How I survived an East German prison

Forty years ago today, Bernard Becker was released from a high-security Stasi jail where he spent almost two years for distributing 'rabble-rousing propaganda'. Here, he reveals how he coped.
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Bernard Becker, who was caught by the Stasi and jailed in an East German prison Photo: Andrew Crowley
By Bernard Becker
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This year, I will mark the anniversary. Usually, I forget about it, or just do it briefly inside my head. Perhaps that’s because I remember so few of the details of that day, 40 years ago today, when I was released from a Stasi prison in the middle of a town then called Karl-Marx-Stadt in Saxony, East Germany. Perhaps, it’s just because thinking about that time makes me feel gloomy.

Indeed, it is all so long ago. I have to make an effort to remind myself that it was me who this happened to, jailed for voicing an opinion, which differed from the government’s view. The German Democratic Republic no longer exists. The “Warsaw Pact” and the “Socialist Camp”, the “Anti-Fascist Protective Wall”, “Eastern Bloc” and “Iron Curtain” have disappeared. And we, the generation growing up in that era – behind that Iron Curtain – are history now. Our children do not want to listen to stories irrelevant to their lives.

It’ll be different, for me at least, this year. I think I am going to put on the shirt I bought the day I was released and invite a few friends over for a celebratory drink. The shirt is mid-blue with a yellow stripe and it’s labelled bügelfrei – non-iron. They don’t make them like that any more!

As hard as I try, I don’t remember much else of what I did during those first few hours of freedom. It’s as if my memory has been bleached out by the blazing sunlight, which is what I recall most vividly. The sunlight, the blue sky: on this first day, everything was just beautiful.

Just half an hour before buying the shirt, the last barrier between inside and out had been unlocked and I had stepped from the dim light of the prison into the glare of a hot July day, free to go wherever I wanted. Within the borders of the German Democratic Republic, that is.

It was the end of my encounter with the East German prison system, begun with my arrest nearly two years earlier, in August 1968, on the platform of an East Berlin underground station.

The week before, on holiday in Czechoslovakia, traveling with a friend in my first car, we had seen Soviet tanks roll in, abruptly ending the brief Prague Spring and hopes for Dubček’s “Socialism with a human face”.

As we travelled back through the town of Teplice, Czech students had handed us a batch of hastily printed leaflets, urging us to tell people back in the GDR the truth of what was happening: that this was a brutal invasion, not the response to a comradely request to rescue socialism, as had been claimed in “Neues Deutschland”. We promised to do so, hiding the leaflets in the car before crossing the border back into East Germany.

As things turned out, we weren’t any good at being subversives. We’d only managed to hand out one leaflet when we were caught, immediately reported to the police by the ultra-keen citizen we had given it to. Unlike the day of my release, every second of my arrest and the first night of interrogations are clear in my memory.

Men in civilian clothes came towards us slowly, four or five of them fanned out across the platform. Flight in the other direction impossible. There was no second exit. The train that we thought would take us away from the scene had been stopped, passengers staring at us as we were picked out.

I still wonder if we should have tried to make a dash for it breaking through the lines. One of the women among the station staff was whispering, encouraging us to run. To this day, I wish I knew who she was, taking our side.

Instead we hesitated, paralysed, like rabbits caught in the headlights; and then it was too late.

Some two months later I was sentenced to 28 months in a high security prison for “staatsfeindliche Hetze”, which translates as “rabble-rousing propaganda against the state”. My “accomplice” friend got 12 months. Perhaps we were lucky: had we distributed 50, the sentence might have been up to ten years.

Most of my sentence was spent in Brandenburg Prison, to the west of Berlin. It was run by the Volkspolizei (“People’s Police”), not the Stasi (the state security service). Der gläserne Sarg – the Crystal Coffin – as prisoners used to call it, for its glass roof and harsh regime for inmates mostly serving long sentences, much longer than mine.

Somehow I survived Brandenburg Prison and the factories we were forced to work in relatively unscathed: I got on with my cellmates and, as I discovered later from my Stasi file (which one could access after the fall of the Wall), even the guards had few complaints about me, although according to prison governor Ackermann’s reports, I “had failed to see the necessity and justice of my punishment” and therefore should not be released until the end of my term.

However, a higher authority overruled Ackermann some 22 months into my sentence, when one day I was crammed into one of several tiny cells in an unmarked white van and taken to an unknown destination, which turned out to be the Stasi prison in Karl-Marx-Stadt (now Chemnitz again).

My Stasi file later revealed that it was the all-powerful Mielke in person, chief of the Stasi, who had ordered my release. I have it black on white, Mielke’s pen crossing out Ackermann’s recommendation and his signature. Should I be grateful to the man? (Later, after the GDR was dismantled, Mielke was found guilty of the murder of two policemen in 1931. Due to ill health, he didn’t have to serve out his sentence and died in his bed, aged 92.)

This Stasi Prison obviously was no ordinary prison. Ironically, it was the place most political prisoners hoped to reach at some stage, a kind of holding prison where they were “fattened up” to look a bit healthier after their long incarceration before being put on a coach that took them to the East German border and through it: part of a secret deal with West German government agencies whereby prisoners were released in return for hard currency.

There was better food here and better treatment altogether than elsewhere: you could even buy instant coffee, Rondo Kaffee, East Germany’s answer to Nescafé, the hot water for it served by Stasi officers themselves, the state’s security elite in smart, well-fitting grey uniforms; what a contrast to the sloppy dark blue regular Volkspolizei prison guards.

The Stasi was expensive to run; selling prisoners must have helped and there was no shortage of supplies. You had to be lucky, though, to be one of these prisoners: you had to have the right lawyer and get on a list of names known to the West.

Not long after my arrival, I was summoned to a meeting with a high ranking Stasi officer (with that characteristic cold Stasi stare – they must have been specially trained in it), and told I would be released soon (but into East, not West Germany). My release was conditional of course and no reasons were given.

Maybe some money had changed hands between East and West and my name found its way onto the right list; perhaps it was because Amnesty was on my case.

So it was that on the morning of July 23, 1970, I was handed back the personal belongings on me at the time of my arrest: my own underwear, trousers, socks, T-shirt, my watch (I wound it up immediately – it worked as if nothing had happened in the meantime), a few Czech coins and a Czech campsite receipt.

I, in turn, had handed back my prison garb: the blue and white striped collarless shirt, trousers and jacket made of recycled army uniforms, prison underwear, prison slippers.

There was a moment of anxiety as the guard searched the few personal items I had brought from my cell, his practiced fingers sliding over the seams of my wash bag. I had used a razor blade to slice open its inner plastic lining and inserted two small sketches I’d made in my first cell, in the remand prison where I was held at the start. It was the only personal record I had of my time in prison. Had the drawings been found they would have been taken, as had all my other efforts to record my time in prison. And – you never knew with these guys – perhaps they would have kept me in longer. He didn’t find it, though.

I don’t remember the last seconds in prison or any goodbyes from the guards. Was there a handshake as in American movies? I doubt it: more likely a grunt, an order to move this way or that, the usual refusal to look me in the eye.

Outside, the air was fresh and the sunlight bright as only a released prisoner can see it. I felt elated, euphoric, my heart racing.

Back home in Berlin, the euphoria didn’t last long. My record meant I couldn’t travel (as most others could) to other Eastern bloc countries, or return to higher education (I had been planning a degree in architecture), or work in certain fields. Life felt more claustrophobic than ever. I was to remain in the GDR another five years. It took some time to work up enough courage, not to escape – but to apply for permission to leave. This was not risk-free either, but the risk turned out to be worth it: permission was eventually granted and I left the GDR for West Berlin in January 1976.

I was 21 when I went to prison for handing out one leaflet. I was there for less than two years; I know that what I went through was nothing compared to millions of others in prisons worldwide. Even in Brandenburg, I was fortunate: I didn’t work in the worst factories, didn’t get beaten up by the guards or fellow prisoners. But my life had been thrown off track. It has taken years to recover at every level – professionally, personally, emotionally. Nevertheless I am glad I was among those who took a stand, however futile.

It took quite some time to finally decide to move to London in 1987. Here I met my partner, started a family and attempted to lead a normal life. We brought up two lovely sons and we have a great, crumbling London house and overgrown garden. I've carried on, in one form or another, with the craft of stained glass I was taught, in a workshop run by the Church, during my last years in East Germany.

And today, I’ll celebrate. After all, how many people have a 40-year-old non-iron shirt?
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