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“You are leaving the American Sector.” Along with the nondescript wooden hut, there was only a sign announcing that one was actually about to enter East Berlin—and for anyone lacking English comprehension, the same message was repeated for Soviet, French, and German travelers.
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“Erich Honecker, ruler of the GDR, watches the sun rise in the East. ‘Why are you smiling?’ he asks. The sun replies, ‘Because I am heading to the West!’ ”

—East Berlin joke

“Walls in people’s heads are sometimes more durable than walls made of concrete blocks.”

—Mayor of West Berlin Willy Brandt




FOREWORD

Sixty years ago this year, early on a bright Sunday morning on the 13th August, 1961, the city of Berlin was divided in two – East and West. Initially by road blocks and barbed wire, but very swiftly followed by breeze-blocks, bricks and cement, the Berlin Wall had arrived and was to stay there for another twenty-eight years until it ‘fell’ or was breached on 9th November, 1989.

The Wall – ‘die Mauer’ – had many iterations in its life and at the end was a fearsome barrier of death strips, minefields, arc lights, watchtowers, Czech hedgehogs and 24/7 surveillance. The Wall – and it demands a capital letter – became the enduring emblem of the Cold War, a mighty and appalling objective correlative of everything vile and repressive that Communism, the East and the Soviet Bloc stood for. The East Germans referred to it as the ‘anti-Fascist’ wall but in fact it wasn’t a wall – like Hadrian’s, for example, or the Great Wall of China – designed to keep enemies out, but rather to keep people in. It was the exponential flow of East Germans to the West via Berlin – some two and a half million, between 1949 and 1961 – that prompted the building of the Wall. All the best and the brightest wanted out of the GDR and the only way to stop them was with an insurmountable barrier.

And, except for the very earliest days, the Wall was a very effective deterrent, it has to be said. In real terms, during the Wall’s life comparatively few people managed to breach it. Broadly speaking, it worked. But if the Wall became the abiding metaphor for the Cold War and its evils, then one of the Wall’s few portals became the metaphor for the Wall itself and the West and its freedoms – Checkpoint Charlie.

Checkpoint ‘Charlie’ was in the American Zone of West Berlin, in the Friedrichstadt neighbourhood, and was the only permitted gateway to the East or West available to the four powers – Russian, American, British and French. These countries’ soldiers and diplomats had the right, enshrined by treaty, to roam and inspect one another’s zones. And the only way you could legitimately get into East Berlin from the West, or into the West from the East, was through this modest checkpoint.

Iain MacGregor’s superb book tells Checkpoint Charlie’s extraordinary history with fascinating detail and great narrative élan. Checkpoint Charlie became, of course, the cynosure of the espionage agencies, but it was also the key focal point, a charged and potent catalyst, where East met West, and not just as far as Berlin was concerned. The famous stand-off in October, 1961, between American tanks and Russian tanks, staring each other down, barrel to barrel, might genuinely have lit the fuse of a potential World War III, such was the symbolic freight of the encounter, and such were the high stakes at the time.

Checkpoint Charlie has outlived the Wall, as irony would have it. I wonder if it had been ‘Checkpoint Delta’ or ‘Checkpoint Foxtrot’ it would have the same resonance in the popular imagination. Its symbol- ism has changed also. What was once the vital portal to freedom and the West is now a replica and a tourist attraction, with its own museum and gift shop. You can buy the T-shirt or a commemorative mug. Yet somehow Checkpoint Charlie’s very commercial survival underpins the triumph of capitalism over communism. Checkpoint Charlie has been commodified.

But despite that slightly tawdry new identity the fact that anyone can scrutinise the actual physical properties of the crossing – in its 1961 version – and can see its unpresuming scale, its slightly gimcrack materials – reminds one that it is, for all its reinvention, still a living monument to a hugely important moment of 20th century world history. Iain MacGregor’s compelling narrative of Checkpoint Charlie’s strange life reminds us of a perilous time when world peace, and its nightmare alternative, was a living, breathing issue to everyone on the planet. It remains an enduringly powerful symbol – genuinely totemic.



William Boyd, February 2021


PROLOGUE

 

October 1961

It would be the first time the young British officer had traveled to West Berlin. Lieutenant Robert Corbett of the Irish Guards looked out the door of the guards’ railcar that brought up the rear of the twenty-wagon military supply train. His afternoon had become stressful at the railway loading yard in Hanover as he anxiously watched final preparations being made by West German civilian crews, loading the wagons with essential supplies of fuel oil, ammunition, and foodstuffs, all heading for the British garrison now isolated in West Berlin, though only 177 kilometers (about a hundred miles) away. He knew there would be ample time wasted at the Inner German border crossing at Helmstedt, but he was confident they would still get the train through without a fuss. By October 1961 the East Germans and the Soviets had successfully split the city in two with what would become the Berlin Wall, and the Allies were anxious that the three border crossings into East Germany with access to Berlin should be maintained at all costs. “My orders were very clear,” Corbett recalled. “Under no circumstances was I to permit the train’s contents to be pilfered, or physically interfered with.” Corbett had a small, handpicked reconnaissance platoon—eleven men and his platoon sergeant. With night drawing near, the British troops felt the first sharp bite of an autumn chill as the wind picked up. To keep warm, they quickly withdrew into the central section of the train where the guard stove was situated.

As the train pulled into Helmstedt to cross into the German Democratic Republic at Marienborn, where Checkpoint Alpha was situated, Corbett adjusted his eyes to the arc lights illuminating the scene. This major crossing point was a set of simple, flimsy huts that marked out the actual border between East and West Germany. The cheery Allied border control officers bade the British troops farewell as they quickly processed the train through their side of the border at Helmstedt. Any feeling of optimism for the journey ended abruptly within a hundred yards, as the train came to a sudden halt, the engine letting out a powerful jet of steam when the brakes were applied. Out of the gloom came at least a dozen East German Transport Police—Trapos—to carry out the inspection of the train, check identification of any non-Allied personnel aboard, and search for stowaways. East German border guards—Grenztruppen—armed with submachine guns slung loosely across their shoulders maintained a watchful eye as they chatted and smoked cheap cigarettes. As he scanned the borders of the darkness, Corbett could hear dogs barking ferociously in the distance. The buggers are no doubt sniffing the air for any would-be escapees, he thought to himself. The border crossing was a shabby, dismal place lit up with the glaring arc lamps, which were placed high above guard towers crisscrossed with barbed wire. Corbett couldn’t wait to leave and get going on to Berlin.

Within a few minutes three Soviet border guards joined the Trapos and came marching to the rear of the guards’ wagon in order to take the British officers’ transportation papers back to their commandant’s office on the station platform. The driver and train guard from Hanover would depart when the paperwork had been cleared, as East German personnel took the train on from here. For want of anything better to do, the rest of Corbett’s platoon quickly disembarked to stretch their legs, have a smoke, and see if they could start a conversation with the Russian conscripts standing near the train’s platform. Corbett had been warned that the Communists would stretch out the border checks, and that once in the GDR the train would have to deal with other delays, like the terrible state of the track, which brought speeds down to forty-three miles per hour. When he returned to the guards’ wagon, he discovered on his bunk a beautiful Russian leather belt, with a great big brass buckle decorated with the hammer and sickle. Next to it was a red packet of Russian cigarettes with a Soviet design. He turned suspiciously to his men.

“Oh, sir,” one of them said, “we thought you’d like it and so we’ve been doing a bit of swapping.”

“What did you swap it for?” He frowned.

“Well, a few half packs of cards!” said another guardsman with a laugh.

Soldiers never change, Corbett thought. They’re all the same. It broke the tension that had been building inside him, and he leaned out of the guards’ wagon window to watch the train crew starting to warm up the engine for travel. He studied the Russian border guards as they went about their business, and he admired their evident discipline. They had offered no opposition or signs of aggression. So long as the paperwork was in order, he had a right to travel to West Berlin, and they efficiently waved him and the train through into East German territory. The young officer had no idea that his problems were about to begin.

“Once we’d got through into East Germany,” he later recalled, “our new East German driver was determined that he would cause us as much difficulty as possible. He kept on stopping and starting all the time, and as a result we were up all night long. Going through Magdeburg in the early hours of the morning, we could see the great tank workshops there, the arc welding and engineering going on at that time of day, so this was obviously a twenty-four-hour operation.

“Shortly after first light, east of Magdeburg, the train was stopped, and whenever it stopped, I had been told that I had to patrol it to prevent people perhaps who might want to get on it to get into West Berlin, or who might have been wanting to loot the goods we were transporting.

“The train was halted, and very shortly before that we had gone past a party of about twelve very heavily armed People’s Police—Volkspolizei—on the railway line, carrying those nasty little Russian submachine guns with vented barrels. It was here that I made a mistake.”

As the train’s brakes hissed, Corbett took his platoon sergeant up to the front end of the column to see what the issue was—keenly aware he couldn’t afford further delays. Almost immediately, the train started off with a mighty hissing of steam, and a loud shunting as the wagons crashed forward. Dancing out of the way of the boiling steam, Corbett anxiously looked back down the train. “I could see one of my guardsmen, a man called Guardsman Kelly—immensely strong but whose intellect did not necessarily match his strength. He was violently grappling with two Volkspolizisten who were trying to arrest him, and they were certainly coming off the worse for it as he knocked both to the ground.”

Lieutenant Corbett spun around and, hand on his sidearm, sprinted back up the length of the train, bellowing above the noise of the hissing brakes. The train came to an abrupt stop. Someone had pulled the emergency brake cord, thank goodness. Reaching the guards’ railcar, lungs bursting, Corbett and his sergeant jumped up onto the platform at the back and barked at the eleven-man platoon to get aboard in short order. They caught sight of a scrum of men double-timing toward them out of the darkness, the sound of boots crunching on gravel growing louder. The East Germans fanned out across the concourse, blocking the railway line. A stern-looking Volkspolizei officer stood a few yards away, pointing at Guardsman Kelly, shouting, “This man is trespassing on the sovereign territory of the German Democratic Republic and you will hand this man over to us, now!”

Corbett stood his ground, stared into the face of the Vopo, and quickly came to a decision. He wasn’t going to back down. “We will not!” he barked back in German, and his sergeant gestured for his men to bring their rifles to bear. Instantly, several Soviet submachine guns were cocked and raised in the British contingent’s direction. “In my mind, I could see myself as a young officer sowing the seeds of the Third World War,” Corbett recalled. Both sides stood motionless for what seemed like an eternity. Perhaps sensing the futility of escalating the conflict, the men of the Volkspolizei slowly lowered their weapons and backed off, cursing the guardsmen as they made their way down the line, their burly shapes melting into the gloom, encouraged along their way by some choice Irish Guards sentiment.

Although relieved, Corbett cursed his luck as the train guard now informed him that pulling the emergency brake had come at a price: They would be delayed a few more precious hours in order for the mechanic to bleed the air out of the train’s braking system.

* * *

As the dawn broke next morning, the train finally arrived in West Berlin—chugging through the great marshaling yards at Spandau to unload its precious cargo. Corbett dreaded that he was now in trouble—they were very late, and he had caused what he thought was probably close to an international incident.

“Once I had billeted my men, I then went to see the brigade commander in Berlin [Brigadier R. Whitworth] and report myself arrived. I thought I was going to be court-martialed. And I told him exactly what had happened and said, ‘I’m very sorry, sir, if I’ve done the wrong thing here.’ He said, ‘No, you’ve done exactly right. Don’t worry, Corbett, we’re going to look after you.’ ”

The garrison then arranged for Corbett and his men to see West Berlin and specifically the first preliminary building of the wall on the horseshoe under the Brandenburg Gate. Corbett was keen to see for himself what the world had only begun to see on television or read in the newspapers. He was intrigued by the immensity of the undertaking to sever a whole city through the center with a barrier.

He walked through the Tiergarten, past the Soviet War Memorial and toward the semi-derelict husk that had once been the Reichstag—the grand German center of government. After climbing the vast flights of stairs to the main chamber—up which the Soviet 79th Rifle Corps had famously stormed in May 1945, before planting the Red Flag atop the roof—Corbett managed to find a pathway into the ruins of the Reichstag’s upper floors. He marveled at the numerous bullet holes and shrapnel scars in the huge stone columns, symbols of the fierce firefight that had taken place here sixteen years before. Cyrillic graffiti decorated many of the walls—a reminder of who had won. Finally, he neared the highest section made safe by British engineers in the roof of the ruins. Corbett climbed up a long steel ladder to the observation post that had been established by the British Army. A sense of history filled his mind.

Using his binoculars, he took in the broad sweep of the entire center of the city: the stunning monument that was still the Brandenburg Gate, with the beautiful boulevard of Unter den Linden (“Under the Lime Trees”) stretching off into the distance toward Museum Island and the tops of grand buildings such as the Berlin Cathedral. Where the beginnings of the Wall now wormed their way around the Gate, he could see trucks, cranes, and dozens of workmen all building the next phase of the barrier, turning barbed-wire fencing into a wall of cement blocks. In the middle distance the boulevard was dotted with people making their way to and from work and the odd vehicle driving toward Friedrichstraße and the crossing point. He spotted Volkspolizei on sentry duty along the Wall, stopping every now and then to scan across the no-man’s-land to the British Sector. “For the first time,” he recalled, “I saw that abomination of a barrier, and how dramatic the impact on the city was.”

Lieutenant Robert Corbett of the Irish Guards would leave Berlin in late 1961 and go on to enjoy a brilliant career in the British Army, commanding elite units of the Parachute Brigade and becoming chief of staff of the Falklands garrison and later the commander of the Guards’ division. He would rise through the ranks over the next two and a half decades until—as a major general—he was offered the position of commandant of the British Sector, Berlin, in January 1989. Major General Corbett would be the twenty-first, and last, man to hold this pivotal role. Unwittingly, he would find himself at the epicenter of historic events that would bring the Berlin Wall crumbling down, the Cold War to a sudden end, and the divided Germany to reunification. All without a shot being fired.

This narrative is not a grand sweep of historical analysis. Rather, it tells many stories about the Berlin Wall, from a variety of perspectives and voices: of the city’s people, of the armies that guarded or imprisoned them—depending on which side you were on—and of the many incidents that shaped the history of the Wall, all enriched by the recollections of a unique group of participants. Be they civilians, journalists, artists, soldiers, spies, politicians, or law enforcement officers, their lives have all been touched by the Wall, and they each have a story to tell—of working near, soldiering by, living close to, spying on, or escaping through Checkpoint Charlie.


PART I

EXODUS
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Two East Germans, like hundreds of thousands before them, arriving at what the sign identifies as an “Emergency Reception Camp” at Marienfelde, August 1, 1961.


“If we mean that we are to hold Europe against communism, we must not budge [from Berlin]. I believe the future of democracy requires us to stay here until forced out.”


—Lucius D. Clay,
US general, April 1948
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CHAPTER ONE

 

Island in the Communist Stream

When the Second World War in Europe ended, with the official surrender of Germany on May 7, 1945, the city Hitler hailed as the beating heart of his “Thousand Year Reich” was left in ruins. RAF and US Air Force bombers had laid waste to more than 70 percent of the housing within a five-mile radius of its center. As they fought street by street to capture the Reichstag, the heart of the Nazi regime, the invading Soviet army had virtually destroyed the rest. The once proud showcase of the finest art and architecture that Prussia could offer was soon a prefabricated shelter to its two million battered and dazed survivors. The city was now divided, as the Potsdam Conference had agreed, into four sectors of occupation, one by each of the four Allied victors. Berlin simply mirrored the sectors of control that Germany herself had been divided into by France, Britain, the USA, and Russia.

Over the next five years the euphoria of victory would give way to paranoia, confrontation, and hostility between the Western powers and Josef Stalin, who schemed to ensure Germany would remain divided as part of an Eastern European buffer to protect Russia from future attacks. The East-West divide hardened into a Cold War, as the democratic governments of Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Romania, and Bulgaria toppled one by one to Communist-led coups. Under the leadership of Secretary of State George C. Marshall, the United States took on the mantle of protector and benefactor to the Free World, remaining a vigorous presence in Europe and the Pacific, as well as providing the foundation stones of NATO and the UN. Germany was at the heart of this division, and Berlin would become ground zero of the new global conflict to come.

The Allied and Soviet zones stayed in place, as both sides seemed intent on implanting their own visions of what central Europe should be. The Allies’ proposal for a new currency to replace the bankrupt Reichsmark in February 1948 led the following month to a dramatic walkout by the Soviet delegation at the Allied Control Council, which had governed Germany since the end of the war. The Russians had intentionally debased and over-circulated the Reichsmark by excessive printing, deliberately reducing the German population to penury, until bartering with cigarettes and the black market underpinned their economy. The introduction by the West of the new Deutschmark in June subsequently brought the hostility of the negotiating table out into the open. On June 16, Colonel Yelizarkov, the deputy to the commander of the Soviet Sector, withdrew from the Four Power Kommandatura [the governing body of Berlin]. President Harry Truman would note, “This act merely formalized what had been an obvious fact for some time, namely, that the four-power control machinery had become unworkable. For the city of Berlin, however, this was an indication for a major crisis.”

Situated 177 kilometers (approximately 100 miles) inside the Soviet Zone of Occupation, West Berlin was isolated and vulnerable, surrounded by at least three hundred thousand Soviet troops and three thousand tanks. Although Stalin had signed in 1946 to formally grant the Allies access of supply into Soviet territory, the agreement could easily be thwarted if he so wished. Thus, on June 24, 1948, the Soviets mounted a blockade of the city, effectively turning the supply tap off from its western road, rail, and canal routes. He expected that either the city would starve or, ideally, the Allies would capitulate and withdraw from the city itself.

Under the leadership of General Lucius D. Clay, the military governor of the American zone; the commander of the USAF, General Curtis LeMay; and William H. Turner, the head of the Anglo-American Airfleet, the United States and her allies responded with a three-hundred-day airlift, the biggest in aviation history. Flying more than two hundred thousand sorties, delivering nearly 2.4 million tons of aid, with an Allied plane landing at Tempelhof Air Base every two minutes, the airlift kept the city alive.

Seventy-eight Allied aircrew and German personnel would lose their lives in the accidental crashes that occurred. Adolf Knackstedt was then a fourteen-year-old American-born Berliner watching the propeller-driven aircraft coming in to land, and remembers that “more and more planes could be seen flying in circles in the skies around Berlin. Many times, I stood on top of the ruins located in the flight path of the landing aircraft at Tempelhof admiring how the giant C-47s and C-54s glided in between the vast ruins of building façades still standing.”

Knackstedt’s parents had separately emigrated to the USA in the 1920s, met and married in 1929, and settled in a tight-knit German community in the Bronx, New York. Adolf would be born in 1934, the second son. The beginning of the Second World War brought confusion and separation for the family. The FBI’s concerns over a German “Fifth Column” within the country allowed them to draw up a list of all Germans thought to be a threat to national security, and the Knackstedts were placed on it. Rather than be interned in the giant government camp called Crystal City, in Texas, Knackstedt’s parents made the decision to return to the Fatherland in April 1941.

Dodging British officials trying to apprehend Adolf’s father, who had absconded on his own, the family successfully managed to sail to Europe aboard a merchant vessel. Finding a home just outside of Brandenburg, the Knackstedts survived the war and were living in the small town of Brandenburg an der Havel. “At the end of the war,” Adolf recalled, “the Soviet Army overran our town and it became a part of the Soviet Zone of Occupation. There, under the rule of the Soviets, we lived until February 1949.” As the Berlin Blockade commenced, Adolf’s father applied for a job at the Airlift Administration, and for the next four months, day after day, along with hundreds of other Germans, he was assigned to unload one aircraft after another. “Sometimes I waited at the gate for him to come out and we both walked home together,” Adolf said. “The strain of this incredibly arduous work could be seen on his face, but he enjoyed his job and expressed that fact at a number of occasions.”

On May 11, 1949, the official announcement finally came that the blockade was going to end the following day. The Russians granted Western access to the enclave once more, and crucially, both sides still permitted free travel across the zones of control of the city. By this point, a sea change at local and international levels had occurred that would yield long-term benefits to the Allies. The Berliners now looked on their British, French, and American occupiers as true protectors, and President Truman finally confirmed that American military might and money would stay in Western Europe for as long as necessary to encourage a rebirth of democratic rule in Germany. “We Berliners didn’t fall into a frenzy of celebrations, because we were too suspicious about previous agreements signed by the Soviets,” Knackstedt recounted. “May 12 was declared a holiday, which meant I didn’t have to go to school, so I roamed the streets around Hallesches Tor with my pals. I witnessed the first truck filled with goods arriving from West Germany after the zonal barriers were lifted at midnight, bringing in desperately needed food. . . . There was no ‘run’ on the stores by the Berliners, even though they had suffered hunger for a very long time. It seemed as if they realized the standard of living in Berlin was permanently going to improve and the days of going without were coming to an end.

“When the Berlin Airlift happened, my brother Hansi and I were running more and more into trouble with the local Russian authorities, at one point being thrown into a prison cellar by the KGB. But now, as registered Americans, my family was assisted by their consulate in Berlin in getting us out of East Germany, and we settled in West Berlin.” Two days after Knackstedt arrived in West Berlin, he would meet “the love of his life,” Vera, for the very first time, where they played together in the rubble of the city. By 1952 he was eighteen years of age and, as a registered American living in the American sector, was thus due to be drafted into their armed forces. “My papers arrived telling me I had to register with the draft board in Washington, DC. I was also informed I had to be back in the United States before reaching the age of twenty-one, otherwise I would jeopardize my American citizenship. So, in February 1954, I packed my bags and headed back to the USA.” He would return to play a major part in the Berlin story.

* * *

By the time Knackstedt was on his way to the United States, Margit Hosseini’s German family had returned to Berlin to reestablish themselves, her father having served as a diplomat in France after the war and now believing that the city was safe to live in with a young family. He also longed to reconnect with his extended family, who were living in the Soviet Sector. Following her parents around the city, six-year-old Margit was stunned by the level of destruction from the war. “I found it frightening, and I didn’t dare to ask my mother, Where have all these houses gone?” The family lived close to the Marienfelde refugee center. “We had a house with a large garden, and all the gardens around us when we arrived were all filled with vegetables, because people were hungry. Well, it slowly changed within a few years, as vegetables were discarded and replaced by flowers, as the economic situation improved in the Allied sectors.”

Even as a young girl, Margit realized her world wasn’t safe, as she heard the everyday worries from her family and their friends about what the Russians would do after the failure of the Berlin Blockade. “I remember distinctly 1953, the uprising on the 17th of June, and I heard the adults saying ‘The Russian bear is coming!’ and I thought, even as a little girl, They kept these big brown bears?” The brutal suppression by the Soviets of an East German–workers’ revolt had reverberated throughout the western sectors of the city. “It was that kind of insecurity that was ingrained in all West Berliners, and no matter how small the incident, they felt it intensely, as we were surrounded by the Communists.”

Five years later, Eastern Europe was still the vassal of Stalin’s successor, Nikita Khrushchev, who was no more enthusiastic for the Allies to have access to Berlin than Stalin had been, but could never decide how far to push his claims without the conflict escalating to nuclear war with the West. And having so many Soviet troops in East Germany was a financial strain at a time when he needed to overhaul the Russian economy. The people of East Germany saw the Soviet occupation as a fact of life, especially the young, but there were still mixed views as to what benefit the Soviets brought to this newly created country.

Günther Heinzel, born in 1948 a few months before the beginning of the Berlin Airlift, lived in Waltershausen, Thüringen, and was lucky enough that his middle-class family could afford a cook and a nanny. Despite this, they still suffered hardships due to a lack of quality goods to buy, a chronic problem in East Germany. In 1953, in the days after the uprising across the country on June 17, the five-year-old Günther witnessed for himself how the Soviets imposed their will on the country. “Where I lived, they looked to quell any dissent through intimidation, by repeatedly driving through towns and villages in long convoys of armored cars and tanks, traversing their gun turrets in all directions.”

But there was a sizeable portion of the country’s population who felt comfortable under Soviet occupation if their needs for everyday living were met. Equally, for those whose families were part of the state apparatus and who believed in the paradise the Socialist Unity Party claimed it was striving to create, there was at the very least tacit support. Though all knew it came at a price. For Stefan Wolle—now director of Berlin’s DDR Museum, which re-creates life in East Germany—day-to-day existence as a young boy in late 1950s East Berlin was both comfortable and politically driven. “My father and mother were members of the Socialist Unity Party, and my father also worked on the Central Committee of East German first secretary Walter Ulbricht’s government. As a young boy, I believed in the system emphatically.” A great many East Germans at the time, especially if they lived in Berlin or Dresden, looked at their still war-damaged surroundings and wondered if history would repeat itself if conflict with America actually did happen.

For Hans-Ulrich “Uli” Jörges, who later became the co-Editor-in-Chief of Stern magazine, and was born in 1951 in Bad Salzungen, a small town close to the border between East and West Germany, living under the Soviets did not seem oppressive at first. “I actually remember a happy childhood spent in East Germany. In the fifties, the war by then was a memory far away and people seemed to be enjoying life again after the shock of a Soviet invasion in 1945, occupation, and then the birth of the GDR in 1949. I vividly recall lots of family events. Birthday parties, Christmas, and of course the coming of New Year would all be excuses in our village to organize a celebration. Once a year, in summer, there was a big festival at the lake in the center of the town with fireworks at night, which for any child is exhilarating! So, for me, as a youngster, the GDR meant normal life with no worries.

“There was still a Kommandatura of the Soviet Army in an old villa at the lake, and frequently we’d see Russian soldiers playing basketball in the garden, and as a child it was natural, I would be inquisitive and want to talk to them. They had settled into our area, and the boundaries of conquerors versus the occupied had fallen away. For the most part they were friendly and on occasion would even give us all sweets.” As with Stefan Wolle, though, Jörges was reminded of darker times, too. “Another villa, close to the Russian one, was the headquarters of the Stasi [Staatssicherheit] which always seemed deserted and quite ghostly. When I passed it walking hand in hand with my grandmother, she would walk across to the other side of the street, lecturing on how I should stay away from this place as the screams of people being tortured could be heard during the night from the cellars of the building. Maybe this was just a rumor, but it sure as hell gave me nightmares.” The simple life, with benign Soviet occupiers, would gradually change in the early 1950s, as the frontiers of this new Cold War started to be reinforced.

In early 1952, alarmed at the continued and rapidly increasing exodus of professionals and skilled workers from East Germany, Moscow flexed its muscles. Although initially pleased that this brain drain benefited the Soviet vision of the GDR by the departure to the West of potential opposition, it became obvious that this tap couldn’t be left open much longer. The population of the Federal Republic of Germany was growing substantially as it incorporated those fleeing East Germany, which had economic consequences that might cause political instability. In April, Walter Ulbricht met with Stalin and his ministers in Moscow to discuss the situation and provide solutions. Knowing of his leader’s fears of “infiltration” into the East by Western agents, Stalin’s foreign minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, planned for the GDR to introduce a pass system for all Westerners coming into and out of East Berlin. By June 1952, Republikflucht (“flight from the republic”) was a crime to be punished.

Not satisfied with this tool to sift out potential saboteurs, however, Stalin went one step further and ordered the entire demarcation line between East and West Germany to be officially drawn up as a hard border—thus preventing movement in either direction. For countless East Germans, this was yet another reason to attempt to flee—before the net tightened even more. This Inner German border, however, stretching almost fourteen hundred kilometers (close to nine hundred miles) from the Baltic Sea to the border with Czechoslovakia, was still not the impregnable barrier Stalin envisaged, a fact reflected in the name the locals living along its length gave to it, die Grenze (“the Border”).

Hans-Ulrich Jörges’s father decided to flee to the West in 1956, sending word to his family to follow him a year later. “We could leave,” Uli recalled later, “because they were not interested in a single woman with two children. I do remember a house search by Stasi officers, who wore long Gestapo-like leather coats, when I was three or four years old. Of course, that was a terrifying experience. In West Germany we settled in a village close to the border in Hessen, not far away from Bad Salzungen. Every Sunday for many years, in a sort of Homeric ritual, we traveled to the border and looked across the fence into our homeland of Thüringen. My parents would stand there fighting back the tears, gripping our hands tightly, and talking to one another to offer some comfort.”

For Uli’s family, the frontier was perhaps in the mind. “Our border was marked with a simple fence that you could walk across fields to and stand right up against, without any concern as to the border guards on the other side harming you. It was almost like a fence for retaining cattle in their field. There was no ‘Death Strip’ at that time, and when the border guards in the East passed by, one could even casually talk to them. I recall a small man standing beside us who shouted out to them as they marched past us silently that they come over to eat some white bread [difficult to obtain in East Germany]—and they did.”

For the Soviet politicians, there were of course bigger stakes than simply winning over an occupied population to prevent their escaping through a barbed-wire fence. For Khrushchev at this time, defending the Soviet Union with missiles was the goal, even if the Soviet high command demanded an ever-larger budget to fight the Cold War with conventional weapons. To speed up the process, in November 1958 he announced that within six months either the Allies would sign a peace treaty with both the German states and the Soviets, or he would sign one himself with East Germany, thus giving the Soviets access to the supply routes into Berlin. Although his ultimatum created panic over the Allies’ resolution to uphold their access rights to West Berlin, they stood firm. Khrushchev bowed to pressure and repeatedly extended his deadline.

As Walter Ulbricht tightened his grip on all facets of the GDR and the standard of living decreased under the economic constraints of a “command economy” through the latter half of the 1950s, so the migration to the West of the best of his workforce rapidly increased, escaping via the safest route—through the open borders of Berlin. The journalist and writer Stefan Heym, a committed antifascist who had relocated back to East Berlin from the USA in 1953, could see the writing on the wall. “The people in the East looked toward the West with longing. They would have liked to have had the same comforts, the same goods, the same chances in life. All they could see was a socialist system, which demanded great sacrifice for their efforts and nothing but promises for a better future. As long as the borders were open, it was relatively easy to get to West Berlin. All you had to do was board a U-Bahn and you’d be in another world. From ‘socialism’ to ‘capitalism’ in a two-minute ride. It was crazy.”

There would be, of course, disagreements, even feuds, between family and friends depending on which side of the political fence you sat on in Germany during the 1950s. Margit Hosseini was also a child of this decade, and she undertook various visits to East Berlin with her family and witnessed firsthand the disparity in everyday living standards compared with her own life. “My French-born father was working for the government and had been transferred over to the French zone in 1949. The suburb of West Berlin that was my home was a world away from the life of my cousin in East Berlin. The only way my family crossed was by S-Bahn, and even as a child one immediately sensed and saw how quickly the atmosphere changed. . . . When one traveled across Friedrichstraße, there were big posters advertising socialism and the greatness of it. As you then moved farther into East Berlin, away from the center of town, it became grim; there were less colorful posters, and everything was gray. . . .

“In many places, the city was in ruins, and whole streets and large buildings were reduced to rubble—one could clearly see the tops of the cellars peeking out of the ground, and some bright souls even placed vases of flowers where their front doors had been. The sort of grayness was not just optical, in a sense the view of the town: It was also the people. . . . I don’t know whether that was because of the kind of propaganda we had in the West, of course, as well, or whether it was a real fact. I do recall in my mind’s eye the endless gray shuffling of people along the street, not talking a lot to each other. Whilst in the West, we were talking and laughing or making gestures.

“When we went across to see our relations, like every family from the West, we took lots of things: fresh fruit—oranges were unobtainable in East Berlin—nice clothes, soap, and such things. . . . And in those days, you must remember there was no Wall, so you didn’t have your bags searched. In the S-Bahn they quite often did sort of random checks. And I remember once, my cousin came with her mother to stay with us for the weekend, and when they arrived both were in tears because they had been carrying oranges to give to us as a present—for them it represented a precious resource. Alas, they had run into a random police check and the oranges were confiscated. They were chided by the Vopos for this sort of Western influence, which the authorities in the East didn’t want. And seeing their distraught faces as they explained their misfortune, it seemed to me so utterly absurd to make a political issue out of oranges!”

For Wolfgang Göbel, born in East Berlin before the war, in 1939, and later assistant head of transportation in West Berlin in the 1980s, the path from East to West was complicated. He was raised in a socialist family; his father was a metalworker and a committed supporter of the East German government who tried to imbue his son with a love of Marx and Lenin. The young Wolfgang would try to follow in his father’s footsteps; studying hard to redeem himself he enlisted in the fledgling Nationale Volksarmee (NVA) for two years’ military service. His love of the city, East or West Berlin, was seen through the prism of a rough-and-tumble childhood in the late 1940s. “When I was a child, it was exciting even when we crossed the street. I grew up in East Berlin and we could literally cross the street and we were in West Berlin and in a completely different world. The luxury of Coca-Cola, oranges, chocolate, and vegetables; you could buy all of this with your East money, you only had to put up with the exchange rate.”

But by the late 1950s, Wolfgang was aware enough to see the disparity of life in the GDR compared to the West, and added to that, he had fallen in love with a girl who lived in West Germany. On an impulse he bought a round-trip flight to Hanover to be with her, and a short holiday turned into a desire to remain. The resultant pressure on his father by the East German authorities brought the boy back, where he was immediately arrested by the Stasi and imprisoned on trumped-up charges of military espionage. He would reside in the notorious Stasi-run prison at Hohenschönhausen, once run by the Nazis and then by the KGB and situated in the northeast of Berlin. “I was there from August 3 until October 10, 1960. Like at most totalitarian prisons, you were reduced to only a number. I was ‘50-2/49-2.’ I shared a cell for a while with an actual agent who was German and had worked for American military intelligence. The prison cells underneath the original redbrick prison were called ‘the Submarine’ because they were in the basement. Most of them had no access to daylight, and neither was there a toilet, and it was very embarrassing when you had to relieve yourself, with everyone watching and listening, and the smell was terrible.” There was no communication allowed between prisoners. Even if Wolfgang had encountered them when being taken for interrogation, all were ordered to turn to their faces to the wall so as not to have any contact.

“I endured nighttime interrogations, which were very hard. You were picked up at 9 p.m., then questioned all night into the early hours of the morning. Then you were released back to your cell, where they wouldn’t allow you any sleep at all. If you do that for three weeks, you don’t know who, or where, you are anymore.”

Wolfgang had the advantage that the charges against him were fabricated. His father used an old wartime contact now high up in the Stasi to win his son’s release. And within a few months Wolfgang would seize his chance and escape across the border at Friedrichstraße. This crossing point would later be known as Checkpoint Charlie.

By 1961, the tide of refugees seeking sanctuary in the West was reaching worrying levels. More than 2.1 million people in ten years, a sixth of the entire population, simply walked out of their front doors and never returned. West Berlin teenager Margit Hosseini would watch with growing concern as they flooded into her half of the city. “Everybody knew that something was going to happen. For weeks, thousands and thousands of people had come across into West Berlin, and everybody realized that in some way or another, East Germany would have to do something, because half of their labor force, well-trained young people, had left the country. . . . We didn’t know what, but that there would be [a reaction], and soon.” These young East Germans were the cream of the country’s workforce—professionals who worked in essential industries, generally under twenty-five years of age: the nation’s future.

Nikita Khrushchev was walking a tightrope of his own making by that summer—at home, in Asia, and in Western Europe. By denouncing Josef Stalin in 1956, he had unintentionally opened a Pandora’s box of liberal nationalism across the USSR’s satellite states that had taken Soviet tanks to quell, first in Warsaw and then in Budapest. He had not only to support Ulbricht but also to keep in check the growing power and influence of his Communist ally from the East—China. Mao Zedong had grown cold to Khrushchev’s leadership for several reasons: his denouncement of Stalin’s rule in 1956; his lack of ambition to take the revolution to the capitalist West; and, crucially, his decision to visit the USA when invited by Eisenhower in September 1959, before he had even gone to China to celebrate Mao’s tenth year in power. The two leaders were now barely on speaking terms, preferring to communicate through their respective foreign ministries.

Closer to home, the thought of a West Germany led by the anti-Communist Konrad Adenauer being allowed tactical nuclear weapons by their NATO allies appalled the Soviets as much as it did the East Germans. Ulbricht began pressuring the Soviet leader for a solution to the growing problem of the refugee crisis, too. On June 15, 1961, in an international press conference, he uttered the prophetic words “Niemand hat die Absicht, eine Mauer zu errichten!” (“No one has the intention to erect a wall!”) Perhaps he was telling the truth, but in reality he had, in January of that year, already set up a secret commission on finding a way to close the borders. It was also the first time the term “Mauer” (“Wall”) had publicly been used by anyone.

The Russians initially believed they could do business with John F. Kennedy and had been pleased when he beat the more hard-line Richard Nixon for the presidency in November 1960. Khrushchev hoped the young Bostonian would usher in a new era of détente, allowing him to lower the Soviet military budget in order to bolster the Soviets’ stagnating economy. But by 1961 the new administration’s refusal to address the Berlin issue in step with Khrushchev’s timetable had made the relationship increasingly fraught. However, Kennedy had suffered international embarrassment with the Bay of Pigs fiasco that April, and now required a big stage himself to establish his credentials with friend and foe alike. His administration had initially tried to treat Berlin as a sideshow in order to concentrate on both his domestic agenda and the insurgency growing in Southeast Asia, but events had overtaken them.

His first meeting with Khrushchev, in Vienna at the start of June, was a disaster. For once, JFK’s legendary charm had no effect on a man who had survived the murderously capricious Stalin. Intent on defending the USSR’s position, and unwilling to consider concessions, the Russian repeated his demands for a peace treaty that would settle the Berlin question, even if this meant it became a neutral “Free City,” with neither side permitted to station troops within its boundaries. Kennedy, on the other hand, had come to Vienna hoping to discuss the arguments preventing both sides from signing a nuclear test ban agreement. The two leaders struggled to agree on anything, and the talks stalled when the Berlin question was raised again by Khrushchev. The bellicose Russian ominously threatened the young president, “I want peace, but if you want war, that is your problem!” A chastened Kennedy confided to his younger brother, Robert, that dealing with Khrushchev was “like dealing with Dad. All give and no take!” He flew home to head the intense debate going on in Washington: What to do with the Berlin problem? The hawks in his administration, such as Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, pressed for a more robust approach. A first strike against Russia was deemed insane by many. Could a tactical nuclear war be winnable? The doves, or the “Berlin Mafia,” led by the likes of Llewellyn E. Thompson, ambassador to Russia, wanted to keep the dialogue open to find a workable solution.

On July 17, Britain, France, and America formally rejected Khrushchev’s ultimatum to change the status of Berlin to a “Free City”—and within seven days, nearly nine thousand refugees fled west. Something had to be done, or the East German regime would simply bleed to death. Over the weekend of July 22, a secret telegram from the US State Department was sent to its embassies in London, Paris, and Moscow discussing the Berlin situation and how best to respond: “We believe Soviets [are] watching the situation even more closely than we, since they are sitting on top [of a] volcano. Continued refugee flood could . . . tip balance toward restrictive measures.”

Kennedy finally came off his fence in a televised speech on July 25. He reviewed the disastrous Vienna meeting and stated that West Berlin’s pivotal position in central Europe—and the Allies’ free access to it—was a cause to fight for, and that he would ask Congress for $3.25 billion to finance the call-up of 250,000 reservists and the conventional weapons with which to arm them. By then more than four thousand East Germans a week—the size of a small East German town—were arriving at the Marienfelde Refugee Reception Centre. At the same time, however, other messages were being put out that potentially offered another way out of this impasse.

On July 30, J. William Fulbright, chairman of the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, was discussing the manpower shortage on ABC News. “I don’t understand why the East Germans don’t close their border, because I think they have a right to close it,” he said. President Kennedy said nothing to counter this opinion. Staff working in the US Mission in Berlin certainly believed that their government was giving a green light for the GDR to take preventative action. Junior officer Richard Smyser, son of an American diplomat who’d spent part of his childhood in the city, viewed Fulbright’s move as “a go-ahead. The Russians have told me that Ulbricht expected no military response.”

The same day that Fulbright offered a possible solution, Walter Ulbricht was secretly flying out to Moscow. What he was hearing from the West gave him hope that events were turning in his favor to force a decision on closing the Berlin border for good. July had now seen 30,415 refugees reach West Berlin, of which more than 50 percent were under twenty-five years of age. After acknowledging that the Allies were not going to sign any peace treaty, Ulbricht and Khrushchev debated the various solutions. Bowing to what he saw as inevitable to save the GDR, Khrushchev seized the initiative and finally ordered Ulbricht to build a wall. “We will give you two weeks to make the necessary economic preparations . . . then you will issue the following communiqué: ‘Anyone who wishes to cross the border can do so only with the permission of certain authorities of the German Democratic Republic.’ ” The Soviets were confident Kennedy would not react to “housekeeping” in their own zone. Had he not referred only to “West Berlin” several times in his televised speech a few weeks earlier? On August 3, Khrushchev rubber-stamped the decision on the Berlin “solution” at the meeting of the Warsaw Pact, allowing Ulbricht to present his plans to his Communist leaders. All were taken aback, but relieved that something was finally being decided; East Germany’s weakness threatened them all.

Walter Ulbricht returned to Berlin on August 4 to begin preparations. Erich Honecker was the man to implement Operation Rose in two weeks’ time. He and Ulbricht spent the next twenty-four hours working on the details of the operation, building into the plan how they could successfully build the barrier without causing internal unrest, and, if there was resistance, how they would handle it. Stasi chief Erich Mielke would now establish tight security on the planning and execution of Operation Rose. All three leading players of the SED (the GDR’s Communist party) were from the Stalinist school. Each had served his time on the political front line.

Ulbricht was the brittle-voiced, intransigent fanatic who believed faithfully that the Soviet model of government was the only one for the GDR to pursue—no matter what the cost. Honecker had joined the Communists in Germany as a teenager, battled the Nazis on the Berlin streets, and subsequently been imprisoned during the war. His rise to the pinnacle of the SED politburo by 1955 was his reward for absolute loyalty to Ulbricht. Rose was his brainchild, and he had handpicked the man to handle all aspects of internal dissension.

Erich Mielke was a political mercenary. He was a onetime Communist bullyboy in the 1920s, and there was still an outstanding warrant for his arrest for the murder of two Berlin policemen in 1932. He had somehow landed in the Spanish Civil War on the side of the Republicans, where he gravitated toward the Soviets. By 1938, this affinity had earned him a place at the KGB academy in Moscow before the outbreak of war, and it was believed by many he had been parachuted into Ulbricht’s regime as a tool of the Kremlin. A teetotal fitness fanatic, he had run the security apparatus of the GDR since 1957, setting up one of the world’s most efficient systems—overseeing 85,000 domestic spies and 175,000 informants. Except for soccer, his work was his life.

This was Mielke’s crowning moment. He had personally briefed his cadre of officers the week before: “Whoever may confront us with antagonistic actions will be arrested. Enemies must be seized outright. Enemy forces must be immediately and discreetly arrested . . . should they become active.” During the 1953 uprising, many police and soldiers had gone over to the protestors. Mielke had assured Ulbricht and Honecker this would not be the case now.

Ulbricht then returned to Moscow on the Sunday to reassure Khrushchev the operation could be successfully accomplished, with law and order maintained. The decision was ratified, and serious preparations could now begin. Despite a variety of warning signals, the enormity of the operation would catch the West completely by surprise.


CHAPTER TWO

 

The Spook in Berlin

The role Adolf Knackstedt played in the Berlin story of 1961, when Operation Rose was about to commence, was unique. To understand this significance one must first get to know the incredible journey he had undertaken over the previous years that finally placed him in the center of this seismic event.

His was a true American experience. He was originally born in the Bronx and then became a returning Volksdeutscher in the Second World War, a German refugee living amid the rubble of the Third Reich under Soviet occupation, a teenager who witnessed the Berlin Airlift and welcomed the “Candy Bombers’ ” gifts, and, finally, a spy for US military intelligence in Berlin who helped fleeing refugees and witnessed the Wall’s construction and many of its tragic consequences. In his late teens Knackstedt had decided his future lay outside of West Berlin and away from the threat of a Communist takeover of his city. Enlisting in the US Army in June 1954, he underwent basic training and then advanced training as a combat engineer with a plan to serve in Korea. Then his life took an unexpected turn.

Knackstedt’s German background meant he was pulled out of his unit, which was already shipping to the Rhine, and was instead assigned to the 513th Military Intelligence Group at Camp King, Oberursel, near Frankfurt am Main—which the Americans had used as a denazification center in 1945. From there he was attached to a small intelligence element and sent back to the USA for further training at the intelligence college at Fort Holabird, Maryland, where he finally became an agent, ready for duty in Berlin. “During my first stay in Berlin, there were no walls or barriers hindering the movements between East and West Berlin. The only indication we had leaving from one sector to another were signs. . . . I believe this was one of the reasons I was sent to Berlin, because I was well versed in knowing and identifying the border lines between the American and the Soviet Sectors.”

During this first assignment to Berlin, he acted as an American civil servant, fooling his old German friends, who had no clue he was connected to the American military or its intelligence services. Knackstedt’s own parents had no idea their own son was now serving in the city. After a period of settling in and knowing he was now securely established in Berlin, he decided to call on them. “At Christmas 1954, my buddy and I came to our house, and I can still hear my mother talking in the kitchen. I knocked on the door and it went quiet; then I heard my mother say, ‘That’s Adolf!’ She read the knock, typical Mom.” News of Knackstedt’s being back in Berlin got around his old circle of friends, and he reunited with Vera Bobzein—now an eighteen-year-old who fortuitously dropped by with a girlfriend once she heard the rumor Adolf had returned. “We had grown up as kids,” Knackstedt recalled, “like a brother and sister, but now as adults we were more than happy to see one anther again.” Within a short time he was coming over for meals at Vera’s parents’ house, until it felt like a second home. For a “spook” operating in one of the most dangerous places of the Cold War, it was a welcome relief from the daily routine of covering one’s footsteps and watching every word spoken.

For the next two and a half years Knackstedt lived a clandestine military life. Even though they were attached to an American military counterintelligence unit in Berlin, he and his men operated offline from the military, living in safe houses in German neighborhoods. He was a key figure, working with the West German police in processing the thousands of refugees pouring into West Berlin. “East German and Eastern Bloc refugees were screened by respective German and Allied interviewers at refugee reception centers, and those found to be of interest were questioned further at offices such as the one I was working at. Within my unit, I was responsible for convincing these refugees of interest to be our guests at Camp King, then manifesting them on American military flights and escorting planeloads of refugees on a weekly basis to Frankfurt am Main air base. During this period, I flew on over seventy missions, returning via the American military train from Frankfurt am Main to get back to Berlin.” He and Vera married and left Berlin in 1957, and she received American citizenship. When Adolf received new orders from his base at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, to travel back to Berlin in 1960, Vera would return with him.

In July 1960, Adolf was sent with his family—he and Vera now had two children—right back to West Berlin, where he assumed the same job he’d had during his first assignment in 1954. “While I was gone from Berlin, my office at Sundgauer Straße had been relocated to a villa located at Sven-Hedin-Straße, corner of Karl-Hofer-Straße, near Mexikoplatz. Space-wise, this facility gave us more flexibility in handling the increase of refugee traffic.” The flow of refugees in 1960 had reached such a level that the West Berlin Senate simply couldn’t handle the influx and made getting them out of Berlin a priority. Approximately 160,000 German refugees had to be taken care of, and this still didn’t account for the Poles, Czechs, Hungarians, and Romanians who also were coming to the city. Since the West Berlin authorities had reached their capabilities, they requested assistance from their Allied occupiers.

“It was unbelievable how many refugees we flew out before August 1961,” recounted Knackstedt. Every available aircraft of the USAAF arriving at Tempelhof Air Base (C-47s, C-54s, and C-97s) was filled up with refugees to be taken out of the city on their way to West Germany. “I was overwhelmed with the preparation of the flight manifests. . . . It didn’t take long and we started to fill Pan American commercial flights to accomplish our mission.” His unit still screened individuals for valuable information, and those of interest were sent to Camp King.

The work was relentless. “My wife never knew if I was coming home at the end of the day, or where I was. She never was able to prepare a timely meal. Frequently, I suddenly had to travel to locations within the Federal Republic without any prior notifications or preparation. We constantly had to work without any major breaks, which kept us moving twenty-four, thirty-six, and forty-eight hours at a time.” Communications also hindered effective movement around the city. “We only had landline telephones to communicate. You had your home phone and then there were telephone booths located throughout the city. . . . We were responsible for keeping our duty officer informed when we left our home for more than two hours. He had to know how to reach us at any given time. And secondly, if we were on standby status—and that happened at least twice weekly—we had to be reached within twenty minutes.”

By early August, Knackstedt’s team were hearing worrying stories from refugees about large amounts of construction materiel being stockpiled at various locations near or along the sector and zonal borders. “Much of this materiel consisted of barbed wire and concrete poles. No one seemed to know the purpose of this. All this information was immediately reported through intelligence channels to our command, but it seemed as if no one was concerned or
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