
Barb Dignan was living in Germany when the Wall was being built 
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“I was a 14-year-old army dependant living in a German neighbourhood of Bad Kreuznach, Germany. My father was a major; my mother was German. No one had televisions on our street; news came by human contact, newspapers, and telephones. The night the Wall went up (the beginning of the process, anyway), my family was in our home. We began to hear people outside yelling, crying, louder and louder. We went into the street to witness tragic panic and fear. Neighbours were telling each other (and us) that they had relatives in East Berlin – they had tried to contact them, but couldn’t – that no one knew what was happening. Rumours spread. Some thought their relatives had been killed, or would soon be killed. I had never witnessed anything like this. Everyone cried. As time went on, neighbours told us they thought their loved ones behind the wall were lost to them for good … I’m sure some of those ‘lost’ relations died over that period. That night is etched in my permanent memory.”

Tina Bain was visiting her pen friend in Berlin in the summer of 1961

“I came to Berlin as a 15-year-old girl visiting my German pen friend Elke. I stayed in Borsigwalde, in the then French sector. Many people were leaving the eastern part of Berlin and the authorities decided to stop this by closing the borders and then building the Wall. The whole atmosphere was one of fear and panic, people stocking up on food and worrying about loved ones on the other side. My parents back in the UK worried that I wouldn’t be able to get out. I had never seen tanks in the streets before and I was very frightened.
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I did get home and lost touch with Elke. In 1989 she advertised for me in a Manchester newspaper, saying we were together at the building of the Wall and she wanted to be reunited with me at the ending of it. I flew to Berlin in early 1990, had a great reunion with Elke and did my share of breaking down the Wall, crossed into the east at Checkpoint Charlie and met a young East German girl who then came to stay with me in England for a few months. I have been back in Berlin several times since and am here now for Elke’s 70th birthday. It’s a wonderful city and I am so glad to have had this 53-year relationship with it.”

Petra Tobihn tells how her father lost his first family 

 “When I was a child, aged nine or 10, I found my father sitting at the kitchen table reading a letter and crying. My parents told me about children from my father’s first marriage and how my father was missing them. Günter Bruno Tobihn had been living in Königs Wusterhausen, in Brandenburg near Berlin, around 1950. At that time nobody would have imagined that Germany could be divided. He had a good job in a hotel and was married with two children, Rainer and Regina. For his job he would shop in Berlin; after one of the trips he was questioned by authorities about his contacts in the west and he said it scared him that they knew every little thing he bought and even word by word, the talks he had with people in West Berlin. This was the point when he decided to leave East Germany. The family moved to Soest, where his parents lived. He found a job in a restaurant and had to work a lot so he didn’t realise that his wife wasn’t happy in the west, far away from her family and friends and after the Berlin Wall was built, there were only few chances to contact them. One day, when my father was at work, she took the children and went back to the GDR. She was pregnant then with her third child, Monika. A few month after my father’s death, in 1989, my half-sister Regina came to visit us with her husband and children. It was strange and we didn’t really get on. We had two or three more phone calls years later and we promised to visit each other but never did. We didn’t find out where our brother Rainer was. We know that he was in prison in the GDR, for trying to cross the border to west Germany. Wherever he is, I hope he is doing well and I hope he knows that his father loved and missed him.”

Sebastian Merrick visited his aunts in Berlin

“I grew up in England with aunts in Berlin who had lived through the Wall being erected, the airlift, the import of US jazz by the ‘Amis’ (Americans), and the different buzz in the British and French sectors; the Wall to me was a terrifying reality that had always been there. And there was not only one Wall, there were two: there was nothing more imaginatively fearsome than ‘der Todestreifen’ – the Death Strip between inner and outer walls – where my teenage mind pictured desperate hopefuls running from spotlights and dodging machine-gun fire only to be hunted down and torn apart by vicious German Shepherds. Swimming the river border always seemed the better option and we heard of a few who were successful. 

 British soldiers install a swimming pool-style ladder in the bank of the river which marked the border between east and west to help people who swam the river to escape the East. After a few minutes an East German patrol boat started roaring up and down the river attempting to soak the soldiers. August 1989. Photograph: Colin Shaw/GuardianWitness

We knew one other who had somehow got out, with deals being done behind the scenes, but he seemed mentally scarred and only half able to live. Looking back now it is hard to remember how scary the Wall was. West Berlin tried to be as normal as possible. There were cultural festivals thrown by the Amis and the Brits. KaDeWe – the enormous department store – showed off its success; West Berliners had a certain mindset of resilience. But as a teenage visitor in the late ’70s it was hard to appreciate that this was one of the most improbable things in European history. The Wall was simply there; it was their problem, but in one sense a normality. One section of the Wall was however not ‘normal’. Somewhere in the south-west was a small enclave of West Berlin. We visited a local summer beer festival there – but the road leading to this little village has the Wall on both sides! My teenage mind boggled. How did that work? Who had agreed to that? Were guns being trained on us from both sides? I managed to get one visit to East Berlin in my early 20s. The mystery and fearfulness went with me as I went through passport control, allowed in for just one day. My vague memories are of empty streets, the derelict cathedral, basic food in a canteen-type restaurant on the Spree [the local river], and out of curiosity I visited the street which had my name, Sebastianstraße, which was brutally chopped in two by the Wall.” 

Manny Reyes contrasts West and East Berlin 

 “I’m from the Philippines and I first visited Berlin in 1986, aged 28. I was invited to attend a film conference in Mannheim, West Germany, and afterwards, I made a side trip to see Berlin. To get from Frankfurt to West Berlin, we had to enter East Germany. It was my first time to encounter those stern, no-nonsense East German border officials. They boarded the train as soon as we entered East Germany, scrutinized the passports of all the passengers to make sure no East German civilians or Allied military personnel were on board and disembarked before the train entered West Berlin. My first impression of West Berlin was that it wanted to be everything that East Berlin was not. It was decadent and unapologetically capitalist. East Berlin, on the other hand, still had buildings that had bullet holes from the second world war. I visited again in 1988 – I’d often take the bus to go the Reichstag area because the Berlin Wall ran directly behind it. The Brandenburg Gate was also nearby, but was on the East Berlin side. One time I remember going over a sign that said, ‘verboten’ [forbidden], to take a close-up of a graffiti that had been painted on the Berlin Wall. I thought the sign was silly because the section of the Wall behind it was heavily vandalised. No sooner had I stepped over the sign when, suddenly, the window of the East German watchtower behind the Wall slid open. The border guard yelled, ‘Halt!’ [stop] and he really meant it. So I quickly stepped back, having learned my lesson that those ‘verboten’ signs had to be taken seriously.”

 The Berlin Wall ran directly behind the Reichstag. The building in the photograph was one of the few East Berlin buildings allowed to remain next to the Wall. The windows had iron bars to keep people from jumping out to escape to the west. Photograph: Manny Reyes/GuardianWitness

Lisa Steinhauser-Gleinser moved to West Berlin in 1989

“I felt that I was living in a ‘prison’. I walked every day from ‘nowhereland’ at Berlin Staatsbibliothek to Martin-Gropius-Bau and I’ve heard the voice of the ‘Grenzschützer’ (border guards) on the other side. I was astonished that the wall was 3,60 metres high. I tried to get papers to visit the Bezirk Frankfurt/Oder, including Potsdam, but my husband said: ‘I won’t go there, I don’t want to visit people in a cage.’ But I was interested to see the other side, because every day you felt that something was happening. The night of 9 November, we finished dinner at Bar Centrale in Kreuzberg and went home to Neukölln. The phone rang and it was Mum: ‘Haven’t you watched the TV, we fear for your life, there’s something going on that we can’t explain.’ We went out down to U-Bahn Rathaus Neukölln [underground station] and normally it was a quiet station at night, but suddenly it was full of people. So my husband said: ‘Come on, let’s go to Brandenburger Tor, it’s not too far to walk.’ We walked through the cold night down the streets directly to the Wall there. I wonder why we didn’t have a camera with us, but we were too excited. My husband climbed up to the wall with the help of other people and helped me get up. We were standing on the Wall with a hundred or thousand other people, and on the other side. In front of Grenzsoldaten, we looked to each other and we said: ‘It’s all over now.’ Right decision! Das war die ‘Nacht der Nächte’ (this was the night of nights). You felt the spirit of history. And I’ll never forget that at checkpoint Invalidenstraße – the British army was responsible for this checkpoint – the day after, there were some Scottish army bagpipers and the troops served tea and biscuits!”A few more people joined the first climber and as people realised no one was shooting, soon more followed. At this point we didn’t really know what was happening. Lots of hearsay and rumour, which was fairly common at that time. I climbed up while there were about a dozen or so of us up there. 9 November 1989. Photograph: David Tinkham/GuardianWitness

David Tinkham watched as a young man climbed the wall

 “I was living in Berlin at the time when I had a call from a friend urging me to get down to the wall as soon as possible as there was something going on. I grabbed my camera and whatever rolls of film I could find and jumped on my bike and cycled down to the Brandenburg Gate. When I got there, there were about half a dozen people wandering around, not sure of what was happening. People had heard rumours that the Wall was being opened, but then again, those rumours were heard every other day. But more and more people kept turning up, until one young man decided to find out a bit more. At first he would jump up, grab the edge of the wall and pulled himself up so he could just peer over the edge. Nothing happened. Then he pulled himself up and quickly dropped back down. Nothing happened. Pulled himself up a bit further and looked around, then down again. Nothing happened. Then finally, he pulled himself right up on top (where I took the photo) and looked around, and then jumped back down. Once he realised no one had shot at him, he was back up again and waving for others to join him. Within minutes the Wall was swarming with bodies.”

Kevin Greksch lived in East Germany with his family

“When the wall came down I was 10 years old and lived in Brandenburg an der Havel, which is a city roughly 90km [56 miles] west of Berlin. I remember 9 November, the day the borders were opened, in particular. I was already in bed but from it I could look into a mirror through my open bedroom door and see the telly. My parents were watching West German TV news (as almost everyone in East Germany unless you were a party loyal to the core, a Stasi officer or you lived in one of the two areas in East Germany where West German TV was not accessible due to the topographic conditions) … The following weekend all three of us headed for West Berlin. We waited hours at the border, not because passports were checked but because traffic was a nightmare.Opening the Wall at Potsdamer Platz. This photo was taken a day or so after the Wall was opened. I squeezed past the crowds to capture this shot down the middle. Photograph: Sebastian Merrick /GuardianWitnessOn that day, or weekend, every East German was given 100 Deutschmark ‘welcome money’, no strings attached. In reality, the system was so loose that no one actually controlled who already had received the money or not … What struck me most on this day were all the different colours on the streets, in the shops or on large advertisements. The first thing I bought was a children’s suitcase that was transparent but looked like an aquarium with plastic fish ‘swimming’ in it if you gave them a little squeeze. I was so proud … Soon after 9 November my parents asked for permission to leave the country, a process that would normally take years, but under the new circumstances we were granted to leave after just three weeks. In December 1989, we had to hand in our GDR passports and were given identity documents that left us stateless and three days to leave the country. Since there were still two countries we had to undergo the normal asylum-seeker process, though a special one I have to say. For two days we had to live in a camp in Giessen, north of Frankfurt, where we were given new identity cards, passports and Coca-Cola vouchers.”

Colin Shaw reunites with a friend after the border opens
“I visited for the first time in August 1989. Went from Düsseldorf on the train, stayed a few days in West Berlin, had a trip into the east and then went by train to Munich. I was foolish enough to take some photographs of the border at Potsdam from the window of the train but was spotted by an East German border guard who was running a dog under the carriages to make sure nobody was trying to escape. He told me to wait for the police to come. I went back into the compartment. Next to me was a very prim-looking East German woman, with half moon specs on the end of her nose. She was reading and seemed not to be taking any notice. I decided to take the film out of the camera and fog it and replace with a new roll.This photo was taken at Rudow, Berlin. The man waiting by the border was pacing up and down and chain-smoking. I asked him if he was waiting for someone and he replied: ‘Yes, my daughter.’ I asked how long since he had seen her. He stopped, turned to face me and said: ‘Twenty-six years.’ When I left, he was still waiting. Photograph: Colin Shaw/Guardian Witness After I did that she slowly closed he book, took off her glasses and said: ‘Why did you fog your film?’ Panic was my first reaction because I thought if she was a party member, then I was really in trouble. After a few seconds she said: ‘I would have kept your film until we reached the border, these people are idiots.’ When the police came, she spoke to them quite forcibly and said that I would have to pay a fine and would get my passport back and would hear no more about it. The police returned and asked for my film; I deliberately opened the camera back to fog the new film, which did not amuse them. I had to pay a 100 Deutschmark fine. It turned out that the woman was called Helga Schröder, she was a retired lecturer of microbiology and was going to Munich for a conference. We exchanged details. I went back to Berlin the weekend the Wall came down and met Helga and her husband Gustav in the west … it was the first time for 26 years that Gustav had been in the west. He thought it was hilarious that the British army were handing out cups of tea near the temporary crossing near Potsdamer Platz. We have been friends since then and I spoke to Helga last week, she must be well into her 80s now and has invited me to stay again.”
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