous church door on which he had nailed his
95 Theses which sparked the Reformation. It was a sunny afternoon, so after a morning of
Luther-study, we walked the short distance out of town to the banks of the Elbe River – the great
artery which is to East Germany what the Rhine is to the West. We sat down at the edge of a
field a few yards from the river, looking across to the opposite bank where there was a large and
active Russian army barracks.

After a few moments we became
aware of an overwhelmingly foul
odour. Surprised, we got up and
looked closely at the river. The
water was thick and black, its
surface solid with pollution of
every kind imaginable, glistening
multicoloured globules of oily
petroleum products, lumps of
industrial waste, yellowish foam,
solid human effluent and domestic
garbage. Following the universal
instructions on fireworks – we
retired immediately! Simple fact:
environmental protection was a
luxury East Germany could not
afford, and didn’t even care about.

As a result of massive unrest during the mid- and late-1970s, the regime had embarked in the
early 80s on a program of social spending “whatever the cost”. But there was no productivity-
gain to support it. On the contrary, East German productivity lost ground rapidly, exports
declined to a trickle, and there was no capital or foreign exchange with which to purchase much-
needed new equipment.

It was also during this decade that East Germany's relative economic decline became physically
apparent – to those who could see it. But the country's economic statistics were so cleverly
manufactured and manipulated, that the West believed the fiction of East Germany as a highly
industrialized and productive economy, placed between seventh and eighth in the world
prosperity league.
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In Naumburg we particularly wanted to visit the Cathedral which contained a large historic
organ, completed in 1747 by Zacharias Hildebrandt, and on its completion it had been officially
tested and certificated by none other than J.S. Bach himself. The Cathedral was at least sound in
structure, though somewhat bare inside. An elderly lady was sitting at a table inside selling
postcards and a potted history leaflet. We told her of our interest in the organ and commented
briefly on the bare interior. She said (and this was in 1985) that a complete refurbishment was in
the State Plan for 1991. We said politely “that would be nice”. She replied with some feeling that
she hoped she wouldn't be still alive by then. There could hardly have been a more poignant
comment on how ordinary people saw their future under Moscow's and Honecker's Socialist
regime.

In this drab, postwar atmosphere only the Party bosses could obtain any of the luxuries which in
the West were routine supermarket purchases. Special little shops throughout East Germany,
coyly named “Delikat”, or “Exquisite”, displayed in their windows Palmolive soaps, Nescafé
instant coffee, western toothpaste and washing powders, and Swiss chocolate, all of which and
much more in similar vein was to be had only by the favoured few – and strictly in exchange for
West German Marks of course. For the ordinary people, there was little to brighten up their drab
lives; music was one of their few joys, and for every musical event, long lineups would form
several hours beforehand. From time to time a rumour would rapidly “do the rounds” and those
“in the know” would form a long line for no apparent reason on some street corer. A truck would
roll up, shoot a pile of cucumbers onto the pavement, the ladies would bring out their string
shopping bags, and within minutes the cucumbers and the people were gone.

As we travelled around East Germany in 1985,
we sensed the total submission and defeat of the
people, contrasting with the equally total
confidence of the System and its rulers. Red wall
banners were to be seen everywhere exhorting
the populace – the same shade of red, the same
typeface which we had seen in all the other
socialist countries. Signboards with the same
slogan also abounded.

The slogan of the moment was Hohe Leistungen
zum Wohle des Volkes und für den Frieden. –
High achievements for the wellbeing of the
people and for Peace. Vorwärts zum XI Parteitag
der SED! – Forward to the Eleventh Party
Congress of the German Socialist Unity Party.
We could never have believed then, in 1985, that

just four years later the whole edifice would collapse, its false front of self-confidence demasked,
its lies laid open for the world to see. Indeed, it would be at that very Eleventh Party Conference,
scheduled for the following year, 1986, that Gorbachev would preach Perestroika.

Ultimately it was simple economic reality which proved to be the Socialist State's undoing. By
the end of the 1980s East Germany was in a state of physical collapse and financial bankruptcy.
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Mikhail Gorbachev was the first Russian leader to distinguish fact from fiction, and to accept
reality over ideology. Soviet-style central planning was not working, the USSR was way behind
the West, and what was needed was a total rethink and reorganization, a concept given the
Russian title of Perestroika. With hindsight it can be seen that even Gorbachev's vision was
severely blinkered. What he advocated was a change in the system, a loosening of the rules,
more private enterprise within the existing Socialist framework. Never once did he consider the
possibility of the USSR breaking up.

Nor did he even appear to consider that the European satellite countries would want to break
away. “More independence, but still within our Socialist family” was his vision, opening up to
the West indeed, but not joining it and abandoning Socialism and the Soviet Union, the mother
country. As the decade of the 80s drew to a close, Gorbachev toured the European Socialist
countries, often witnessing the new wave of uprisings in Poland, Hungary and Czechoslovakia,
preaching perestroika, inviting them to become more independent, more liberal, assuring them
that this time, Russian tanks would not be rolling in.

Cautiously these countries began to move. Hungary's government declared that the barbed wire
Iron Curtain between themselves and Austria had decayed to the point of becoming a danger to
the public, and must either be removed, or replaced at enormous expense, which neither Hungary
nor Russia could afford. Quietly, Hungarian border guards simply rolled up the barbed wire and
disposed of it.

Meanwhile Lech Welensa was leading Poland towards democracy, while Czechoslovakia would
have its “Velvet Revolution” inspired and led by the unassuming poet-writer Vaclav Havel. But
East Germany, or rather, Erich Honecker, would have none of it.
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Gorbachev was a guest in East Berlin at the Eleventh Party Conference in 1986, where he
preached Glasnost and Perestroika to an apparently enthusiastic reception. Party Secretary Erich
Honecker appears jubilant as he shook hands warmly with Gorbachev, but appearances can be
deceptive. In reality Honecker would continue adhering strictly to the old Party Lines. Indeed in
an unprecedented move of East-facing censorship, Honecker actually banned the Soviet
magazine Sputnik from East German bookstalls in November 1988, and almost a year later his
attitude had not changed. Note however, on the extreme left in the picture, an enthusiastic Egon
Krenz, destined to take over from Honecker in Autumn 1989.

Moving into 1989, Erich Honecker, quite
oblivious to the rapid liberalization which
was going on in the socialist world around
him, pressed blindly ahead with the great
40th Anniversary celebrations of the
founding of the DDR on October 7th 1989
with full military and ceremonial parades.

The regime's aggressive 40th Anniversary celebrations, contrasted with Gorbachev's visit and his
message of reform, provided a focal point for massive demonstrations in major cities including
East Berlin. In Leipzig more than 70,000 demonstrators thronged the streets; Leipzig particularly
was to play a major role in pressurizing for reform and liberalization.

Since May 1989 the Monday Prayers in Leipzig's Nikolaikirche had been a regular event, despite
increasing police pressure in the form of road blocks, identity checks and general, often brutal
harassment. The church’s Pastor recalled the events of October 1989 in a leaflet available in the
church after Unification.

Gorbachev had visited East Germany for
three days prior to this occasion. As he left
on October 6th from Schönefeld Airport,
eye witnesses described Honecker’s
expression as “ghastly pale”, when
Gorbachev told him, in a phrase which was
to re-echo throughout East Germany: “Wer
zu spät kommt, den bestraft das Leben” –
“Life punishes those who come too late”.

Honecker however, held firmly to the
Socialist course, yielding not an inch
towards reform, liberalization, democracy,
or the relaxation of the State's control. But
events were to overtake, indeed overwhelm
him, and 12 days later, on October 18th the
Party “released” him from his duties,
replacing him with his heir-apparent, but
more pragmatic Egon Krenz.
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“The 9th of October 1989 was the decisive day. Crowds overflowed from the church for the
evening prayer meeting, filling the 2,000 seats and standing in the aisles and galleries. Moreover,
some 1,000 SED Party members had been ordered to go to the Nicolaikirche to reinforce the
Stasi (State Security). The stage seemed set for confrontation, quite possibly a violent one.

“Something, however, had not been included in the plans: these persons were also exposed to the
Word, the Gospel and its impact! I always regarded the fact that countless members of the Stasi
heard the Beatitudes from the Sermon on the Mount, Monday after Monday, as something
positive. Where else would they hear these? Thus it was that these people, Stasi and SED Party
members, heard Jesus Christ's Gospel, which they didn't know, in a church where they were out
of their depth.

“In the event the Prayers for Peace took place in unbelievable calm and concentration. Shortly
before the end, appeals by Professor Kurt Masur, chief conductor of the Gewandhaus Orchestra,
and others who supported our call for non-violence, were read out. Then the bishop gave his
blessing, repeating his call for non-violence. And as we – more than 2,000 persons – came out of
the church – I'll never forget the sight – tens of thousands were waiting outside in the Square.
They all had candles in their hands. If you carry a candle, you need two hands. You have to
prevent the candle from going out. You cannot hold a stone or a club in your hand.

“And the miracle came to pass. Jesus’ spirit of non-violence seized the masses and became a
material, peaceful power. Troops, industrial militia groups and the police were drawn in, became
engaged in conversations. Then they withdrew. It was an evening in the spirit of our Lord Jesus
for there were no victors or vanquished, no-one triumphed over the other, no one lost face. There
was just a tremendous feeling of relief. Somehow, everyone seemed to know that it was only a
matter of time before their world would be changed.”

Meanwhile, events had been moving in other areas which would soon engulf Honecker’s, or
Krenz’s DDR. As a result of relaxation of borders in Hungary and Czechoslovakia, East
Germans began crossing the borders, seeking asylum in the West German Embassies in Budapest
and Prague. On August 13th 1989, the West Germans were forced to close their embassy in
Budapest as the grounds were filled with 180 East German refugees (next photo below).
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The West German “Standing Representation” in East Berlin likewise had to close its doors after
130 asylum-seekers filled its grounds. On August 18th, Rudolf Seiters representing the West
German Chancellor was in East Berlin for talks, which resulted in a grudging permission for the
refugees to travel freely to the West.

On August 25th Chancellor Helmut Kohl and Foreign Minister Hans-Dieter Genscher met with
Hungarian President Miklos Nemeth and Foreign Minister Gyula Horn to discuss the refugee
problem. Their meeting in Schloss Gymnich near Bonn lasted four hours. A communiqué issued
to the press appeared to offer no firm conclusion. In fact during those four hours arrangements
had been concluded which would, in effect, result in the eventual downfall of the DDR.

On September 10th the Hungarian Foreign Minister announced in an evening television
broadcast the decision of his government to allow any and all East Germans free travel to the
West. At midnight Hungary opened its borders with Austria. Hungary could hardly have done
otherwise, for at that point in time there were more than 6,000 DDR refugees in various
temporary locations in Hungary waiting to go to the West. Hungarian President Nemeth simply
declared that his action was taken “on humanitarian grounds”.

In Warsaw and Prague the situation was similar. On September 30th West German Foreign
Minister Genscher and Chancellor’s Emissary Seiters announced the news to refugees in Prague
(photo below): “you can travel to the West”. Special sealed trains carried the refugees from
Prague and Warsaw to Helmstedt and Hof in the West. Two days later thousands more were to
follow. By the end of September more than 25,000 had left East Germany in a mass flight which
clearly seemed unstoppable.
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By October 1989 events were coming together. As Gorbachev was making his three-day visit
with Honecker, thousands were fleeing in special sealed trains, demonstrations were increasing
in major towns and cities throughout East Germany, and…. Honecker was insisting in
celebrating forty years of Socialist achievement in the DDR with full military parades. Honecker
was living in another world. He had to go.

Following Honecker's replacement by the Party on October 18th, his successor, Egon Krenz,
proclaimed on East German television that “the rebuilding of socialism in the Democratic
Republic remains our goal, one that we can, and will fulfill by ourselves without any outside
help”. However, nine days later on October 27th Krenz received a “secret report”, the
Geheimpapier, prepared by the Senior Department of the Stasi, Department HV III, Sicherung
der Volkswirtschaft – Security of the People’s Economy. It described in full and uncensored
detail the true and disastrous condition of the nation’s infrastructure, economy and finances.

On November 1st Krenz went to Moscow and laid the cards on the table. Without several
billions of credit from the West, the East German economic situation could no longer be
concealed. A reduction of East German’ (already low) living standards by 30% would be needed
and was politically unthinkable. Growth was negative, the current Five-Year Plan unfulfillable.
Massive uncontrollable demonstrations continued with waves of refugees fleeing the country.

The Central Committee, the Interior Ministry and the Stasi hurriedly put together a face-saving
package detailing orderly, controlled conditions on which citizens could travel outside the DDR.
But that was not how it happened in practice, for the announcement was left in the hands of
Minister of Propaganda Gunter Schabowski who had just returned from vacation and was
unaware of the extent of the demonstrations and the refugee situation.

At 6pm on November 9th Schabowski held a Press Conference at the Mohrenstrasse Press
Centre, with the usual long drawn-out speech on Party Policy. Shortly before 7pm Schabowski
was asked about travel regulations. After a moment’s thought he pulled out a scrap of paper from
his pocket which Krenz had previously given him and replied: “Yes, some action has already
been taken. So far as I know, a decision was taken today. I believe… you already know about
that…? No? Oh, I’m sorry. Then I will inform you about it.” Schabowski read the note slowly,
giving the headlines of the new regulations. Asked when they would come into force, he replied:
“As far as I know… is it immediate? – yes at once…” Thus the flight known as Die Nacht ohne
Grenzen – “Night without Borders” was unleashed.
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Unable to believe their ears at first, people soon began massing at the crossing crossings until
tens of thousands of people were crowded at the checkpoints demanding free passage,
overwhelming border guards with their sheer numbers. The guards were unclear as to their
orders, and attempts to contact anyone in authority within the Party failed. Unwilling to open fire
on the crowds the guards simply gave in and yielded, opening the access points and allowing
people through with little or no identity verification checks. Ecstatic East Berliners were soon
greeted by jubilant West Berliners on the other side in a celebratory, party atmosphere.

A hand-grasp welcome for an East German in his DDR-built fibreboard two-stroke Trabant.
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On November 14th Egon Krenz sat nervously on the podium of the East German parliament, the
Plenarsaal, and ministers shuffled uncomfortably as the Finance Minister, Ernst Hofner,
revealed the full economic truth for the first time. He spoke of years of concealment and
fabrication, falsification of facts and figures, and accepted blame himself admitting that these
economic reports had been handed down “from above” and that he had published them knowing
that they were false, but not having the courage to speak out. The facts were brutal. East
Germany’s debts amounted to 130 Billion East German Marks. The country’s industrial capital
and infrastructure were in ruins following years of non-investment and neglect. The country
needed massive investment loans from the West if was to continue to function at all, but this was
impossible, for the existing external debt of 50 Billion West Marks already required servicing
and repayments which could only be financed by new borrowing.

This speech was made in front of rolling cameras of the DDR television. East Germans who saw
it were probably more aware of their country's condition than their leaders had been, but that was
not the point. The point was that at last the nation’s leaders were openly admitting their
collective failure, and the ruinous condition to which they had reduced their country.

Meanwhile, jubilant crowds were making a mockery of the once-powerful Wall. Champagne
corks were popping as citizens from East and West joined hands, sitting astride the wall, while
others began chipping away at it with sledge hammers. Within a week of the “Night without
Borders”, nine million had fled East Germany for the West.
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Less than a year later, on October
3rd 1990, formal unification was
declared. And with unification the
true facts of East Germany's
economic and environmental
condition began to come to light.

Over 90% of all industrial effluent
went untreated into rivers and
streams. Underground sewage and
water pipes were broken, allowing
the contents to mix with clearly dire
results: pure drinking water was an
exception. Air pollution levels far
exceeded any known norms. Roads
and services were breaking up, much
of the housing stock was officially
uninhabitable.

The industrial base was virtually
worthless. In March 1990, in
preparation for full unification, the
East German cabinet valued its
nation's industrial capital at 1,400
Billion East Marks. The Treuhand –
the Resolution Trust which took
over the DDR’s State-owned
business and industry to privatize it,
ended up, not with a 1,400 billion
credit, but with a 210 billion Mark
deficit.
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The Changing Faces of Germany

After Unification, Germany got to work. It seemed as if every road had been dug up, then
resurfaced after new water pipes, gas mains, sewer pipes, and fiberoptic phone lines had been
laid. Urban streets were newly cobbled, with smartly designed public lighting fixtures. New
industrial estates and shopping malls sprang up on the outskirts of every town. The old uniform
socialist apartment blocks were modernized and refurbished, their exteriors freshly painted.
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So. 1990 and the two Germanys, East and West, Capitalist and Socialist, were unified. At least
officially anyway. But culturally and emotionally? No, not really. Not then, not six years later
when we went back, not when Germany celebrated Ten Years of Unification, not when it
became 20 years. Why this great divide? Will it never fade into a true integration?

When unification happened, two names came into the German vocabulary: Ossies and Wessies,
for East and West Germans. The Ossies saw the Wessies as brash, arrogant, disgustingly rich,
without any sense of value. And how else? It seems that a sense of value and appreciation come
only through deprivation, something the Wessies had no knowledge of.

The Wessies, for their part, looked with disdain at the East’s dilapidation and decay. “OK,
they’re poor. But at least they can give their houses a coat of paint.” But people we spoke to in
1996 told us that if anyone acquired so much as a length of timber to do a modest repair, let
alone a can of paint, neighbours would cross the road to avoid them. Why? Because anyone so
favoured must have become an Informer.

Of course a major grudge which many Wessies held against the “idle Ossies” was the 6%
Reconstruction Tax imposed on the Wessies to rebuild the East.

The many Ossies we spoke with, regretted the “new spirit” – gone was the old camaraderie, the
mutual help between neighbours, the cheap tram rides and almost-free concerts. Now it was all
“money, money, money”. And with unemployment rife, people began to lock their garden gates.
Gone was the guaranteed job. Education, healthcare and pensions were there of course, but
Germans are, perhaps more than other races, hard workers. Unemployment hit them hard – and
still does 20 years later.

Unification has not happened yet. And there seems little sign of it within the foreseeable future.

In fifty years after the War’s end, West Germany created a shining example of sky’s-the-limit
free enterprise, the economy boomed, millionaires were created, Mercedes and BMWs competed
on Germany’s no-speed-limit autobahnen. And citizens were spared the centralized planing and
totalitarian control.

Meanwhile East Germany attempted to curb the excesses of natural human greed by creating an
egalitarian state where everyone had a guaranteed job, a home, education, art, music, culture and
all the other gifts of Socialism. But excessive central control eliminated the spirit of free human
creativity without which no civilization can progress. And the lack of visible economic
improvement led to unrest and with it the growth of suppression.

Unification was in practice a “Wessification” of the East. Many younger Ossies are fleeing their
jobless communities, while the older people still remaining in the now de-populating East,
continue to feel that despite their material gains, something intangible has been lost.

“Advancing civilization takes two steps forward, one step back.” Perhaps Mao Tsetung had a
point.
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