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‘Like all walls it was ambiguous, two-faced. What was inside it and what was outside it depended upon which side you were on.’

Ursula K. Le Guin, The Dispossessed
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WHEN I FIRST meet him, I can barely talk. It’s eight flights up to Joachim’s apartment and by the time I’m up there, holding my microphone to record our first meeting, I’m puffed out.

Joachim laughs and invites me in. I’d phoned him a week earlier (in October 2018), said I wanted to come to Berlin to ask some questions about something he’d done almost sixty years ago. The phone call was short, his English was limited, my German was even more limited, but in that conversation one thing struck me. Most of the people I’ve interviewed in my career as a journalist tend to generalise, summing up their experiences through their emotions. Joachim was different: he spoke in details, remembered smells, sounds, measurements, colours. I was intrigued and asked if I could come and meet him the following week. He said yes.

We walk round his apartment. It’s light and airy, full of plants, and his shelves are dotted with puppets, buddha statues and porcelain cats. Above the door to the bathroom there’s a white enamel plate with the number seven on, wrenched off the wall by Joachim in the middle of the night, he tells me, from an apartment block on the other side of the city. The apartment block where it all happened.

We walk over to the full-length windows and I admire the panoramic view, the city coming to life below us in the winter sun. Joachim’s flat is on the edge of things, where the apartment blocks and high-rises of inner-city Berlin meet the conifers and pines of Grunewald forest. We stand there a moment and Joachim gestures in front of us, pointing into the distance where the Berlin Wall once stood. I think of those images from 1989, the night when people climbed on top of the Wall, danced on the concrete, then hacked into it with hammers, pulling it down. Every year that ends in a nine, we replay that moment, but I’ve always been more interested in the other end of the Berlin Wall story: 1961. The year it was built.

What happens when a government builds a barrier that cuts a city or country in half? That question was in the back of my mind when I was working as a journalist in Egypt and the police built a ten-foot-wall in front of the Ministry of Interior and protesters pulled it down. It was in my mind when I was living in Jerusalem and spent hours queueing at checkpoints to cross into Gaza or the West Bank. People talk about the fall of the Berlin Wall as the end of an era, and in one way it was: it marked the end of the Cold War. But a new era soon began: the age of walls. Right now, walls are in fashion – over seventy countries (a third of the world) have some kind of barrier or fence. Some run along borders, others separate areas within countries, or even within cities. Whatever their scale, with their guard-towers, death strips and alarm systems, many draw inspiration from the Wall of all walls – the one built in Berlin in the summer of 1961.

Joachim gestures to a table where the two of us sit. I clip a microphone onto Joachim’s navy fleece and ask what he ate for breakfast, the standard radio question to check his levels. As he tells me about his smoothie and scrambled egg, I jack the microphone right up. His voice is quiet, modest. Up close I notice his elfin ears, his bright blue eyes that squint closed when he smiles. I calculate his age: eighty. Then I press record.

That day we talked for three hours. I returned the next day and we talked for five. It went on like this for over a week, me asking questions, Joachim answering them with breathtaking detail, his wife bringing cups of tea, gently squeezing his shoulder as she set them down. Over the following three years, I tracked down others involved in this story, interviewed them and read their letters and diaries, then discovered thousands of Stasi files that give you the kind of minute-by-minute detail that, as a journalist, you usually only dream of. I discovered a replica tunnel, the same dimensions as Tunnel 29, and recorded inside it; I wanted to know what it felt like to be underground, digging in the space the width of a coffin, and wondered why someone would choose to spend so long down here.

This research changed what I thought I knew about many things: the end of the Second World War, the beginning of the Cold War, the building of the Berlin Wall, the birth of TV news, and what it means to become a spy and betray the people around you. The result is this book.

Any dialogue that appears comes directly from those interviews as well as from Stasi meeting reports and interrogations, and I’ve drawn on oral histories, maps, memoirs, court-papers, declassified CIA and State Department files, and print, TV and radio reports to fact-check names and dates as well as for additional research. Any errors are mine.



 
Joachim
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THE FIRST THING that hits him is the smell. Coal-dust. Then he feels it. It pours out, onto his head, his shoulders and into his eyes until he’s blind with it. But he keeps going, hacking into the floor above with an axe, the ceiling shaking, everything shaking, the noise so deafening he can feel it in his bones. Then, suddenly: fresh air. He’s made a hole, one big enough to climb through. He puts the axe down and picks up his gun: if they find him, he’s not going alive. Smearing the coal-dust from one eye with the back of his sleeve, Joachim prepares to climb into the room, no idea what’s up there. He pauses and in the silence he finds himself thinking, not for the first time, how had it all come to this?
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The Beach
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12 August 1961 – Rügen Island, East Germany

JOACHIM PULLS HIS foot back from the water. It’s cold, even in August. His friends are splashing in the sea, teasing him, calling him to come in, but he hates cold water and they know he won’t.

He thinks back to last night. Workers beer. Sweat. Bodies tightly packed in against each other. Fumbling and kissing in the corner. He’s never had a holiday like this, not once in his twenty-two years and he doesn’t want it to end. Bright green forest covers the chalk cliffs behind him, white-tailed eagles wheel overhead and the sea is so clear he can see tiny fish flitting through the water.

Just one week left, then it’s back to East Berlin. Three hundred kilometres south, it’s a different world. Grey. Edgy. Even more so over the past few months. They’ve all noticed the changes: more border guards on the streets, the soaring numbers of people escaping to West Germany, as though they know something. There’s electricity in the air, that hum before a storm.

Joachim looks up to see his best friend Manfred wading out of the water. They’ve known each other since they were six, smoked their first cigarettes together, dreamt up elaborate tricks at school. Manfred always got into arguments, but Joachim was that child at school who never got caught, always knew where the line was – never crossed it.

That night, Joachim and Manfred change into jeans and T-shirts, comb their hair and set out across the sand to the beer tent. Another evening in this beach-side paradise on the edge of East Germany, a couple of twenty-two-year-olds in that weightlessness of a long summer with nowhere they have to be.

What they don’t know is that, right now, they’re exactly where the government want young men like them: young men who might make trouble if they knew what was about to happen. For dozens of tanks are rumbling towards East Berlin and tens of thousands of soldiers are creeping into trucks, armed with Kalashnikovs, machine-guns and anti-tank missiles. Any minute they’ll receive their orders and then it will begin.

The next morning it’s the sound that wakes him – the whine of a loudspeaker crackling into action. As he hears the efficient sound of tents being zipped open, Joachim climbs out into the campsite and walks towards the loudspeaker, now blaring out the brassy pomp of military music. Then, a man’s staccato voice: ‘Das Ministerium des Innern der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik veröffentlicht folgende Bekanntmachung …’

Joachim can tell straight away. It’s a government announcement and he tunes out, bored. But then the voice changes, becomes more urgent: ‘Wollankstrasse, Bornholmer Strasse, Brunnenstrasse, Chausseestrasse …’ The man is listing streets in Berlin, streets Joachim has run around in since he was little, and now he’s interested. He can’t work out why the man is talking about them, but then he hears it – the voice says: ‘The border between East and West Berlin is closed.’

Joachim’s stomach registers adrenaline, but his head is catching up, trying to work out what’s happened: if the border between East and West Berlin has been closed, that would mean the city has been cut in half, but how can you split a city overnight? It would mean severing everything – electricity, trams, trains, sewage – and it’s such an obscene notion that Joachim and his friends ignore the announcement and go to the beach.

The following morning, the campsite buzzes with rumours: barbed wire; soldiers on the streets; tanks; machine-guns. Suddenly, Joachim feels a long way from home, and, like a storm chaser, he wants to be in the middle of whatever is happening. After breakfast, Joachim and his friends pack up their old Citroën, zooming back to East Berlin in one stint, arriving at dusk.

As the car weaves through the streets, something doesn’t feel right. It’s quiet. Too quiet. Hardly any people on the roads, few other cars. Eventually, after zigzagging down streets lined with linden trees and functional concrete buildings, they reach Bernauer Strasse, the mile-long road that straddles the border. Climbing out of the car, Joachim and his friends walk towards a sign, a sign they’ve passed hundreds of times crossing the border from East to West Berlin:

YOU ARE NOW LEAVING THE DEMOCRATIC SECTOR OF BERLIN

It’s always made them laugh, that word, democratic. Nothing that democratic about East Berlin, Joachim would say. Usually there’d be a couple of policemen standing by that sign, but now, silhouetted in the glare of a single street-lamp, Joachim sees a group of men in green uniforms and steel helmets. But it’s not their uniforms that scares him. It’s what they’re holding across their chests: machine-guns. Barely breathing, Joachim watches as one man turns and strides over: ‘What are you doing? Get out of here! If you don’t …’ The man gestures with his machine-gun.

Joachim turns to leave and that’s when he sees it: a twist of barbed wire glinting in the streetlight. He has no idea what’s happened, what these men are guarding, but somehow he knows that in one night, everything has changed.
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The First Escape
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February 1945 – East Germany

JOACHIM WAKES TO find his mother stuffing photographs, jewellery and clothes into a suitcase, his one-year-old sister perched on her hip. Downstairs, Joachim’s father is ransacking cupboards, piling fruit and tins into bags, hauling mattresses off beds and taking it all outside where everything is soon coated in snow.

Joachim doesn’t know why they’re leaving; he knows something is wrong but there’s no time to ask questions. His parents pack everything onto their cart, two horses tethered in front puffing out white smoke-clouds of condensation into the cold air. Joachim clambers up, burrowing under a woollen blanket alongside his grandmother, baby sister and mother. Then his father climbs onto the coachman’s seat, nudging the horses into a trot.

Joachim listens to the wheels as they squeak through the ice, watches the snow sift through the trees, dappling their horses white. The farm recedes behind them and Joachim has no idea if he’ll ever see it again, if he’ll ever do those morning walks with his father, racing to keep up on his tiny legs as they checked on the cows, horses, pigs and geese. At the end of a gravel lane, past the fruit trees, where the farm turned into forest, Joachim and his father would watch the stags rutting, their burnt-red fur glinting in the dawn light. He can’t understand why they’re leaving it all behind.

What Joachim’s father can’t tell him – because how do you tell a six-year-old any of this – is that they’re on the run from the Red Army. He’d heard about them last night on the radio, the Russian soldiers coming from the East, raping women and torching farms, and he’s desperate to get his family to Berlin before the Russians find them.

What he doesn’t know is just how close the Russians are already. Only a day’s ride behind, the first troops of the Red Army are marching, leading a column that stretches hundreds of miles. Underneath their feet, the ground shakes, like the first stir of an avalanche, for there are an obscene number of men: six million soldiers. There are soldiers with padded leather helmets driving monstrous T-34 tanks that flatten the snow; there are commanders driving Chevrolet trucks with mortars on the back; there are cavalrymen on long-haired ponies and camels; then, on foot, a million criminals released from gulags, spurred on by rousing Russian war music that blasts from loudspeakers.

And they are fast.

The Russians are veterans of winter battles, and this weather – averaging minus twenty Celsius – is to their advantage. While German soldiers in thin socks lose toes to frostbite, the Russians know to bandage their feet in linen to protect them from the cold. At night, Russian sappers clear minefields; during the day, their tanks blast across snowdrifts, and these tanks are so enormous that when they come across escaping families in carts, they crush them under their huge metal tracks.

These are the final months of the Second World War and Josef Stalin, leader of the Soviet Union, has sent his soldiers to take what is now his. A few weeks ago, on the 4 February 1945, Stalin had met British prime minister Winston Churchill and American president Franklin Roosevelt in a palace on the coast of Yalta to discuss what to do with Germany. For years, the US, Britain and the Soviet Union had been allies, fighting against Germany, but now, with victory in sight, like vultures they were scrapping over the spoils. After long negotiations over champagne and caviar, they’d agreed to share Germany. The Soviet Union would take one half: the East. Britain, the US and France would share the West. Berlin, 100 miles inside the Soviet zone, would be divided too.

But Stalin is playing dirty. He wants his soldiers to reach Berlin first, before the British and the Americans, so they can strip the city of whatever is left. Money. Machinery. Uranium – for Russia’s first atomic bomb.

But it is also about pride. Stalin is still recovering from the shock of being invaded by Germany in 1941, over twenty million Russians killed, and killed in horrific ways. Following Hitler’s orders ‘to close their hearts to pity and act brutally’, German soldiers had burnt Russian houses, murdered mothers and babies and sent survivors to labour camps where most starved. Now, it is payback. As Stalin’s troops race through East Germany, they are taking revenge. Scrawny Soviet soldiers, many of them survivors of the horrors of the German invasion, others who’d been brutalised by years of fighting under the command of generals who saw them as expendable, are now tearing into villages and farmhouses, stealing jewellery and china and stuffing it into their tanks, slaughtering animals, raping and mutilating women and setting everything on fire.

Joachim’s father drives the horses on, past frozen lakes and leafless copses, their hooves scudding and sliding on the icy road. They’ve been going for a day without a break, but he knows he can’t stop, because as well as the soldiers, there’s the problem of the river. The River Oder. It’s a day’s ride away and they must cross it to reach Berlin. Though it’s bitterly cold, the first thaw is arriving and the river will soon melt: if he doesn’t get there soon, the ice will crack under the weight of the cart.

But as they draw closer to the river, they are slowed by others on the road, millions of refugees like them, all desperate to escape the Russians. Pregnant women lie on mattresses in carts pulled by oxen, children fix broken axles on overloaded wagons, mothers walk carrying their babies, having abandoned their prams to the snow. Already there are some who’ve not made it – small bundles in the snow, stiff and frozen.

There are hardly any men around, most have been drafted to the German army in a desperate attempt to save the country, though there are a few German platoons on the roads, sent here to cut off the Russians before they reach Berlin. Joachim’s father is relieved to see the soldiers. He feels safer, though most look like teenagers with enormous helmets that almost cover their eyes.

As daylight fades, in the back of the cart, something wakes Joachim: a low hum. Just as he registers that it’s the sound of an engine, he hears a plane tear through the sky, the staccato rattle of gunfire, then a sound much closer – his grandmother screaming as she clutches her foot, writhing in pain.

The cart stops.

German soldiers are now shooting in all directions and with all the smoke from the gunfire Joachim can’t see what’s happening so he hides under the blanket, his whole body shaking. Eventually, the gunfire ends and, as the smoke clears, Joachim peers over the cart. There are dozens of green lumps in the snow. The German soldiers are motionless, the snow around them turning red.

That’s when the Russians come.

A group of soldiers surrounds the cart and drag Joachim and his family into an abandoned house. Inside, the soldiers shove Joachim’s father into a cupboard to restrain him, then finish their rations of vodka and things happen that Joachim will struggle to ever talk about.

By dusk, the soldiers pass out and Joachim creeps from the corner where he’s been hiding to the cupboard where his father sits, powerless to do anything. Joachim crawls into his lap, nestles in his arms and they sleep.

Next morning, Joachim climbs out of the cupboard to see the Russians packing. For a brief moment he feels relief that they’ve survived, but it is followed by dread when the soldiers drag his father out of the house, marching him down the snow-covered road until they all disappear into the white.

There are no goodbyes. No final words.

Joachim sits in the house with his mother, sister and grandmother for a moment, the wind and snow whooping around them, all of them lost in their own grief. But there is no time for tears, for they must leave the house before the next wave of Russian soldiers find them, before it all happens again. His mother knows they can’t make it to Berlin; she must take them all home, back to the farm.

Joachim runs after his mother as she scours the roads for a cart, for the soldiers have taken their horses and his grandmother has a bullet lodged in her foot and cannot walk. A few miles away, Joachim and his mother reach an abandoned village where they spot a hand-cart, small but still intact; they pull it back to the house, hoisting his grandmother and baby sister on top. His mother then lifts the cart from the front and Joachim pushes from behind as they begin the slow walk home.

As they trudge back along the icy roads, Joachim discovers that despite his stick-thin arms and legs, he is strong. He doesn’t complain about the cold that grips his bones or the pain that sits in his back. Instead, hour after hour, he pushes the cart steadily through the snow, this six-year-old who is too young to understand about war and soldiers and borders but old enough to know that his father has disappeared and he may never see him again.
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The Long Walk
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JOACHIM’S MOTHER LADLES stew into bowls and brings them to the table. Sitting there, a group of Russian officers who now live in the house. Their house. Joachim’s mother is now their servant, Joachim and his sister confined to bedrooms upstairs.

They’d arrived back in the middle of the night after walking two days only to discover their village had been taken by the Russians. Not all of them turned out to be violent rapists; the officers now living in their house are polite, well behaved. Every day Joachim hopes his father might return, but he never comes.

Meanwhile, the Russian soldiers continue their race to Berlin, rampaging through villages and dragging artillery across rivers on skis just before the ice melts.

Two months later, by late April 1945, carrying flags and banners, armed with aircraft, tanks, field guns, mortars and flame-throwers, two million Red Army soldiers are just outside Berlin. Over the next two weeks, the Russians fire a war’s worth of artillery shells onto the city. Fire flows down Berlin’s streets, into its buildings; it finds people hiding in shelters, animals in the zoo, anything that can burn, burns. The sky above the city is red with ash and, underneath, Russian soldiers fight for the city street by street, house by house.

Defending the city are the remains of the German army, bolstered by recently drafted women, wrinkled old men in straw-filled shoes and terrified schoolboys in baggy uniforms incentivised with bags of sweets. The better-equipped German Gestapo spend most of their time hanging deserters from their own side, often while plotting their own escape. And so Berliners are largely defenceless.

Women have drawn crimson-red lipstick-crosses on bedsheets, hoping the Russians will respect the international sign for the Red Cross and spare them, but instead the soldiers come for them. As the soldiers take the city, they take its women, raping over a hundred thousand – grandmothers, mothers, children. The lucky ones are only raped once or twice. Others are gang-raped multiple times, horribly mutilated, and thousands of women kill themselves – for fear of being raped, or shame after it happens. (These mass rapes are still denied by many in Russia, even by veterans of the war.)

On 2 May 1945, the Red Army takes the city and their soldiers climb onto the Reichstag – the parliament building – where they hoist their hammer-and-sickle flag high into the sky. Below them, fires burn, fuelled by petrol in abandoned equipment; buildings are splayed open, their twisted metal insides spread across the streets; and the stench of chlorine, gunpowder and rotting corpses fills the air. Most of the city is destroyed, buried under seventy million cubic metres of rubble, and the streets churn with mud, blood, sewage and even alligators – escapees from the zoo. Then there are the bodies: bodies buried under debris that will never be matched with a name, bodies of the Nazi elite who committed suicide after alcohol-fuelled orgies, bodies of children who drowned in Berlin’s tunnels while trying to escape, and then, unearthed by Russian soldiers, the charred body of Hitler, a single shot wound on his skull.

But somehow, though a hundred thousand had been killed in the fight for the city, somehow, there are survivors. Amid the May sunshine, as the oak and maple trees come into bloom, those survivors wander the streets, zombies in torn clothes, scavenging for food, trying to exist in a city where there are no hospitals, buses, trains, fuel or drinking water.

Yet it’s to Berlin that Joachim and his family are now walking, for they have been thrown out of their farm. This time, it’s not the cold they’re up against, but the heat. It’s the hottest summer in years, and every day is framed by the search for water. They become experts at spotting farms where they place tin buckets under spigots and the swollen udders of abandoned cows, pull plums and apples off fruit trees, and search kitchen cupboards for processed cheese and tinned meat. They walk through bombed-out villages and ghost towns, the roads scarred with black scorch marks from shells shot by Katyusha rockets. Everywhere, the earth is dry and cracked – a lunar landscape of craters.

Walking among them, the human detritus of war – limbless soldiers, dazed commanders, Nazis, communists and war criminals. Then there are the other refugees – fathers carrying injured children on stretchers and mothers pushing prams stuffed with squawking chickens wedged next to babies with newspapers for nappies. Joachim keeps his eyes down, away from all of them and away from the swollen, staring bodies in the ditches. Once you’ve seen them, you can’t un-see them.

They walk for days, weeks, so long that Joachim, his skin now caked with mud, has stopped asking his mother when they might reach Berlin. At night, they sleep where they can, in pine forests, ditches or, best of all, barns – straw tucked around them to keep warm. The farms remind Joachim of home and memories flash up: the radio in the kitchen that spewed out boring speeches that Joachim ignored, but when marching songs were played he’d turn up the volume and dance, feet drumming on the floor, hips thrust out, his mother laughing as she watched. Then there was the day the new mechanical grain thresher arrived at the farm. Joachim stood there mesmerised as the motor thrummed into action, the belt zipping along, cylinders whirring, threshed corn sifting through the grates. Eventually, lost in memories, sleep comes and by dawn they’re on the road again.

They arrive in Berlin on a bright autumnal morning in November – five months after they began walking. Joachim has never seen anything like it. The rubble he expected, but not the trams that screech out of nowhere, or the cars that roar past, flooding the streets with their headlights. Berlin’s overground train network – the S-Bahn – is now operating again and they take a train to Greifswalder Strasse in the north-east of the city, where a relative has found them somewhere to stay – a two-bedroom flat that only really counts as one since the front-room window has been blown out by a bomb. None of that matters though. After months sleeping in barns and ditches, never feeling safe, finally, they have a home.
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The Rebrand
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November 1945

JOACHIM STANDS IN the room, shivering. Arms outstretched, all joints and bones, he waits patiently as a man in a white coat points a large wooden syringe at him, coating him in a fine, white powder. To get the lice off, he says.

And so the business of living in Berlin begins. It’s winter, their flat with its bombed-out window is freezing and they have nothing to eat. His mother goes out every day, looking for food and anything to burn to heat the house. She walks to the shops that Russian soldiers hang out in, begs them for cigarettes (Berlin’s post-war currency), which she trades for bread. Other days she cleans houses or works in a nearby cowshed, bringing home money and buckets of fresh milk. Sometimes she takes Joachim and his sister Sigrid to the forests on the edge of the city. They’re bare; most of the trees – the oaks, conifers, maples, elms and chestnuts – have been chopped down for firewood. But they’re not here for wood – instead, they scrabble in the shrubbery, looking for the silky brown and white skins of mushrooms, remembering what they’d learnt at their farm back home about which are safe to eat. And then there are the offerings that appear on their doorsteps from generous neighbours – herring heads wrapped in newspaper, which his mother brews into fish soup, Joachim repulsed by the black, shiny eyes that float on top.

While his mother is working, Joachim is meant to stay at home with his grandmother, but instead he explores the adventure playground that is post-war Berlin. With a gang of boys, he runs in and out of bombed-out-buildings, leaping over charred beams and iron girders, playing hide-and-seek to the sound of the chip-chip-chip of the trümmerfrau – ‘rubble-women’ – who probe into the masonry with small hammers, prising away bricks, placing them in buckets ready to exchange for potatoes. Sometimes, when he’s hiding, the floor collapses and Joachim crashes to the ground, twisting an ankle, laughing as he gets up again to hide. And then there are the prized discoveries, what the boys call ‘bangers and crackers’ – small explosives used in the war to ignite grenades. Excavating the explosives with delicate fingers, they lay them on tram tracks, jumping and shrieking when they explode. Long after the sun goes down, Joachim arrives home, hungry, happy and exhausted, streaked in ash.

Meanwhile, around them, Berlin is changing. Hardly anyone notices at first. A clock above the S-Bahn changes to Soviet time. Then a Cyrillic street sign appears. Soviet newspapers are sold at street-stalls, posters advertise Russian plays and concerts are performed by Soviet musicians flown in from Moscow. The Russians are turning Berlin into a new city: their city. It’s part of Stalin’s new massive post-war empire, stretching all the way from Moscow, through Bulgaria, Romania, Hungary and Poland, and on to Berlin and the border with Western Europe. Twenty million Russians had been killed during the Second World War and Stalin never wanted to be invaded again. All this land, these villages between the West and Moscow, gives Stalin a huge protective buffer behind which he feels safe.

And though Stalin has agreed to share Berlin with the British, French and Americans, since they’re not here yet, he can do what he wants: his soldiers steal money and gold from Berlin’s banks, rip paintings off museum walls and take millions of books from the city’s libraries, flying it all back to Moscow. They steal uranium from atomic research labs for the Soviet Union’s first atomic bomb and dismantle thousands of factories, putting the brass, metal and machinery on trains for Moscow. After the last train leaves, they pull up the track and take that too.

Finally, Stalin turns to politics. For there is one important difference between Germany and other parts of his new empire. Elsewhere – in Ukraine or Poland – if people don’t do what he wants, Stalin can just send out his tanks. He doesn’t need to worry about public opinion or elections. But since Germany is to be split down the middle, with the West insisting on inconvenient things like elections, Stalin can’t rely on tanks. He needs to get Germans onside, win them over to communism. But how? After the horrific way in which Soviet soldiers forced their ways into German homes, and onto women’s bodies, many Germans now hate everything about the Russians, including their politics. 

Stalin needs to rebrand, find a way of selling communism without calling it that, and he needs a group of people who can sell it for him, speaking in German, not Russian. Luckily for him, he has the perfect group of people for the job – a handful of German communists who’d fled Nazi Germany and sat out the war in expensive Moscow hotels. They were part of a German communist movement that stretched back to 1836 when Karl Marx arrived in Berlin on a yellow postal coach. German communists had made links with communists in Moscow, the Soviets teaching them how to fight back against a succession of German leaders who arrested and imprisoned them, until Berlin was the largest communist city outside of Moscow.

But Germany’s working-class movement was bitterly divided; there were moderates who wanted gradual change; and radicals who wanted revolution. In 1933, this infighting had a catastrophic result – it gave Hitler a clear path to power and he went after both communists and socialists, throwing them in prison camps where most were tortured and killed. A lucky few escaped to European capitals, such as Moscow, and now, a world war later, the survivors were standing on the other side of the Nazi horror, with Hitler dead and everything to play for. As Stalin cast his eye over these German communist exiles in Moscow, there was one who stood out. Someone Stalin thought he could rely on: Walter Ulbricht.

Short, with a squeaky high-pitched voice (a result of childhood illness), Walter Ulbricht was known for his lack of charisma and humour, and his shrewd opportunism. He’d trained as a carpenter, fought in the First World War, then joined the Communist Party, styling his facial hair into a Lenin-like-goatee beard. He rose fast, went to Moscow where he met senior Soviet communists (including Lenin – which he would dine out on for the rest of his life), then made a name for himself by ruthlessly killing Stalin’s opponents in the Spanish Civil War. And it was this ruthlessness that Stalin so admired – Walter Ulbricht’s dedication to pursuing communism at any cost.

A few weeks before the end of the war, Walter Ulbricht and nine other German communists had sat around a table in an art-deco room at the Hotel Lux in Moscow, hatching a plan to return to Germany and build a new Stalinist-state. Walter Ulbricht had experience of this kind of thing – trying to persuade people of the merits of Stalinist communism. And he’d been terrible at it. During the war, he’d visited prisoner-of-war camps in Russia, delivering long speeches about communism to bored German soldiers. At one point he’d even driven a truck to the Russian front, shouting propaganda over loudspeakers for the benefit of German soldiers nearby. Ulbricht had since learnt that there were better ways of doing things. That the best propaganda was invisible.

On 30 April 1945, the day Hitler shot himself, two Soviet planes landed on a makeshift runway, a few miles from Berlin. On board, Walter Ulbricht and nine other German communists. With the fires of war still burning, they got to work, enacting the plan they’d hatched in Moscow. Underpinning it were two principles: because of the hatred of Russia in Germany, they would never talk openly of their time in Moscow. Second, they wouldn’t refer to themselves as communists. From now on, they would be known as socialists.

With financial and political support from Moscow, they began creating a new Stalinist government, careful not to make it look like a communist takeover. The strategy was simple: staff local government with competent administrators while putting their most trusted communist leaders in the most powerful positions – in finance departments and the police. As Ulbricht put it: ‘It has to look democratic, but we have to hold everything in our hands.’ After just a few weeks, they’d created something that looked like a government, filled with people from a range of backgrounds and parties, with all the power in the hands of communists.

Only a few months ago, the communists had been the little people, the vermin, crushed under the black boots of the National Socialists. Now, they were the powerful ones, with the full weight of the Soviet Union and its tanks behind them. In 1848, Marx wrote that communism was the inevitable successor to capitalism. During the darkest days of the Second World War, to his disciples, the fulfilment of Marx’s prophecy had seemed unimaginable. Finally, a hundred years after Marx’s prediction, their time had come.
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The Smuggler
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1949

JOACHIM SPRINTS THROUGH the street. The ball is just ahead of him, bumping along the road. It will be his any minute – his legs are almost buckling with the effort – but as he closes in, a foot swipes in from the right and takes it. It’s a familiar feeling. He’s the smallest of all his friends. It’s why they call him Der Kleine – ‘Little One’.

‘Joachim!’ shouts his grandmother. ‘Get over here!’

He runs over to her, sees something in her hands. It reeks. A bag of coffee, freshly ground.

His grandmother waves it in front of him. ‘You need to take this to Wilmersdorf.’

Joachim blinks back at her. He doesn’t know much about Wilmersdorf. What he does know is that it isn’t in East Berlin where they live, but on the other side of the border in West Berlin.

Joachim’s grandmother explains that he has to get on the train, cross the border into West Berlin and meet a man who’ll give him money in return for the coffee. It won’t be easy – if border guards smell the coffee, they’ll arrest him. His grandmother puts the coffee in a rubber sack to disguise the smell. The sack goes into a briefcase. Then off he goes, not suspicious at all: a scrawny eleven-year-old carrying a briefcase.

Joachim walks to the station, the smell of metal and oil filling the air. Hopping up to the train, he finds somewhere to sit and looks up at the passengers around him. A few, like him, are holding bags and cases. He wonders if they’re hiding secrets too. Out of the window he watches trees give way to buildings as they draw closer to the border. There, border guards will appear and he knows they’re looking for smugglers like him.

By now, four years after the war, East and West Berlin are two separate zones. Berliners can go between them – by train, car or just by walking over the border – but going from East to West, they’re often searched by border guards looking for smuggled coffee, cigarettes and sausages. It’s an easy way for East Berliners to make money – buy something cheap on the black market in their half of the city, sell it for a profit in West Berlin. Almost everyone is at it, exploiting the massive economic gap between the communist East and capitalist West.

That gap began straight after the war, when the Russians stripped East Germany of its gold, metal and machinery. For a country recovering from a war, this was disastrous – like beating up someone already in a coma. Then its new socialist government introduced its new socialist economy, going further than even Stalin had expected.

Walter Ulbricht nationalised banks, businesses and factories – now called People’s Own Factories. Then he turned to the farms, throwing out landowners and forcing small-scale farmers to join communal farms, pooling their crops. The technical term is ‘forced collectivisation’, one of those phrases that somehow takes the sting out of things. Anguished letters written by farmers describe watching their wheat and potatoes rotting in the fields, their ‘beautiful horses’ taken away to be slaughtered.

Next, Walter Ulbricht turned to shops and supermarkets, taking them for the state. The government would now decide what they’d sell and for how much. Everything would have a set price: a potato from one shop would cost the same as a potato in another, and ration cards allocated weekly allowances of food and clothes. Tiny HO letters soon appeared on every government-controlled shop representing the state trade organisation that decided what they could sell.

Behind all of this were inspiring ideals: life would improve. No more poverty. No more unemployment. Free healthcare and education for everyone. And these ideas fell on eager ears: many were hungry for change, and the promise of a new system that would share wealth equally, give everyone free education and somewhere to live was intoxicating. But the shelves in the shops got emptier.

Walter Ulbricht promised it would be worth it in the end – that the economy would soar and people would be better off than their neighbours in West Germany. But the economy never took off. Worse, it was becoming clear how far the government would go to keep East Germany under control.

Stalin and Ulbricht created a new political party, the Socialist Unity Party (SED). Stalin hoped the SED would win enough votes to take power without violence, but in the first post-war elections, the SED did terribly. And so Stalin and Ulbricht decided it was time to play dirty: if they couldn’t win votes through love, they would win them through fear.

They created police units that dragged anti-Soviet workers and activists off the streets and took them to repurposed Nazi concentration camps. In a horrific irony, while in one breath the Soviets proudly announced that they were arresting and executing ex-Nazis, at the same time, they sent at least a hundred and fifty thousand people to Bautzen, Hohenschönhausen and other prisons, re-using Nazi torture instruments that had once been used on them.

By 1948, three years after the Second World War ended, the relationship between the Soviet Union and the West had broken down. It was clear that Stalin wanted the whole of Germany, not just the East, and it was only a matter of time before he would try to take it.

In June that year, he made his move: Stalin switched off the electricity supplying West Berlin, then blocked British and American access. Since Berlin lay a hundred miles inside the Eastern Soviet zone of Germany, the Western half of the city relied entirely on trucks, canal boats and trains from West Germany for its food and coal. With access blocked, Stalin knew that two and half million people in West Berlin would starve.

After just one month, West Berliners began to run out of food. What saved them was one of the most ambitious operations in history: the Berlin airlift. For a year, British and American pilots flew food, clothes, medicine and cigarettes into West Berlin. In the busiest period, a plane landed at Tempelhof airport in West Berlin every sixty-two seconds. What made this even more extraordinary was that the American planes that brought food were the same planes that a few years earlier had dropped bombs. Now, instead of bombs, as they approached Tempelhof airport, American pilots threw hand-made parcels of sweets and chocolates down to children, who watched the planes from the edges of the airfield. Rosinenbomber – ‘the raisin bombers’ – the pilots were called.

A year later, after 300,000 air-drops, Stalin gave up. The Red Army pulled down the barriers to the city, allowing British and American trucks back into West Berlin. Tens of thousands of West Berliners cheered the British and American soldiers as they drove in, throwing flowers onto their tanks and holding up posters that read:

HURRAH! WE’RE STILL ALIVE!

If you’re looking for the moment the Cold War began, this was it. East and West Germany were now two separate countries with two irreconcilable ideologies: capitalism and communism. That year, West Germany was officially created, its occupying powers – the US, Britain and France – introducing a Western model of democracy, with free elections, free media and private ownership. Six months later, the Soviets declared the creation of the German Democratic Republic (GDR); a communist one-party system with a state-run economy under Soviet control.

Only a few years earlier, the West and the Soviet Union had come together to defeat Hitler. Now, the two were bitter enemies, limbering up for a new war that would soon spread to every corner of the world, dividing it in two, Berlin their battleground.

Yet an eleven-year-old boy could still take a train from one political system to another in the hope of making easy money. At the penultimate station before the border, Joachim scrunches his nose. In a flash of terror, he realises he can smell the coffee. His heart thumps. Pulling his briefcase closer, Joachim tries not to think about what could happen when border guards enter the train, if they smell the coffee. He tries not to imagine what the prison cell would be like, how long he might be kept there.

Joachim eyes the door, knowing it will open any moment. And that’s when the idea hits him. Running to the doors, he stands next to them, and when they eventually open and two border guards board the train, all they see is a scrawny boy holding something, the smell obscured by fumes from the platform.

Joachim’s body slumps with relief, and when he reaches his stop in the West, he skips off the train and takes the coffee to the address his grandmother gave him, where he is rewarded with a handful of coins.

That afternoon, little one is his family’s hero and eleven-year-old Joachim learns that though tiny, he is tough, with a mind that finds solutions just when he needs them.
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The Radio
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1952

JOACHIM IS SINGING. It’s 8.30 in the morning, and he’s at school, a building sliced in half by a bomb where girls are taught in one wing, boys in the other. Every day begins with a song, usually ‘High on the Yellow Wagon’. To keep it fresh, his teacher tells them all to sing it slowly some days, fast on others. It gets his pupils laughing. Wholesome state-sanctioned humour.

Flutes I hear and violins

Happy sounds

Young people in a roundel

Dancing around the lime tree

Circling like leaves in the wind

Cheering and laughing and romping

I’d love to stay at the lime tree

But the wagon, it rolls on.

The song, when you listen to it now, feels nostalgic, a throwback to a rose-tinted version of Germany where everything is horse-drawn carriages, green fields and happy families. The irony is that here, at Joachim’s school, there’s not much looking back: school in the new East Germany is the place where the future is created, where the party creates model socialist citizens for its model socialist country. As East Germany’s new national anthem puts it, ‘Resurrected from the ruins, faces towards the future turned …’

If communism is East Germany’s new religion, then the school is its church, its pupil-congregation sitting in pews, learning at the feet of priest-teachers who often have a stronger influence on their lives than their parents. Six days a week, children are in the care of its party-appointed teachers, right from kindergarten where two-year-olds are taught the principles of socialism through communal potty breaks. 

Joachim learns through repetition, his teachers discouraging questions or critical thinking, rebuking pupils who ask challenging questions, threatening to exclude them. In severe cases, children who display ‘anti-social behaviour’ (stealing, for example) are sent to Jugendwerkhöfe – juvenile correction facilities – where they carry out factory-style work, and are ‘re-educated’, sometimes spending days in solitary confinement.

One afternoon, a man visits Joachim’s class and tells the children about a special after-school youth group that runs arts and crafts, games, even camping in the countryside. Whoever wants to join should put their name on a list. Like most of the children, Joachim is excited, writes down his name.

When he tells his mother that evening, she’s furious. She tells him this man is from the Junge Pioniere, a scout-like youth group sponsored by the party where children in red neckties and blue bowl hats (reminiscent of the Hitler Youth) are introduced to communist principles and encouraged to report anti-socialist behaviour by their friends and teachers, even their parents.

At eleven, Joachim is learning that the party presents itself in all kinds of ways. Like a shape-shifter, it’s not always easy to spot. At school the next day, Joachim crosses his name off the list. He’s never part of the Junge Pioniere, or the Free German Youth, which the pioneers graduate to aged fourteen, where they’re given Marx’s Das Kapital and taught Ulbricht’s ‘Ten Commandments of Socialist Morale’.

But there’s one subject Joachim loves: physics. Sitting at his desk, legs dangling above the floor, Joachim watches as his teacher – a double amputee from the war – chalks up equations on the board. Here, there is no talk about the party or socialist values. There are just numbers, which Joachim finds he can understand as easily as a child’s puzzle. In the school library, Joachim pulls thick books down from the shelves and spends hours studying long lines of numbers cradled between parentheses, spotting patterns.

Soon, his teacher introduces the class to electronics and Joachim is entranced by machines that seem to work like magic. He thinks back to the grain thresher in the barn back home, these new inventions like new tunes that riff on a theme he’s beginning to understand because the basics are the same. Circuits. Motors. Conduction. Induction.

He puzzles over diagrams of radios in electronics manuals, reverse engineering them in his mind, trekking off to specialist shops where he buys wires and cogs and batteries to experiment at home. Aged fourteen, he decides he will build a radio. At an electrical shop Joachim buys wire, a rectifier circuit and a capacitor, and with a soldering iron he joins them around a cardboard tube. Finally, he attaches headphones. There’s a crackle of static and his heart leaps as he realises he’s tuned into a nearby transmitter in East Berlin. Lying in bed, he listens
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