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Preface




Artificially constructed Walls are inherently divisive. If the legacy of the Berlin Wall is closely scrutinized, the objective behind its creation was a failure. There are no simplistic answers to immigration control. The oppressed and disadvantaged seek to better their lives in more affluence environments. Many will pursue whatever path is available at the risk of capture, imprisonment or death.
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Tracking The Remnants: The Remains of the Berlin Wall Over 25 Years After the Fall


It is difficult to return to events and junctures in history and fully comprehend all of the contributing factors that resulted in consequential decisions. The element of historical immediacy has receded. The verbal and written exchanges, negotiations and compromises may have been thoroughly scrutinized, however often the results remain baffling.


I have always questioned why the Allied nations enabled the Soviet Union to dominate Eastern Europe and particularly East Germany following the conclusion of World War II. Certainly we were aware of the devil represented in the guise of Joseph Stalin. Certainly Russia was motivated by remorseless revenge following Germany’s own invasion and destruction of their territories. Yet Russia was not alone in suffering significant loss.


A maxim regarding history seems appropriate. Winners write historical accounts and losers absorb the consequences.


The Western nation’s permissiveness towards the predator Soviet Union shackled half of Europe into forced subservience and submissiveness for over forty-five years. Questions still linger as to whether this influence will ever be eradicated.


The Partition of Two Germanys in 1945

In the instance of the German nation, how does a warring party adequately atone for and address their heinous and criminal past? The Third Reich government of Adolph Hitler was responsible for a global warfare and civilian genocide whose scale was unprecedented in history.


The Soviet imposed punishment of post-war Germany suppressed any movement towards democracy. The repercussions exacted a decapitating price on the evolution of Eastern Europe. Within Germany, the western sector elevated itself into prosperity. The agrarian and decimated eastern sector languished in ruin and poverty. The Berlin Wall epitomized the most iconic expression for this repression.


Why Was the Wall Constructed?

The Wall’s creation was not immediate following the conclusion of World War II. Construction commenced twelve years later in August 1961 following a sustained population exodus from the eastern German Democratic Republic (GDR). 


The GDR was a failed experiment from the outset. The country officially became a nation in 1949. A Berlin worker’s uprising in 1953 immediately tested the Soviet occupation. An unrelenting depopulation of the country via the portal of Berlin necessitated drastic action. Within the first twelve years of existence, over twenty percent of the population had been drained.


More telling, the departure of skilled laborers and professionals created serious worker shortages and a substantial stagnation of progress and development. During the summer of 1961, an estimated 1,000 people a day were defecting via the divided capital. Berlin was geographically stranded within the GDR, but offered direct and free access to the rest of West Germany. This incentive stimulated relocation from the east on a massive scale. 


Abrupt and Unforeseen Construction

On August 13, 1961, East Berlin residents awoke to barbed wire fencing that had been installed dividing the city’s east and west sectors. Dual concrete barricades incrementally fortified this temporary barrier. The Berlin Wall rose nearly twelve feet in height and extended in excess of 27 miles within Berlin. Over its entirety, the Wall stretched 96 miles segregating the countryside between the GDR and Federal Republic of Germany.


From a propaganda perspective, the GDR hailed the construction as a preventative measure against western intrusion. East German residents understood better.


How The Wall’s Layout Was Composed

The Berlin Wall was actually composed of two separate dividing segments, buffered by an empty strip of barren land between. This No Man’s Land or vortex of death for escape attempts contained hundreds of watchtowers, trenches, guard dog patrols, floodlights and trip-activated machine guns.


Despite these extreme preventative measures, an estimated 5,000 individuals claimed to have escaped by scaling or tunneling underneath. At least 138 people were confirmed dead upon their attempts to cross. Most were shot. The initial 1961 fatality was a woman who leapt from her fourth-floor apartment window while construction began below. The final death, seven months before the permanent breech, was a man whose hot air balloon crashed into power lines.


Such extreme measures symbolized the varied and desperate nature of escape attempts.


Tracing the Remnants of the Wall

This edition visually tracks the Wall’s path over twenty-five years following its permanent closure. The journey portrays the traditional and contemporary cultural, legislative, commercial and residential arteries of Berlin. The Wall forcibly severed development in these territories for thirty-eight years.


Contemporary Berlin scarcely resembles the divided and scarred version of 1989. The reunification of Germany expediently and aesthetically repaired infrastructure, upgraded design and created a dynamic creative synergy. The process is not fully complete, but significantly evident since my prior visit in 1996. Nostalgia appears absent for a return to a divided city.


The tracing of the Wall remains a shadowy stigma. Sporadic intact sections remain. More commonly, double lines of rectangular cobblestones signify its former path. 


Commercial and residential development has remained impervious to this former outline. Cars routinely park atop and pedestrians routinely stroll upon the stones oblivious to their former significance. Its once profaned presence has become nearly invisible. This invisibility and irreverence towards tradition is desirable. Ghosts and phantoms only haunt those whom they empower.


I discovered only one remaining half-block stretch of Wall absent of development within the city core. 


Unified Berlin is not a mausoleum of antiquated remembrance. The city radiates vibrancy. It has successfully integrated the shame of historical actions, consequences and memorials into its present tense. The majority of new constructions are located within the former territories of East Berlin. That land was essentially vacant in 1989 when the Wall officially fell. Due to its previous proximity to the Wall, the real estate then was significantly undervalued. This valuation discrepancy no longer exists.


Prominent Memorials of Remembrance

Can there ever exist adequate compensation and observance sufficient to address global evil? 


The answer remains subjective. The level of direct impact on each observer influences his or her view. For those most impacted, sculpture, statuary and traveling exhibitions will always remain insufficient.


For the billions of individuals conceived since the conclusion of World War II, the atrocities seemingly lessen in immediacy and significance with each passing year. It is difficult to imagine that our world may one day minimize such a monumental and catastrophic tragedy. Yet someday perhaps to some successive generation, the events of the Holocaust, World War II and the Cold War era may be simply consigned as historical examples of war and failed conquest.


Heaven prevent that someday from ever arriving.


A Voyage Encompassing From North to South Berlin

Our Wall tracking begins in the southwestern extremity of Wedding, a borough of northwestern Berlin. This sector was fused with the Tiergarten and Mitte districts during the city’s 2001 administrative reform. Wedding has traditionally been considered one of the poorest immigrant neighborhoods. During the late 1920s, violent clashes between the strong militant Communist population and Nazi sympathizers were common. Residents seeking to compete economically with the more affluence city districts have since displaced clashes over political ideologies.


Gartenstrasse Wall and Bridge

A tan graffitied wall lines Gartenstrasse Road. The orderly bricks appear in contrast to the stark reinforced cement slabs that composed the Berlin Wall. Darker accent bricks crown the barrier that formerly insulated S-Bahn trains operating on two separate elevated steel girder bridges above the roadway. The eastern span no longer operates. The decaying structure has been abandoned to corroding elements, overgrowth and vandalism. Fencing blocks access to the rails. The western span is fully operational on a daily schedule.


The southern extremity of Gartenstrasse Road intersects with Bernauer Strasse Road. This conjunction is noteworthy for a 1961 completed, but scarcely used East German refugee tunnel.  A section of the Berlin Wall was relocated atop the tunnel’s terminus opening.


Liesenstrasse Wall and Cemetery Row

The Wall veered west onto Lisenstrasse Road. Vaulted above a more battered segment of the Gartenstrasse wall is a section of spray painted concrete slab. The exterior exhibits post-1989 graffiti. Strands of structural rebar protrude from the exterior. This segment reveals punctures through the concrete.


Mitte District: Liesenstrasse, Boyenstrasse and Chausseestrasse Streets 

The Wall along Lisenstrasse Road borders four successive cemeteries: Kirchhote, St. Hedwig, Berl Domgemeinde and Franzusischen. Positioned beneath the Wall’s former shadow, each becomes a poignant reminder of loss. The burial grounds are suitably maintained minus extravagance. 


The Wall then connected with Boyenstrasse and Chausseestrasse Roads, part of the northwestern Mitte district. These neighborhoods feature primarily modern commercial and residential developments. Most are located within the former East Berlin. On the western side of Boyenstrasse, an expansive wooded park and athletic complex features a soccer field, ice-skating rink and tennis courts. 


Scharnhorststrasse Street and Spandauer Canal

Easing southward onto Scharnhorststrasse Street, the Wall follows the contours of the Spandauer Canal that formed a natural border. Spandauer empties into the Humboldthafen Canal. Scharnhorststrasse Streets terminates at the intersection of Invalidenstrasse Road. The German Ministry of Economics and Energy Building and Invalidity Park are located on separate northern corners.


Invalides Cemetery

In between the ending point are the grounds of the famed Invalides Cemetery, one of the oldest in Berlin. The cemetery was
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