East German Stasi files open to public online for first time

Files from East Germany's notorious secret police are now available online
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The files of the Stasi, communist East Germany’s notorious secret police, have been made generally available for the first time on a German government website.
The Stasi, widely regarded as one of the most effective intelligence organisations of the Cold War, kept an iron grip on every aspect of life inside East Germany, spying on its own citizens and keeping extensive files on millions of them.

Stasi officers tried to destroy their files when the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, but they were saved by ordinary East German citizens who stormed the Stasi offices in the city of Erfurt to protect the documents.

People have been able to view their own Stais files since 1992, but this is the first time some of the documents have been made available to the general public.

The website does not include any files on living individuals, for privacy reasons. The 2,500 pages of documents that have been out online include extensive information on a popular uprising against communist rule in 1953 that was only suppressed with the help pf Soviet troops, as well as the fall of the Berlin Wall.
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They also include Stasi files on the harrowing case of Manfred Smolka, a former East German border guard who was seized and executed after he escaped to the West.

Fired from his job as a border guard and imprisoned for an act of leniency – he allowed farmers to till their fields near the West German border – Smolka decided to defect to the West. But when his wife and child tried to join him, Smolka was arrested at the border.

The newly released documents show that he was seized from just inside West German territory, and not arrested inside East Germany as the Stasi claimed at the time. They also describe how he was kept in solitary confinement and subjected to constant hunger and thirst. In 1960 he was sentenced to death as an example, and guillotined.

As well as such disturbing cases, the newly available documents also shed light on the decision to allow a famous concert by Udo Lindenburg, a West German rock star and outspoken critic of the Berlin Wall, who was permitted to perform in East Berlin in 1983.

Almost 7 million people have applied to view their own Stasi files since 1992. They are open to foreign citizens the Stasi kept a file on as well as Germans. But applications take a long time to process, and some have waited as long as three years to see their records.

The files now generally available on the Stasi Records Office website include 15 hours of film and six hours of sound recordings, as well documents.
Stasi police kept East Germans in fear for 40 years

A new book has revealed the lengths to which East Germany's Stasi secret police went to quell dissent in the Communist nation.
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For the 40 years of the Cold War the Stasi – 'The Sword and Shield of the Party' – kept a lid on dissent in East Germany through a unique method of surveillance.

They did not need torture chambers and rubber truncheons to keep people in line, but instead exploited the insecurities of members of the public, according to author Christhard Laepple.
Turning one in three of the German Democratic Republic's 17 million citizens into informers, the Stasi injected fear, uncertainty and suspicion into every walk of life, making sure few people ever uttered anything which might anger the regime.

In Betrayal Has No Expiration Date Laepple, a journalist for German television station ZDF, details accounts of sisters turned against brothers, husbands against wives, sons against fathers and lovers against lovers.

He spent four years combing through the reams of yellowing Stasi files lying in an archive in Berlin and interviewing ex-spies and their victims for a television documentary.

He conducted some 100 interviews before whittling his subjects down to six profiles for his book.

Most of the spies interviewed professed to be committed socialists who believed they were weeding out capitalist opponents.

But others were simply remorseless opportunists with scant regard for the lives they ruined. All withheld their real names for fear of being ostracised.

One boy, identified as Dieter, was betrayed by his own teacher for daring to ask in a school lesson: "If East Germany are the goodies, why did we build the Berlin Wall?"

Dieter was dispatched to a children's home where food deprivation and beatings were commonplace, before he was eventually "sold" to West Germany for hard currency in 1983.

Now living in Hamburg, eking out a living as a tour-bus driver, Dieter expressed no bitterness for his lost youth, however, and no regret for his actions.

"Without people like us, the Wall would still be there," he said.
