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Foreword


For historians the year 1989 wrote an unforgettable chapter in German as well as European history in which some 45 years of Cold War came to a sudden and unexpected end, an event which, starting with Gorbachev's rise to power, and attempted reforms of the Soviet system socialism, slowly, then ever more rapidly, began changing the political reality of the late 1980's. Your author in these dramatic moments, employed by the School for International Training (SIT) as Academic Director (AD) of its East-West Relations program situated in West Berlin, found himself with a birds-eye-view of those historic events transpiring around him. Having led trips into former East Germany, later in this book to be labeled with the appellation DDR for the Deutsche Demokratische Republik and, in addition, the Peoples Republic of Poland will be shortened to simply Poland. Similarly, the Federal Republic of Germany is labeled BRD with the author himself often using his title of academic director (AD) instead of his full name.


First arriving in West Berlin as a temporary worker at a pharmaceutical firm Chemische Fabrik Tempelhof in the summer of 1966, he quickly fell in love with the divided city, this bifurcated anomaly with a nine foot high concrete block wall topped by barbed wire and a death strip controlled day and night by armed soldiers ordered to stop all attempts at fleeing the DDR by force, shooting them if necessary. Born in the summer of 1942, your author grew under the strong influence of WW II, as a child tossing plastic bombs off the bunk beds crying out „Bombs away over Berlin!" which, of course, was soon followed by bombing Tokyo. Turning six years old he was allowed to go to a movie theater with his two older brothers where he sat excitedly wedged in between the two. Before the main feature started, a western with Rocky Lane, there were the usual previews of coming films, the Three Stooges, a cartoon and a news reel. The young boy gasped in surprise as a film showed American planes flying supplies into Berlin. What?! Why were we helping the Krauts for, they’re still the bad guys. Turning to his oldest brother, he asked for an explanation. The answer was curt. „You idiot", whispered his brother David, „don’t you know that the Germans are on our side now – the Russians are the bad guys!" Slumping back in his seat the young boy decided that, well in this case, the airlift just seen had now been miraculously transformed into a noble task, now adding Stalin along with Hitler to his list of bad guys.


Years later his main reasons for coming to Germany were of a dual nature. First off, he desperately needed to improve his skills in the language in order to obtain his BA in the College of Arts and Sciences at the University of Florida. Working at the World’s Fair in New York the summers of 1964-65, he found employment at the British Lion Pub, which, as fate would have it, stood merely some forty yards away from the rotund Berlin pavilion, staffed by four attractive young women from West Berlin. Upon dating one of them, his attempts at speaking German resulted in much amusement, much to his disappointment. Nevertheless, his interest in Berlin and Germany intensified, with him planning, some day in the future, to visit the city along with London, Paris and Rome; for now, the thought of a trip to Europe seemed for the coming years a pipe-dream due to the lack of money.


Then, completely unexpectedly, thanks to the GI Bill and a BA degree from college he was able to return as a student at the Free University in West Berlin in April 1968. Before leaving the States he had promised his forlorn mother that he’d only be gone for two semesters, back again next spring. Shaking her had sadly, she said, „No, you won’t. I know you, my wandering Jew. You’ll find some excuse, some reason for staying longer. I know you like a book," Of course, she was right The assassinations of Martin Luther King and Bobby Kennedy, the student revolt at the Free University, the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia and the final blow, the election of President Nixon, caused him to extend his studies for an extra semester, and another, and on and on until he reached his MA.


During this period he undertook several trips to Eastern Europe Poland, Czechoslovakia and Soviet Union, later to Israel and Northern Ireland. Then, years later, when he was hired by SIT to run the program in West Berlin, where he lived with his wife and two children, lecturing at the Berlin Informationszentrum (IZB), he, for the first time in his life, felt that his new employment was not a job, but rather a true vocation, one which combined a great deal of freedom in organizing the academic program plus the numerous excursions. It was truly the chance of a life-time as he saw it, a dream come true.


Now, for the year of 1989, planning his upcoming spring semester, he sensed the political ground shifting under his feet, with him curious to see just how the coming events would play out in the coming months. Optimistically, he would witness manifold changes in the political landscape with the questions being simply where and when.










Early Thaw Coming


With the burden of the Fall semester behind him, the Academic Director could finally relax having had two days ago sent the semester's report to the office in Brattleboro, Vermont – a big package including the students grades, the contents of the academic program offered, relations between students and homestay families, the trips taken, budget expenditures with all receipts and his future plans for the coming semester, which would be discussed with his Regional Director at the winter workshop in Vermont. While finishing the report he negligently left the receipts lying around in a crumpled manila envelope without a label, so his wife, thinking it trash, promptly dumped it in the trash can outside the house. When he discovered the faux pas it was too late. Calling up the office in the states he seated out his pathetic mea culpa, awaiting a scathing reply, but none came because his boss, a pudgy New Englander, remained cool as a cucumber, telling him not to worry since the Fall semester obviously ran successfully, adding that he, however, should be more careful in the future. She told him she would be looking forward to discussion over his future plans for the program because the interest of students seemed to be noticeably increasing.


His new job at SIT, beginning in 1987, was tailor-made for him, now being Academic Director of an East-West Relations program for college students from various US universities eager to gain further academic credits plus live in West Berlin, the nexus of the Cold War. The three and a half months long program included living with a German family (homestay) while taking language courses in the mornings, followed by lectures in English at a room at the Free University covering such varied themes as: German history, the European Union, the economic structure of the DDR, political parties in West Germany with additional trips into the DDR and Poland. Moreover, in West Berlin they would attend concerts, variety shows, plus the local Opera. Weekends were free, giving them ample time to discover the city, seeing that they were given a Monatskarte, a monthly pass for all public transportation.The last five weeks were to be spent on an Independent Study Project (ISP), requiring them to chose a theme and, with the help of a local advisor, complete a twenty page paper over the results of their outside-the-classroom research. Every semester he had to deal with the same problem: the students tended to tackle a diffuse theme, one which needed being reduced in scale so it could be finished on time. Whereas some students immediately found short, concrete subjects, others struggled greatly, along with the AD, into creating a doable project. Another problem plaguing the ISP concerned the language barrier, those students with great language skills able to obtain more access to needed information. Although he spent so much time wrestling with students about limiting the scope of their themes, one student in particular, through sheer grit and determination, wrote her paper over the possibility of German reunification, stubbornly ignoring the AD's advice to chose a short, more concrete issue. Much to his surprise, the student, a certain Kristin succeeded in producing a credible paper with the following conclusion:


„In fact, the internationally highly-respected newsmagazine, the Economist published an article in late October 1988 with the title “When the Wall Comes Down“ which began with:


„Berlin, New Year’s Eve 1999. Lots to celebrate. Not just the start of a new millennium, but the rebirth of a united Germany.“


In her paper she had also added a famous quote by West German President Richard von Weizsäcker:


„As long as the Brandenburg Gate is closed, the German question will remain open“.


That a young student had written such a highly nuanced paper over such a complex theme simply amazed him, for it seemed to him that the two of them shared the same interest, thinking in tact regarding the possibilities of reunification. He was to remember this paper for years to come.


Of course he was thrilled with his new job, convinced more than ever that he had finally found his true vocation. The down-side of the matter, however, also included a low salary, forcing him to hold down two jobs simultaneously – mornings a lecturer at the IZB, afternoons as AD of the College Study Abroad program, and since his wife was a school teacher with two young children he found, that after ten years membership, he had to drop out of his Amnesty International group for sheer lack of time. Well, nonetheless, he was still doing what he had always hoped for: history and politics.


Christmas holidays in the 80's meant a long drive on the transit autobahn (with its strictly enforced speed limit of 100 kmh (or 60mph), down through West Germany and into the Saarland, where his wife had lived with her brother and sisters in a large, spacious Landhaus with many rooms and a broad garden – some three kilometers from the French border. A short distance away lay the 40,000 inhabitants of the thriving town of Saarlouis, known for the Vauban-built fortifications, the Ford plant and the fact that the town was privileged to be chosen for the first sister-city partnership along with the DDR's Eisenhüttenstadt in 1986. This year 1888, as usual, with six grandchildren and another one underway, a festive atmosphere reigned, encouraged by his wife’s younger sister, who staged a small pageant in the living room with each child having their own costumes and lines to recite before the applauding proud parents.


Seeing as the passing year had posted a further increase in the growing détente between East and West, all glasses of Sekt clinked together at midnight in full expectation of a continuation of lessening tensions and closer co-operation.










Unknown Sounds in the Dark


In order to avoid the sweltering heat and humidity of sub-tropical Florida nights in the late fifties, not to mention the swarms of vicious mosquitoes, Explorer Post 129 often scheduled their camping trips between October and April. One particular year found them camping alongside the Withlacoochee River, having canoed downstream from Nobelton that afternoon. After stringing up their hammocks, they cooked their evening meal over a campfire made of wood scavenged nearby. Later, the boys would huddle around the slowly dying fire each one trying to out-do the others with their stories. On this very night, however, for some unknown reason they decided upon horror stories as the night's theme with many a terribly frightening tale envisioned before the glowing embers. Then, gradually overcome by the need for sleep, they doused the fire, slipping themselves into their hammocks, quickly falling asleep. Deep in the middle of the night, one scout awoke, thinking he had heard something moving in the nearby palmettos surrounding the camp site. Oh, my God, there, he head the sound again, something out there in the darkness! What could it possibly be? A small deer perhaps, maybe a wild pig, or something more sinister. He began to shiver, imagining all sorts of possibilities – something was definitely coming his way, but the question was what?


Some thirty years later this same year 1989 he would find himself in a similar situation – to be sure, in a completely different nature, but with the same singularity, he being convinced of a slow, but gradually shifting of great political tectonic plates, indeed not clearly perceived by many, nevertheless whose ghostly forms were drawing closer day by day. Sensing the rapidly changing atmosphere, he stubbornly attempted to grasp the full implications meant for the near future, unable, at this time, to fit the pieces of the puzzle into a concise form. Nevertheless, he had a gut-feeling that he and others would soon experience the first tremors of an earthquake which would change the political landscape.


A pale-yellow moon hovered just above the horizon bathing the gentle hills of Thuringia with a mellow glow, as he drove the blue VW bus along the seemingly deserted transit route toward West Berlin. It being 2:00am, wife and kids were sleeping soundly giving him ample time to ruminate over the year just past and the upcoming days ahead. Trying his best to form a chronological order, he asked himself, where should one begin? Perhaps going back in the past would help offer a partial solution.


Born in 1942, he himself was a product of the Cold War with his vivid memories of the newsreel over the Berlin blockade followed by the revolt in the DDR in 1953 and the building of the infamous Wall in 1961. Furthermore, as a sailor aboard the aircraft carrier USS Enterprise he had participated in the Cuban Crisis merely one year later. As a student at the Free University he sharply criticized both the Vietnam War, in his opinion, the game not being worth the candle, while also demonstrating against the Soviet crushing of the Prague Spring. However, since the spring of 1985 definite signs of change wafted through the air with emergence of a young, new leader in Moscow – a certain Michail Gorbachev – instituted his series of reforms with the names of glasnost and perestroika, a belated attempt to change the economic and political structure of Soviet system of government, such as freeing the Nobel Prize winner Andrej Sacharov from exile in Gorki, withdrawing the Soviet army from the disastrous war in Afghanistan and the successful disarmament treaties with the Reagan administration.


Keeping a steady 100 kmh on the practically deserted Autobahn he thought about his meeting with the Russian correspondent for the newspaper Izvestia Boris Kaimakov, who, through a series off private conversations, convinced him that Gorbachev's touting his willingness to really reform the USSR was truly sincere, not just propaganda. Boris also stated that those socialist states in Eastern Europe were now being set free to elect their own governments, meaning that the old Breshnev Doctrine permitting a Soviet intervention was now null and void. Indeed, the events in Hungary and Poland seemed to corroborate that which he maintained.


This rapid transformation of Soviet domestic and foreign policy severely shocked the leadership in East Berlin to the core, jolting their formerly close relationship to Moscow. In the fall of 1988 the DDR had taken the unheard of decision to stop the distribution of the popular Soviet magazine Sputnik causing those subscribers to complain bitterly. Meanwhile, confronted with serious economic problems in the 1980's, the DDR had become more and more dependent on West Germany, be it in the form of large loans from private banks or those yearly payments from Bonn for the use of the transit routes to West Berlin plus the myriad of agreements made to viability of the three western sectors, including such payments for depositing garbage and cleaning sewage plus money for the allowance to drive the U-Bahn under East Berlin territory. These small, tentative steps led to a gradual rapprochement between the two governments, based on a pragmatic balancing of each one's interests. This Annäherung had even gone so far as to see the DDR import 10,000 VWs back in 1979 and later, the forming of partnerships in the 80's between selected East and West German towns.


In 1981 the Berlin Informationszentrum (IZB) had hired this young American as a lecturer for various groups visiting the divided city ineluding school classes, social clubs, sport groups and foreign visitors. Themes varied, reflecting the interests of the respective classes and groups, while the lecturers always were told to lay an emphasis on the political, economic and cultural situation of West Berlin, but, to a certain degree, allowing them great leeway in determination of the contents of the lectures. One theme dominated all others and that was the so-called Ostpolitik of Willy Brandt in the 70's, a long-term policy which led to a limited, but certain reconciliation between the two German states. Convinced that this pragmatic policy reflected his own political views, the young lecturer had created his own transparencies for the overhead projector, showing the increasing depth of the relationship between East and West Germany. In fact, acting partially on a whim, he drew up a transparency with the following bullet points:




	An economic community between the two German states


	A confederation of the two states


	The reunification of Germany using article 23 of the West German Grundgesetz (constitutional law)





Since the question of reunification was seldom raised, the transparency saw little use, only seeing a little more interest in the late 80's. This disinterest clearly illustrated the overall mood of West German society, which considered the division of Germany to be more or less permanent.


Still, the change of guard in Moscow, combined with the unrest in the satellite states such as Hungary and especially Poland, caused those who carefully followed effects of Gorbachev's policies, to sense this as a precursor of profound events to come, while others smirked at this giddy optimism, believing it to be a case of wishful thinking.


Assiduously planning his academic program for the Spring semester, the AD took the S-Bahn over to East Berlin's Alexanderplatz where the office of Jugendtourist high in the Haus des Reisens was situated, with him once again requesting permission for his students to stay in families during their trip in the DDR; a request politely denied, although he was told that permission for such an idea was being banded about by state officials. Glancing over his suggested plans for the trip, the young staff member not only offered stays in Erfurt, Dresden and Leipzig, but, in addition, lectures on the DDR economy plus discussions with young factory workers. Encouraged by this slight lifting of restrictions regarding contact with young East Germans he returned to West Berlin, ready to start scheduling a room for upcoming lectures at the Free University (his old alma mater). A week before leaving for the winter workshop in Brattleboro he received a list and short resumé concerning his students for the coming semester, ten in all and hailing from the University of the Pacific to the University of Southern Maine (he never knew that the latter even existed). Quickly he sent a copy to the homestay coordinator, a local woman who had worked with the program in the past, proving very effective in matching the students with the right families. Along with this he included information regarding any dietary restrictions or slight medical problems.


SIT being a non-profit organization also meant that the ADs traveled on low-cost flights to the states, meaning in his case, taking the train to Brussels then taking a Sabena flight to Boston, knowing some three weeks later he’d be returning again to pick up the new students at the same airport. On his train ride from West Berlin to Cologne his compartment contained three East Germans under retirement age who had legally applied for permission to visit relatives in West Germany and, surprisingly, the DDR officials granted their wish! The newspapers had been full of such stories of tens of thousands able to travel west and now, here in the train he had seen it with his own eyes. To be frank, he was more than slightly agog at this development, nonetheless adding to his suspicion that things were really beginning to ramp up now.










Winter Workshop in Vermont


Coming in from all continents, the forty-five academic directors gave the small SIT campus the appearance of an over-crowded beehive, constantly buzzing from one meeting to another, trying desperately to collar staff members, reserve a time for their meetings with regional directors in order to talk about personal, logistical and budgetary problems, and the perennial AD meeting in which criticism of administrative regulations, admission of problem-laden students, room on campus for married couples with kids, child care and, what else but also the eternal struggle for higher pay plus new demands for a retirement fund. Such meetings tended to be rather rowdy at times since, whereas the ADs individually were open and friendly, always ready to talk-shop over a cup of coffee, taken as a group they could be so exasperating, all too often disintegrating into squabbling factions, each seeing their specific needs requiring top priority, after which they all stampeded over to the dining room in the old carriage house for lunch followed by a short break which then led to the next meeting over inter-cultural communication by a visiting professor from a nearby college.


The meeting of the AD of the East-West Relations program with his Regional Director ran smoothly with the missing semester receipts merely seen as a minor faux pas, there being no major complains from the students regarding the past semester. So far so good. However, later, when scanning the dossiers for the coming semester which included the student's academic performance, health report and their expectations, he was struck by one photo in particular in which, unlike the others who smiled, this young woman looked slightly away from the camera, giving the definite impression of being unhappy, perhaps even depressed. Realizing that this forlorn look could augur problems down the road, note was made of this, while also considering that maybe this was just a bad day, a freak occurrence.


Often evenings saw the ADs clustered around tables at a local bar, drinking beer, playing games of darts and inevitably telling stories about the past semester elaborating well-known problems of American students abroad for the first time, their misunderstanding of the local beliefs and customs, having difficulties in adapting to the values held by the natives around them. Above all, the young, inexperienced students often ignored the advice, even the warnings of wiser ADs who had years of in-country experience. An AD from Kenya spoke of a student who had been warned about swimming in a lake because of infectious worms in the water and, when the AD's back was turned, went for a swim anyway. As a result he ended up paralyzed from the waist down. Another student failed to cover her long hair while touring a plant, only to have her hair caught in machine which took off half her scalp. An AD from Cameroon complained that half of his students suffered from malaria... by failing to take the simplest precautions told to them at the start of the program.


Gradually, the Berlin AD had learned to discern the differences between not just countries, but whole continents. Those from the programs in Latin America tended to be strikingly radical leftists, whereas the Europeans clearly steered a more moderate course, with the African ADs often finding themselves somewhere in between. The laid-back Asians were wont to simply go-with-the-flow, more quiet, more relaxed. Sipping his Sam Adams brew, the Berlin AD felt blessed at having fairly normal students in the past months, but mentally keeping his fingers crossed.


Before leaving for his flight back to Germany, the AD drove to downtown Brattleboro to do some quick shopping for things still unobtainable or inordinately expensive abroad. He sought and found a monthly calendar perfect for his setting up a week-by-week program schedule when xeroxed and distributed. A new pair of Levis for him were a must, considering the price in West Berlin. His wife wanted a bottle of the perfume Knowing and, as for his kids, he bought a big bag of Tootsie Rolls plus a small foam-rubber basketball with a hoop and net he'd stick it above the door to the workroom in the cellar. Next day at Logan airport he sat together with two other ADs flying to England and France, drinking coffee, speculating as to just what the coming semester would hold for surprises.


Jet-lag or not, the days after his return found him chock-a-block with sundry tasks, setting up lectures, having the syllabus printed, reserving courses at the language school, planning visits to NGOs, obtaining train tickets for the trip to Poland and working with the local homestay coordinator as to which students might just fit the desires of the host families. A ramrod-straight posture, a trim figure topped flashing bright blue eyes, his local coordinator, Frau Fischthal, a fifty-five year old who spoke English with Prussian-like directness which signaled clearly straight, no chaser. She took her responsibility for the homestay families seriously and proved adept at matching students with the right families, although now and then a student changed to a new family at the behest of the student or family. However, when disputes arose, she would often side with the family, leaving it up to the AD to defend the student.


As usual, January meant ebb-tide at the IZB with few groups wanting to brave the cold, dark days visiting the divided city, enabling the AD just enough time to give the Spring program its finishing touches before the arrival of the students. Meanwhile his wife had resumed her role as a school teacher of German and French while their two sons daily took the dark brown-green US Army bus to the John F. Kennedy school in Zehlendorf some four miles away
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