Peaceful Co-Existence and Containment: Berlin Wall Case Study 1958-61
Please read pages 101-108 (chapter 8) and the attached articles. 

Guiding Question: Analyse the reasons for, and the results of, the crisis over Berlin in 1958-61. 

[image: image1.png]


Leaders of East Germany 

General Secretary 

• 
1949–1950
Otto Grotewohl

• 
1950–1971
Walter Ulbricht

• 
1971–1989
Erich Honecker
1. In 1949, Germany became two separate countries. 
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What were the economic and political differences between East and West Germany?
2. Why did the Berlin Crisis develop? 
· Consider Khrushchev and the crisis of 1958. 
· What demands (ultimatum) did Khrushchev make in 1958 and why was it “clever diplomacy”? 

· Why was Khrushchev prepared to cause a Cold War Crisis over Berlin?  

· Why were talks in Paris between the superpowers called off in May 1960? (review) 
· President Kennedy’s approach to containment? What did it involve? How did it move away from the Eisenhower doctrine? 

3.  Khrushchev and President Kennedy first met at the Vienna Summit in 1961. Why did Khrushchev renew his ultimatum on Berlin and how did Kennedy respond? 
4. Why did Khrushchev finally give in to General Secretary Ulbricht’s pressure to close the East Germany border with Berlin?  The result? 
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5. Read the attached articles, The Berlin Crisis and Martyr at the Berlin Wall – explain what new details each article reveals about this event and the Cold War. Be specific and provide quotes. 

6. What did the building of the wall mean for Khrushchev, Ulbricht, citizens of Berlin, for the Cold War? What was Checkpoint Charlie? 
7. Explain the symbolism of the wall.  After reading excerpts from Kennedy’s speech from West Berlin on June 26, 1961, explain how it deepens your understanding of the crisis and the  Cold War. Provide key quotes. 

8. Read the Sources on page 108. Compare the different views of the Berlin Wall. Include historians’ names and key quotes. 
9. Please read the article The Berlin Wall: A Secret History.  Take detailed notes on the article 
· What did you learn about the attitudes of the West towards the wall? Provide key quotes from a variety of leaders and officials.   

· As the wall was being built, what happened that shocked much of the world? Why did the West do nothing? 
· Explain the Checkpoint Charlie confrontation in October 1961. Why significant? A serious “roll back” response to the wall from the US? 
Essay Questions (include Germany from the beginning of the Cold War to the Berlin Wall) 

1. Examine the factors that meant Germany was an important country for both the West and the Soviet Union.
2. Examine the steps by which the economic, political, and military division of Germany took place after 1945. 

3. Discuss the factors that prevented an agreement on Germany taking place between the USSR and US. 
Article 1: The Berlin Wall 1961

Just after midnight on August 13th 1961, East Germany’s government ordered the closure of all borders with West Berlin. As the sun rose, Berliners were awoken by the sound of trucks, jackhammers and other heavy machinery. Watched by Soviet troops and East German police, workmen began breaking up roads, footpaths and other structures, before laying temporary but impassable fencing, barricades and barbed wire. They worked for several days, completely surrounding the western zones of Berlin and cutting them off from the city’s eastern sectors. Within three days, they had erected almost 200 kilometers of fence line and barbed wire. The East German government’s official name for the new structure was Die anti-Faschistischer Schutzwall, or ‘anti-fascist protective wall’, though it soon dubbed the Berlin Wall. East Berlin said the wall was necessary to keep out Western spies and West German profiteers, who it claimed were crossing the border to buy up state-subsidised East German goods.

The erection of a wall around West Berlin made headlines around the world, though it was not entirely unexpected. Western powers immediately went on high alert, in case the lockdown of Berlin was a prelude to an invasion and occupation of the city’s western zones. Six days later, US president John F. Kennedy ordered American reinforcements into West Berlin; more than 1,500 men were transported into the city along East German autobahns (the American, British and French access routes into West Berlin were not closed). Anticipating another Soviet blockade, Kennedy also ordered a large contingent of US planes to be relocated to West Germany. Some experts considered the Berlin Wall an act of aggression against Berliners in both zones, and demanded strong action. Kennedy, however, was more sanguine, suggesting that a wall “is a hell of a lot better than a war”.

As weeks passed, the Berlin Wall became more sophisticated – and more deadly. By June 1962, the East Germans had erected a second line of fencing, approximately 100 metres inside the first wall. The area between both fences was called ‘no-man’s land’ or the ‘death strip’, as under East German regulations, any unauthorised person seen there could be shot without warning. Houses located within the ‘death strip’ were destroyed and leveled. The area was floodlit and covered with fine gravel that revealed footprints, preventing people from sneaking across unnoticed. Features that overhung the ‘death strip’, like balconies or trees, were booby-trapped with nails, spikes or barbed wire. In 1965, following a number of escape attempts where cars or trucks were used to punch through the fenceline, the wall was replaced with pre-fabricated sections of concrete. It was this 3.4-metre high concrete barrier that became famous as the Berlin Wall.
Needless to say, crossing the border between the two Berlins became even more restrictive. Prior to the late 1950s it had been comparatively easy for West Berliners to visit relatives with a day pass to the Soviet zone. Traveling in the other direction was more difficult; East Berliners wanting to cross the city had to show a government permit, and these were difficult to obtain. Elderly East Berliners found it easier to obtain these permits, since their defection was not considered detrimental to the East German economy. Those with business ties or immediate family in the West could be granted permits – though these permits were often denied or revoked without reason. The Berlin Wall could be legally crossed at several points, the best known of which was ‘Checkpoint Charlie’ in Friedrichstrasse.

East Berliners without government permits made many attempts to cross the wall illegally. Some tried climbing, scampering or abseiling over the wall – however the fortifications, barbed wire and Grepo (armed border police) made this a dangerous activity. Ramming through the wall or checkpoints in vehicles was a common tactic – until the East Germans rebuilt all roads approaching the wall as narrow zig-zags, preventing vehicles from accelerating. Others tried tunneling under the wall or flying over it, using makeshift hot-air balloons, with varying levels of success. Around 230 people died making the attempt. In 1962 Peter Fechter, an 18-year-old East German factory worker, was shot in the hip by a border patrol; Fechter bled to death in the ‘death strip’ while helpless onlookers on both sides watched impotently. Siegfried Noffke, who had been separated from his wife and daughter by the wall, tunneled underneath it, but was captured and machine-gunned by Stasi agents.

The Berlin Wall and the closed borders in Berlin became physical symbols of the Cold War. To the west, the Wall constituted powerful propaganda: evidence that East Germany was a failing state and that thousands of its people did not want to live under communism. US secretary of state Dean Rusk called the Wall “a monument to communist failure”, while West German mayor Willy Brandt called it “the wall of shame”. In Washington, there was debate and equivocation about how the US should respond to the erection of the Berlin Wall. Ever the realist, Kennedy knew that threats or shows of aggression might provoke a war between the US and USSR. He instead focused his attentions on West Berlin, hailing it as a small but determined bastion of freedom, locked inside an imprisoned state. Kennedy visited West Berlin in 1963 and was greeted by ecstatic crowds, which cheered wildly and showered his motorcade with flowers and confetti. In the Rudolph Wilde Platz (later renamed the John F. Kennedy Platz), the US president told a rapt audience: 

“There are many people in the world who really don’t understand, or say they don’t, what is the great issue between the free world and the Communist world. Let them come to Berlin. There are some who say that communism is the wave of the future. Let them come to Berlin. And there are some who say in Europe and elsewhere we can work with the Communists. Let them come to Berlin. And there are even a few who say that it is true that communism is an evil system, but it permits us to make economic progress. ‘Lass sie nach Berlin kommen’ – Let them come to Berlin… Freedom is indivisible, and when one man is enslaved, all men are not free… All free men, wherever they may live, are citizens of Berlin, and therefore, as a free man, I take pride in the words: ‘Ich bin ein Berliner’ (I am a citizen of Berlin)”.
Article 2: Martyr at the Berlin Wall          BY GREG MITCHELL  - 11/17/2016 • AMERICAN HISTORY MAGAZINE
On November 9, Germans and many others marked the 27th anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall, a barrier that split that city from 1961 until 1989. Many factors combined to end the division of Berlin—and Germany itself—but one surprising element was the murder of a young man not long after the Wall rose.

“You can draw a direct line from the moment of Peter Fechter to the moment where the oppressed part of Germany collapses,” Egon Bahr, a top aide to former German chancellor Willy Brandt, said after the Wall fell in 1989. One might call Peter Fechter the martyr of the Cold War. In the summer of 1962, Fechter, an 18-year-old bricklayer, was living with his family in East Berlin. He had a girlfriend but missed his sister, Lise, who had gone West in 1955, years before the Wall went up. The Communist state’s repression and lack of economic opportunity frustrated him. With friend and coworker Helmut Kulbeik, Fechter began planning an escape. The youths soon found a little-used factory near the Wall from where they might be able to navigate the barbed wire and climb the barrier to freedom.

The Wall was a crude affair of concrete and cinderblocks, topped by barbed wire and buttressed by cast concrete footings every few yards. West Berliners had built platforms from which to communicate with family and friends in the East. East Germany emphasized that regulations required guards to warn those attempting to cross into the West that they would be shot.

On August 17, 1962, Fechter and Kulbeik left their worksite at lunchtime. They decided this was the day to make a break. Saying they were going for cigarettes, the youths headed for their chosen location, on the border strip two blocks south of Checkpoint Charlie, main site of official transit between East and West Berlin. On the factory’s ground floor, they found a back room with all but one window bricked in. The small opening, crisscrossed with barbed wire, was letting in light. An East German guard post was a few hundred feet to the right, but the Volkspolizei, or VoPos, could not see the area outside the little window. Kulbeik and Fechter decided to hide in a big pile of wood shavings until evening, when dusk would provide cover. Just before 2:00 p.m., the youths heard voices. Deciding to run for the Wall, they tore away the wire blocking the window. Peter squeezed through. Kulbeik followed, both landing in the VoPos’ blind spot. Hurdling a barbed wire fence with Peter in the lead, the two dashed across the death strip. The Wall was only ten yards away, but guards had seen them. Without giving the warning their rules ostensibly required, VoPos with automatic rifles opened fire. Springing past Fechter, Kulbeik clawed his way up the eight-foot Wall and through the wire strung on Y-shaped brackets at the top. He was ready to swing over, only scratches to his chest, when he saw Peter below, probably paralyzed by the racket. “Hurry up, go on with it, jump!” Helmut shouted, dropping onto the Wall’s western side. Kulbeik had gotten over on sheer momentum. Fechter was at a dead stop. All
Peter could do was hide behind one of the narrow concrete supports jutting from the Wall. The supports only covered him on the right, but now he was under fire from the left. From their station VoPos Erich Schreiber, 20, and Rolf Friedrich, 26, recent draftees given little training, aimed about two dozen shots at Fechter. A 7.62mm steel slug from one of the guards’ Kalashnikovs hit Peter in the pelvis, exiting his body. Half a yard from the Wall, Fechter collapsed, bleeding heavily and screaming, “Helft mir doch, helft mir doch!” (“Help me, why aren’t you helping me?”).

Across the Wall, a West Berlin police patrol car arrived. Knots of West Berliners had gathered, anguished to hear Fechter’s cries. A cop shinnied up the Wall and stuck his head through the wire, but he and his colleagues had orders not to cross under any circumstances. He saw a youth lying on his back. Another officer tried to talk to Fechter. He threw bandages, but the weakened Fechter could only roll onto his side in a fetal position. At 2:17 p.m. a U.S. Army lieutenant at Checkpoint Charlie phoned Major General Albert Watson, commandant of Berlin’s American garrison, for instructions. “Stand fast,” Watson said. “Send a patrol but stay on our side!” By the time six American military police arrived at the scene, about 250 West Berliners were there. “You criminals!” they yelled. “You murderers!”

Bypassing chain of command, General Watson called the White House, asking staffers there what President John Kennedy wanted to do. Kennedy, in Colorado, listened to a clipped summary from his top military aide. “Mr. President,” General Chester Clifton said, “an escapee is bleeding to death at the Berlin Wall.” At 2:40, half an hour after the first shots, a German interpreter for the U.S. military reported that a youth was “wounded and is lying against the wall on the east side. He is able to talk to the personnel on the west side of the wall.” West Berlin police requested an American ambulance. Drawn by the gunfire, newspaper photographer Wolfgang Bera had run to the Wall’s west face. He found a ladder, placed it against the barrier, and climbed to where he could look down on the bleeding youth. Pushing a Leica through the wire, Bera framed Fechter, on his side, right arm outstretched and right hand open, palm full of blood. Bera climbed down and, figuring the police paralysis on both sides meant that only the Americans could take charge, ran to Checkpoint Charlie for help. GIs on duty appeared indifferent. “It’s not our problem,” one said.

Freelance cinematographer Herbert Ernst joined the growing crowd of West Berliners as an American military helicopter circled overhead and American soldiers milled about. Ernst positioned himself on a viewing platform and, despite not knowing what was going on, began filming. East German guards fired tear gas canisters that landed near Fechter, perhaps to obscure him from cameras and onlookers or so they could retrieve him under cover of fog. Returning to the Wall 50 minutes after guards shot Fechter, Bera made one of the Cold War’s iconic images: four border guards hauling away an inert Fechter. In another frame, Bera documented a single guard carrying Fechter.

Ernst captured the same moments on motion picture film, his camera eye following a VoPo taking Fechter under the armpits and another holding him by the feet—like a wet sack, it seemed to Ernst—and hurrying along Charlotten Strasse as a young couple loudly cursed the policemen and promptly were arrested. 
Hearing nothing from Washington, General Watson again called the White House. “The matter has taken care of itself,” he told officials there. By late afternoon hundreds of angry West Berliners had gathered near Checkpoint Charlie. Almost two hours later, two young East Berliners in a fourth-floor window near the checkpoint held up a small sign. An American interpreter signaled them to make a bigger sign. They did.  He is dead, the larger sign read.

West Berlin protesters that night came to number in the thousands. Many shouted “Murderers!” at three impassive East Berlin guards who stared back, pistols at the ready. VoPos threw tear-gas grenades over the Wall, triggering counter volleys by police in the West. Riots erupted. “Yankee cowards! Traitors!” the crowd shouted at Allied military policemen driving up in Jeeps. “Yankees go home!” Demonstrators smashed the windows of a bus bringing Red Army soldiers into West Berlin to change the guard at the Soviet war memorial in the British sector. In East Berlin, photographer Dieter Breitenborn, with magazine Neue Zeit, was in his darkroom. Shooting from high above the Wall out a window of the magazine offices on Zimmer Strasse, Breitenborn, 26, had recorded images: a body, circling helicopters, smoke bombs, VoPos with a corpse. A knock came at the door. A co-worker the magazine staff had long suspected of being an informer with the Ministerium für Staatssicherheit—the secret police, nicknamed “Stasi”—barked, “Give me the film!” Breitenborn felt helpless to resist. Other Stasi men visited the Fechter family in Weissensee, demanding to know where Peter was. They searched the flat for weapons or incriminating literature but came up empty. Finally, the agents hinted obliquely that Peter might have been shot at the Wall that afternoon.

Peter Fechter’s murder hit West Germans like a punch to the heart. Das Bild, West Germany’s largest newspaper, ran Wolfgang Bera’s photo of guards hauling Fechter away as large as possible with the headline, “VoPos Let 18-Year-old Bleed to Death—As Americans Watch.” The same photo ran in Morgenpost beneath a banner reading, “Helft mir doch, helft mir doch!” For inspiration, West German students digging a 400-foot escape tunnel under the Wall—a venture underwritten by NBC-TV (http://gregmitchellauthor.com/books/the-tunnels-tr/the-tunnels-hc) hung photos of the dying Fechter in their cavern. Where Fechter failed, many of them succeeded. His story rippled far and wide. The New York Times front page carried a different Bera photo—two guards hauling the lifeless, unnamed victim—under the heading, “German Reds Shoot Fleeing Youth, Let Him Die at the Wall.” East Germany’s Neues Deutschland reported that two “fugitive criminals,” supported by West Berlin police, had tried to flee, forcing guards to resort to “use of firearms.”

An official autopsy done that day for the East German regime but not made public until years later found that among three dozen rounds fired in Fechter’s direction only one had struck him, suggesting that some guards deliberately mis-aimed. A rushed official East German report on the shooting found the guards’ actions “correct, effective and determined” and the use of weapons “justified.” Two VoPos who fired and two Volkspolizei officers received awards. Returning from his trip, President Kennedy demanded explanations. “I would appreciate a detailed report on the refugee incident last Friday,” he wrote. “I would like to know how long it was before the Commandant was informed on what was happening and what action he took.” Kennedy phoned Secretary of State Dean Rusk to ask what plans existed for handling similar situations. “Well, we have some for larger episodes…” Rusk said. “What about a single episode like this, though? ““No one case is like another,” the Secretary of State said. “And the canals are…for example, our people don’t fish them out of the canals. That’s handled on the eastern side. I think perhaps the mistake that was made locally was not offering some medical care [to Fechter].” “Yeah…. Of course, the West Berliners are not very generous but…that’s all right,” Kennedy said. “I think we just have to ride through this one.”

Among those Peter Fechter’s death unsettled was Erich Schreiber, one of the guards who first fired at the young bricklayer, squeezing off 17 rounds in all. In a letter to his girlfriend, Schreiber wrote, “You write [asking] to know why I have been promoted. It is a more serious matter which does not happen to one every day. I have shot and killed a border violator who wanted to cross the border from East to West. If that would upset you and you don’t want anything to do with a ‘murderer,’ please do not talk about it with anyone.” A censor intercepted the letter, which was never delivered. Schreiber mentioned the letter during a trial years after the Wall came down. Ten days after the shooting, Fechter was about to be laid to rest. East German police tried to keep the funeral secret, ordering the family not to post any notice, but 300 citizens came to the funeral, at a cemetery near Fechter’s home. Some had worked with Peter; most were strangers. State officials nixed family wishes for a religious service, instead assigning a Municipal Funeral Commission speaker. He told those assembled Fechter had made a “thoughtless” and “foolish” decision. Everyone wishes to try different paths, the bureaucrat preached, but the state wisely promotes and then monitors which paths they should follow, and East German citizens must respect that. “But Peter did not,” he added.

Peter’s girlfriend and mother silently wept. Mrs. Fechter’s entire savings had gone for a coffin and wreaths; she had to borrow to get a tombstone inscribed Unforgotten by All. After the crowd left, Stasi agents cleared her son’s grave of flowers. Helmut Kulbeik remained in the west, and is still alive. A memorial to his dead friend at the Wall in time would draw thousands of visitors and inspire books, poems, song, and theatrical presentations. Peter Fechter’s death stirred outrage that would simmer until the fall of the Wall, more than a quarter century after he made his run for freedom.

Article 3: The Berlin Wall: A Secret History
By Frederick Taylor - Published in History Today Volume 57 Issue 2 February 2007

The Berlin Wall was a tangible symbol of the suppression of human rights by the Eastern bloc during the Cold War, but Frederick Taylor asks whether it was more convenient to the Western democracies than their rhetoric suggested.

The building of the Berlin Wall in August 1961 divided families and neighbourhoods in what had been the capital of Germany. The Wall represents a uniquely squalid, violent, and ultimately futile, episode in the post-war world. And we know that the subsequent international crisis, which was especially intense during the summer and autumn of 1961, threatened the world with the risk of a military conflict, one that seemed as if it could escalate at any time into nuclear confrontation between the US and the Soviet Union. But was all as it seemed, with the noble democracies vainly opposing yet another Communist atrocity? Did the leaders of the West genuinely loathe the Wall, or was it – whisper if you dare – actually rather convenient to all the ­powers concerned? In 1945, the victors of the Second World War, the US, the Soviet Union, Britain and by special dispensation the French, had divided Germany into four zones of occupation and its capital, Berlin, into four sectors. To the wartime Allies, Germany had been a problem ever since its unification in 1871, a big, restless country in the heart of Europe. The over- mighty Germany of the Kaiser’s and Hitler’s time must never be allowed to re-emerge.

Then came the Cold War. From the late 1940s, Germany itself – what was left of it after the Poles and the Russians had carved chunks off its eastern territories – became a creature of the Communist-capitalist conflict. It divided into West Germany (the ‘Federal Republic of Germany’) and the smaller East Germany (the ‘German Democratic Republic’), the former a prosperous democracy of some 50 million anchored into what was to become the Western NATO al­liance, the latter a struggling social experiment, a third as large, allied to the Communist Warsaw Pact. The Iron Curtain ran through Germany, with a fortified border between the two Cold War German states.

Until 1961, however, Berlin remained under joint occupation and kept a special status, still more or less one city in which fairly free movement was possible. It represented an ‘escape hatch’ through which East Germans could head to the now booming West in pursuit of political freedom and a higher standard of living than their Stalinist masters were prepared to allow them. Between 1945 and 1961, some 2.5 million had fled in this way, reducing the GDR’s population by around 15 per cent. Ominously for the Communist regime, most emigrants were young and well qualified. The country was losing the cream of its educated professionals and skilled workers at a rate that risked making the Communist state unviable. During the summer of 1961, this exodus reached critical levels. Hence, on that fateful August weekend, the Communists’ vast undertaking to seal off East from West Berlin, to close the ‘escape hatch’.

Sunday, August 13th, became known as ‘Stacheldrahtsonntag’ (barbed wire Sunday). Within a few weeks the improvised wire obstacle across the city started to morph into a formidable cement one that would soon become known as the ‘Berlin Wall’, a heavily fortified, guarded and booby-trapped barrier almost a hundred miles long, dividing the city and enclosing West Berlin.

Since the end of the war, Berlin had been a constant running sore in East-West relations. In 1948-49 Stalin had tried to blockade the Western sectors into submission by closing off all the land routes into the city, which lay almost a hundred miles inside Soviet-occupied territory. The West surprised him with a successful airlift that kept West Berlin supplied with sufficient essentials to survive. Only Stalin’s death had prevented a wall, or something like it, being constructed in 1953. In 1958, his successor, the ebullient, unpredictable Nikita Khrushchev, had started threatening West Berlin’s status once more. The Soviet leader compared the Allied-occupied sectors to the West’s testicles. If, he joked, he wanted to cause NATO pain, all he had to do was squeeze ...

Most Germans experienced the building of the Wall as a devastating blow. It was not just a brutal act in itself but also final proof, if proof were needed, that the reunification many still hoped for must remain a distant, even an impossible, dream. There was genuine outrage in West Germany (and to some extent in the East, though this was rapidly suppressed by the Communist secret police, the Stasi, who carried out thousands of arrests). However, given the renewed dangers of conflict during the previous few years, the building of the Wall, although it unleashed a brief East-West showdown, was – seen from a global perspective -- not necessarily the catastrophe that it first appeared.

None of the former victors of the Second World War was about to go to war in order to prevent the division of Germany. The Western powers were unanimous in declaring their horror at the Wall, in making the right public noises - it wouldn't do to upset the West Germans - but what was going on behind the scenes?

The West officially promoted the recreation of a unified German state. In reality, however – as the crisis made clear – it privately accepted the division of Germany and saw no reason to oppose it by force.

At the end of July 1961, the newly-elected American President John F. Kennedy, had already ordered a military build-up to cope with possible Soviet and Warsaw Pact designs on Berlin (and by implication West Germany). However, his actual response to the building of the Wall was downright muted. Washington made it clear that only if the Soviets and their East German protégés tried to blockade or invade West Berlin would war become a possibility. In private, the US Secretary of State Dean Rusk even confessed – within days of the East German border closure operation – that ‘in realistic terms it would make a Berlin settlement easier’. In other words, so long as American prestige was not affected, the Soviets could do what they liked with the bits of Germany they controlled, including East Berlin. The extension of the Iron Curtain to the heart of Berlin might even help stabilize the situation.

The reaction of the other two occupying powers, Britain and France, was even more ambivalent. The crisis found Harold Macmillan, prime minister of Britain since 1957, hundreds of miles north of London, at Bolton Abbey, in Yorkshire. There he was celebrating, as he did every summer, the opening of the grouse-shooting season. Macmillan spent Saturday August 12th in the company of his nephew, the Duke of Devonshire – owner of Bolton Abbey -- engaged in appropriate use of firearms against indigenous bird-life. Even after hearing the news from Berlin, the premier saw no reason why he should not con­tinue to do so on August 13th. The day afterwards, the British ambassador to West Germany, Sir Christopher Steel, commented ­languidly in a dispatch to London: ‘I must stay that I personally have always wondered that the East Germans have waited so long to seal this boundary.’ His main concern was to  ensure Washington didn’t do anything silly. London should get together with the Americans to make sure that ‘they, no more than we, regard this as the issue on which we break’.

Meanwhile, 71-year-old General Charles de Gaulle, last active Allied leader of the Second World War and since 1958 once more President of France, was resting at his country home in Colombey-les-Deux-Églises. So re­laxed did de Gaulle seem about the Berlin affair that he failed to return to Paris until the following Thursday, August 17th.

This caution was not due to mere indifference on the part of either leader. Each had problems of his own. 

Britain’s military and economic decline had lately accelerated to a point where even the traditionally imperialistic Conservatives realized they had to cut their cloth to suit new circumstances. A certain testy obsession with cost had crept into discussions about Britain’s military commitments. Even before this latest twist in the Berlin crisis, plans had been put in motion by defence minister Harold Watkinson, not to increase Britain’s military presence in West Germany and Berlin, but drastically to reduce it.

Conscription for the British armed services was due to be abandoned in the early part of 1962. The strength of the British Army of the Rhine (BAOR) would accordingly fall from 52,000 to 44,000 by the end of that year. It seemed likely that even the 3,500 troops London maintained in the British Sector of Berlin might be subjected to a quiet culling operation. Moreover, Britain had problems elsewhere in the world. In the Middle East it faced confrontation with the newly-radicalized republic of Iraq under its fiery strongman, Brigadier Abd al-Karim Qassem. Qassem had laid claim to the small, British-protected (and oil-rich) sheikhdom of Kuwait, and had spent most of June massing his army in the arid border zone. London had hastily withdrawn substantial forces from Germany, Cyprus and the Home Command to defend the Kuwait flashpoint. The cost of such a major, if temporary, movement of personnel and equipment, including ships and aircraft, was extremely painful for the British Treasury.

Before August 13th, Macmillan’s diplomats were still frantically occupied with arranging for peacekeeping forces from the Arab League to take over the protection of Kuwait, while British conscripts sweated in temperatures of 50° centigrade (120° Fahrenheit) opposite Iraq’s army in the desert south of Basra.

Berlin was therefore not high on London’s priorities list, in great part for financial reasons. For several years, Britain had been locked in a wrangle with West Germany. London wanted Bonn to share more of the cost of the British presence there. Formerly an army of occupation, the BAOR was now part of the first line of defence against attack from the East. This had become a touchy point. In mid-July, during discussions about contingency plans in case of another Soviet blockade of Berlin, Macmillan had declared rather sourly that Britain ‘should make it clear that we will pay nothing’ toward the expenses of any new airlift.

As for that other overstretched former imperial power, France still had several hundred thousand troops, mostly young conscripts, tied up in a vicious guerrilla war in Algeria. Talks to end the bloody Algerian struggle for independence from France had just begun in the spa town of Evian – a concession by de Gaulle that had already brought sections of his army and the Algerian white settlers out in open rebellion. It would be late the following spring before a ceasefire resulted. With France’s largest ‘overseas province’ in bloody uproar, diverting serious reinforcements to join the 45,000 French troops already in Germany (of which 3,000 were based at the Quartier Napoléon military complex in Berlin) was out of the question. Just weeks after the forced division of the German capital, the French defence minister, Pierre Messmer, informed his British counterpart  that Frenchmen were not prepared to ‘die for Berlin’.  Privately the French elite, like the British, still found the existing division of Berlin, and of Germany, perfectly satisfactory, although (in the delicate words of a recent French official publication) de Gaulle thought that ‘it was important to avoid dashing the hopes of the Germans’, whom he was courting as part of his plan for French dominance of the continent. Another great Frenchman, the Nobel prize-winning author, friend and biographer of de Gaulle, Francois Mauriac, would make the classic quip that ‘I like Germany so much, I want two of her’.

So, even as an appalled world watched machine-gun-toting East German guards supervise the wall-building – Berlin was the first properly televised world crisis – the West did nothing. The American Secretary of State even forbade the US commandant from subscribing to a joint Allied press release, for fear of arousing negative reactions from the East. The first deaths at the Wall came. Frantic East Berliners trying to escape to the West via apartment blocks on the border plunged from high windows and roofs to their deaths. Ten days after ‘barbed wire Sunday’, a young East Berliner was coldly and deliberately shot as he tried to swim across a canal into the West. The deaths were the first of almost two hundred during the course of the Wall’s existence. Hundreds more were wounded, ­thousands were punished for their escape attempts with long jail sentences under harsh conditions.

Many writers at the time and in the intervening four and a half decades have speculated what would have happened if the Allies had responded to the Wall with  vigorous ‘roll-back’ measures, bulldozing through the wire and defying the East to respond. It is clear from the documents we can now read in the archives of the countries involved that this was never a serious prospect. In fact, the only possibility of 'roll-back' came not in August 1961 but more than two months later, in late October, when the East Germans began to demand identity documents from American officials entering East Berlin. This, which the Americans considered in breach of the postwar Potsdam Agreement, unleashed the famous 'Checkpoint' Charlie' confrontation, the only time during the Cold War when American and Soviet tanks actually faced each other, fully armed and ready to fire. Jeeploads of armed GIs escorted senior American diplomats for short, passport-free incursions into the East. Some of the American armour backing these forays was fitted with bulldozer blades, ready to push down the barrier and advance into East Berlin to facilitate freedom of movement for Washington's representatives, should the East try to prevent it. Finally the Americans seemed to be getting tough - not over the tragedy of the wall but over their own national prestige.

Even then, we can see from the British government documents, Harold Macmillan’s government had no intention of risking war on this issue. British civilian personnel entering East Berlin had for some time now been showing ID if requested, and so London’s sympathy for the American stance was limited. After reading a report from his embassy in Washington on the Checkpoint Charlie crisis, the Prime Minister scribbled some marginal comments. ‘What does the Foreign Office intend to do about this?’ Macmillan asked. ‘It’s rather alarming’. He wondered how long Britain could continue to ‘be associated with this childish nonsense’. Almost nobody in London was of the hardline persuasion. Foreign Secretary Lord Home claimed on October 27th that he was ‘pretty close to an understanding with Rusk’, who did not want the question of showing passes to be made into a major show of strength. Home considered the American military, represented by former military governor Lucius D. Clay, to be the chief problem. He advised Macmillan:

The trouble is that the US soldiers do not yet seem to have been brought to heel on this point. I am sending an immediate telegram urging that specific instructions be sent. You might mention this to the President.

Whether British pragmatism (or weakness) played a role in taking the heat out of the crisis remains unproven. Then as now, Downing Street tended to overestimate its influence on the White House.

It now seems more likely that Kennedy had already reached an agreement with Moscow through unofficial secret service channels.  Khrushchev, who had been kept busy managing a split in the international communist movement, finally decided to pay attention and clamp down on the notorious ‘salami-slicing’ activities of the notably wilful East German leader, Walter Ulbricht, which had led to the crisis in the first place. Khrushchev was only too keen to find a face-saving formula – as was Kennedy. The end of the ‘Checkpoint Charlie’ confrontation in effect meant the end of the Berlin crisis. Both superpowers had other fish to fry.

The actual reality of the wall had never been seriously challenged throughout this time, and this remained the case. It continued in existence for another twenty-eight years, a hideous scar on the European landscape and a cruel negation of post-war Germany's right to self-determination. When the Wall did come down in November 1989, overnight and as suddenly as it had arisen, it was not because of some exciting, high-risk initiative on the part of the West but mostly because of the internal decay of the communist bloc in general and the East German regime in particular.

Inevitably, the demise of the Wall in 1989 exposed the true feelings and anxieties of the Western allies about Germany every bit as blatantly as had its construction. The Americans quickly decided that they were, on balance, happy to see a reunited Germany, but both the French and the British, atavistic fears reawakened, panicked at the prospect. In her memoirs, Mrs. Thatcher recalls an emergency visit to de Gaulle’s 1980s successor, President Mitterrand, in which ‘I produced from my handbag a map showing the various configurations of Germany in the past, which were not entirely reassuring about the future ….’

For a short while, Mitterrand seems to have considered Thatcher’s offer to resurrect the wartime Anglo-French alliance against a resurgent Germany, but on consideration the wily French leader decided against tying himself to the forceful and passionately Eurosceptic British leader. Instead, with characteristic subtlety, he took the alternative route: not to unite with other powers against Germany, but to clutch the Germans so tightly to France’s bosom that even a mighty, reunited state east of the Rhine would constitute no threat. Part of the hefty price Mitterrand secured from the German Chancellor, Helmut Kohl, in exchange for France’s support of reunification was the Federal Republic’s support for a common European currency and for closer integration.

So, in the end the fall of the Wall brought not just the end of the Cold War but the final absorption of Germany into Europe – a solution of sorts for the ‘German problem’ that had haunted the world for more than a century and brought about two catastrophic world wars. 

Timeline

May 8th, 1945 - End of the Second World War: Germany and Berlin are each divided into four zones/sectors (Soviet, American, British and French).

June 24th, 1948 - Soviets begin their blockade of the Western sectors of Berlin.

June 25th, 1948 - The Western Allies begin the ‘Berlin Airlift’ to provide food and basic necessities for West Berliners.

May 12th, 1949 - End of the blockade, though harassment of the access routes continues.

May 24th, 1949 - The Federal Republic of (West) Germany is founded in the Western zones.

Sep 30th, 1949 - The Airlift is officially abandoned.

Oct 7th, 1949 - The (East) German Democratic Republic is founded in the Soviet zone. Transformation of East Germany into a Soviet-style ‘people’s democracy’ accelerates.

May 26th, 1952 - ‘Operation Vermin’. The Soviets and their East German allies seal the border between East and West Germany. Berlin alone remains accessible, the only ‘hole’ in the Iron Curtain.

March 5th, 1953 = Death of Josef Stalin in Moscow. Apparent liberalization follows.

June 17-18th, 1953 - A mass uprising against the Communist regime in East Germany is bloodily suppressed by Soviet troops and loyal East German police.

Dec 11th, 1957 - Leaving East Germany without permission becomes a criminal offence, punishable with three years’ hard labour.

June/July 1961 - Tens of thousands of East Germans continue to defy the regime and flee to the West.

Aug 12-13th, 1961 - Barbed wire and breeze-block barricades seal off West from East Berlin, making escape from East Germany impossible.

Aug 24th, 1961 - 24-year-old East Berliner Günter Litfin becomes the first escaper to be shot dead trying to cross into the West. Many more deaths and injuries follow.

Aug 26th, 1961 - West Berliners are barred from East Berlin.

Oct 22-28th, 1961 - American and Soviet tanks face each other at the Checkpoint Charlie border crossing after East German guards restrict American officials’ access to East Berlin. During these days, the world comes close to nuclear war. However, the mutual withdrawal of US and Soviet units on October 28th also signifies the de facto end of the Berlin crisis.

Oct 1961 - The transformation of the border barrier into a fortified ‘Wall’ begins.

June 26th, 1963 - President Kennedy visits West Berlin and declares ‘Ich bin ein Berliner’.

Dec 17th, 1963 - Temporary permits are issued for West Berliners to visit East Berlin for the first time in two-and-a-half years.

Sept 3rd, 1971 - Signing of the ‘Four-Power Agreement’. The Soviets and East Germans recognize West Berlin’s right to exist, and the West grants de facto recognition to the East German regime.

Aug 1st, 1975 - The Helsinki Accords, signed by 35 countries including the USSR, America, Britain, and East and West Germany, promise universal human rights, including the right to freedom of movement. Within months, East German dissidents start to invoke this right in applying for exit visas. Despite government repression, what starts as a trickle grows into a flood.

June 12th, 1987-  President Ronald Reagan visits Berlin. He tells the Soviet leader: ‘Mr. Gorbachev, tear this wall down!’

Sept 10th, 1989 -  The Hungarian government opens the border to Austria. Thousands of East German 'tourists' escape during the coming weeks.

Nov 9th, 1989 - Unable to halt the headlong exodus of its population through ‘third states’, the East German regime concedes its citizens the right to leave. The Berlin Wall is effectively history. ­In the coming days, East Berliners destroy it with their own hands.
Oct 3rd, 1990 - East and West Germany are officially reunited.

Leaders of West Germany 


Chancellor	


 • 	1949–1963	Konrad Adenauer


 • 	1963–1966	Ludwig Erhard


 • 	1966–1969	Kurt Georg Kiesinger


 • 	1969–1974	Willy Brandt


 • 	1974–1982	Helmut Schmidt


 • 	1982–1990	Helmut Kohl
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