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THE TUNNELS

THE UNTOLD STORY OF THE ESCAPES UNDER THE BERLIN WALL

Greg Mitchell



For Peter Fechter





He only earns his freedom who daily conquers anew.

—Goethe, Faust




A NOTE TO READERS

The Tunnels adheres strictly to the historical record and reflections by participants and witnesses. It incorporates no invented dialogue. Re-created scenes are not imagined but based in most cases on accounts of two or more participants. Unless otherwise attributed, anything between quotation marks is either actual dialogue (as recalled by a witness, often in an interview with the author) or from a memoir or other book, letter, oral history, court record, interrogation, White House transcript, or other document cited in the Notes. In some quotations I have corrected syntax or punctuation. All of the names are real. Addresses in Berlin, where street names are combined with “strasse” as one word (e.g., Schönholzerstrasse), are rendered here for clarity with “Strasse” or “Platz” or “Allee” as separate words.

To an extent that surprised even the author, nearly all of the central events and episodes in this narrative (and surely the most exciting sections) are based on lengthy original interviews with nearly all of the key tunnelers, and several of the couriers and escapees; hundreds of pages of never-before-seen documents from the Stasi archives; and recently declassified State Department and CIA files.
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1
The Cyclist
FEBRUARY – MARCH 1962

Harry Seidel loved action, speed, risk.1 He found them all in bicycle racing. Harry might have been an Olympic champion—still could be, probably—if he changed his attitude, for at twenty-three he remained in his leg-churning prime. But that wasn’t Harry. Once he set his mind on something he went full bore, and now he wasn’t chasing the next turn, other racers, or a finish line. Just months ago he had competed before thousands of cheering fans in raucous arenas. His picture appeared in newspapers. Children might call out to the lean, dark-haired sports hero when they recognized him cycling on the streets of Berlin. Now he toiled nearly alone. No one cheered, even if he deserved it for victories far beyond any of his racing exploits. That would be too dangerous.

Since the emergence of the new barrier dividing Berlin on August 13, 1961, Harry’s wife, Rotraut, had worried about him. Whenever he set off on one of his secret missions she wondered if he would fail to come home, perhaps forever. Friends called Harry a draufgänger—a daredevil. They urged him to quit his death-defying deeds, return to cycling, and open that newspaper kiosk he coveted, but they might as well have been shouting into a wintry wind off the River Spree. In just the first months after the Wall arrived, Seidel had led his wife and son, and more than two dozen others, across the nearly impenetrable border to the West. And in Harry’s mind there were still countless others (that is, nearly anyone in the East) to rescue.

Seidel had drawn only praise from the state during his cycling career, which had culminated in several East Berlin titles and two medals at the 1959 East German championships. Barely out of his teens, he quit his job as an electrician when the state began paying him to compete full-time. Even as he was being extolled in propaganda organs, Harry revealed himself as insufficiently patriotic when, unlike many others on the national team, he refused to ingest steroids to enhance his performance. He also failed to join the ruling Communist Party. This cost him any chance to make the country’s 1960 Olympic team, and his government stipend was canceled.

Now, in early 1962, his reputation in East German secret police files as an escape helper matched his fame as a cyclist. The trade had not come without cost.

Seidel’s first escape had been his own. Just hours after the wire and concrete barrier materialized to brutally divide Berlin on the morning of August 13, Seidel left the apartment he shared with his wife, son, and mother-in-law in the Prenzlauer Berg district to explore the border by bicycle. South of the city center he found a spot where the barbed wire was low. With guards distracted by protesters, he shouldered his bike and leaped over the wire. It was a test more than anything. He figured he could return to the East just as easily—which he did, a few hours later, passing through a checkpoint. (It was still no problem going in that direction.) Harry being Harry, he felt confident he could jump the border again in the hours ahead. He wasn’t eager to abandon Rotraut and baby Andre, but he didn’t want to lose the newspaper delivery job he held in the West. Even if he did get stuck across the barrier he would surely find a way to get his family, including his mother, out soon.

Later that day Harry considered another vault to the West, but it looked like the border guards were tightening their controls. Just after dark he wrapped his passport in plastic and dove into the Spree to swim the more than two hundred yards to the West. Coming up for air he nearly head-butted an East Berlin police boat. Treading water, he finally heard one of the cops say, “Let’s go, nothing to see here.” After they left he swam the rest of the way to the shore.

While Seidel pondered how to rescue his family, one of Rotraut’s brothers tried to get them out using West German passports bearing photos that resembled them. When that brother attempted to smuggle the fake IDs through a checkpoint, they did not pass muster. Harry’s mother and mother-in-law were arrested. His wife remained free only because she had a baby to care for. Harry, enraged, vowed to retrieve his mother when she emerged from prison—and to spring his wife and son immediately.

After another bicycle tour, this time along the Western side of the Wall, he determined that the safest place for a breakout was along Kiefholz Strasse, near Treptower, one of the city’s largest parks. There was nothing but barbed wire—no fencing or concrete—at the border there, and plenty of trees and bushes in the American-occupied zone for cover. To provide a blanket of darkness he shot out a couple of spotlights with an air rifle.

On the evening of September 3, 1961, three weeks after the coming of the Wall, Rotraut, slender and blue-eyed, received an unexpected phone call at her apartment.2 Harry, calling from a café in the East, announced that he would pick her up in an hour. Rotraut, whose family had emigrated from Poland, was as anti-Communist as her husband and had been considering ways to escape on her own, so the invitation from Harry was most welcome. When he arrived he told her to dress in black, give their baby part of a sleeping pill, and follow him. Soon they were penetrating the underbrush along Kiefholz Strasse, where Harry had already cut the barbed wire. He crawled through, then stood and lifted the top wire. Rotraut passed him the baby and stepped into the West. Then with Harry she ran like hell to his Ford Taunus. Minutes later the three Seidels were relaxing in Harry’s apartment in the Schöneberg district.

The ending was not so happy for two of Rotraut’s brothers, who were arrested on charges that they knew about or assisted the escape.

Few in East Berlin imagined that any sort of wall—or “anti-Fascist protection barrier,” as East German leader Walter Ulbricht dubbed it (proving he had read his Orwell)—could last for years. But Harry Seidel was not among the optimistic. He believed the vast, ugly scar and police state were meant to be permanent. And what could the West do about it? Berlin was a fractured island floating precariously in the middle of the Communist state, one hundred miles from West Germany. Harry Seidel sensed that his adventures at the border had barely begun. For one thing, he still had to rescue his mother.

AFTER YEARS OF shortages and rationing, East Berliners liked to quip that even when they could afford to buy apples and potatoes they often found worms in them—and “they charge more with the worms.” Another bitter joke: “Did you know that Adam and Eve were actually East Germans? They had no clothes, they had to share an apple, and they were led to believe that they lived in a paradise.”

Since shortly after World War II, a wavy line on the map had separated the two German states, even before they took the names German Democratic Republic (GDR) and Federal Republic of Germany (FRG).3 West Germany was divided into sectors occupied by the Americans, the French, and the British. The Soviet-dominated GDR was Germany’s junior half, in landmass, population, and increasingly, economic performance. In 1955, with its economy booming and jobs plentiful, West Germany achieved full sovereignty, even as the three occupying forces remained. The Communists in the East, meanwhile, scrambled to stem an embarrassing refugee crisis. From the late 1940s to 1961 some 2.8 million East Germans fled to the West.

Most of this human tide, nearly 20 percent of the East German population and a high concentration of its skilled workers and professionals, exited via Berlin. GDR soldiers tightly policed the national boundary, but the sector border at Berlin, deep inside East Germany, remained porous. Levels of security varied wildly where the city’s four sectors met. Berlin remained, in most ways, one city, with interconnected telephone service, subway, train, tram, and bus lines. As many as sixty thousand East Berliners with official passes—teachers, doctors, engineers, lawyers, technicians, students—crossed into the West every weekday to work or attend classes at the Technical University or the Free University. They were known as grenzgänger—border crossers. Many never returned. By 1961, West Berlin’s population of 2.2 million doubled that of the Eastern sector.

The Soviets grew alarmed. Premier Nikita Khrushchev considered West Berlin “a bone in my throat,” even as he also likened it to testicles he could squeeze whenever he wanted the West to scream. Khruschchev had issued an ultimatum in November 1958 giving the three Western nations six months to agree to make West Berlin a “free,” demilitarized zone, and then withdraw. The Allies rejected this. They held that the unnatural division of the city had to end in free elections in every sector and, ultimately, in reunification. Khrushchev backed down for the moment. Running for president in 1960, John F. Kennedy predicted Berlin would continue to be a “test of our nerve and our will.”

The first Kennedy–Khrushchev summit took place in early June, 1961, in Vienna. The sixty-seven-year-old Soviet leader opened by calling Berlin “the most dangerous place in the world.” Testing the inexperienced JFK, he threatened to finally sign a long-promised “peace treaty” with East Germany, ending the four-power agreements on sharing Berlin. The East Germans would thereby gain control of all Western access to the city via air, rail, and autobahn. Again, the three Western nations rejected the idea. Yet a fumbling, intimidated Kennedy hinted that the United States now accepted the semipermanent division of Berlin, which only emboldened Khrushchev.

As the summit ended, Kennedy privately called it “the worst thing in my life.4 He savaged me.” JFK told aides there was little America could do for the East Berliners—the sole goal now was to defend the interests of those already in the West. He assured a top aide, “God knows I’m not an isolationist, but it seems particularly stupid to risk killing a million Americans over an argument about access rights on an autobahn … or because the Germans want Germany reunified.” After all, he added, “We didn’t cause the disunity in Germany.”

In a July 25, 1961, speech, Kennedy declared that the United States was not looking for another confrontation on Berlin. Still, in light of the Soviets’ growing belligerence there, JFK ordered a military buildup. “We seek peace,” Kennedy announced, “but we shall not surrender.” West Berliners focused on another element of the speech: Kennedy seemed to suggest that while America would remain a strong defender of West Germany, it would let the Communists do pretty much whatever they wanted in the East. Amid the growing tensions, the number of East Germans arriving at West Berlin’s refugee center, a colony of twenty-five buildings at Marienfelde, spiked. The rate had averaged 19,000 a month in 1961; this more than doubled in early August. East Germans had never been allowed to participate in free elections but they were voting with their feet.

Walter Ulbricht, the sixty-eight-year-old East German leader with a Lenin goatee, had seen enough. With Khrushchev’s blessing, he had weeks earlier ordered the stockpiling of massive quantities of barbed wire, fencing, and concrete blocks, his fantasy of a permanent barrier encircling West Berlin suddenly about to come to life. Somehow, despite their vast investment in intelligence operations in Berlin, the Americans knew little about any of this. President Kennedy’s daily CIA briefings mentioned nothing.

Not that it likely mattered. American leaders were profoundly ambivalent about the prospect of any sealing of the border. Ulbricht took heart from a well-publicized July 30 television interview with J. William Fulbright, an influential Democratic U.S. senator. Asked whether the Communists might reduce tensions by barring refugee flight, Fulbright answered, “Next week, if they chose to close their borders, they could without violating any treaty. I don’t understand why the East Germans don’t close their border…. I think they have a right to close it at any time.”5 West German media and American diplomats in Bonn, the capital, excoriated Fulbright. Some called him “Fulbricht.”

President Kennedy said nothing in public.6 But at the White House he told an adviser, “Khrushchev is losing East Germany. He cannot let that happen. If East Germany goes, so will Poland and all of Eastern Europe. He will have to do something to stop the flow of refugees. Perhaps a wall. And we won’t be able to prevent it.” Khrushchev, meanwhile, assured Ulbricht, “When the border is closed, the Americans and West Germans will be happy.” He claimed that the American ambassador to Moscow had told him the increasing intensity of the refugee flight was “causing the West Germans a lot of trouble. So when we institute these controls, everyone will be satisfied.” Ulbricht assigned his security chief, Erich Honecker, to make sure the operation succeeded.

Just after midnight on August 13 the first barbed wire was unrolled along major boulevards at the border, the first step in sealing off the ninety-six-mile circumference of West Berlin. Thousands of Soviet troops stood in reserve in case demonstrators in the West tried to stop it. Khrushchev had wisely advised Ulbricht to make sure the wire did not extend even one inch across the border.

When Secretary of State Dean Rusk heard the news later that morning, he ordered that U.S. officials refrain from issuing statements beyond mild protests.7 Any American response at the border, he feared, would trigger an escalation on the Communist side. Then he left his office to attend a Washington Senators baseball game. U.S. diplomats hoped West Berlin mayor Willy Brandt would not hear about Rusk’s outing, nor the reaction of Foy Kohler, one of Rusk’s aides: “The East Germans have done us a favor.”8

More than ever, East Berlin was an armed camp, CBS correspondent Daniel Schorr reported that day.9 Troops were needed, he added, to hold back a “sullen population.” That night, Edward R. Murrow, the legendary newsman who had left CBS to direct the administration’s U.S. Information Agency (USIA), cabled his friend Jack Kennedy from Berlin, comparing Ulbricht’s move to Hitler’s marching into the Rhineland.10 He warned JFK that if he didn’t show resolve he might face a crisis of confidence both in West Germany and around the globe.

Residents in the East had adapted to the arbitrary division of their city, but the character of that cleaving had changed for the worse that morning of August 13. Tens of thousands suddenly lost their jobs in the West or a chance to complete their studies, as well as freedom to visit friends, family, and lovers. Finishing their routes in East Berlin, the U-Bahn subway and S-Bahn elevated trains now discharged passengers at the border.

On August 14, Kennedy nevertheless told aides that “It’s not a very nice solution, but a wall is a hell of a lot better than a war.”11 In the same discussion, he said, “This is the end of the Berlin crisis. The other side panicked—not we. We’re going to do nothing now because there is no alternative except war. It’s all over, they’re not going to overrun Berlin.” American intelligence was almost sanguine. Kennedy’s CIA briefing on August 14 dryly referred to new “travel limitations” and “restrictions” in Berlin.12 The next day the CIA claimed that the East German and East Berlin populations were “generally reacting with caution,” with only “scattered expressions of open criticism and a few instances of anti-regime incidents.” The agency may not have known that at least ten East German border guards had already fled to the West.

The administration’s high-level Berlin Task Force, meeting in Washington, focused more on public relations than on countering the Soviet move with sanctions.13 Secretary of State Rusk stated that while the border closing was a serious matter, “in realistic terms it would make a Berlin settlement easier. Our immediate problem is the sense of outrage in Berlin and Germany which carries with it a feeling that we should do more than merely protest.” Attorney General Robert Kennedy called for a boost in anti-Soviet propaganda.

On August 16, the front page of the popular West German newspaper Bild Zeitung screamed, “The West Does Nothing!” President Kennedy, it complained, “stays silent.” Mayor Willy Brandt cabled a forceful message to Kennedy. He criticized the “inactivity and pure defensiveness” of the Allies, which could lead to a collapse of morale in West Berlin while promoting “an exaggerated self-confidence in the East Berlin regime.” If nothing was done, the next step was for the Communists to turn West Berlin into an isolated “ghetto” from which many of its citizens would flee. Kennedy must reject Soviet blackmail. At a giant rally in Berlin that evening, Brandt cried, “Berlin expects more than words! Berlin expects political action!”

Kennedy was unmoved, partly because he thought Brandt’s anger was motivated as much by electoral politics as anything else. He privately referred to Brandt as “that bastard from Berlin.”14

WITHIN DAYS OF the erection of the concrete and barbed wire, East Germans were jumping out windows of buildings adjacent to the border along several blocks of Bernauer Strasse in the Mitte (or “middle”) district, landing on the sidewalk in West Berlin.15 This was only possible in sections of the city where the façades of buildings marked the border. In some cases West Berlin firemen caught jumpers with their nets. A little more than a week after August 13 the first East Berliner died attempting to flee. This was Ida Siekmann, fifty-eight, who literally took flight after throwing a mattress and other belongings out the window of her third-floor apartment on Bernauer Strasse. Siekmann missed landing on the mattress and died on the way to the hospital. West Berliners were outraged. East Berlin workers bricked up windows facing West as quickly as possible.

Two days after Siekmann’s fatal leap, a twenty-five-year-old tailor named Günter Litfin was shot and killed at Berlin’s Humboldt Harbor. Litfin, one of the thousands of East Berliners who could no longer commute to a job in the West, had nearly finished his desperate swim to the opposite shore when he was shot in the back of the head by a border guard. Within hours, hundreds of West Berliners gathered there and screamed their protest. Police arrested Litfin’s brother and ransacked his mother’s apartment. East German media launched a smear campaign against the dead man, labeling him a homosexual whose nickname was “Doll.” Each guard who fired at Litfin received a medal, a wrist-watch, and a cash bonus.

A West Berlin newspaper declared: “Ulbricht’s human hunters have become murderers.” A few days after Litfin’s death, another young East Berliner was shot dead in the Treptow Canal. Within days, three more died after climbing out of windows or falling off roofs at Bernauer Strasse. In October, two more young men were shot and killed in the River Spree. Early in the Wall era, most West Berliners believed that however callous the system in the East might be, soldiers or border guards would not shoot their fellow Germans. This hope was already proving false, over and over.

Determined escapees remained undaunted. One couple swam across the Spree to the other side—pushing a tub with their three-year-old daughter in front of them.

By mid-October an eight-foot wall had replaced the barbed wire in more sections of the city. A Berlin sculptor described the Wall’s disjointed, slipshod construction as appearing to have “been thrown together by a band of backward apprentice stonemasons, when drunk.”16 Where dissidents found they could scale or blast through the concrete, GDR workers made the barrier even higher and thicker, and guard towers sprouted like mushrooms. On the side of the Wall facing west, graffiti appeared: KZ, the Nazi initials for concentration camp. Hundreds still made it to the West—through the sewers, in vehicles that smashed through bricks, in a train that refused to stop at the border. The Wall was both too much, and not quite enough.

Many West German and U.S. officials continued to pay lip service to denouncing the Wall while privately accepting, even welcoming it. They saw the Wall as more solution than problem, however tragic the cost for ordinary East Berliners. The main fear in the West had been that the Soviet Army—its forces far outstripping the combined Western contingent—would invade West Berlin. Only 6500 American troops occupied the isolated city compared to more than a quarter million U.S. forces in West Germany. The rise of the Wall seemed to signal that the Soviets had abandoned any plans to seize the city, satisfied for now with merely solidifying their hold on East Germany. Citizens in West Berlin, meanwhile, remained on edge. Soviet machine guns had been spotted on top of the Brandenburg Gate. Was invasion from the East really so unlikely, as the Americans now claimed? The phrase often heard on the streets was “We are sold, but not yet delivered.”17 Residents mapped plans for the future, then often added, “If we are still here.”

BY OCTOBER 1961, Harry Seidel was so angry at the Communist system that he was ready to risk his life rescuing not just family members but also strangers.18 Options were narrowing, however. Well-designed, if filthy, escapes via the city’s manholes and sewer system, known as “canalization” or “Route 4711” (the name of a popular cologne), had been discovered by the police and halted. Other schemes, requiring faked passports or forged identity papers, now drew closer scrutiny by East German border agents. Dozens of fluchthelfer, or escape helpers, had been arrested crossing to the East to distribute bogus IDs.

Harry Seidel, however, had studied the Kiefholz area and knew he could exploit the border’s weaknesses there. Over the next three months—even as he continued competing in cycling races on Sundays—he ushered at least twenty friends (and friends of friends) over, under, or through the wires. One day he spotted a young man shouting and waving across the border to a girlfriend in the East. The man was crying. They were to be married that month, but now she was trapped. Harry promised to get her out. He did. Then he served as best man at the wedding.

His escape route was finally discovered when, as he helped a mother and baby across, the infant started crying. Guards fired on them and missed, but from then on there would be many more GDR eyes on the Kiefholz landscape. A third line of wire and some wooden fencing were installed. So Seidel set his sights lower.

According to persistent rumor, the Nazis had dug a tunnel under the Reichstag to set the 1933 fire that helped cement their rule. Harry explored the ruins but found nothing. In the process, however, he spotted a low wall near the Brandenburg Gate where one could leap to the East. He tried it—and froze in the sudden glare of searchlights. Held for questioning at a nearby police station, Harry claimed that he was only trying to escape American soldiers, but this didn’t wash with his interrogators. When they left the room he vaulted out a window twenty feet to the ground, found his familiar crossing at Kiefholz Strasse, and slid back to the West, none the worse for wear.

Other setbacks were more sobering. One of Harry’s fellow escape artists, a chemistry student at the Technical University, had offered to help another student get her mother out.19 As he was cutting three wires in the dark on the outskirts of the Spandau district, shots rang out, and the young man collapsed fifteen feet inside East Berlin. British and West Berlin police soon arrived, but East German border guards pointed guns at them, preventing any attempt to reach the victim. On that cold, December day, he bled to death before the guards dragged him away.

Even far from the Wall, danger lurked. Seventeen years into Communist rule, East Germany hosted more informants per capita than any nation in history. Tens of thousands were aiding the Ministry for State Security—MfS for short, or “Stasi” in the vernacular—in one form or another, paid or unpaid; compared to this, the reach of Hitler’s Gestapo was tenuous.20 Agents were assigned to every major factory, hospital, school, newspaper, and apartment complex, with reports forwarded to one of the blocky buildings that made up the massive Stasi headquarters on Rusche Strasse in East Berlin. Seidel was certain that his name now held a prominent place in those files. He also knew that the informant network operated on both sides of the Wall. Stasi agents were known to kidnap expatriates in West Berlin and smuggle them back to the East.

At midwinter, while delivering newspapers from his automobile, Seidel met Fritz Wagner, a rotund, boisterous West Berlin butcher in his midthirties.21 They became friends and Wagner, who had a wife and two children, invited Harry to his home in southern Berlin. He knew that Harry’s athletic prowess made him a natural for the hard work he had in mind: tunneling under the Wall. Wagner wished to liberate a few friends and family members from the East. He also figured to make a few bucks charging others for safe passage. Wagner, who drove a big Mercedes and maintained a newsstand on the side, was not one to miss a business opportunity. He was intrigued by Seidel’s complex charisma, finding him both shrewd and devil-may-care, laconic yet temperamental, fierce but tenderhearted. Seidel, for his part, was ready for a new challenge, whatever the dangers. He embraced the tunneling concept, since other options for escape had become too risky, even by his standards. By partnering with Wagner, Harry could provide the muscle without being distracted by organizational or financial details.

Another tunnel team had just shown what was possible. Erwin Becker, a chauffeur for East German parliament members, and his two brothers had dug a shaft through sandy soil from the basement of their family’s home in a remote section of East Berlin, under the Wall, coming up in a park fewer than one hundred feet to the West. Their mother warned of police activity by blinking a light in the tunnel via a switch in her home. Digging took just nine days, and late one January night ten men and eighteen women made it through the passage. Bild Zeitung carried photographs of the tunnel with the grinning Beckers reenacting their emergence from it. Establishing what would become common practice, the newspaper paid the Beckers for these exclusive images. The headline: “Mass Exodus from Ulbricht Concentration Camp!”

Controversy ensued. The American wire service UPI transmitted a story that included the location of the Becker home. When the West German press association protested, UPI retracted the article. This led to general agreement among West Berlin–based media that they would keep hidden key details about tunnel operations, such as precise location, the number of escapees, names of organizers, and whether or not police assisted in any way.

Seidel and Wagner took heart from the Beckers’ success, although they planned to excavate in the opposite direction, from West to East. (This ran counter to nearly every example of “escape tunnels” in world history—which almost always point diggers in the direction of freedom, not from it.) For their first project they targeted Heidelberger Strasse, a narrow street in the outlying Treptow district. A high concrete barrier ran straight down the center of the street, dividing longtime friends and neighbors physically and politically. Heidelberger was now known as the “Street of Tears.”

It was a scene out of a dystopian horror movie but in many ways an ideal site for a tunnel, with fewer than eighty feet separating an entry point in a basement in the West and the target in a cellar in the East. Wagner, who could barely waddle through a tunnel let alone swing a shovel in it, took a supervisory role, purchasing tools, paying off the owners of buildings on both sides of the street for the use of their basements, and recruiting a handful of workers. The digging commenced under Harry Seidel’s direction. However, as a novice tunnel builder, Harry could not be certain that his aim at the cellar across the street would be true. And, as a wanted fugitive, he knew that police, border guards, or Stasi agents might very well be waiting for him when he broke through in the East.

TUNNELERS AND OTHER escape helpers were now drawing high-profile attention, even across the Atlantic. When U.S. attorney general Robert Kennedy made his first visit to Berlin in February 1962, to be greeted by starstruck crowds, he asked to meet refugees who had been smuggled from the East.22 William Graver, chief of the CIA’s Berlin Operating Base, invited two such escapees to Kennedy’s guest quarters on Podbielski Allee, a center of U.S. intelligence operations. It was early morning, and as the young men were escorted into Kennedy’s suite they heard water running in the bathroom. A few minutes later, Kennedy finished his shower and emerged in his underwear, hastily grabbing and buttoning a shirt as the dialogue began. Afterward one of the students told Graver, “A German minister would never have been able to do that!”

The focal point of Kennedy’s visit, a speech that afternoon at City Hall, was interrupted by flares exploding overhead, fired from the East. From them four red flags floated to earth. As the crowd booed, Kennedy exclaimed: “The Communists will let the balloons through, but they won’t let their people come through!”

Harry Seidel knew little about the Kennedy visit. He was too busy, day and night, in his tunnel. The underground passage might have been relatively short, but that did not mean it was easy work. Seidel and a half dozen comrades spent several days digging down and then eastward in the cold and damp, the only illumination a few flashlights and some dangling lamps. The dirt was sandy and light but the water table was high, so the soil was wet. The young men shoveled it into large tin bowls provided by Fritz Wagner, known not always affectionately as Der Dicke—the Fat Man. The pots, made for transporting animal flesh in stockyards, were passed by hand or pulled by ropes back to the West, the dirt deposited in a corner of the basement.

Dig, dump, and repeat. It was like grave digging, except you had to excavate horizontally, for days, and survive in the musty chill long after light and air began to disappear. Soon one couldn’t toil for more than an hour before feeling faint from lack of oxygen. Some of the men suffered from fever and hacking coughs. Seidel, strong and fit from cycling, sometimes worked for twelve hours straight, displaying few ill effects. Before long the diggers were in, or rather under, the East, as border guards armed with Kalashnikov rifles and “VoPos” (Volkspolizei, or “people’s police”) patrolled just a few feet above their heads on the Heidelberger sidewalk. Harry could hear their footsteps, some muffled chatter, a whistle. He recognized the danger, but did not respect it.

In late March, when Seidel reached the wall of the basement in East Berlin, he created a small hole with a screwdriver and took a long look through it. Harry carried a pistol and also a fire extinguisher, ready to fill the basement with foam and drive back gunmen if he needed to make his escape. Happily, as he enlarged the hole, he confirmed that the coast was clear. Couriers from the West now spread the word to several dozen East Germans: Your tunnel is open.

The first three days of escapes were exhilarating. Harry and his helpers ushered dozens of refugees through the narrow tunnel. Friends of Wagner and the diggers made the trip for free. Those not so closely connected were referred to as “passengers” and paid a small fee directly to Wagner, who kept this policy (and the money) largely to himself. He had expenses related to the tunnel to take care of, and if he made a few bucks in the bargain that was okay, too.

The smaller you were, the easier the journey through the underworld. With a ceiling nearly three feet high, some refugees managed a stooping shuffle and made it in five minutes, while others had to crawl on hands and knees. Many were young men and reasonably fit. When they reached the brick cellar across the border at 35 Heidelberger Strasse they were muddy and exhausted, but it hardly mattered. They were in the West. To celebrate, the diggers offered them iconic bottles of Coca-Cola, a taste of what they had always imagined meant “freedom.”

Then, in the final days of March 1962, Harry pushed his luck too far.23

It was Seidel’s misfortune that a man who lived just upstairs from the tunnel target at 75 Heidelberger Strasse happened to be a Stasi informer. His name was Horst Brieger, code-named “Naumann.” Seidel had chatted with a tenant at 75 Heidelberger, and when this stranger said he wanted to flee to the West, Harry replied, Lucky you, we’ve just opened a tunnel right downstairs! Did this man know who kept the keys to the front door of the building (this might come in handy for access later)? Yes, and he directed Harry to the first-floor tenant, Brieger—who was to inform the Stasi about the tunnel the following day. Brieger even IDed his visitor as the celebrated cyclist Harry Seidel.

Now the Stasi laid a trap, which they referred to in their files as an “operative plan to liquidate the tunnel.” They would allow a handful of escapees to pass unhindered, including several children with parents, while they waited for their main prey, Seidel (“organizer of the trafficking operation”), to pop out of the tunnel in the East. The chief Stasi officer at the scene ordered his comrades “to sharpen their knives for this one,” meaning “they were to have their guns ready and if necessary use them.”

By then, Harry could have declared victory and walked away from this tunnel. All of the refugees on Fritz Wagner’s original list had made their passage to the West. But Seidel hoped to extract his wife’s mother, her two brothers, and a few stragglers. Aiding him was Heinz Jercha, one of his strongest diggers. Jercha had met Fritz Wagner while working at a butcher shop in the East. After fleeing to the West, he eagerly joined Dicke’s tunnel project. Like Harry, the twenty-seven-year-old Jercha had a wife and young child—and an unhealthy case of idealism, reflected in his unusually bright eyes.

On the evening of March 27, Seidel followed the Stasi’s script with one twist: Jercha entered the tunnel ahead of him and took the lead into the East. “You always go upstairs first, let me go once,” Heinz had pleaded. After helping an elderly couple into the shaft, Jercha awaited the arrival of several students. Entering the building’s first-floor corridor, he knocked on Brieger’s door to ask for the keys. When the door opened he came face-to-face with Stasi commandos.

One of them ordered Jercha to surrender, shouting “hands in the air!” Jercha shone a flashlight in his eyes and ran for the basement. Seven shots rang out. Seidel, who had been waiting on the stairs to the cellar, flung open the door. Jercha staggered down the steps, through the three-foot hole in the brick, and into the tunnel. Seidel barred the door, but bullets ripped through it. Jercha, wounded in the chest, scrambled along the dark passage with Harry right behind him. Bleeding heavily, Jercha began to slow. His breath rattled as Seidel shoved him the rest of the way to the West. Pulled out of the tunnel by other diggers, Jercha cried weakly, “Help me! I am bleeding to death!” He died on the way to the hospital.

Another young fluchthelfer, Burkhart Veigel, who hoped to bring refugees through the tunnel the following day, arrived outside its entrance to go over details with Harry.24 The cyclist, who had just been grilled by West German police, seemed pale and agitated. “The pigs shot Heinz!” Harry exclaimed. “They could have just as easily hit me. This one time I let him go first—and they get him immediately!” Seidel added, “The police think I shot him. If they ask you, say that I was unarmed.” Three hours later Seidel thought better of this, and turned over two pistols to the police, including a semiautomatic. He should have been arrested for possessing firearms—which were banned in the West—but cops usually looked the other way in the case of escape helpers, and did so again.

“East German guards shot and killed a West Berliner tonight,”25 the New York Times reported. “Details of the shooting were not clear but police said they assumed the victim had tried to help East Germans across the Wall.” East Berlin newspapers, meanwhile, hailed this defense of the motherland against “terrorists.” They claimed Jercha had been shot by Seidel. Harry’s mother-in-law and her two sons were swiftly rearrested. A Universal newsreel shown in U.S. theaters covered the killing under the title “Door to Freedom.” Film clips showed the entrance to the tunnel, “just a stone’s throw from the Wall of Hate,” the narrator intoned. The “hero” Jercha had died but “his memory will live in those whose freedom he bought—with his life.”

Horst Brieger, meanwhile, confirmed neighbors’ suspicions that he was an informer when he suddenly started driving a new Skoda automobile. Seidel, the actual target for arrest or extermination, remained haunted by his colleague’s death. Friends urged him to quit this crazy business. One told him that if he continued he should at least “never be first to break through at the other side.”

Harry replied, “But that’s my job.”26 And he still had to get his mother out, come what may.

Seidel was soon to have considerably more company under the streets of Berlin. Fluchthelfer were planning digs at widely separated sites across the city, largely unknown to Harry but soon to gain attention from both the Stasi and the watchful West. Among the new escape artists were three students who planned to excavate far to the north of Seidel’s Kiefholz and Heidelberger haunts. The months ahead would test their stamina and dedication, the ability of police in the East to expose them, and fears in the West—at the height of the Cold War—that they would succeed only in sparking a superpower confrontation. Much to their surprise, two American television networks would become deeply involved in the tunnels they would build, including one daring project that, within months, was to bring Seidel and the students—along with an intrepid Stasi operative—together on, or rather under, common ground.


2
Two Italians and a German
MARCH – APRIL 1962

News of Harry Seidel’s tunnel project rocked the insular fluchthelfer community, provoking both fear and hope. The shooting death of Heinz Jercha was chilling, to be sure, but it had come after several nights of incident-free escapes, with dozens rescued. Since the Wall rose there had been only two wholly successful tunnels, each with a risky entrance or exit above ground. The Heidelberger tunnel showed it could be done basement to basement.

Among those taking heart were two students from Italy rooming together in a dorm at the Technical University, or TU, a hotbed of escape activities not far from the Berlin Zoo.1 They were Luigi “Gigi” Spina and Domenico “Mimmo” Sesta. Physically they made an unlikely pair—Spina tall and dark with a bit of a belly; Sesta short, fair, and muscular. The two had known each other since high school in Gorizia, not far from Venice, and shared wide-ranging interests: philosophy, literature, politics, economics. Gigi, after completing military service in Italy, had enrolled in an arts college, Hochschule der Künste, in West Berlin and urged Mimmo to try the engineering program at TU next door.

Reunited in Berlin, they made friends with a twenty-four-year-old arts student named Peter Schmidt, who had grown up partly in Italy and spoke Italian.2 He lived in the East with his wife, Eveline, and their new baby. When the border was sealed on August 13, 1961, Peter could no longer commute to the West. One week later, Gigi and Mimmo visited Peter (entering the East courtesy of their Italian passports) and urged him to consider fleeing with his family while the new barrier was still somewhat porous. Peter declined. He thought the Wall would never last—East Berliners were so against it.

Of the two Italians, Mimmo Sesta was closer to Peter Schmidt. Both were orphans. Now the two young men developed a profound bond. In the months after the Wall rose, Mimmo often visited Peter at his modest country home on the outskirts of East Berlin, talking up the need for an escape plan. He would play with the baby while Peter strummed his guitar.

It still seemed to Peter and Eveline that they would be able to build a comfortable enough life for themselves in East Berlin, in spite of the scarcities and hardship. Peter was a freelance graphic artist. Eveline liked her job in the library at Humboldt University. Their wooden cottage had an outdoor toilet, but they felt fortunate to have a house at all, as well as jobs involving little political pressure, as they waited for the inevitable dismantling of the Wall. But as the barbed wire tangle morphed into a concrete barrier in more and more places in the autumn of 1961, the sense of imprisonment grew oppressive. At Christmas that year, Peter said, “I can’t take it anymore!” The search for a way out began in earnest.

After discussing various methods, including stealing a helicopter, Spina and Sesta decided that only a tunnel would suffice. A strong young man might squeeze under barbed wire, jump from a train, even scale the Wall—he might find an open sewer pipe, swim the Spree, or hide under the backseat of a car—but what about a woman and child? Peter’s adoptive mother also wanted to escape. Unlike Harry Seidel, Peter had no desire to flee to the West ahead of his family. They would exit together or not at all. Adding to the urgency: Schmidt was scheduled to enlist in the East German Army before 1962 ended.

Despite its thin track record, tunneling was coming into vogue. Mimmo and Gigi were inspired that winter by a nervy project that hadn’t achieved even partial success. A group of West Berlin students had started a tunnel under a remote section of the Wollank S-Bahn station, more sophisticated than earlier efforts in its use of tons of wood and iron for supports. Unfortunately, passing trains loosened the earth. Police spotted a small depression in a platform that exposed the tunnel. This produced wide media coverage on both sides of the Wall, but the students’ steady progress to that point—nearly one hundred feet of burrowing—and knack for fund-raising suggested that success elsewhere was plausible.

Now, in March, and united in purpose, Sesta and Spina set out to find a site to launch their own tunnel—basement to basement, from West to East. Looking ahead, they knew they would need additional help. Neither was fluent in German and they expected that negotiations with police, city officials, and maybe intelligence operatives would arise; and Sesta was far from ready to handle the engineering duties. A neighbor in the dorm, a twenty-one-year-old advanced engineering student from Wittenberg named Wolfhardt Schroedter, seemed a perfect fit. They felt Schroedter could be trusted. He had fled East Germany for political reasons four years earlier—which always commanded respect in escape circles. Schroedter was friendly with an organizer of the fake passport scheme and knew that dozens of students involved in that endeavor were now looking for other ways to release friends and families from the East. They might be ready to roll up their sleeves and wield a shovel.

EVEN BEFORE THE Heidelberger tunnel drama, Piers Anderton had issued a call for tips on any digging under the Wall. Anderton, NBC’s Berlin correspondent, had covered all the escape methods favored in the first months after August 13, 1961, and knew that each was becoming ever more difficult to pull off. He needed to stay on top of the latest options.

Encouraging Anderton was his boss back at 30 Rockefeller Plaza in New York, Reuven Frank.3 He had helped create, and now produced, The Huntley-Brinkley Report, the top-rated evening newscast. Frank had come up with one of the most famous tag lines in the history of television, a sign-off for co-anchors Chet Huntley, who was based in New York, and David Brinkley, in Washington, D.C.: “Good night, Chet … And good night, David.” He had also picked their theme music, an excerpt from Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony. Born in Montreal to Eastern European parents, Frank had attended college in Toronto, arriving at NBC in 1950 after a stint with a Newark newspaper. Within a decade he established the model for political-convention and election-night coverage, marked by quick shifts between an anchorman and correspondents. He was among the new breed of television producers who, having never worked in radio, placed a higher priority on moving images than on reading or reporting the news on camera. One of his pet quips: “That’s why they call it television.”

Frank happened to be in Berlin with Brinkley on August 13, 1961. A few days later he instructed Anderton to follow the public mood in East Berlin closely, knowing that this could be the story of the decade. “Give us anything you find on refugees trying to get out under this new repression,” he told Anderton. “Don’t worry about getting permission. Go ahead and do it. I’ll pay the bill.” It was more a demand than a request—Anderton would liken it to a ukase—but he embraced the challenge.

Anderton was, in an era of less than photogenic TV correspondents, one of the most unusual looking. His black hair, swept back, was turning gray in broad strokes and only in front. He had sad eyes and thick lips, and was one of the rare network faces with a mustache (a bit curled at the ends) and beard. He looked like an aging beatnik, minus the poetry, the pot, and the bongos.

A native of San Francisco, Anderton was, at forty-three, a year older than Reuven Frank.4 His middle name, Barron, reflected his lineage back to Edward Barron, who made a fortune in Nevada’s legendary Comstock Lode silver mine in the nineteenth century, and in other investments. After graduating from Princeton, Anderton had served in the Navy during World War II, then worked for the San Francisco Chronicle and Collier’s magazine and attended Harvard as a Nieman Fellow. At NBC he wrote scripts for Chet Huntley specials, then became a foreign correspondent. Frank felt he displayed an unusual combination of versatility and competence. He was also aware of Anderton’s temper, which had once (briefly) caused him to resign over network meddling in one of his reports from Spain.

Anderton didn’t suffer fools gladly. He had even challenged President Kennedy at the White House back in January when, as part of a delegation of NBC reporters, he was granted an off-the-record meeting. When Kennedy criticized some of Anderton’s reporting, the correspondent defended his work. Then he took JFK to task for his first-strike nuclear policy in Europe. “Would you really start a nuclear war over Berlin?” he asked, impertinently. Kennedy said he would, if necessary.

There were maybe a dozen full-time English-speaking journalists in Berlin, but NBC boasted that it had the only fully staffed bureau. For one pre-Wall program, The S-Bahn Stops at Freedom, Anderton covered the flight of East Berlin professionals to the West via the elevated train line. For another he narrated a report from inside a sewage tunnel through which East Germans had escaped, evoking the ending of the classic film The Third Man, which was set in Vienna. Whenever he crossed the border at Checkpoint Charlie he found himself interrogated by GDR guards, sometimes for hours. To mentally escape he would remove from his wallet and read a T. S. Eliot poem, “La Figlia che Piange,” which closes with “Sometimes these cogitations still amaze / The troubled midnight and the noon’s repose.”

On at least one occasion, Anderton had directly aided an escape plot himself.5

Two fluchthelfer had shown up at the NBC office and asked Anderton to lend them a pair of Japanese-made walkie-talkies. Anderton obliged, but insisted on accompanying them on their mission. This would be quite a scoop. One foggy evening, Anderton was driven to an out-of-the-way border zone divided only by barbed wire. Across the barren “death strip,” refugees were supposedly waiting in bombed-out buildings. An escape helper would cut a path (or “river,” as he called it) through the wires, creep to the building, and lead the refugees to the West. Anderton watched as one of the men, named Klaus, grasped a walkie-talkie and wire clippers and crawled out to the border. Klaus disappeared into the darkness but sent back scratchy updates via the NBC radio: “I’m through the wire…. Going down the slope…. Hut on the left…. Lying in a trench until the patrol passes.” Then: nothing. The other man whispered into his device: “Klaus, speak … Klaus, come in…. We cannot hear…. Klaus, speak.” For half an hour they waited for a response but, except for periodic static, silence endured. Anderton never did learn the fate of Klaus.

By the spring of 1962, Anderton and other Berlin correspondents had heard that tunneling—the only escape method that kept both helpers and refugees out of sight—was gaining favor, but as yet no journalist had gotten in on the (muddy) ground floor. Anderton knew that Reuven Frank would love to sink budget resources into one. Now, in March, he asked a part-time NBC staffer named Abraham Ashkenasi to find out if any of his student friends knew anything about a tunnel, or plans for one.

WHEN THE FINAL March edition of Der Spiegel hit the newsstands it was clear the shadowy fluchthelfer community of West Berlin would never be the same. The cover line read Flucht Durch Die Mauer (“Escape Through the Wall”) against a black-and-white image of a stern VoPo studying the West through strands of barbed wire. The article opened:


In adventurous ways, partly above and partly under ground, since August 13 have fled around 5,000 East German citizens past Ulbricht’s wall border to West Berlin.6 One in eight made it to freedom by means of a West Berlin student group that selflessly devoted itself to this. Der Spiegel reveals first details on the escape routes and the functioning of the western smugglers who dug tunnels after August 13, opened sewers, and forged passports in order to perforate the wall.



Students from almost every country in the West had taken part, with 146 arrested so far, including a pair of Americans.

The architect of all this was West Berlin’s leading escape organization, known as the Girrmann Group, or Unternehmen Reisebüro (“Business Travel Agency”), in Spiegel’s wry christening. The Girrmann Group revolved around three administrators at the Free University (FU), a West Berlin institution founded in 1948 by GDR defectors. Two were law students, Detlef Girrmann and Dieter Thieme, and one a theology student, Bodo Köhler. All were in their early thirties and each had escaped the East as a political fugitive years before. Aided by, among others, an American student from Stanford, they focused on FU students trapped in the East before broadening their scope.

The group had operated mainly out of sight since its founding just days after the Wall went up. And no wonder. It was hard enough to carry off hundreds of escapes via checkpoints and sewers, in rafts, or by way of Scandinavia, without the press blowing your cover. Until now most in the media recognized this and held back what they knew about the Girrmann operations, encouraged by city officials who demanded discretion. After six months of secrecy, however, the three Girrmann organizers decided to go public. One reason: they had less to hide, since their early initiatives were now blocked by East German countermeasures. Secondly, after months of rescue operations, they had run up huge debts. Der Spiegel was happy to pay Girrmann, Thieme, and Köhler for information leading to the first inside story on escape work. The trio had expected a fee of 10,000 Deutsche Mark (at the time 4 DM = 1 U.S. dollar) but received only 6000 DM because the editors found their cooperation less than complete.

In a front-page story, the New York Times covered the Spiegel bombshell under the headline “Foreign Students Aided Escape of 600 East Berliners to West.” It referred to “Scarlet Pimpernel raids”7 and a kind of “underground railroad.” No names were revealed in either Der Spiegel or the Times, but it seemed that everyone in West Berlin knew how and where to contact the organizers. Their villa in the Zehlendorf district looked like a miniature castle and even had a catchy name: Haus der Zukunft (“House of the Future”). Besides providing office space, it served as a hostel for students from abroad, many of whom were then recruited as escape helpers. Admiration for these fluchthelfer was strong following the Spiegel piece, but not universal. On March 31, the rector at the Free University dismissed Detlef Girrmann as a director of the Student Union, charging that his escape work put the school in a sensitive political position. Even in the West.

ONE OF THOSE newly interested in chatting with Girrmann organizers was a young West German, who had left the East four years earlier, named Siegfried Uhse. Barely twenty-one, he was a barber by trade. He had a thin face and build, light-colored hair, and he dressed neatly. Slick from head to toe.

Uhse first visited the House of the Future just as the Spiegel piece appeared and managed to speak with the man in charge there, Bodo Köhler.8 He told Köhler that he wanted to get his mother and girlfriend out of East Berlin, a common request. The next day Uhse described the visit to an associate in detail: “I noticed that I was speaking to the right person. The manager told me they were not working at the moment because their last business blew off in February. Köhler wanted to know if I was West German and I said yes. We had a small chat about escape routes and I offered him my help if he needed it. He wrote down my name and address, as well as a description of my girlfriend and her address. He said he would contact me if there was anything new, but he also wanted me to tell him when I would get a new passport.” Köhler, he added, “looks like the eternal student. He wears glasses with black rims. His hair is dark blond.”

In the same conversation Uhse remarked that he had spotted a help-wanted ad for a hairdresser in the PX barbershop at McNair, a major U.S. Army base in Berlin. “I will try and get a job there,” he added.

The person he told all this? His handler at the Ministry for State Security (MfS) in East Berlin. And that story about his mother and girlfriend? A total lie.

Uhse had served as a paid informer for the Stasi since the previous fall, after he was arrested trying to smuggle 112 cigarettes through the Friedrich Strasse checkpoint.9 An official report claimed that Uhse planned to deliver them for a weekly “homosexual and lesbian orgy.” The Stasi had been tailing him, probably aware that he had been arrested and sentenced to probation across the border in Baden-Baden on suspicion of being homosexual—which was against the law even in West Germany.

They soon discovered that he had plied an East Berlin woman with cigarettes and wine from the West so that she would let him spend evenings in a room she rented to one of his male lovers. Uhse, who had once hoped to work as a librarian, was not much interested in politics. He had left East Berlin for Baden-Baden in 1958 simply to join his widowed mother, who worked as a kitchen aide at a sanatorium. Moving to West Berlin in 1960, he lived in a well-furnished apartment and spent nights at lounges and jazz clubs with names like the Dandy Club, Eden Saloon (favored by American tourists), and Big Apple, where he drank liberally and cultivated friends from a higher social class. He spent money beyond his means, often offering to pick up the check to impress others.

Detained by the Stasi in the autumn of 1961, Uhse was a prime candidate for undercover work on several levels. He probably still resented the West Germans for his arrest in Baden-Baden. Temporarily unemployed, he remained attached to a costly lifestyle. Now he faced a smuggling charge in the East. The Stasi felt that, in recounting his adventures, Uhse showed promise as a spinner of tales. After two days of detention, a tasty breakfast, and the promise of a regular stipend, he agreed to work as a low-level informer based in the West.

Like other Stasi recruits, Uhse had to submit a “letter of commitment” for the files. On September 30, 1961, the day after his arrest, he wrote by hand:


I, Siegfried Uhse, voluntarily consent to actively support the security forces of the GDR in their righteous fight.10 Furthermore, I pledge to maintain absolute silence to everyone about my cooperation with the forces of the Ministry of State Security and all related problems. I was informed that if I break this commitment I can be punished according to the current laws of the GDR. For my cooperation with the MfS, I choose the code name: “Fred.”



Uhse, listed in Stasi records as blond and 1.69 meters tall (or a little over five feet six), immediately started monitoring the West Berlin homosexual scene, but he was slow to crack fluchthelfer circles. It was true that a Stasi informer had wrecked Harry Seidel’s tunnel, but that had been pure luck—he just happened to live above its entrance. Uhse would have to go hunting for trouble. His big break came one night at a club when a man told him that a student hangout called Berliner Wingolf was a center for human smuggling. Uhse visited that club, where he was referred to the House of the Future, inspiring that fateful first meeting with Bodo Köhler.

Now, after Uhse’s latest debriefing in March, his Stasi handler ordered him to grab that hair-cutting job at the U.S. base, adding in his report: “Uhse is sure that the manager of Haus der Zukunft is working with a bigger group in trying to get GDR citizens out of the country. The manager would be interested in Uhse because he has a West German passport.”11

THEY DIDN’T YET have funding or supplies, but the three students—Spina, Sesta, and Schroedter—were anxious to break ground.12 First they had to settle on a site for their tunnel to begin in the West and a target point across the border. The crucial considerations: Would the entrance and exit be well hidden? How distant were these two points? Was the soil loose and sandy (easier to shovel but requiring ceiling support) or hard clay? How deep was the water table?

Proceeding carefully in their dorm, the three plotters pored over the detailed Berlin maps obtained from sympathetic city workers, with each building numbered and underground pipes outlined. They inspected the area around the Brandenburg Gate and the Reichstag—the Stasi might not believe anyone would dare dig near the busiest tourist spots—and three other sites. Each had advantages and drawbacks relating to distance and security. There would have to be enough room in a basement to store tons of extracted soil, or a well-concealed courtyard in case they had to dump it outside or load it in trucks. From another municipal office they secured maps showing the varying water table in Berlin and learned that the area around Bernauer Strasse offered more room for error. But under which building to open a tunnel?

To their surprise, the trio pinpointed a breakthrough site in the East before they found a home in the West.

It happened by pure chance. One of Spina’s friends met someone who knew an engineer from Bulgaria now living on Rheinsberger Strasse. This was the second street just across the Wall in the East, parallel to Bernauer. The two Italians visited the Bulgarian to say hello and managed to wrangle an invitation to his birthday party a couple of weeks later. On that day, while Spina distracted the host, Sesta lifted off a hook a key to the basement. Exploring the cellar, he found it suited their purposes. Recalling American crime movies where keys were stolen and impressions made in soap or modeling clay, he found a store nearby that sold plasticine. He pressed the key in the sample, then returned it to the Bulgarian’s apartment. The ploy worked. A locksmith in the West soon produced a duplicate key.

With the target chosen, the options for an entry site in the West were narrowed to the stretch of Bernauer directly across the border. One site jumped out: a hulking five-story factory at Wolgaster Strasse, half of which had been bombed in World War II and neither restored nor leveled since. Behind it was a courtyard out of sight of both passersby and VoPos.

Entering the factory, Schroedter and Spina discovered that a small section upstairs was still being utilized to make swizzle sticks, the thin, plastic cocktail straws. They located the owner, a heavyset, middle-aged man named Müller.13 Schroedter did all the talking because Spina’s German was limited. Could they use the first floor and basement as rehearsal space for their jazz band? “Do not tell me such stories,” Müller scoffed, before granting them permission to use his building for their tunnel so long as they cleaned up afterward. “I come from Dresden,” Müller told them, by way of explanation. “My small family porcelain business was seized by Communists. What you see here is the factory I had to start from scratch.” He would not charge rent, and they could tap into the structure’s electrical grid for free.

As Schroedter and Spina explored the space they got even more excited. There were rooms where diggers could sleep, hang up dirty clothes, or drink a beer, and large corners of the basement where dirt could be dumped. There was just one problem. The factory was set back from Bernauer and the Wall, requiring the longest dig of any they had considered. They would need to excavate at least 100 feet under the factory grounds and Bernauer before they even reached the border. Then they would have to toil under the block-wide “death strip” and another city street before finally, they hoped, breaking into that basement on Rheinsberger. The students calculated this would require digging over 400 feet—four times longer than any previous tunnel. And about three-quarters of it would be in the hostile East. They figured it would take at least two months.

While they recognized the added risk of water leaks and cave-ins at that length, they rarely talked about that. They were young and blessed with the corresponding bravado and sense of indestructibility. A tunnel seemed the only way to retrieve entire families such as the Schmidts. Avoiding VoPos and soldiers by burrowing under them like moles felt safer than trying to trick them at a checkpoint or hiding in a truck, or cutting through wire with armed guards and attack dogs nearby. Now all they needed were a few more devil-may-care diggers to join them. Ample supplies, including a large pile of lumber. A van to transport them. And a healthy chunk of funding (they had only 1500 DM, or about $375, among them). Plus, a few firearms. Because: You never know.


3
The Recruits
APRIL – MAY 1962

Piers Anderton wasn’t the only American journalist keen to explore a tunnel with lights and camera. With upstart ABC barely in the picture, CBS and NBC battled obsessively for news scoops and muckraking specials, armed with fresh hires and large budgets. NBC’s Reuven Frank had posted a sign in his office that read: It’s not important how you play the game, but whether you win or lose.1 This fueled the fiercest fight in journalism since William Randolph Hearst took on Joseph Pulitzer in a newspaper war more than half a century earlier.

It was the golden age of television documentaries.2 They arrived nearly every week as prime-time specials or as installments in series such as CBS Reports or NBC’s White Paper. Network executives wanted the public to forget the recent quiz show scandals, when winners were fixed by producers, provoking congressional probes. The legacy of broadcast legend Edward R. Murrow still clung to CBS, but NBC outhustled and outspent its rival whenever it could. Advertisers, once averse to sponsoring documentaries, now competed for spots on these prestigious shows.

CBS’s man in Berlin, and Piers Anderton’s chief rival, was Daniel Schorr.3 A Bronx native, the son of Jewish immigrants from an Eastern European shtetl (family name: Tchornemoretz), and a World War II veteran, he joined CBS in 1953 at the age of thirty-six. Two years later, after the death of Stalin and the beginning of a slight warming trend under Khrushchev, he opened the first CBS bureau in Moscow. In 1957, he obtained an exclusive interview with Khrushchev, but was soon at loggerheads with his hosts over censorship issues. When the Soviets refused to renew his visa in 1959, CBS sent Schorr to Bonn.

Schorr, like David Brinkley and Reuven Frank, was in Berlin on August 13, 1961, when he was awakened in the middle of the night. “Daniel, they’re closing the checkpoints,” his German cameraman told him. Schorr learned that none of his hotel’s staffers from the East had arrived for the midnight shift, not a good sign. Rushing to Potsdamer Platz in his silver Mercedes, he found soldiers and guards unspooling barbed wire and closing off streets. As the sun climbed in the sky, Schorr recounted on camera in his distinctive baritone, “My cameraman and I were arrested and held in a police station for ninety minutes,” their footage briefly confiscated. (Piers Anderton had also been detained.) Schorr then slipped the footage on a flight to Frankfurt, where it made the next Pan Am airliner for New York.

The next day, Schorr reported, “Small numbers of East Germans are continuing to break through the Communist cordon to West Berlin.”4 These included a young engineer who kicked a cop in the stomach, another man who seized a guard’s carbine, and “one who stepped on his car gas pedal and rammed through.” The following day Schorr was on Bernauer Strasse to witness the first prefabricated concrete slabs being lowered into place, “as though to build a wall



















	Philip Held, nineteen, a trained electrician, drowned in the Spree, attempting to flee.15 His mother was not notified for two weeks; by that time his body had been cremated.

	A nine-year-old East Berlin boy ran away from home and jumped from the roof of a five-story apartment house on the border into a fire brigade’s net on the West Berlin side.16 The boy was rushed to a nearby hospital for treatment of possible back injuries. He told police he was about to be taken from his mother, who was jobless, and sent to an institution. He wanted to live with relatives in West Berlin instead. A second boy on the roof was dragged away by a guard before he could jump. Both boys had school knapsacks strapped to their backs.

	Three young East Berliners tried a daring escape at the Heinrich-Heine border crossing.17 Klaus Brueske added concrete and gravel to his truck to give it added heft. Just after midnight, having fortified himself with a few drinks (a common practice for escapees), he piloted the vehicle straight through two barriers and barely into the West, but was shot by border guards en route. The truck crashed into a barrier. As Brueske sat wounded, the gravel poured into the front seat, slowly suffocating him. His two companions survived. A West German newspaper the next day ran the headline “He Died Driving Them to Freedom.”

	Horst Frank, a horticultural worker, was killed at the border in the Pankow district.18 Late at night he and a friend had ducked under barbed wire and crawled across the death strip, dodging trip wires and guards for four hours. They had reached the last wire when Frank was shot by three guards. His friend made it to the West.
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