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Praise for First Class Comrades 



‘Masterful... Whenever we think we know all about the Cold War, we find there’s more to discover. Boulter’s comprehensive and insightful account of the Stasi in the early rough-and-tumble years of that confrontation is unprecedented’

- Alan Judd, author of Queen & Country  



‘Boulter’s thorough research provides an excellent reference for understanding how the Stasi began and how it fulfilled its responsibilities’

- Kevin Riehle, author of The Russian FSB  



‘A fascinating deep dive into the murky waters of Cold War espionage and the early days of East Germany’s notorious secret police’

- Nick Rennison, author of 1974: Scenes from a Year of Crisis  



‘An impressive work... Boulter really widens the perspective on the Stasi, embedding its activities in the broader context of the Cold War in Europe’

- Dieter Bacher, Ludwig Boltzmann Institute for Research on Consequences of War



[image: image]






Contents

Abbreviations

Maps

Prologue

Introduction

Part I  Death to Spies: The Descent of Eastern Germany

1. Stunde null

2. Circles of Hell: Postwar Germany

3. SMERSH

4. Anti-fascist Unity: The New Politics

5. The Police Reborn

6. Ordering the Occupation Zone

7. Denazification

8. The German Administration of the Interior

9. New Cloaks and Daggers

10. Germany’s New Political Police: K5

11. Order No. 201

12. Developments in the Zone

13. The Cold War Hits New Depths

14. Clean and Dirty Spying

15. The Murder That Wasn’t 

16. The Final Steps Towards the Stasi

Part II  United at Birth: The GDR and the Stasi

17. The Firm

18. Party, Partners, and the Law

19. A New European Country

Interlude: The DNA of the Stasi

20. Conspiracy

21. Chekists: The OGPU and NKVD

22. RU

23. The Comintern and the OMS 

24. Stasi Creation Myths

25. First Class Comrades: The Stasi’s Early Leaders

Part III  Stalinism in Action

26. Rostock, 1950

27. Cleansing the SED

28. Neutering the National Front

29. Enemies 

30. Re-ordering the Stasi

31. Ulbricht’s Acceleration of Socialism

32. Spy Wars

33. Gehlen

34. Sabotage and Kidnappings

35. The Institute: The Birth of East German Foreign Intelligence

36. ‘A Fascist Putsch’: The Uprising of 1953

37. Main Department XV: Foreign Intelligence Joins the Stasi

Part IV  Grossaktionen: Spy-catching with the Stasi

38. A Crisis of Spies

39. ‘Concentrated Blows’

40. The First Grossaktion: Feuerwerk, October-December 1953

41. An Outbreak of Kidnapping

42. The Second Grossaktion: Pfeil, August 1954

43. New Friends: The KGB

44. The Third Grossaktion: Blitz, December 1954-April 1955

45. The Holes and Corners of Blitz

46. Wrath

47. Liquidating the Müller Network in Aktion Frühling

48. Treacherous Trials

49. ‘His Trench Coat Was Splattered With Blood’

50. The Stasi of the Grossaktionen Years

51. Investigations, Observations, Arrests

52. Reflections on the Grossaktionen

Part V  Up to the Wall

53. Spies, Again

54. Special Tasks

55. Changing Times

56. Mielke Wins

57. More Dirty Operations


58. The Informer Age: The 1958 Guideline on Collaborators and Stasi Reporting 

59. Enlightenment: The Growth of East German Foreign Intelligence

60. Tradecraft and Technologies

61. Love Rats

62. A Torrent of Spies

63. Exposing Nazis

64. Securing the Border

65. The Western Powers Prepare

66. A Decision is Made

67. Old Tricks

68. ‘The Anti-fascist Protective Barrier’

69. Spies, Still

70. Conclusions



Appendices

Appendix 1 Structure and tasks of K5

Appendix 2 Stasi officer ranks

Appendix 3 Stasi budgets 1954-1961

Appendix 4 Organisational charts

Selected bibliography

Notes

Plate section

About the author

Copyright


Abbreviations

ACC  Allied Control Council 

ADN  East German news agency (Allgemeiner Deutscher Nachrichten- dienst)

APN  Early name for East German foreign intelligence (Aussenpolitischer Nachrichtendienst)

BDJ  Nationalist youth organisation in West Germany (Bund Deutscher Jugend)

BfV  Federal security service (Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz)

BND  Federal foreign intelligence service (Bundesnachrichtendienst)

BOB  Berlin Operations Base – US intelligence office

BV  Stasi regional office (Bezirksverwaltung)

CDU  Christian Democratic Union (Christlich-Demokratische Union)

Cheka  The first Soviet secret police – term remained in use thereafter 

CIA  Central Intelligence Agency

CIC  Counter Intelligence Corps of the US army

Comintern  Moscow-led confederation of national communist parties (Communist International)

DBD  Democratic Farmers’ Party of Germany (Demokratische Bauernpartei Deutschlands)

DDR  German abbreviation for East Germany (Deutsche Demokratische Republik)

DGB  Federal trade union federation (Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund)

DP  West German nationalist party (Deutsche Partei)

DST  French domestic security service (Direction de la surveillance du territoire)

DVdI  German Administration of the Interior (Deutsche Verwaltung des Innern)

FDGB  East German trade union federation (Freier Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund) 

FDJ  East German youth organisation (Freie Deutsche Jugend)

FDP  Free Democratic Party (Freie Demokratische Partei)

GDR  German Democratic Republic – East Germany 

GI  Stasi secret informer (Geheimer Informator)


GM  Stasi secret co-worker (Geheimer Mitarbeiter)

GPU  Soviet state security service 1922-23 – term remained in international use thereafter

GRU  Soviet military intelligence service

GST  Society for Sport and Technology (Gesellschaft für Sport und Technik)

Gulag  Directorate of Soviet penal labour camps 

HA  Prefix for a Main Department of the Stasi (Hauptabteilung)

HUMINT  Human intelligence

HVA  Stasi foreign intelligence service (Hauptverwaltung A)

IRD  Information Research Department

IWF  Cover name for GDR foreign intelligence (Institut für wirtschaftswissenschaftliche Forschung)

K5  Secret police in Soviet Occupation Zone of Germany

KD  Stasi district office (Kreisdienststelle)

KGB  Committee of State Security – Soviet intelligence and security service 

KgF  League of Struggle Against Fascism (Kampfgemeinschaft gegen den Faschismus)

KgU  Combat Group Against Inhumanity (Kampfgruppe gegen Unmenschlichkeit)

KI  Soviet foreign intelligence service 1947-1951

KJVD  Youth wing of the KPD 1920s-30s (Kommunistische Jugendverband Deutschlands)

KPD  German Communist Party (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands)

Kripo  Slang term for German police criminal investigation department (Kriminalpolizei)

KVP  East German paramilitary police (Kasernierte Volkspolizei)

LDPD  Liberal Democratic Party of Germany (Liberal-demokratische Partei Deutschlands)

MfS  East German Ministry for State Security; the Stasi (Ministerium für Staatssicherheit)

MGB  Soviet state security service 1946-1953

MI5  British state security service

MI6  British foreign intelligence service

MID  Military Intelligence Department of US army

MVD  Soviet interior ministry (from 1946) 

NATO  North Atlantic Treaty Organization

NDPD  National Democratic Party of Germany (National-Demokratische Partei Deutschlands)

NKGB  Soviet state security service 1943-1946

NKVD  Soviet interior ministry (‘people’s commissariat’) and term for state security from 1934-1943

NSA  National Security Agency; US SIGINT organisation

NSDAP  Nazi party (Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei)

NTS  Anti-communist Russian émigré organisation 

NVA  East German army (Nationale Volksarmee)

NWDR  Nordwestdeutscher Rundfunk – radio station based in Hamburg

OG  West German foreign intelligence service (Organisation Gehlen)

OGPU  Soviet state security service 1923-1934 – term remained in international use thereafter

OMGUS  US Office of Military Government

OMS  Secret service of the Comintern

OPC  Office of Policy Coordination – branch of CIA

Ostbüro  The ‘eastern office’ of a West German political party, focused on work in the GDR 

PET  Danish intelligence and security service (Politiets Efterretningst- jeneste)

PiD  Political deviance (Politisch-ideologische Diversion)

POZW  Cooperation between the Stasi and other agencies (politisch-operatives Zusammenwirken)

Profintern  Interwar communist trade union organisation 

RFB  Interwar German communist paramilitary organisation (Rotfrontkämpferbund)

RGO  Communist trade union organisation (Revolutionäre Gewerkschafts-Opposition)

RIAS  Radio in the American Sector

RU  Interwar Soviet military intelligence service 

SA  Nazi paramilitary organisation – the Brownshirts (Sturmabteilung)

SBONR  Anti-communist Russian émigré organisation

SBZ  Soviet Occupation Zone of Germany (Sowjetische Besatzungszone) 

SD  Intelligence and security service of the Nazi party (Sicherheitsdienst)

SDECE  French intelligence service (Service de documentation extérieure et de contre-espionnage)

SED  East German communist party (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands)

SfS   Name for the Stasi from 1953-55 (Staatssekretariat für Staatssicherheit)

SIGINT  Signals intelligence

SIS  Secret Intelligence Service, aka MI6

SMAD  Soviet Military Administration (Sowjetische Militäradministration in Deutschland)


SMERSH  Soviet military counter-intelligence service 1943-1946

SPD  Social Democratic Party (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands)

SSD  German term for the Stasi – State Security Service (Staatssicherheitsdienst)

TBK  Stasi term for a dead letter box (tote Briefkasten)

UfJ  Investigative Committee of Free Jurists (Untersuchungsausschuss Freiheitlicher Juristen) 

VEB  State-owned company in the GDR (Volkseigener Betrieb)

VEG  State-owned agricultural concern in the GDR (Volkseigene Güter)

VOS  Association for the Victims of Stalinism (Vereinigung der Opfer des Stalinismus)

VPO  Association of Political Refugees from the East (Vereinigung Politischer Ostflüchtlinge)

WU  Western Union – postwar west European military alliance


Note on the text

Selected German and Russian terms, such as Grossaktionen (‘big operations’) and razvedka (‘reconnaissance’), are in italic font for the sake of emphasis. For the sake of less cluttered pages, most text in German and other languages is in ordinary font. The term ‘spy’ usually refers to a gatherer of information, the term ‘agent’ to a person performing other intelligence tasks, such as a courier or observer. ‘Agents’ is used as the umbrella term. Terms such as ‘social democrats’ are not usually capitalised because, in the context of this book, such people were not necessarily members of a Social Democratic Party. The term ‘eastern Germany’ refers to the territory of the GDR before 1949, when the GDR was founded; after that date, it is East Germany. Wherever they are known, translators of text have been credited in the notes. Other translations are the responsibility of the author.
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Berlin, 1 September 1945 

Source: Original cartography by IEG-MAPS, Institut für Europäische Geschichte, Mainz, A. Kunz, 2004. Revised cartography (WCAG-compliant) by Gabriel Moss, 2021.
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Districts of the GDR, 1952

Source: Original cartography by IEG-MAPS, Institut für Europäische Geschichte, Mainz, A. Kunz, 2005. Revised cartography (WCAG-compliant) by Gabriel Moss, 2021.
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Transit routes to West Berlin, 1948 

Source: Original cartography by IEG-MAPS, Institut für Europäische Geschichte, Mainz, A. Kunz, 2005. Revised cartography (WCAG-compliant) by Gabriel Moss, 2021.




Prologue

In the sunny garden of a medieval chapel, now a private home on the edge of an East Anglian village, a group of academics, soberly dressed and mostly grey-haired, stand in small knots or sit on deck chairs. They talk, debate, reminisce, smoke. The air is filled with the sounds of multilingual chat and clinking cutlery. 

At intervals the academics stop to listen to a lecture. When each lecture finishes they heap praise upon one Joseph Stalin. They praise Stalin’s wisdom regarding ethnicity and autonomous peoples. They laud his 1939 pact with Adolf Hitler, as it prevented bloodshed between ‘Russian brother-worker and German brother-worker’. Several times Stalin is referred to as ‘Uncle Joe’. 

This isn’t the 1950s. It is 1982 or thereabouts, and two young children – my sister and I – are trying to amuse ourselves in a corner of the garden, chucking balls and sniffing flowers; anything to temper the grown-up talk we don’t understand.

This scene was a gathering of communist academics. My family, neither communist nor academic, had received a friendly invite. The host, resident of the chapel, was an elderly English historian who had joined the Communist Party of Great Britain in the early 1920s, and whom my parents had befriended. Every Saturday morning he would come to our house for coffee and push a copy of Marxism Today on my father, who was less than convinced. 

On the way home from that garden party I asked my mum who Uncle Joe was. She seemed embarrassed – keen to imprint the message that Uncle Joe, long since dead, was a monster who brought suffering and death to innocent people. 

Still – if I had understood the lectures correctly – this Stalin had built a number of countries, including one called East Germany. My mum said he ruled ruthlessly; that East Germany was a frightening place whose citizens were trapped inside it: they couldn’t leave. She said the East German people at the garden party were different. They had been given special permission to travel, but they would have to go back. They, too, couldn’t leave. 

I was gripped. So began a lifelong interest in communism and its opponents, in Stalin and the societies he made. Their ideology and leaders, their abuses and excuses, their armies and, above all, their spies; some of whom were at that garden party, among the funny old academics given leave to travel abroad. Who were these people? And what had brought them to the Suffolk-Essex border?




Introduction

This is a book about spies and secret police agents. 

Spies, thousands of them, who stole military secrets and priceless technologies, who interfered with the running of political parties, who spent decades reporting on their friends, or who married unsuspecting spouses just to gain information. 

Secret police agents who shadowed suspects and made threats and gathered dirt, who infiltrated underground groups and burgled and kidnapped, who spread false rumours and killed. 

This all happened in living memory and in the very heart of Europe. For this book concerns the spies and agents who worked for and against the Stasi, the intelligence and security service of communist East Germany.

East Germany – formally the Deutsche Demokratische Republik (DDR) or German Democratic Republic (GDR) – existed from 1949 to 1990. Before that the country had been the Soviet Occupation Zone of Germany, the territory won by the Red Army in 1945. With the collapse of Soviet communism in Europe, the GDR reunited with West Germany – the Federal Republic – to form today’s Federal Republic of Germany. 

The Stasi had a slightly shorter lifespan than its host country – 1950 to 1989. For most of that time it was a government ministry, the Ministry for State Security or Ministerium für Staatssicherheit (MfS); the slang term Stasi derives from ‘staatssicherheit’. In Germany it was commonly referred to as the Staatssicherheitsdienst or SSD, meaning State Security Service. Some people, including its employees, knew it as Die Firma: The Firm.

The Stasi was a leading security service of the Soviet Bloc, the group of countries in central and eastern Europe that were occupied by the Soviet Union after the Second World War and which remained, to varying extents, obedient to Moscow. During the late 1940s the world became divided in a conflict of systems, capitalist ‘West’ versus communist ‘East’. However spurious these geographical labels, the conflict itself was real enough: bad-tempered, dangerous, sometimes deadly. 

The Stasi’s main purpose, in the early Cold War and beyond, was to defend and strengthen the rule of the East German communist party, the Socialist Unity Party (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands, SED). The Stasi was kept busy tackling real and perceived opponents of the SED, for the party’s rule was resented by much, though not all, of the East and West German populations. In time the Stasi evolved into its mature role as a mass surveillance agency. This role, heavily reliant on informers, is captured in the well-known film The Lives of Others. It depicts the Stasi invigilating a nightmare land where husbands snitch on wives, neighbour denounces neighbour, and workmate reports on workmate. Thus the Stasi’s name evokes Big Brother, the surveillance state, a malign authority constantly watching citizens and bullying them in covert ways.

Certainly the Stasi had an unpleasant habit of putting the evil eye on ordinary working Germans. Its victims, often religious or political dissidents, could find themselves hounded in all sorts of ways: sacked from a job without explanation, or forever at the bottom of lists for housing or healthcare. There was a Kafkaesque spookiness to some Stasi methods. 

In 1977, for example, the East German actor and singer Manfred Krug applied for an exit visa to resettle in West Germany. Krug had fallen foul of the SED after signing a petition against the deportation of a fellow dissident. In his application he described how his career and sense of well-being had taken a sudden, eerie nosedive. Without explanation, he had been excluded from East German television productions. A music album, ready for release, was shelved. His most recent film wasn’t entered into a major film festival, as had been promised. A previously agreed tour of West Germany was cancelled. Representatives of the Ministry of Culture, probably working for the Stasi, had spread false rumours that Krug had forced other people to sign the petition. Mysterious officials had made enquiries in Krug’s neighbourhood about ‘whom I visit, when and how often’; and a man from Erfurt, ‘known to be employed by State Security’, had circulated a story that Krug scorned socialism and had a dollar account in Switzerland. 

Even worse was the foul play around Krug’s concerts. ‘Although all my jazz concerts have been sold out in recent years,’ he wrote, ‘there have been no new offers. Of 15 promised concerts this year, 9 have been cancelled without explanation and not rescheduled.’ During a recent concert tour, Krug had been ‘openly observed by detectives’, his onstage patter ‘demonstratively written down’. Friends had ‘complained that no open ticket sales took place’, and photographers had been ejected from every venue. Krug described the attendees: 

a carefully selected audience, primarily in the front rows, who all had dark looks on their faces and demonstratively did not applaud during the programme; there was arranged hostility from the audience, which makes it impossible for a stage artist to work, which breaks him. I know now what a huge number of possibilities there are to discourage and depress people.1 

Krug’s story epitomises the sinister reach and ‘demoralisation’ tactics of the Stasi in the 1970s and 1980s. But all this was to come. This book tells the story, for the first time in English, of the Stasi’s earlier, ‘Stalinist’ years, when for various reasons its behaviour, while no better, was somewhat different. It shines new light on a little-known period that began with the Allied victory over Nazi Germany and ended in 1961 with the construction of the Berlin Wall. 

The story is told chronologically, with a few diversions along the way. First, the Stasi’s predecessors – especially a secret political police outfit known as K5 – helped to establish the authority of the Soviet Union and SED in eastern Germany. They played a vigorous role in the ‘denazification’ of German society carried out by the victorious Allies. Once created, the Stasi tackled political resisters and Western agents, and helped to enforce the SED’s radical policies. At the same time, East Germany created its first, tentative foreign intelligence service. The Stasi had to react to a rebellion in 1953 – the first revolt against communist rule to occur in the Soviet Bloc. In the mid-1950s it tried to rid the country of enemy spies by carrying out massive counter-espionage operations, known as the Grossaktionen (‘big operations’). It also developed its foreign intelligence service, now led by the renowned spymaster Markus Wolf. Towards the end of the decade the Stasi focused increasingly on ideological dissidence, and on the immense problem of East Germany’s porous borders, especially in the divided city of Berlin; for unsealed borders made it virtually impossible for the SED to govern as it wished.

During these years the Stasi wasn’t ubiquitous; it was far from being an all-seeing eye. Instead it performed ‘classic’ espionage and secret police functions. It spied on enemy countries, caught real enemy spies, and tackled real armed opponents of the East German government (as well as total innocents). It was founded and led by devout German communists who had somehow survived the violence and misery of the preceding years, and who now craved the chance to create their own Marxist-Leninist state. Contrary to Western accusations, the Stasi rarely employed former Gestapo or SS personnel; Western intelligence services hired a far greater number of Nazis. The Stasi wanted its officers to be so-called ‘first class comrades’ – the best the communist movement had to offer. 

No country in history has been more deeply penetrated by spies than divided Germany after the Second World War. The intelligence historian Paul Maddrell writes that ‘it is hard to think of a state which has suffered an espionage and subversion crisis as grave as that which crippled the GDR in the years up to 1961.’2 The Berlin Wall was a way of ending this crisis. 

Throughout the 1950s, Western countries, above all Britain, France, the United States and West Germany, deployed thousands of spies in the GDR. Western intelligence services co-opted opponents of communism living in West Berlin or the Federal Republic, grooming them as saboteurs and subversives. There were semi-constant fears that the division of Germany would ignite a new land war in Europe, with both sides wary of attack by the other. This period of almost mass-scale spying came to an end with the building of the Berlin Wall. 

After the Wall went up, it was much harder to infiltrate East Berlin and East Germany; and, by extension, the Soviet Bloc, for Berlin was rivalled only by Vienna as a gateway to the wider Soviet world. The Wall is thought of as a means of keeping East Germany’s citizens locked inside their unwanted republic. It was, but it was also a means – and a successful one – of keeping out foreign spies and agents.

Not that the Stasi deserves a reputation as a noble spy-catching service. Throughout its history it ‘acted beyond the rule of law and in flagrant disregard of human dignity and civil rights’.3 The Stasi answered to two authorities. The first was the Soviet Union and its security service, the KGB. Secondly, and most significantly, it served the SED. The Stasi was known as the ‘Shield and Sword of the Party’, and it copied the shield and sword imagery of the Soviet secret police: ‘the shield to defend the revolution, the sword to smite its foes.’4

On paper East Germany was not a one-party state; parties other than the SED were allowed to exist. But it was a party dictatorship. With the consent and direction of Moscow, the SED ran East Germany. Its members held every important position and made every meaningful decision. The party’s leaders were greatly influenced by the personality and policies of Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin, and the SED often acted with a similar cruelty and ruthlessness towards opponents and dissidents. 

This cruelty and ruthlessness was reflected in the Stasi. It is said that the spirit of Stalin survived in the Stasi ‘like nowhere else in the GDR’.5 At its height there were five Stasi employees for every 1,000 East Germans, dwarfing the ratio for the security services of the Soviet Union or Czechoslovakia. When East Germany collapsed, besides its employees the Stasi had on its books at least 170,000 informers and helpers – its notorious Unofficial Co-workers or IM (Inoffiziellen Mitarbeitern).6 Other statistics are equally sobering. Over the course of East Germany’s history, it is estimated that some 250,000 people were imprisoned for political offences – ‘state crimes’, as the Stasi knew them – and that 25,000 died in jail.7 More than 75,000 were imprisoned for trying to flee the GDR or helping others to do so.8 In the immediate postwar years, more than 60,000 internees died in Soviet-run camps in eastern Germany, and 20,000 Germans died in the USSR’s Gulag camps.9 Many of these people had been identified or arrested by the Stasi’s precursor organisations. At its very worst, the Stasi killed people or stole their children, consigning them to state orphanages. Meanwhile, the Stasi’s foreign intelligence service became one of the most invasive and problematic in the world. In the 1990s more than 3,000 legal proceedings were initiated against people accused of spying for the Stasi in West Germany,10 although relatively few were convicted. 

More than any other European country, Germany was deeply troubled and badly scarred by the Cold War. The conflict played out with a vengeance in Germany; in comparison, a place like Britain was relatively unaffected by it. For years Germany was hit by a blizzard of clandestine activity – an almost ludicrous amount of espionage, counter-espionage and geopolitical intrigue. Many Germans, then as now, were uninterested in such things and resented their country being used as an arena for secret warfare. Yet throughout the 1950s, the Stasi didn’t need to look far to find those it considered its enemies – the ‘terrorists’ of the capitalist West, plotting the downfall of East Berlin and Moscow. The East German authorities inherited the Soviet mentality which had, since the days of Lenin, been: 

shaped by greatly exaggerated beliefs in an unrelenting conspiracy by Western governments and their intelligence agencies… The Soviet propensity to conspiracy theory derived both from the nature of the one-party state and from its Marxist-Leninist ideology. All authoritarian regimes, since they regard opposition as fundamentally illegitimate, tend to see their opponents as engaged in subversive conspiracy. Bolshevik ideology further dictated that capitalist regimes could not fail to be plotting the overthrow of the world’s first and only worker-peasant state. If they were not visibly preparing an armed invasion, then their intelligence agencies must necessarily be secretly conspiring to subvert Soviet Russia from within.11

Such convictions came naturally to East Germany’s rulers. Even so, when playing the ‘paranoia’ card against authoritarian states which rely on strong security services, it should be borne in mind that, largely due to their own untenable forms of governance, the existential threats faced by such states can be real enough. Thus ‘vulnerable’ is perhaps a more accurate word than ‘paranoid’. In the case of East Germany, fears of plots and overthrow were not necessarily delusional.

The Cold War is commonly seen as a straight fight between a heroic West and the evil empire of communism. Yet when it came to spying and subversion, both sides in the conflict tended to do, and to accuse each other of doing, much the same things. They invaded each other with prying eyes and covert interference. While the West’s incursions into East Germany don’t provide an excuse for what the Stasi did, they did provide a reason for it. Like other ruling communist parties, the SED was acutely aware of its limited popularity and the frailty of its position. So when the Western powers inveigled ordinary Germans into spying on or subverting the East German state, the SED took it seriously and had an answer in the form of the Stasi, one of the pillars of the party’s rule. 

The moral tightrope walked by the competing Cold War powers brings up the tricky issue of comparison: the temptation to compare the Stasi’s actions in the Cold War with those of, say, Britain’s MI6 or America’s CIA. Most books on the Stasi, in German and English, tend to present the Stasi’s foul deeds with no context from the wider world of intelligence and security. This book aims to give the political and intelligence contexts in which the Stasi’s actions occurred. This means showing, at least to an extent, what the Stasi’s adversaries were doing to incur its wrath. 

Comparisons are problematic, and arguably are outside the scope of a subject history. Undoubtedly there were fundamental differences between the Stasi and the intelligence and security services of properly democratic countries: differences in powers, remit, and constitutional standing, in internal culture and the behaviour of individual staff members. There were differences even in a technical, potentially unpolitical field such as counter-espionage. The Stasi was often responsible for the entire life-cycle of a counter-espionage case, from arrest to detention to trial to incarceration. The size and pervasiveness of the mature Stasi also differentiated it sharply from Western counterparts. Nevertheless, some comparisons between the various intelligence services are unavoidable, and a few are essential. Comparisons help to provide a fuller picture of the Cold War, the nature of authoritarian regimes, and the activities of both Western and Soviet Bloc intelligence services – activities that can look very similar on paper, even if the causes they served were different.

Of course, some intelligence and security services, including the Stasi in its earlier years, indulge in outright criminal violence. Others do not. Perhaps, though, the starkest difference between intelligence services lies in their taskers more than their tasks. The novelist Alan Judd, who worked for Britain’s Foreign Office, has made this point: ‘If intelligence is controlled by [an authoritarian] government [the results] won’t be very nice. But if it is under proper democratic control, generally it aims to be better. It’s a reflection of the political culture that it serves.’12

Much of the research in this book is based on documents provided to the author from the Stasi files, which are maintained by Germany’s national archive, the Bundesarchiv. When East Germany collapsed, the Stasi’s paper records – some 111 kilometres of them, if laid end-to-end – were preserved mostly by members of the public, who seized them from Stasi offices, determined to secure evidence of its abuses. In the 1990s, under new laws and the direction of a new government body, the files were made available for study – including by German citizens who were monitored by the Stasi or otherwise impacted by it, although that use of the files has now been curtailed.

Although the Stasi is the only intelligence and security service in the world to have its history laid bare in this way, there is an element of myth around the openness of its archive. If granted access, researchers give archivists a list of the names and topics in which they are interested. The archivists then do their best to meet the requests. Some of the documents they provide are apt and some are not. Some persons and topics are definitely off-limits; there’s no point asking for them, because you won’t get them. Moreover, all Stasi files must be assessed with due scepticism, although this isn’t as tricky as it sounds. It is fairly easy to spot the biases and made-up nonsense contained, for example, in the files on arrested Western agents – like classifying arrestees as dangerous state enemies merely because they happened to have West German relatives. Equally discernible is the Stasi’s general insistence on accuracy and the citing of credible evidence in its investigations.13 

The archive’s relative accessibility has obscured an important fact about the Stasi: the fact that in its lifetime, and especially in its early years, the Stasi was an utter mystery. Until quite recently, almost everything written about in this book was a secret. Today we can piece together the Stasi story with great accuracy. Its operations and intimate details, including the names of its staff members, are knowable. When the Stasi existed, however, these operations, details and staff members were unknown and undiscoverable. This should be kept in mind when reading. 

There were some surprising things about the Stasi’s ‘public’ face in East Germany, like its regular appearances in the press, or the fact that citizens could drop into their local Stasi office to discuss or report something. The majority chose not to. Often the Stasi would come to them anyway, like when its officers paid visits to factories to hector the workers about the threat from Western spies. But the Stasi’s intelligence-gathering and other operations were carried out in great secrecy – ‘conspiratorially’, as the Stasi put it. Therefore, what it actually did, on a day-to-day basis, was to most people opaque, and not to be enquired into.

East Germany, too, is a character in this book, and it was a bizarre and baffling place. To understand the double-think and double-talk of the Stasi, one must understand the double-think and double-talk of the GDR. It was a deceitful state from its name onwards: the German Democratic Republic was, in fact, partly Russian and wholly undemocratic. It had a thoroughly martial atmosphere, yet official texts constantly employed the word ‘peace’; the GDR sold itself, including to itself, as Europe’s leading country of peace. In the later Cold War it became a hub of European anti-nuclear protest, yet it was the first territory outside the USSR to host Soviet nuclear missiles. The SED regime’s constant repetition of such phrases as ‘our peaceful democracy’ or ‘our peaceful, democratic economy’ comes across like neuro-linguistic programming, as if repeating these falsehoods enough times would somehow make them true. 

In some ways, then, East Germany was a psychologically disorientating dreamland. This was a state where people sent to prison for political crimes were never to be called political prisoners; where Article 10 of the 1949 constitution gave everyone the right to emigrate, but an average of seven people per day were imprisoned for trying to do so.14 And so on. When reading about it, one has to accustom oneself to a society where nothing is as it seems. 

Neither historians nor former residents can agree on whether East Germany was an example of totalitarianism. Many say it was not. Some don’t even concede that it was authoritarian. ‘The SED state’ is a useful descriptor for the GDR. This term, favoured in Germany, conveys the supremacy of the party throughout East German life. Ultimately the party decided and guided most practical, cultural and intellectual matters in the life of every East German citizen. If the citizen resisted, the party had recourse to a firm-handed police force and an especially vigorous state security service to sort out the problem.

There are those who continue to argue that the Stasi wasn’t so bad. Some retired personnel still claim that, far from being a force of oppression, the Stasi was honourable and necessary. After all, nearly every society has a secret intelligence service and makes use of covert policing, especially for crimes that are connected with politics or national security, even if they aren’t political crimes in the East German sense. Other commentators – including some who stand by the Marxist intentions of the GDR, and admire what they see as its socialist achievements – claim that the Stasi was neither evil nor good, but innocuous. They insist that it did not impact ordinary people’s lives to anything like the extent that has since been alleged. If a person was a decent citizen, the story goes, the Stasi wasn’t interested; it left the innocent alone, having bigger fish to fry. This explains why the Stasi kept a file on around six million East Germans but not on the remaining nine million. 

If there is any truth in this claim, it applies especially to the period covered by this book, when the Stasi had to deal with an infestation of real Western spies.

In the words of one historian, the ‘East German authorities wanted their country to be perceived as a German state founded on German traditions – and supporting the idea of German unity.’15 It is often overlooked that Germany, for all its urbanity, is a strongly religious and agricultural land. Thus life in East Germany was more parochial and traditional than might be imagined. While the vast majority of Stasi officers were male, women are largely missing from the Stasi story because they have been overlooked, and not because they were not there. It is true that most women employed by the Stasi held a secretarial or medical job. But where are the recollections of these women, their experiences, the insights they gained into notorious people and historical events? This store of knowledge appears to be untapped. 

While it was never intended for this book to fill that gap, certain points have become clear in writing it. The Stasi’s famous ‘Romeo’ spies – men sent into West Germany to seduce women with access to classified information – had their female equivalents, and the latter became active before the Romeos did. Some women were not expected to seduce anyone, and instead were well-trained in spycraft before being sent abroad. Just one example is Rosalie Kunze, agent ‘Ingrid’, who obtained military information for Stasi foreign intelligence. Women took an active part in the Stasi’s security and counter-espionage operations. In so doing, they deceived and infiltrated and tricked and plotted, like any other secret police agent. And the ‘conspicuously high proportion’ of woman secretaries who spied for the Stasi in West Germany is explained partly by the fact that they did a good job. From 1949 to 1987, fifty-eight secretaries were identified by West German security services as Stasi spies – the mere tip of the iceberg.16 

The gap that is filled by this book, at least in English, is for a comprehensive account of the Stasi’s formative years: its birth and growth. An abundance of books, films and articles cover the Stasi of the 1970s and 1980s, but it is quite difficult to find substantive material on what the Stasi did in the 1950s. There wasn’t a book in English devoted to the subject, so I wrote one. I wanted to collate all that is known about it. The events of the period are, among other things, a lesson in how to create and maintain a political and economic system that is unwanted by at least half of a population. One gets to see the Stasi’s key role in fashioning a new state – a role that, again, differentiates the Stasi from its Western counterparts. The closer one looks at the Stasi’s first years, the more one understands the particular conditions of the early Cold War, and how these conditions affected not just the global powers but the ordinary Europeans – especially Germans – who were caught up in them.

Furthermore, there is a need for more books that explain how the Stasi did what it did, books that include its operational details. German histories tend to focus on two things: the Stasi’s bureaucratic evolution and its abuses of the law, the latter based on voluminous court records. This book tries to cover the operational detail – the tradecraft, if you like – that is largely missing elsewhere. As well as its intrinsic fascination, operational detail puts the sinister nature of the Stasi in its proper place. Another aim of the book is to position the Stasi, as it should be, within the continuum of communist espionage and security activity which predated the creation of East Germany by decades; and within the continuum of national security practices, with which most of us still live today. 

First Class Comrades was commissioned originally as a ‘true crime’ book with a focus on espionage. Its true crime origins no doubt show through in some ways. It is a specialist study but not an academic book; it isn’t intended to fulfil academic criteria. There were no research grants, no lengthy periods of uninterrupted study. As well as the Stasi archives, primary sources include the files of Britain’s security service, MI5, held at the UK National Archives; publicly released CIA documents; and documents made available by the Wilson Center and Germany’s Bundesarchiv. The latter has released hundreds of publications in which original Stasi and SED documents are reproduced, thus becoming a proxy primary source.

Information from the available literature in English and German, including recent German academia, has been gathered and reinterpreted in First Class Comrades. The book is indebted to such German authors as Susanne Muhle, Hanna Labrenz-Weiss, Helmut Müller-Enbergs, and many more; and, in English, to Paul Maddrell, Gary Bruce and others. To quote the historian Blair Worden, ‘though it draws pervasively on the work of others, I hope that it brings some fresh findings and perspectives’.17 

Arguably there are some issues with the historiography of the Stasi. Much of the fine detail on what the Stasi really was, and what it really did, has been obscured by a justifiable anger in the German histories and by a degree of Reaganite sensationalism in some of the English ones. In a British television documentary of 2023, the politician Ben Wallace opined that when the Berlin Wall fell, the people of eastern Germany were released from ‘the most brutal torture known to humanity’.18 The SED regime is interesting precisely because it was not the most brutal torture known to humanity. That is what makes it instructive and worth studying. Being clear about the nuances of the Stasi’s actions – say, the ways in which it tried to earn support from among the general public – makes the Stasi more comprehensible, not less reprehensible. 

On a similar note, it should be remembered that the SED regime was not detested by everyone who lived in the GDR. By the 1980s, one fifth of East German adults had joined the party.19 According to Jens Gieseke, a leading historian of the Stasi, as much as fifty percent of the population either tolerated or in some way appreciated the East German system. It was opposed, to varying degrees, by the other fifty percent. The regime faced armed resistance organised by diehard anti-communists, but much of the political opposition tackled by the Stasi came from people who wanted to improve East German socialism, not overthrow it; hence the phrase ‘resisters and reformers’ used in this book. 

Some potentially unwelcome subjects are covered in the following pages, like the question of whether the Stasi faced armed opposition organised by unrepentant Nazis. But in all that follows, every reader should keep in mind a simple fact. The Stasi was never a legitimate intelligence and security service, because it served an artificial state, a government that was never freely and fairly elected, and a political system that was too unfair, too harsh, and too flawed to be sustained. 


		


Part I

Death to Spies: The Descent of Eastern Germany

‘Everyone imposes his own system as far as his army can reach.’

Joseph Stalin1



‘It’s got to look democratic, but we must have everything in our control.’

Walter Ulbricht, German Communist Party2
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Stunde null

East Germany was created from the wreckage of a broken world. Defeat in the Second World War left the Thousand Year Reich in a state of ruin, deprivation, lawlessness and social brutality; a direct result of unleashing one of history’s most popular destructive ideologies. In Germany this moment in history is known as Stunde null, ‘zero hour’: the end of twelve years of Nazi belligerence and its consequent total war, and the beginnings of a cowed, horizonless future.

The unreal and hellish conditions of Stunde null are captured in a 1948 novel by Hans Fallada, Der Alpdruck.1 With the war over – at least on paper – the protagonist, Doll, navigates a blasted landscape populated by suspicious and traumatised citizens, all searching desperately for food, housing and medical treatment. There is little, if any, to be found. Returning to Berlin, Doll finds his apartment occupied by menacing squatters who ridicule the idea of his ownership and refuse to leave. The city itself is transfigured, now a place where ‘Doll, who knew Berlin like the back of his hand, actually had no idea where he was.’ Even so, the city’s rubble and fear are considered preferable to life in the countryside. At a housing office, a pompous clerk dismisses the paperless Doll with an angry rebuke: ‘You just want to worm your way into Berlin, that’s all!’ 

As Doll surveys the global devastation wrought by National Socialism, he reflects that the word ‘German’ has ‘become a term of abuse throughout the world’. It is ‘a fatuous hope’ to try to prove there are ‘still some decent Germans’; and if he were to drop dead, ‘not a heart in the world would grow heavier on his account’. Suicide is everywhere. At one point Doll talks with a doctor who mentions, ‘out of the blue: “My wife killed herself out on the highway, by the way.”’ From another doctor Doll prises the best methods for killing oneself, learning of ‘cyanide, morphine, scopolamine, about dosages that were guaranteed to be fatal… about insulin, which enabled someone to commit suicide in a way that was virtually undetectable later’. 

The governmental authority of this nightmare landscape is the Red Army. Abjectly, Doll accepts their presence: ‘The world, and his fellow countrymen in particular, were not yet ready for a life without constant supervision, without the threat of force… his dear fellow countrymen would doubtless smash each other’s heads in if they were left unsupervised.’ 

The black market, however, is the real ruler of people’s lives. It doesn’t offer luxury; this is an economy where cigarettes are traded for drinking water. Everyone is torturously hungry. Doll’s former home in the country is looted: ‘They had not left him a single sock or shoe, not a shirt or a suit.’ This brings home ‘how feral and depraved this country had become: people felt they had a perfect right to plunder and steal, since the war had robbed them of so much’. With no functioning police service or judiciary to intercede, ‘Who was going to stop them helping themselves?’ And so people with nothing steal from those with almost nothing; ‘Germans against Germans, every man for himself, and every woman, too, keeping up the fight against the whole world and everyone else.’ 

The police force – such as it is – is flooded with denouncements. An embittered Doll considers ratting on an acquaintance for her Nazism, remembering her pleasure when Hitler famously swerved assassination in 1944: ‘Do you think I’ve forgotten how you rejoiced over the divine deliverance of your beloved Führer after the 20th of July?’ Aside from food, medicine is the most coveted commodity, rare as hen’s teeth and chokingly expensive. Treatments for venereal disease are disastrously absent, for this is a place of indiscriminate sexual violence inflicted by the victors. There are signs outside every communal toilet: ‘Not to be used by gon. or syph.!’ 

And yet, despite or because of it all, the flame of Nazism flickers on. Doll ‘often had the feeling that deprivation and hardship were simply turning them into better Nazis than they were before… To all of them, including many who had not been Nazis before, the years of the Hitler tyranny suddenly seemed like some sort of golden age’. For Doll, this nostalgia, and the surviving faith in Nazism, are the most shocking aspects of this land of shocks, but they do not inspire anyone to action. Dejection and apathy are total, for this is a ‘world in ruins, which will take everyone’s determination, everyone’s hands, to rebuild. But instead [the people] are lying on their backs… They have nothing now, and they are nothing now’. 

Der Alpdruck was based closely on Fallada’s experience. In an example of the abrupt turnarounds of circumstance so common in continental Europe at the time, Fallada had been released from a Nazi psychiatric prison in late 1944 only for conquering Soviet troops to appoint him mayor of the small town of Feldberg. The dazed and drug-addicted author was in no condition to perform this task, which consisted of adjudicating pointlessly on the distribution of non-existent resources. The townspeople, frightened and angry, lobbied him with unmeetable needs. Those with Nazi pasts – and there were many – did their best to deny them or explain them away. As Der Alpdruck records, a familiar mantra arose. ‘There were only ever three National Socialists in the world; Hitler, Göring and Goebbels.’ 

Fallada’s appointment as mayor was based partly on the premise that, having been incarcerated during the Third Reich, he must have been a political enemy of the regime. He was no admirer of it, but the reality is messier. Although he was later celebrated as a humanist ‘people’s writer’, Fallada, like many others, had tried to keep life simple by burying his feelings and coming to an uneasy accommodation with Nazism. He had been locked up not for political resistance but because of his poor mental health, his criminal record, and an inebriated attempt to shoot his wife. 

Der Alpdruck provides important clues for the history of the Stasi. The novel captures the conditions and motive forces that underlay the creation of the German Democratic Republic and its state security service. It is all discernible here: the ruin and hardship, the need to rebuild and to heal; the bartering among the victors; the social and political suspicion, accusation, about-turning; the blurred line between Allied reparation and revenge; a desperate, difficult desire to put things right; the craving for a new meaning to life; violence and its numbing effects; the harsh watchful eye of Soviet Russia; and the feelings of war guilt, vying with an awesomely inappropriate war pride.

There are telling omissions from Fallada’s novel, however. One is the destruction of European Jewry, which is mentioned only briefly, in passing. Another is the powerful presence and importance of Soviet security services. In 1945 there were three such services at work in Germany: the NKVD, the NKGB, and SMERSH, the latter acronym formed from the Russian for ‘death to spies’.*1 As well as their security functions – some of which were also performed by Soviet diplomats and communist party officials – these agencies were responsible for governance and administration. They impacted the daily lives of working Germans, often deciding their physical fate. So before the GDR even existed, those who were to become East Germans lived in a militarised, ‘securitised’ territory. It was a place of stiff rules, severe authority, harsh punishments, and arbitrary power in the hands of security forces. This, then, was the material from which a new state was formed: East Germany, strange and blighted, where the Second World War didn’t end until 1990.

*

To understand the ‘securitisation’ of eastern Germany, we should consider the bleak and distressing state of Europe after the war. Arguably, we continue to pay too little attention to the history of the postwar years. While the historiography of the Second World War keeps growing, our knowledge of the war’s after-effects remains inadequate. A simplistic idea has prevailed that humanity was saved, and ‘evil’ defeated, in May 1945; that the celebratory scenes of VE and VJ Day were universal and lasting, marking the endpoint of struggle and the start of joyous rejuvenation. On the contrary, many societies faced some of the most traumatic moments in their history after the war against the Axis had been won. For most Europeans, the late 1940s and early 1950s were a time of problems and hardships, not the least of which was hunger. 

Keith Lowe’s book Savage Continent is a valuable account of this postwar grimness. Lowe details how Europe ‘remained economically, politically and morally unstable’ well into the 1950s. Rupture and disorder ruled the day. Much of the continent saw the collapse of its food supply, transport systems, medical services, and state structures. Even as people struggled to overcome individual and collective trauma, political extremism continued to flourish. The ‘civilised world’ grappled with its dawning knowledge of the Holocaust, scrambling to put in place international rules and organisations to prevent anything similar happening again. The continent’s population shifted and diffused on a previously unimaginable scale, for this was Europe’s time of the camps. Prisoners of war, displaced persons, forced labourers awaiting repatriation, former Nazis and war criminals: all spent years in massed captivity, especially ‘Jews and Poles, [who] would languish in camps of Nissen huts well into the 1950s.’2

Jews continued to be vilified and attacked. The historian Lawrence Rees has detailed the stories of Slovakian Jews who, having barely survived concentration camps, were beaten and driven away when they tried to re-occupy their former homes.3 Dutch Jews returned to Amsterdam to find the locals had looted their houses and didn’t want them back. While some spectators wrung their hands over the destruction of European Jewry, others lamented its curtailment. The psychiatrist R.D. Laing recalled a Glaswegian neighbour saying that ‘the only trouble with the war ending when it did was that [Hitler] “didn’t have a chance to finish the job”.’4 This breathtaking hatred, expressed with full knowledge of the death camps, was not so rare.

Lowe describes how the black market pullulated, as ‘all semblance of law and order vanished’. Europe experienced a crime wave that ‘dwarfed that which had occurred during the war, and has never been equalled since’. The ‘massive movements of refugees provided an excellent cover for those seeking revenge (just as it provided cover for escaping war criminals), and the lack of any form of law and order meant that murders went unreported, uninvestigated and often unnoticed.’ These were circumstances in which ‘far from being shocking, acts of extreme violence became quite unremarkable across much of the continent.’

Women suffered grievously. The mass sexual violence inflicted by the Red Army upon German and Austrian women – which mirrored the violence inflicted by Axis soldiers on women in Ukraine, Belorussia, Poland, Russia and elsewhere – is still topical and still discussed. Yet sexual violence increased everywhere, including in the United Kingdom and the country that came out of the war in by far the strongest position, the United States. Lowe records that in Britain and Northern Ireland, ‘sexual crimes, including rape, increased by almost 50 percent… a fact which caused huge concern at the time’. In June 1948 The Times covered the continuing rise in sexual violence in an article called ‘A Problem Picture’. In America, the ‘picture’ was never to be the same again. 

Despite the United States’ continued economic success, American society was infused with a certain morbidity, caused partly by the presence of nuclear weapons. Popular films of the period, especially in the film noir genre, are dominated by new themes, many inspired by the return home of military personnel: the rise in alcoholism, the surge in crime and violence, the pervasiveness of psychosis and mental distress. In Britain the amount of juvenile delinquency – especially the crime of burglary – rose by almost forty percent.5 The war did have some silver linings. One example is the focus on medical care and hygiene that, together with the creation of the wildly popular National Health Service, made public health in Britain better and fairer than it had ever been. Nevertheless, there was a widespread awareness that society was more dangerous than it had been in the 1930s.

Gradually the people of Europe tried to work out political answers to this mess. One result was the popularity of communism, Nazism’s apparent antithesis. Lowe notes that ‘the single most important task of every European government in the aftermath of the war was to keep the economy afloat… The Communists therefore gained a stranglehold on industry and transport by infiltrating trade unions and workers’ committees in factories.’ Membership of communist parties boomed. In 1944 the Romanian Communist Party had eighty members in Bucharest and fewer than 1,000 nationally; by 1948 there were more than one million. Within a year the party membership in Hungary rose from around 3,000 to half a million. The most dramatic increase was in Czechoslovakia: 50,000 members in May 1945, one and a half million by 1948.6 

In part these increases were due to Soviet occupation, and working people’s attempts to indemnify themselves, but they were prompted by idealism too. At this grim time, the more naïve communists believed that they could bring an end to war and even militarism. As in earlier decades, communists thought they could fashion a new type of human who would be organised in a new and faultless way. Crucially – especially for Germany – communists believed that it was only they who could offer redemption. 

The parlous state of Europe in the 1940s and 1950s brings to mind Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s pithy comment on the need to avoid war in the first place: ‘Any idiot can bomb a train, but just try sorting out the mess!’ It takes one generation to start a war; it can take several generations to overcome the damage, as eastern Germans were about to discover.




	*1 SMERSH, a contraction of the phrase Smiert’ Shpionam, was the Soviet military counter-intelligence service. The NKVD was the Soviet interior ministry (Naródnyy komissariát vnútrennikh del’ or People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs); the NKGB was the state security ministry (Naródnyy komissariát gosudarstvennoy bezopasnosti or People’s Commissariat for State Security). The NKVD and NKGB were forerunners of the KGB.




		



2

Circles of Hell: Postwar Germany

It is difficult to associate contemporary Germany with spying and harsh political policing, never mind chaos and collapse, for the country has come to stand for the opposite of those things – for openness, justice, efficiency and prosperity. Germany is Europe’s flagship democracy. As well as its war guilt, and the desire to forget its trauma, it is probably Germany’s success as a nation and a society that results in the relative lack of attention given to its dire postwar circumstances. 

Yet this is starting to change. In 2019 a book by Harald Jähner called Wolfzeit, an account of Germany’s postwar rebirth, became a bestseller in the country. There was an appetite among Germans to understand how their country had dealt, or not dealt, with its immediate past, and then risen from the ashes. Today, some Germans can be cynical on the matter, believing that their country flourished mostly because it allowed the big businesses of the Nazi era – the likes of BMW, Messerschmitt, Siemens – to flourish.1 

Either way, Germany’s roaring success began with austere military occupation. At the Yalta conference of February 1945 the Allies decided on a four-power occupation of the country after their coming victory. On 5 June 1945, in the Berlin suburb of Karlshorst – soon to be notorious as the headquarters of the Soviet occupation – the victors signed the ‘Declaration in Consideration of the Defeat of Germany’. In the absence of any tenable German government, the governments of the United States, the Soviet Union, Britain and France were now the governing authorities of Germany, with each administering its own zone. Berlin, where the Soviets had been the sole Allied authority since storming the city in May, lay inside the Soviet zone and was to be administered by a Kommandatura of the four Allies. Issues concerning the whole of Germany were to be addressed by the four powers in the Allied Control Council, a body constituted on 30 July at Schöneberg in the American sector of Berlin.

The confusion and tensions set to arise from this arrangement – not to mention the long-term rupture of an entire country – might have been predicted. In 1961 the writer of an official British government publication passed the following verdict on the division of Germany: 

The provisions for the exercise of supreme authority in Germany as a whole – that it should be exercised on instructions from three, later four, governments, by three, later four Commanders-in-Chief whose decisions in the Control Council were required to be unanimous – would have been difficult enough to work if the governments concerned had enjoyed a common approach to their task, confidence in each others’ intentions and a determination to succeed. When these were found to be lacking the provisions agreed upon immediately became unworkable. For anyone who did not wish them to bear fruit they could hardly have been better designed.2 

Moreover, conditions on the ground were desperate. From the start the Allied armed forces struggled to carry out the unfamiliar duties of governance and policing. Ordinary soldiers and their commanders were now obliged, as Keith Lowe puts it, ‘to act as a police force in a continent that had descended into chaos and lawlessness, and where weapons of all kinds were freely available’. During the war it had been anticipated that much of Germany’s administration and infrastructure would survive. Instead they had been obliterated, compelling an unexpected degree of Allied involvement in salvaging and running the country. Military governments had to restore electricity, gas, water and coal supplies, to provide food and healthcare, to rehouse displaced persons, to clear roads and railway lines, and to recruit civic mayors and makeshift police forces. It was impossible to perform these tasks adequately. Everything had crumbled in Zusammenbruchsgesellschaft – the collapse of society. 

Hunger was a killer. In all four occupation zones, most people had to survive on far less than 2,000 calories of food per day. Adding to the five million internal refugees in Germany were almost eight million forced labourers awaiting repatriation. Hailing from every corner of Europe, these former slaves were brutalised, hungry, and angry. A British military observer in Schwerin, a regional capital in north-east Germany, noted displaced persons ‘roaming around in their thousands, murdering, raping, looting – in short, away from the main streets, law did not exist’.3 The violence was exacerbated by the Soviet habit – not entirely dissimilar to that of the Western Allies – of allowing ‘liberated’ forced labourers a brief period of carte blanche in which to avenge themselves on the surrounding German population. These free-for-alls ended with the mass internment of labourers that soon followed, an internment in which some experienced worse conditions than they had during their enslavement. 

Damage to roads and railways was so extensive that for years travelling anywhere in eastern Germany remained a slow, stressful ordeal. Attempts to repair railway tracks were scuppered when the Red Army pulled up big sections of the line to take to the USSR, an early example of the plundering Soviet approach to reparations which was to cause much economic grief. On receiving reports from Germany, Guy Liddell, deputy chief of MI5, Britain’s security service, wrote that:

Russian behaviour is to say the least peculiar. The whole of their zone is being stripped of machinery. The impression is that they intend to create a belt of Germany which will be devoid of any war potential. This in addition to Poland will act as a protective barrier between Russia and the Germans. The policy is being carried out in the most ruthless manner.4

Neither was the countryside spared. According to one rural mayor: 

Bringing in the harvest and threshing the grain gave us great difficulties, as most of the machines had been confiscated and most of the horses had been driven away… the Red Army took without payment and without receipt [from] 72 communities [a total of] 1,767 cattle, 896 pigs, 4,106 sheep, 32 calves, 2,221 chickens, 100,997 eggs, 282 geese and 142,200 kilograms of grain.5 

Such confiscations of produce were supervised by the newly recruited local police forces – a foretaste of the Soviet-driven, German-against-German actions that would follow. 

Another item on the police agenda was overseeing compulsory testing for sexually transmitted disease. The same mayor recorded that an ‘examination of all inhabitants between 15 and 45 years of age for venereal disease has been ordered and will be carried out with the help of police control points’.6 Even so, Keith Lowe writes that venereal disease was ‘generally incurable, since the price of a single injection of antibiotics in Germany in August 1945 was two pounds of real coffee’ – one of Europe’s scarcest commodities. This situation had almost unthinkable effects on the millions of German women who had been raped. It took years for the threat of Red Army violence to recede. Women living near Soviet barracks had reason to be fearful until at least 1948. 

Germany was now a country of women and girls, old men and boys. The Foreign Office registered more than 300,000 orphans in the British zone of north-western Germany; across the whole country there were probably two million.7 In June 1945 a Newsweek article described ‘groups of “child gangsters” [in] the Soviet zone mugging and sometimes killing people for food and money’.8 Many German prisoners of war didn’t return home for several years. Some of those held in the Soviet Bloc were not to see Germany until the mid-1950s, if at all, for the mortality rate among German soldiers captured in the east of Europe was ninety times higher than in the west.9 Thus in the new Germany, a land without fathers, there was great potential for older German communists – those released from Nazi prisons and camps, for example – to perform an authoritative and avuncular role. 

Even the reassurance of Marxism-Leninism couldn’t help Berlin, however, which became Europe’s most crime-infested city. By early 1946 there was a daily average of 240 robberies.10 At first there was little the German police could do. The Allies had decreed they should be armed only with truncheons, and they faced dozens of criminal gangs, and mobs of displaced persons, who were armed to the teeth. Some crimes were spectacular, like the hold-up of a train at Anhalt station by 100 armed fugitives.11 This gutsy, touchy, unorthodox city had always boasted a lively criminal underworld. In time, Berlin’s gangsters, grifters, thugs and smugglers would prove to be trusty recruits for carrying out the dirty work of the Stasi and other intelligence services. 

As noted, at the end of the war many Germans – probably a majority – were still not opposed to the Nazism that had brought them to this hellish state. Surveys conducted by an American agency in 1947 found that ‘more than half of Germans considered National Socialism a fine idea poorly implemented’.12 Thus the ruthless persecution of political dissent by the Soviet authorities, covered in the next chapter and beyond, had a rational basis of sorts. Moreover, it wasn’t just the Soviets who governed firmly, for it was generally agreed, including among some Germans, that a degree of suffering was in order, as punishment for what Europe and the world had just endured. In all four occupation zones, military courts were given recourse to the death penalty for Germans guilty of such offences as the unauthorised possession of weapons or assaulting a member of the Allied forces. 

Yet the overall impression of eastern Germany in 1945 is of a territory where brutality was simply placed under new management. The symbols on the flags changed; and the residents were plunged, without any meaningful consultation, straight into another authoritarian and belligerent regime. 
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SMERSH

In the aftermath of the war, life in eastern Germany was profoundly affected by the presence of SMERSH. When the Stasi was founded, its officers were expected to revere and emulate the likes of SMERSH; ‘Death to Spies’, as Russian speakers knew it. Some of those Stasi officers had likely served SMERSH as auxiliary personnel. Furthermore, SMERSH made a wider mark on the mentality and expectations of the people who were to become East Germans.  

SMERSH was the counter-intelligence service of the Soviet armed forces. It had a short life: created in 1943, dissolved in 1946. Its original purpose was to catch German spies and root out traitors in the Red Army. As the Soviet military behemoth crashed westwards, SMERSH was tasked with vetting Soviet prisoners of war and forced labourers before they were repatriated. Like so many security services of authoritarian states, SMERSH then pushed at the boundaries of its remit, expanding almost organically. By the time the Red Army had overrun Ukraine, Belorussia and Poland, SMERSH had assumed the task of removing from society almost anyone whose face didn’t fit.

In the James Bond novels, Ian Fleming used the name SMERSH as the assassination department of the KGB. This helped to confuse Western understanding of the organisation. Much of its work was bureaucratic. It played a role in the denazification of German society and at the Nuremberg trials in 1946. Moreover, the impact of SMERSH on eastern Germany, and on the Stasi story, has gone largely unremarked. This is partly because SMERSH was often misidentified by its victims. Its personnel wore the uniform of the military formation in which they served, and so were visually indistinguishable from other Soviet soldiers, sailors and aircrew. Many of those who fell into its hands believed their cases were being handled by the better-known NKVD. The confusion is understandable, for scores of experienced NKVD officers had been transferred into SMERSH when it was founded, and they transferred back to the state security service after its disbandment. This included the SMERSH chief, Viktor Abakumov.

In the twenty-first century, Abakumov has been exalted in hagiographical Russian television documentaries and dramas. He is held up as an example of a noble security official, foiling the plots of despicable fascists, as if his role in the war made him somehow cleaner than the known rapists, drunkards and hoarders of pornography who had previously led the Soviet counter-espionage effort.*1 This upright reputation is undeserved. Early in his career Abakumov was demoted for forcing female informers into sex and making false denouncements. He thus found himself, aptly, working as a Gulag guard.1 But his comfort with violence helped him climb back up the ladder, as did his greatest qualification – the fact he was an ethnic Russian. If an organisation’s values are spread downwards by its executives, there was little hope for SMERSH. Or for eastern Germany, given that Abakumov was to be a master of the region’s fate for a lengthy period; as head of SMERSH in 1945-
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