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Praise for First Class Comrades 





‘Masterful... Whenever we think we know all about the Cold War, we find there’s more to discover. Boulter’s comprehensive and insightful account of the Stasi in the early rough-and-tumble years of that confrontation is unprecedented’


- Alan Judd, author of Queen & Country  





‘Boulter’s thorough research provides an excellent reference for understanding how the Stasi began and how it fulfilled its responsibilities’


- Kevin Riehle, author of The Russian FSB  





‘A fascinating deep dive into the murky waters of Cold War espionage and the early days of East Germany’s notorious secret police’


- Nick Rennison, author of 1974: Scenes from a Year of Crisis  





‘An impressive work... Boulter really widens the perspective on the Stasi, embedding its activities in the broader context of the Cold War in Europe’


- Dieter Bacher, Ludwig Boltzmann Institute for Research on Consequences of War
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Abbreviations



ACC  Allied Control Council 


ADN  East German news agency (Allgemeiner Deutscher Nachrichten- dienst)


APN  Early name for East German foreign intelligence (Aussenpolitischer Nachrichtendienst)


BDJ  Nationalist youth organisation in West Germany (Bund Deutscher Jugend)


BfV  Federal security service (Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz)


BND  Federal foreign intelligence service (Bundesnachrichtendienst)


BOB  Berlin Operations Base – US intelligence office


BV  Stasi regional office (Bezirksverwaltung)


CDU  Christian Democratic Union (Christlich-Demokratische Union)


Cheka  The first Soviet secret police – term remained in use thereafter 


CIA  Central Intelligence Agency


CIC  Counter Intelligence Corps of the US army


Comintern  Moscow-led confederation of national communist parties (Communist International)


DBD  Democratic Farmers’ Party of Germany (Demokratische Bauernpartei Deutschlands)


DDR  German abbreviation for East Germany (Deutsche Demokratische Republik)


DGB  Federal trade union federation (Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund)


DP  West German nationalist party (Deutsche Partei)


DST  French domestic security service (Direction de la surveillance du territoire)


DVdI  German Administration of the Interior (Deutsche Verwaltung des Innern)


FDGB  East German trade union federation (Freier Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund) 


FDJ  East German youth organisation (Freie Deutsche Jugend)


FDP  Free Democratic Party (Freie Demokratische Partei)


GDR  German Democratic Republic – East Germany 


GI  Stasi secret informer (Geheimer Informator)




GM  Stasi secret co-worker (Geheimer Mitarbeiter)


GPU  Soviet state security service 1922-23 – term remained in international use thereafter


GRU  Soviet military intelligence service


GST  Society for Sport and Technology (Gesellschaft für Sport und Technik)


Gulag  Directorate of Soviet penal labour camps 


HA  Prefix for a Main Department of the Stasi (Hauptabteilung)


HUMINT  Human intelligence


HVA  Stasi foreign intelligence service (Hauptverwaltung A)


IRD  Information Research Department


IWF  Cover name for GDR foreign intelligence (Institut für wirtschaftswissenschaftliche Forschung)


K5  Secret police in Soviet Occupation Zone of Germany


KD  Stasi district office (Kreisdienststelle)


KGB  Committee of State Security – Soviet intelligence and security service 


KgF  League of Struggle Against Fascism (Kampfgemeinschaft gegen den Faschismus)


KgU  Combat Group Against Inhumanity (Kampfgruppe gegen Unmenschlichkeit)


KI  Soviet foreign intelligence service 1947-1951


KJVD  Youth wing of the KPD 1920s-30s (Kommunistische Jugendverband Deutschlands)


KPD  German Communist Party (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands)


Kripo  Slang term for German police criminal investigation department (Kriminalpolizei)


KVP  East German paramilitary police (Kasernierte Volkspolizei)


LDPD  Liberal Democratic Party of Germany (Liberal-demokratische Partei Deutschlands)


MfS  East German Ministry for State Security; the Stasi (Ministerium für Staatssicherheit)


MGB  Soviet state security service 1946-1953


MI5  British state security service


MI6  British foreign intelligence service


MID  Military Intelligence Department of US army


MVD  Soviet interior ministry (from 1946) 


NATO  North Atlantic Treaty Organization


NDPD  National Democratic Party of Germany (National-Demokratische Partei Deutschlands)


NKGB  Soviet state security service 1943-1946


NKVD  Soviet interior ministry (‘people’s commissariat’) and term for state security from 1934-1943


NSA  National Security Agency; US SIGINT organisation


NSDAP  Nazi party (Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei)


NTS  Anti-communist Russian émigré organisation 


NVA  East German army (Nationale Volksarmee)


NWDR  Nordwestdeutscher Rundfunk – radio station based in Hamburg


OG  West German foreign intelligence service (Organisation Gehlen)


OGPU  Soviet state security service 1923-1934 – term remained in international use thereafter


OMGUS  US Office of Military Government


OMS  Secret service of the Comintern


OPC  Office of Policy Coordination – branch of CIA


Ostbüro  The ‘eastern office’ of a West German political party, focused on work in the GDR 


PET  Danish intelligence and security service (Politiets Efterretningst- jeneste)


PiD  Political deviance (Politisch-ideologische Diversion)


POZW  Cooperation between the Stasi and other agencies (politisch-operatives Zusammenwirken)


Profintern  Interwar communist trade union organisation 


RFB  Interwar German communist paramilitary organisation (Rotfrontkämpferbund)


RGO  Communist trade union organisation (Revolutionäre Gewerkschafts-Opposition)


RIAS  Radio in the American Sector


RU  Interwar Soviet military intelligence service 


SA  Nazi paramilitary organisation – the Brownshirts (Sturmabteilung)


SBONR  Anti-communist Russian émigré organisation


SBZ  Soviet Occupation Zone of Germany (Sowjetische Besatzungszone) 


SD  Intelligence and security service of the Nazi party (Sicherheitsdienst)


SDECE  French intelligence service (Service de documentation extérieure et de contre-espionnage)


SED  East German communist party (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands)


SfS   Name for the Stasi from 1953-55 (Staatssekretariat für Staatssicherheit)


SIGINT  Signals intelligence


SIS  Secret Intelligence Service, aka MI6


SMAD  Soviet Military Administration (Sowjetische Militäradministration in Deutschland)




SMERSH  Soviet military counter-intelligence service 1943-1946


SPD  Social Democratic Party (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands)


SSD  German term for the Stasi – State Security Service (Staatssicherheitsdienst)


TBK  Stasi term for a dead letter box (tote Briefkasten)


UfJ  Investigative Committee of Free Jurists (Untersuchungsausschuss Freiheitlicher Juristen) 


VEB  State-owned company in the GDR (Volkseigener Betrieb)


VEG  State-owned agricultural concern in the GDR (Volkseigene Güter)


VOS  Association for the Victims of Stalinism (Vereinigung der Opfer des Stalinismus)


VPO  Association of Political Refugees from the East (Vereinigung Politischer Ostflüchtlinge)


WU  Western Union – postwar west European military alliance




Note on the text


Selected German and Russian terms, such as Grossaktionen (‘big operations’) and razvedka (‘reconnaissance’), are in italic font for the sake of emphasis. For the sake of less cluttered pages, most text in German and other languages is in ordinary font. The term ‘spy’ usually refers to a gatherer of information, the term ‘agent’ to a person performing other intelligence tasks, such as a courier or observer. ‘Agents’ is used as the umbrella term. Terms such as ‘social democrats’ are not usually capitalised because, in the context of this book, such people were not necessarily members of a Social Democratic Party. The term ‘eastern Germany’ refers to the territory of the GDR before 1949, when the GDR was founded; after that date, it is East Germany. Wherever they are known, translators of text have been credited in the notes. Other translations are the responsibility of the author.
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Berlin, 1 September 1945 


Source: Original cartography by IEG-MAPS, Institut für Europäische Geschichte, Mainz, A. Kunz, 2004. Revised cartography (WCAG-compliant) by Gabriel Moss, 2021.
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Districts of the GDR, 1952


Source: Original cartography by IEG-MAPS, Institut für Europäische Geschichte, Mainz, A. Kunz, 2005. Revised cartography (WCAG-compliant) by Gabriel Moss, 2021.
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Transit routes to West Berlin, 1948 


Source: Original cartography by IEG-MAPS, Institut für Europäische Geschichte, Mainz, A. Kunz, 2005. Revised cartography (WCAG-compliant) by Gabriel Moss, 2021.







Prologue


In the sunny garden of a medieval chapel, now a private home on the edge of an East Anglian village, a group of academics, soberly dressed and mostly grey-haired, stand in small knots or sit on deck chairs. They talk, debate, reminisce, smoke. The air is filled with the sounds of multilingual chat and clinking cutlery. 


At intervals the academics stop to listen to a lecture. When each lecture finishes they heap praise upon one Joseph Stalin. They praise Stalin’s wisdom regarding ethnicity and autonomous peoples. They laud his 1939 pact with Adolf Hitler, as it prevented bloodshed between ‘Russian brother-worker and German brother-worker’. Several times Stalin is referred to as ‘Uncle Joe’. 


This isn’t the 1950s. It is 1982 or thereabouts, and two young children – my sister and I – are trying to amuse ourselves in a corner of the garden, chucking balls and sniffing flowers; anything to temper the grown-up talk we don’t understand.


This scene was a gathering of communist academics. My family, neither communist nor academic, had received a friendly invite. The host, resident of the chapel, was an elderly English historian who had joined the Communist Party of Great Britain in the early 1920s, and whom my parents had befriended. Every Saturday morning he would come to our house for coffee and push a copy of Marxism Today on my father, who was less than convinced. 


On the way home from that garden party I asked my mum who Uncle Joe was. She seemed embarrassed – keen to imprint the message that Uncle Joe, long since dead, was a monster who brought suffering and death to innocent people. 


Still – if I had understood the lectures correctly – this Stalin had built a number of countries, including one called East Germany. My mum said he ruled ruthlessly; that East Germany was a frightening place whose citizens were trapped inside it: they couldn’t leave. She said the East German people at the garden party were different. They had been given special permission to travel, but they would have to go back. They, too, couldn’t leave. 


I was gripped. So began a lifelong interest in communism and its opponents, in Stalin and the societies he made. Their ideology and leaders, their abuses and excuses, their armies and, above all, their spies; some of whom were at that garden party, among the funny old academics given leave to travel abroad. Who were these people? And what had brought them to the Suffolk-Essex border?







Introduction


This is a book about spies and secret police agents. 


Spies, thousands of them, who stole military secrets and priceless technologies, who interfered with the running of political parties, who spent decades reporting on their friends, or who married unsuspecting spouses just to gain information. 


Secret police agents who shadowed suspects and made threats and gathered dirt, who infiltrated underground groups and burgled and kidnapped, who spread false rumours and killed. 


This all happened in living memory and in the very heart of Europe. For this book concerns the spies and agents who worked for and against the Stasi, the intelligence and security service of communist East Germany.


East Germany – formally the Deutsche Demokratische Republik (DDR) or German Democratic Republic (GDR) – existed from 1949 to 1990. Before that the country had been the Soviet Occupation Zone of Germany, the territory won by the Red Army in 1945. With the collapse of Soviet communism in Europe, the GDR reunited with West Germany – the Federal Republic – to form today’s Federal Republic of Germany. 


The Stasi had a slightly shorter lifespan than its host country – 1950 to 1989. For most of that time it was a government ministry, the Ministry for State Security or Ministerium für Staatssicherheit (MfS); the slang term Stasi derives from ‘staatssicherheit’. In Germany it was commonly referred to as the Staatssicherheitsdienst or SSD, meaning State Security Service. Some people, including its employees, knew it as Die Firma: The Firm.


The Stasi was a leading security service of the Soviet Bloc, the group of countries in central and eastern Europe that were occupied by the Soviet Union after the Second World War and which remained, to varying extents, obedient to Moscow. During the late 1940s the world became divided in a conflict of systems, capitalist ‘West’ versus communist ‘East’. However spurious these geographical labels, the conflict itself was real enough: bad-tempered, dangerous, sometimes deadly. 


The Stasi’s main purpose, in the early Cold War and beyond, was to defend and strengthen the rule of the East German communist party, the Socialist Unity Party (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands, SED). The Stasi was kept busy tackling real and perceived opponents of the SED, for the party’s rule was resented by much, though not all, of the East and West German populations. In time the Stasi evolved into its mature role as a mass surveillance agency. This role, heavily reliant on informers, is captured in the well-known film The Lives of Others. It depicts the Stasi invigilating a nightmare land where husbands snitch on wives, neighbour denounces neighbour, and workmate reports on workmate. Thus the Stasi’s name evokes Big Brother, the surveillance state, a malign authority constantly watching citizens and bullying them in covert ways.


Certainly the Stasi had an unpleasant habit of putting the evil eye on ordinary working Germans. Its victims, often religious or political dissidents, could find themselves hounded in all sorts of ways: sacked from a job without explanation, or forever at the bottom of lists for housing or healthcare. There was a Kafkaesque spookiness to some Stasi methods. 


In 1977, for example, the East German actor and singer Manfred Krug applied for an exit visa to resettle in West Germany. Krug had fallen foul of the SED after signing a petition against the deportation of a fellow dissident. In his application he described how his career and sense of well-being had taken a sudden, eerie nosedive. Without explanation, he had been excluded from East German television productions. A music album, ready for release, was shelved. His most recent film wasn’t entered into a major film festival, as had been promised. A previously agreed tour of West Germany was cancelled. Representatives of the Ministry of Culture, probably working for the Stasi, had spread false rumours that Krug had forced other people to sign the petition. Mysterious officials had made enquiries in Krug’s neighbourhood about ‘whom I visit, when and how often’; and a man from Erfurt, ‘known to be employed by State Security’, had circulated a story that Krug scorned socialism and had a dollar account in Switzerland. 


Even worse was the foul play around Krug’s concerts. ‘Although all my jazz concerts have been sold out in recent years,’ he wrote, ‘there have been no new offers. Of 15 promised concerts this year, 9 have been cancelled without explanation and not rescheduled.’ During a recent concert tour, Krug had been ‘openly observed by detectives’, his onstage patter ‘demonstratively written down’. Friends had ‘complained that no open ticket sales took place’, and photographers had been ejected from every venue. Krug described the attendees: 


a carefully selected audience, primarily in the front rows, who all had dark looks on their faces and demonstratively did not applaud during the programme; there was arranged hostility from the audience, which makes it impossible for a stage artist to work, which breaks him. I know now what a huge number of possibilities there are to discourage and depress people.1 


Krug’s story epitomises the sinister reach and ‘demoralisation’ tactics of the Stasi in the 1970s and 1980s. But all this was to come. This book tells the story, for the first time in English, of the Stasi’s earlier, ‘Stalinist’ years, when for various reasons its behaviour, while no better, was somewhat different. It shines new light on a little-known period that began with the Allied victory over Nazi Germany and ended in 1961 with the construction of the Berlin Wall. 


The story is told chronologically, with a few diversions along the way. First, the Stasi’s predecessors – especially a secret political police outfit known as K5 – helped to establish the authority of the Soviet Union and SED in eastern Germany. They played a vigorous role in the ‘denazification’ of German society carried out by the victorious Allies. Once created, the Stasi tackled political resisters and Western agents, and helped to enforce the SED’s radical policies. At the same time, East Germany created its first, tentative foreign intelligence service. The Stasi had to react to a rebellion in 1953 – the first revolt against communist rule to occur in the Soviet Bloc. In the mid-1950s it tried to rid the country of enemy spies by carrying out massive counter-espionage operations, known as the Grossaktionen (‘big operations’). It also developed its foreign intelligence service, now led by the renowned spymaster Markus Wolf. Towards the end of the decade the Stasi focused increasingly on ideological dissidence, and on the immense problem of East Germany’s porous borders, especially in the divided city of Berlin; for unsealed borders made it virtually impossible for the SED to govern as it wished.


During these years the Stasi wasn’t ubiquitous; it was far from being an all-seeing eye. Instead it performed ‘classic’ espionage and secret police functions. It spied on enemy countries, caught real enemy spies, and tackled real armed opponents of the East German government (as well as total innocents). It was founded and led by devout German communists who had somehow survived the violence and misery of the preceding years, and who now craved the chance to create their own Marxist-Leninist state. Contrary to Western accusations, the Stasi rarely employed former Gestapo or SS personnel; Western intelligence services hired a far greater number of Nazis. The Stasi wanted its officers to be so-called ‘first class comrades’ – the best the communist movement had to offer. 


No country in history has been more deeply penetrated by spies than divided Germany after the Second World War. The intelligence historian Paul Maddrell writes that ‘it is hard to think of a state which has suffered an espionage and subversion crisis as grave as that which crippled the GDR in the years up to 1961.’2 The Berlin Wall was a way of ending this crisis. 


Throughout the 1950s, Western countries, above all Britain, France, the United States and West Germany, deployed thousands of spies in the GDR. Western intelligence services co-opted opponents of communism living in West Berlin or the Federal Republic, grooming them as saboteurs and subversives. There were semi-constant fears that the division of Germany would ignite a new land war in Europe, with both sides wary of attack by the other. This period of almost mass-scale spying came to an end with the building of the Berlin Wall. 


After the Wall went up, it was much harder to infiltrate East Berlin and East Germany; and, by extension, the Soviet Bloc, for Berlin was rivalled only by Vienna as a gateway to the wider Soviet world. The Wall is thought of as a means of keeping East Germany’s citizens locked inside their unwanted republic. It was, but it was also a means – and a successful one – of keeping out foreign spies and agents.


Not that the Stasi deserves a reputation as a noble spy-catching service. Throughout its history it ‘acted beyond the rule of law and in flagrant disregard of human dignity and civil rights’.3 The Stasi answered to two authorities. The first was the Soviet Union and its security service, the KGB. Secondly, and most significantly, it served the SED. The Stasi was known as the ‘Shield and Sword of the Party’, and it copied the shield and sword imagery of the Soviet secret police: ‘the shield to defend the revolution, the sword to smite its foes.’4


On paper East Germany was not a one-party state; parties other than the SED were allowed to exist. But it was a party dictatorship. With the consent and direction of Moscow, the SED ran East Germany. Its members held every important position and made every meaningful decision. The party’s leaders were greatly influenced by the personality and policies of Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin, and the SED often acted with a similar cruelty and ruthlessness towards opponents and dissidents. 


This cruelty and ruthlessness was reflected in the Stasi. It is said that the spirit of Stalin survived in the Stasi ‘like nowhere else in the GDR’.5 At its height there were five Stasi employees for every 1,000 East Germans, dwarfing the ratio for the security services of the Soviet Union or Czechoslovakia. When East Germany collapsed, besides its employees the Stasi had on its books at least 170,000 informers and helpers – its notorious Unofficial Co-workers or IM (Inoffiziellen Mitarbeitern).6 Other statistics are equally sobering. Over the course of East Germany’s history, it is estimated that some 250,000 people were imprisoned for political offences – ‘state crimes’, as the Stasi knew them – and that 25,000 died in jail.7 More than 75,000 were imprisoned for trying to flee the GDR or helping others to do so.8 In the immediate postwar years, more than 60,000 internees died in Soviet-run camps in eastern Germany, and 20,000 Germans died in the USSR’s Gulag camps.9 Many of these people had been identified or arrested by the Stasi’s precursor organisations. At its very worst, the Stasi killed people or stole their children, consigning them to state orphanages. Meanwhile, the Stasi’s foreign intelligence service became one of the most invasive and problematic in the world. In the 1990s more than 3,000 legal proceedings were initiated against people accused of spying for the Stasi in West Germany,10 although relatively few were convicted. 


More than any other European country, Germany was deeply troubled and badly scarred by the Cold War. The conflict played out with a vengeance in Germany; in comparison, a place like Britain was relatively unaffected by it. For years Germany was hit by a blizzard of clandestine activity – an almost ludicrous amount of espionage, counter-espionage and geopolitical intrigue. Many Germans, then as now, were uninterested in such things and resented their country being used as an arena for secret warfare. Yet throughout the 1950s, the Stasi didn’t need to look far to find those it considered its enemies – the ‘terrorists’ of the capitalist West, plotting the downfall of East Berlin and Moscow. The East German authorities inherited the Soviet mentality which had, since the days of Lenin, been: 


shaped by greatly exaggerated beliefs in an unrelenting conspiracy by Western governments and their intelligence agencies… The Soviet propensity to conspiracy theory derived both from the nature of the one-party state and from its Marxist-Leninist ideology. All authoritarian regimes, since they regard opposition as fundamentally illegitimate, tend to see their opponents as engaged in subversive conspiracy. Bolshevik ideology further dictated that capitalist regimes could not fail to be plotting the overthrow of the world’s first and only worker-peasant state. If they were not visibly preparing an armed invasion, then their intelligence agencies must necessarily be secretly conspiring to subvert Soviet Russia from within.11


Such convictions came naturally to East Germany’s rulers. Even so, when playing the ‘paranoia’ card against authoritarian states which rely on strong security services, it should be borne in mind that, largely due to their own untenable forms of governance, the existential threats faced by such states can be real enough. Thus ‘vulnerable’ is perhaps a more accurate word than ‘paranoid’. In the case of East Germany, fears of plots and overthrow were not necessarily delusional.


The Cold War is commonly seen as a straight fight between a heroic West and the evil empire of communism. Yet when it came to spying and subversion, both sides in the conflict tended to do, and to accuse each other of doing, much the same things. They invaded each other with prying eyes and covert interference. While the West’s incursions into East Germany don’t provide an excuse for what the Stasi did, they did provide a reason for it. Like other ruling communist parties, the SED was acutely aware of its limited popularity and the frailty of its position. So when the Western powers inveigled ordinary Germans into spying on or subverting the East German state, the SED took it seriously and had an answer in the form of the Stasi, one of the pillars of the party’s rule. 


The moral tightrope walked by the competing Cold War powers brings up the tricky issue of comparison: the temptation to compare the Stasi’s actions in the Cold War with those of, say, Britain’s MI6 or America’s CIA. Most books on the Stasi, in German and English, tend to present the Stasi’s foul deeds with no context from the wider world of intelligence and security. This book aims to give the political and intelligence contexts in which the Stasi’s actions occurred. This means showing, at least to an extent, what the Stasi’s adversaries were doing to incur its wrath. 


Comparisons are problematic, and arguably are outside the scope of a subject history. Undoubtedly there were fundamental differences between the Stasi and the intelligence and security services of properly democratic countries: differences in powers, remit, and constitutional standing, in internal culture and the behaviour of individual staff members. There were differences even in a technical, potentially unpolitical field such as counter-espionage. The Stasi was often responsible for the entire life-cycle of a counter-espionage case, from arrest to detention to trial to incarceration. The size and pervasiveness of the mature Stasi also differentiated it sharply from Western counterparts. Nevertheless, some comparisons between the various intelligence services are unavoidable, and a few are essential. Comparisons help to provide a fuller picture of the Cold War, the nature of authoritarian regimes, and the activities of both Western and Soviet Bloc intelligence services – activities that can look very similar on paper, even if the causes they served were different.


Of course, some intelligence and security services, including the Stasi in its earlier years, indulge in outright criminal violence. Others do not. Perhaps, though, the starkest difference between intelligence services lies in their taskers more than their tasks. The novelist Alan Judd, who worked for Britain’s Foreign Office, has made this point: ‘If intelligence is controlled by [an authoritarian] government [the results] won’t be very nice. But if it is under proper democratic control, generally it aims to be better. It’s a reflection of the political culture that it serves.’12


Much of the research in this book is based on documents provided to the author from the Stasi files, which are maintained by Germany’s national archive, the Bundesarchiv. When East Germany collapsed, the Stasi’s paper records – some 111 kilometres of them, if laid end-to-end – were preserved mostly by members of the public, who seized them from Stasi offices, determined to secure evidence of its abuses. In the 1990s, under new laws and the direction of a new government body, the files were made available for study – including by German citizens who were monitored by the Stasi or otherwise impacted by it, although that use of the files has now been curtailed.


Although the Stasi is the only intelligence and security service in the world to have its history laid bare in this way, there is an element of myth around the openness of its archive. If granted access, researchers give archivists a list of the names and topics in which they are interested. The archivists then do their best to meet the requests. Some of the documents they provide are apt and some are not. Some persons and topics are definitely off-limits; there’s no point asking for them, because you won’t get them. Moreover, all Stasi files must be assessed with due scepticism, although this isn’t as tricky as it sounds. It is fairly easy to spot the biases and made-up nonsense contained, for example, in the files on arrested Western agents – like classifying arrestees as dangerous state enemies merely because they happened to have West German relatives. Equally discernible is the Stasi’s general insistence on accuracy and the citing of credible evidence in its investigations.13 


The archive’s relative accessibility has obscured an important fact about the Stasi: the fact that in its lifetime, and especially in its early years, the Stasi was an utter mystery. Until quite recently, almost everything written about in this book was a secret. Today we can piece together the Stasi story with great accuracy. Its operations and intimate details, including the names of its staff members, are knowable. When the Stasi existed, however, these operations, details and staff members were unknown and undiscoverable. This should be kept in mind when reading. 


There were some surprising things about the Stasi’s ‘public’ face in East Germany, like its regular appearances in the press, or the fact that citizens could drop into their local Stasi office to discuss or report something. The majority chose not to. Often the Stasi would come to them anyway, like when its officers paid visits to factories to hector the workers about the threat from Western spies. But the Stasi’s intelligence-gathering and other operations were carried out in great secrecy – ‘conspiratorially’, as the Stasi put it. Therefore, what it actually did, on a day-to-day basis, was to most people opaque, and not to be enquired into.


East Germany, too, is a character in this book, and it was a bizarre and baffling place. To understand the double-think and double-talk of the Stasi, one must understand the double-think and double-talk of the GDR. It was a deceitful state from its name onwards: the German Democratic Republic was, in fact, partly Russian and wholly undemocratic. It had a thoroughly martial atmosphere, yet official texts constantly employed the word ‘peace’; the GDR sold itself, including to itself, as Europe’s leading country of peace. In the later Cold War it became a hub of European anti-nuclear protest, yet it was the first territory outside the USSR to host Soviet nuclear missiles. The SED regime’s constant repetition of such phrases as ‘our peaceful democracy’ or ‘our peaceful, democratic economy’ comes across like neuro-linguistic programming, as if repeating these falsehoods enough times would somehow make them true. 


In some ways, then, East Germany was a psychologically disorientating dreamland. This was a state where people sent to prison for political crimes were never to be called political prisoners; where Article 10 of the 1949 constitution gave everyone the right to emigrate, but an average of seven people per day were imprisoned for trying to do so.14 And so on. When reading about it, one has to accustom oneself to a society where nothing is as it seems. 


Neither historians nor former residents can agree on whether East Germany was an example of totalitarianism. Many say it was not. Some don’t even concede that it was authoritarian. ‘The SED state’ is a useful descriptor for the GDR. This term, favoured in Germany, conveys the supremacy of the party throughout East German life. Ultimately the party decided and guided most practical, cultural and intellectual matters in the life of every East German citizen. If the citizen resisted, the party had recourse to a firm-handed police force and an especially vigorous state security service to sort out the problem.


There are those who continue to argue that the Stasi wasn’t so bad. Some retired personnel still claim that, far from being a force of oppression, the Stasi was honourable and necessary. After all, nearly every society has a secret intelligence service and makes use of covert policing, especially for crimes that are connected with politics or national security, even if they aren’t political crimes in the East German sense. Other commentators – including some who stand by the Marxist intentions of the GDR, and admire what they see as its socialist achievements – claim that the Stasi was neither evil nor good, but innocuous. They insist that it did not impact ordinary people’s lives to anything like the extent that has since been alleged. If a person was a decent citizen, the story goes, the Stasi wasn’t interested; it left the innocent alone, having bigger fish to fry. This explains why the Stasi kept a file on around six million East Germans but not on the remaining nine million. 


If there is any truth in this claim, it applies especially to the period covered by this book, when the Stasi had to deal with an infestation of real Western spies.


In the words of one historian, the ‘East German authorities wanted their country to be perceived as a German state founded on German traditions – and supporting the idea of German unity.’15 It is often overlooked that Germany, for all its urbanity, is a strongly religious and agricultural land. Thus life in East Germany was more parochial and traditional than might be imagined. While the vast majority of Stasi officers were male, women are largely missing from the Stasi story because they have been overlooked, and not because they were not there. It is true that most women employed by the Stasi held a secretarial or medical job. But where are the recollections of these women, their experiences, the insights they gained into notorious people and historical events? This store of knowledge appears to be untapped. 


While it was never intended for this book to fill that gap, certain points have become clear in writing it. The Stasi’s famous ‘Romeo’ spies – men sent into West Germany to seduce women with access to classified information – had their female equivalents, and the latter became active before the Romeos did. Some women were not expected to seduce anyone, and instead were well-trained in spycraft before being sent abroad. Just one example is Rosalie Kunze, agent ‘Ingrid’, who obtained military information for Stasi foreign intelligence. Women took an active part in the Stasi’s security and counter-espionage operations. In so doing, they deceived and infiltrated and tricked and plotted, like any other secret police agent. And the ‘conspicuously high proportion’ of woman secretaries who spied for the Stasi in West Germany is explained partly by the fact that they did a good job. From 1949 to 1987, fifty-eight secretaries were identified by West German security services as Stasi spies – the mere tip of the iceberg.16 


The gap that is filled by this book, at least in English, is for a comprehensive account of the Stasi’s formative years: its birth and growth. An abundance of books, films and articles cover the Stasi of the 1970s and 1980s, but it is quite difficult to find substantive material on what the Stasi did in the 1950s. There wasn’t a book in English devoted to the subject, so I wrote one. I wanted to collate all that is known about it. The events of the period are, among other things, a lesson in how to create and maintain a political and economic system that is unwanted by at least half of a population. One gets to see the Stasi’s key role in fashioning a new state – a role that, again, differentiates the Stasi from its Western counterparts. The closer one looks at the Stasi’s first years, the more one understands the particular conditions of the early Cold War, and how these conditions affected not just the global powers but the ordinary Europeans – especially Germans – who were caught up in them.


Furthermore, there is a need for more books that explain how the Stasi did what it did, books that include its operational details. German histories tend to focus on two things: the Stasi’s bureaucratic evolution and its abuses of the law, the latter based on voluminous court records. This book tries to cover the operational detail – the tradecraft, if you like – that is largely missing elsewhere. As well as its intrinsic fascination, operational detail puts the sinister nature of the Stasi in its proper place. Another aim of the book is to position the Stasi, as it should be, within the continuum of communist espionage and security activity which predated the creation of East Germany by decades; and within the continuum of national security practices, with which most of us still live today. 


First Class Comrades was commissioned originally as a ‘true crime’ book with a focus on espionage. Its true crime origins no doubt show through in some ways. It is a specialist study but not an academic book; it isn’t intended to fulfil academic criteria. There were no research grants, no lengthy periods of uninterrupted study. As well as the Stasi archives, primary sources include the files of Britain’s security service, MI5, held at the UK National Archives; publicly released CIA documents; and documents made available by the Wilson Center and Germany’s Bundesarchiv. The latter has released hundreds of publications in which original Stasi and SED documents are reproduced, thus becoming a proxy primary source.


Information from the available literature in English and German, including recent German academia, has been gathered and reinterpreted in First Class Comrades. The book is indebted to such German authors as Susanne Muhle, Hanna Labrenz-Weiss, Helmut Müller-Enbergs, and many more; and, in English, to Paul Maddrell, Gary Bruce and others. To quote the historian Blair Worden, ‘though it draws pervasively on the work of others, I hope that it brings some fresh findings and perspectives’.17 


Arguably there are some issues with the historiography of the Stasi. Much of the fine detail on what the Stasi really was, and what it really did, has been obscured by a justifiable anger in the German histories and by a degree of Reaganite sensationalism in some of the English ones. In a British television documentary of 2023, the politician Ben Wallace opined that when the Berlin Wall fell, the people of eastern Germany were released from ‘the most brutal torture known to humanity’.18 The SED regime is interesting precisely because it was not the most brutal torture known to humanity. That is what makes it instructive and worth studying. Being clear about the nuances of the Stasi’s actions – say, the ways in which it tried to earn support from among the general public – makes the Stasi more comprehensible, not less reprehensible. 


On a similar note, it should be remembered that the SED regime was not detested by everyone who lived in the GDR. By the 1980s, one fifth of East German adults had joined the party.19 According to Jens Gieseke, a leading historian of the Stasi, as much as fifty percent of the population either tolerated or in some way appreciated the East German system. It was opposed, to varying degrees, by the other fifty percent. The regime faced armed resistance organised by diehard anti-communists, but much of the political opposition tackled by the Stasi came from people who wanted to improve East German socialism, not overthrow it; hence the phrase ‘resisters and reformers’ used in this book. 


Some potentially unwelcome subjects are covered in the following pages, like the question of whether the Stasi faced armed opposition organised by unrepentant Nazis. But in all that follows, every reader should keep in mind a simple fact. The Stasi was never a legitimate intelligence and security service, because it served an artificial state, a government that was never freely and fairly elected, and a political system that was too unfair, too harsh, and too flawed to be sustained. 




		




Part I


Death to Spies: The Descent of Eastern Germany


‘Everyone imposes his own system as far as his army can reach.’


Joseph Stalin1





‘It’s got to look democratic, but we must have everything in our control.’


Walter Ulbricht, German Communist Party2
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Stunde null


East Germany was created from the wreckage of a broken world. Defeat in the Second World War left the Thousand Year Reich in a state of ruin, deprivation, lawlessness and social brutality; a direct result of unleashing one of history’s most popular destructive ideologies. In Germany this moment in history is known as Stunde null, ‘zero hour’: the end of twelve years of Nazi belligerence and its consequent total war, and the beginnings of a cowed, horizonless future.


The unreal and hellish conditions of Stunde null are captured in a 1948 novel by Hans Fallada, Der Alpdruck.1 With the war over – at least on paper – the protagonist, Doll, navigates a blasted landscape populated by suspicious and traumatised citizens, all searching desperately for food, housing and medical treatment. There is little, if any, to be found. Returning to Berlin, Doll finds his apartment occupied by menacing squatters who ridicule the idea of his ownership and refuse to leave. The city itself is transfigured, now a place where ‘Doll, who knew Berlin like the back of his hand, actually had no idea where he was.’ Even so, the city’s rubble and fear are considered preferable to life in the countryside. At a housing office, a pompous clerk dismisses the paperless Doll with an angry rebuke: ‘You just want to worm your way into Berlin, that’s all!’ 


As Doll surveys the global devastation wrought by National Socialism, he reflects that the word ‘German’ has ‘become a term of abuse throughout the world’. It is ‘a fatuous hope’ to try to prove there are ‘still some decent Germans’; and if he were to drop dead, ‘not a heart in the world would grow heavier on his account’. Suicide is everywhere. At one point Doll talks with a doctor who mentions, ‘out of the blue: “My wife killed herself out on the highway, by the way.”’ From another doctor Doll prises the best methods for killing oneself, learning of ‘cyanide, morphine, scopolamine, about dosages that were guaranteed to be fatal… about insulin, which enabled someone to commit suicide in a way that was virtually undetectable later’. 


The governmental authority of this nightmare landscape is the Red Army. Abjectly, Doll accepts their presence: ‘The world, and his fellow countrymen in particular, were not yet ready for a life without constant supervision, without the threat of force… his dear fellow countrymen would doubtless smash each other’s heads in if they were left unsupervised.’ 


The black market, however, is the real ruler of people’s lives. It doesn’t offer luxury; this is an economy where cigarettes are traded for drinking water. Everyone is torturously hungry. Doll’s former home in the country is looted: ‘They had not left him a single sock or shoe, not a shirt or a suit.’ This brings home ‘how feral and depraved this country had become: people felt they had a perfect right to plunder and steal, since the war had robbed them of so much’. With no functioning police service or judiciary to intercede, ‘Who was going to stop them helping themselves?’ And so people with nothing steal from those with almost nothing; ‘Germans against Germans, every man for himself, and every woman, too, keeping up the fight against the whole world and everyone else.’ 


The police force – such as it is – is flooded with denouncements. An embittered Doll considers ratting on an acquaintance for her Nazism, remembering her pleasure when Hitler famously swerved assassination in 1944: ‘Do you think I’ve forgotten how you rejoiced over the divine deliverance of your beloved Führer after the 20th of July?’ Aside from food, medicine is the most coveted commodity, rare as hen’s teeth and chokingly expensive. Treatments for venereal disease are disastrously absent, for this is a place of indiscriminate sexual violence inflicted by the victors. There are signs outside every communal toilet: ‘Not to be used by gon. or syph.!’ 


And yet, despite or because of it all, the flame of Nazism flickers on. Doll ‘often had the feeling that deprivation and hardship were simply turning them into better Nazis than they were before… To all of them, including many who had not been Nazis before, the years of the Hitler tyranny suddenly seemed like some sort of golden age’. For Doll, this nostalgia, and the surviving faith in Nazism, are the most shocking aspects of this land of shocks, but they do not inspire anyone to action. Dejection and apathy are total, for this is a ‘world in ruins, which will take everyone’s determination, everyone’s hands, to rebuild. But instead [the people] are lying on their backs… They have nothing now, and they are nothing now’. 


Der Alpdruck was based closely on Fallada’s experience. In an example of the abrupt turnarounds of circumstance so common in continental Europe at the time, Fallada had been released from a Nazi psychiatric prison in late 1944 only for conquering Soviet troops to appoint him mayor of the small town of Feldberg. The dazed and drug-addicted author was in no condition to perform this task, which consisted of adjudicating pointlessly on the distribution of non-existent resources. The townspeople, frightened and angry, lobbied him with unmeetable needs. Those with Nazi pasts – and there were many – did their best to deny them or explain them away. As Der Alpdruck records, a familiar mantra arose. ‘There were only ever three National Socialists in the world; Hitler, Göring and Goebbels.’ 


Fallada’s appointment as mayor was based partly on the premise that, having been incarcerated during the Third Reich, he must have been a political enemy of the regime. He was no admirer of it, but the reality is messier. Although he was later celebrated as a humanist ‘people’s writer’, Fallada, like many others, had tried to keep life simple by burying his feelings and coming to an uneasy accommodation with Nazism. He had been locked up not for political resistance but because of his poor mental health, his criminal record, and an inebriated attempt to shoot his wife. 


Der Alpdruck provides important clues for the history of the Stasi. The novel captures the conditions and motive forces that underlay the creation of the German Democratic Republic and its state security service. It is all discernible here: the ruin and hardship, the need to rebuild and to heal; the bartering among the victors; the social and political suspicion, accusation, about-turning; the blurred line between Allied reparation and revenge; a desperate, difficult desire to put things right; the craving for a new meaning to life; violence and its numbing effects; the harsh watchful eye of Soviet Russia; and the feelings of war guilt, vying with an awesomely inappropriate war pride.


There are telling omissions from Fallada’s novel, however. One is the destruction of European Jewry, which is mentioned only briefly, in passing. Another is the powerful presence and importance of Soviet security services. In 1945 there were three such services at work in Germany: the NKVD, the NKGB, and SMERSH, the latter acronym formed from the Russian for ‘death to spies’.*1 As well as their security functions – some of which were also performed by Soviet diplomats and communist party officials – these agencies were responsible for governance and administration. They impacted the daily lives of working Germans, often deciding their physical fate. So before the GDR even existed, those who were to become East Germans lived in a militarised, ‘securitised’ territory. It was a place of stiff rules, severe authority, harsh punishments, and arbitrary power in the hands of security forces. This, then, was the material from which a new state was formed: East Germany, strange and blighted, where the Second World War didn’t end until 1990.


*


To understand the ‘securitisation’ of eastern Germany, we should consider the bleak and distressing state of Europe after the war. Arguably, we continue to pay too little attention to the history of the postwar years. While the historiography of the Second World War keeps growing, our knowledge of the war’s after-effects remains inadequate. A simplistic idea has prevailed that humanity was saved, and ‘evil’ defeated, in May 1945; that the celebratory scenes of VE and VJ Day were universal and lasting, marking the endpoint of struggle and the start of joyous rejuvenation. On the contrary, many societies faced some of the most traumatic moments in their history after the war against the Axis had been won. For most Europeans, the late 1940s and early 1950s were a time of problems and hardships, not the least of which was hunger. 


Keith Lowe’s book Savage Continent is a valuable account of this postwar grimness. Lowe details how Europe ‘remained economically, politically and morally unstable’ well into the 1950s. Rupture and disorder ruled the day. Much of the continent saw the collapse of its food supply, transport systems, medical services, and state structures. Even as people struggled to overcome individual and collective trauma, political extremism continued to flourish. The ‘civilised world’ grappled with its dawning knowledge of the Holocaust, scrambling to put in place international rules and organisations to prevent anything similar happening again. The continent’s population shifted and diffused on a previously unimaginable scale, for this was Europe’s time of the camps. Prisoners of war, displaced persons, forced labourers awaiting repatriation, former Nazis and war criminals: all spent years in massed captivity, especially ‘Jews and Poles, [who] would languish in camps of Nissen huts well into the 1950s.’2


Jews continued to be vilified and attacked. The historian Lawrence Rees has detailed the stories of Slovakian Jews who, having barely survived concentration camps, were beaten and driven away when they tried to re-occupy their former homes.3 Dutch Jews returned to Amsterdam to find the locals had looted their houses and didn’t want them back. While some spectators wrung their hands over the destruction of European Jewry, others lamented its curtailment. The psychiatrist R.D. Laing recalled a Glaswegian neighbour saying that ‘the only trouble with the war ending when it did was that [Hitler] “didn’t have a chance to finish the job”.’4 This breathtaking hatred, expressed with full knowledge of the death camps, was not so rare.


Lowe describes how the black market pullulated, as ‘all semblance of law and order vanished’. Europe experienced a crime wave that ‘dwarfed that which had occurred during the war, and has never been equalled since’. The ‘massive movements of refugees provided an excellent cover for those seeking revenge (just as it provided cover for escaping war criminals), and the lack of any form of law and order meant that murders went unreported, uninvestigated and often unnoticed.’ These were circumstances in which ‘far from being shocking, acts of extreme violence became quite unremarkable across much of the continent.’


Women suffered grievously. The mass sexual violence inflicted by the Red Army upon German and Austrian women – which mirrored the violence inflicted by Axis soldiers on women in Ukraine, Belorussia, Poland, Russia and elsewhere – is still topical and still discussed. Yet sexual violence increased everywhere, including in the United Kingdom and the country that came out of the war in by far the strongest position, the United States. Lowe records that in Britain and Northern Ireland, ‘sexual crimes, including rape, increased by almost 50 percent… a fact which caused huge concern at the time’. In June 1948 The Times covered the continuing rise in sexual violence in an article called ‘A Problem Picture’. In America, the ‘picture’ was never to be the same again. 


Despite the United States’ continued economic success, American society was infused with a certain morbidity, caused partly by the presence of nuclear weapons. Popular films of the period, especially in the film noir genre, are dominated by new themes, many inspired by the return home of military personnel: the rise in alcoholism, the surge in crime and violence, the pervasiveness of psychosis and mental distress. In Britain the amount of juvenile delinquency – especially the crime of burglary – rose by almost forty percent.5 The war did have some silver linings. One example is the focus on medical care and hygiene that, together with the creation of the wildly popular National Health Service, made public health in Britain better and fairer than it had ever been. Nevertheless, there was a widespread awareness that society was more dangerous than it had been in the 1930s.


Gradually the people of Europe tried to work out political answers to this mess. One result was the popularity of communism, Nazism’s apparent antithesis. Lowe notes that ‘the single most important task of every European government in the aftermath of the war was to keep the economy afloat… The Communists therefore gained a stranglehold on industry and transport by infiltrating trade unions and workers’ committees in factories.’ Membership of communist parties boomed. In 1944 the Romanian Communist Party had eighty members in Bucharest and fewer than 1,000 nationally; by 1948 there were more than one million. Within a year the party membership in Hungary rose from around 3,000 to half a million. The most dramatic increase was in Czechoslovakia: 50,000 members in May 1945, one and a half million by 1948.6 


In part these increases were due to Soviet occupation, and working people’s attempts to indemnify themselves, but they were prompted by idealism too. At this grim time, the more naïve communists believed that they could bring an end to war and even militarism. As in earlier decades, communists thought they could fashion a new type of human who would be organised in a new and faultless way. Crucially – especially for Germany – communists believed that it was only they who could offer redemption. 


The parlous state of Europe in the 1940s and 1950s brings to mind Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s pithy comment on the need to avoid war in the first place: ‘Any idiot can bomb a train, but just try sorting out the mess!’ It takes one generation to start a war; it can take several generations to overcome the damage, as eastern Germans were about to discover.







	*1 SMERSH, a contraction of the phrase Smiert’ Shpionam, was the Soviet military counter-intelligence service. The NKVD was the Soviet interior ministry (Naródnyy komissariát vnútrennikh del’ or People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs); the NKGB was the state security ministry (Naródnyy komissariát gosudarstvennoy bezopasnosti or People’s Commissariat for State Security). The NKVD and NKGB were forerunners of the KGB.









		






2


Circles of Hell: Postwar Germany


It is difficult to associate contemporary Germany with spying and harsh political policing, never mind chaos and collapse, for the country has come to stand for the opposite of those things – for openness, justice, efficiency and prosperity. Germany is Europe’s flagship democracy. As well as its war guilt, and the desire to forget its trauma, it is probably Germany’s success as a nation and a society that results in the relative lack of attention given to its dire postwar circumstances. 


Yet this is starting to change. In 2019 a book by Harald Jähner called Wolfzeit, an account of Germany’s postwar rebirth, became a bestseller in the country. There was an appetite among Germans to understand how their country had dealt, or not dealt, with its immediate past, and then risen from the ashes. Today, some Germans can be cynical on the matter, believing that their country flourished mostly because it allowed the big businesses of the Nazi era – the likes of BMW, Messerschmitt, Siemens – to flourish.1 


Either way, Germany’s roaring success began with austere military occupation. At the Yalta conference of February 1945 the Allies decided on a four-power occupation of the country after their coming victory. On 5 June 1945, in the Berlin suburb of Karlshorst – soon to be notorious as the headquarters of the Soviet occupation – the victors signed the ‘Declaration in Consideration of the Defeat of Germany’. In the absence of any tenable German government, the governments of the United States, the Soviet Union, Britain and France were now the governing authorities of Germany, with each administering its own zone. Berlin, where the Soviets had been the sole Allied authority since storming the city in May, lay inside the Soviet zone and was to be administered by a Kommandatura of the four Allies. Issues concerning the whole of Germany were to be addressed by the four powers in the Allied Control Council, a body constituted on 30 July at Schöneberg in the American sector of Berlin.


The confusion and tensions set to arise from this arrangement – not to mention the long-term rupture of an entire country – might have been predicted. In 1961 the writer of an official British government publication passed the following verdict on the division of Germany: 


The provisions for the exercise of supreme authority in Germany as a whole – that it should be exercised on instructions from three, later four, governments, by three, later four Commanders-in-Chief whose decisions in the Control Council were required to be unanimous – would have been difficult enough to work if the governments concerned had enjoyed a common approach to their task, confidence in each others’ intentions and a determination to succeed. When these were found to be lacking the provisions agreed upon immediately became unworkable. For anyone who did not wish them to bear fruit they could hardly have been better designed.2 


Moreover, conditions on the ground were desperate. From the start the Allied armed forces struggled to carry out the unfamiliar duties of governance and policing. Ordinary soldiers and their commanders were now obliged, as Keith Lowe puts it, ‘to act as a police force in a continent that had descended into chaos and lawlessness, and where weapons of all kinds were freely available’. During the war it had been anticipated that much of Germany’s administration and infrastructure would survive. Instead they had been obliterated, compelling an unexpected degree of Allied involvement in salvaging and running the country. Military governments had to restore electricity, gas, water and coal supplies, to provide food and healthcare, to rehouse displaced persons, to clear roads and railway lines, and to recruit civic mayors and makeshift police forces. It was impossible to perform these tasks adequately. Everything had crumbled in Zusammenbruchsgesellschaft – the collapse of society. 


Hunger was a killer. In all four occupation zones, most people had to survive on far less than 2,000 calories of food per day. Adding to the five million internal refugees in Germany were almost eight million forced labourers awaiting repatriation. Hailing from every corner of Europe, these former slaves were brutalised, hungry, and angry. A British military observer in Schwerin, a regional capital in north-east Germany, noted displaced persons ‘roaming around in their thousands, murdering, raping, looting – in short, away from the main streets, law did not exist’.3 The violence was exacerbated by the Soviet habit – not entirely dissimilar to that of the Western Allies – of allowing ‘liberated’ forced labourers a brief period of carte blanche in which to avenge themselves on the surrounding German population. These free-for-alls ended with the mass internment of labourers that soon followed, an internment in which some experienced worse conditions than they had during their enslavement. 


Damage to roads and railways was so extensive that for years travelling anywhere in eastern Germany remained a slow, stressful ordeal. Attempts to repair railway tracks were scuppered when the Red Army pulled up big sections of the line to take to the USSR, an early example of the plundering Soviet approach to reparations which was to cause much economic grief. On receiving reports from Germany, Guy Liddell, deputy chief of MI5, Britain’s security service, wrote that:


Russian behaviour is to say the least peculiar. The whole of their zone is being stripped of machinery. The impression is that they intend to create a belt of Germany which will be devoid of any war potential. This in addition to Poland will act as a protective barrier between Russia and the Germans. The policy is being carried out in the most ruthless manner.4


Neither was the countryside spared. According to one rural mayor: 


Bringing in the harvest and threshing the grain gave us great difficulties, as most of the machines had been confiscated and most of the horses had been driven away… the Red Army took without payment and without receipt [from] 72 communities [a total of] 1,767 cattle, 896 pigs, 4,106 sheep, 32 calves, 2,221 chickens, 100,997 eggs, 282 geese and 142,200 kilograms of grain.5 


Such confiscations of produce were supervised by the newly recruited local police forces – a foretaste of the Soviet-driven, German-against-German actions that would follow. 


Another item on the police agenda was overseeing compulsory testing for sexually transmitted disease. The same mayor recorded that an ‘examination of all inhabitants between 15 and 45 years of age for venereal disease has been ordered and will be carried out with the help of police control points’.6 Even so, Keith Lowe writes that venereal disease was ‘generally incurable, since the price of a single injection of antibiotics in Germany in August 1945 was two pounds of real coffee’ – one of Europe’s scarcest commodities. This situation had almost unthinkable effects on the millions of German women who had been raped. It took years for the threat of Red Army violence to recede. Women living near Soviet barracks had reason to be fearful until at least 1948. 


Germany was now a country of women and girls, old men and boys. The Foreign Office registered more than 300,000 orphans in the British zone of north-western Germany; across the whole country there were probably two million.7 In June 1945 a Newsweek article described ‘groups of “child gangsters” [in] the Soviet zone mugging and sometimes killing people for food and money’.8 Many German prisoners of war didn’t return home for several years. Some of those held in the Soviet Bloc were not to see Germany until the mid-1950s, if at all, for the mortality rate among German soldiers captured in the east of Europe was ninety times higher than in the west.9 Thus in the new Germany, a land without fathers, there was great potential for older German communists – those released from Nazi prisons and camps, for example – to perform an authoritative and avuncular role. 


Even the reassurance of Marxism-Leninism couldn’t help Berlin, however, which became Europe’s most crime-infested city. By early 1946 there was a daily average of 240 robberies.10 At first there was little the German police could do. The Allies had decreed they should be armed only with truncheons, and they faced dozens of criminal gangs, and mobs of displaced persons, who were armed to the teeth. Some crimes were spectacular, like the hold-up of a train at Anhalt station by 100 armed fugitives.11 This gutsy, touchy, unorthodox city had always boasted a lively criminal underworld. In time, Berlin’s gangsters, grifters, thugs and smugglers would prove to be trusty recruits for carrying out the dirty work of the Stasi and other intelligence services. 


As noted, at the end of the war many Germans – probably a majority – were still not opposed to the Nazism that had brought them to this hellish state. Surveys conducted by an American agency in 1947 found that ‘more than half of Germans considered National Socialism a fine idea poorly implemented’.12 Thus the ruthless persecution of political dissent by the Soviet authorities, covered in the next chapter and beyond, had a rational basis of sorts. Moreover, it wasn’t just the Soviets who governed firmly, for it was generally agreed, including among some Germans, that a degree of suffering was in order, as punishment for what Europe and the world had just endured. In all four occupation zones, military courts were given recourse to the death penalty for Germans guilty of such offences as the unauthorised possession of weapons or assaulting a member of the Allied forces. 


Yet the overall impression of eastern Germany in 1945 is of a territory where brutality was simply placed under new management. The symbols on the flags changed; and the residents were plunged, without any meaningful consultation, straight into another authoritarian and belligerent regime. 
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SMERSH


In the aftermath of the war, life in eastern Germany was profoundly affected by the presence of SMERSH. When the Stasi was founded, its officers were expected to revere and emulate the work of SMERSH; ‘Death to Spies’, as Russian speakers knew it. Some of those Stasi officers had even served SMERSH as auxiliary personnel. Furthermore, SMERSH made a wider mark on the mentality and expectations of the people who were to become East Germans.  


SMERSH was the counter-intelligence service of the Soviet armed forces. It had a short life: created in 1943, dissolved in 1946. Its original purpose was to catch German spies and root out traitors in the Red Army. As the Soviet military behemoth crashed westwards, SMERSH was tasked with vetting Soviet prisoners of war and forced labourers before they were repatriated. Like so many security services of authoritarian states, SMERSH then pushed at the boundaries of its remit, expanding almost organically. By the time the Red Army had overrun Ukraine, Belorussia and Poland, SMERSH had assumed the task of removing from society almost anyone whose face didn’t fit.


In the James Bond novels, Ian Fleming used the name SMERSH as the assassination department of the KGB. This helped to confuse Western understanding of the organisation. Much of its work was bureaucratic. It played a role in the denazification of German society and at the Nuremberg trials in 1946. Moreover, the impact of SMERSH on eastern Germany, and on the Stasi story, has gone largely unremarked. This is partly because SMERSH was often misidentified by its victims. Its personnel wore the uniform of the military formation in which they served, and so were visually indistinguishable from other Soviet soldiers, sailors and aircrew. Many of those who fell into its hands believed their cases were being handled by the better-known NKVD. The confusion is understandable, for scores of experienced NKVD officers had been transferred into SMERSH when it was founded, and they transferred back to the state security service after its disbandment. This included the SMERSH chief, Viktor Abakumov.


In the twenty-first century, Abakumov has been exalted in hagiographical Russian television documentaries and dramas. He is held up as an example of a noble security official, foiling the plots of despicable fascists, as if his role in the war made him somehow cleaner than the known rapists, drunkards and hoarders of pornography who had previously led the Soviet counter-espionage effort.*1 This upright reputation is undeserved. Early in his career Abakumov was demoted for forcing female informers into sex and making false denouncements. He thus found himself, aptly, working as a Gulag guard.1 But his comfort with violence helped him climb back up the ladder, as did his greatest qualification – the fact he was an ethnic Russian. If an organisation’s values are spread downwards by its executives, there was little hope for SMERSH. Or for eastern Germany, given that Abakumov was to be a master of the region’s fate for a lengthy period; as head of SMERSH in 1945-6, and as head of Soviet state security – known at this stage as the MGB – from 1946 to 1951. 


The brutality of SMERSH was one aspect of the purportedly righteous violence of the Soviet assault on Germany. The Red Army’s advance was described by one Soviet officer as a ‘gory, drunken wave of debauchery’ that ‘rose high and swept over the dam of official orders’.2 Although rape and other crimes potentially were punishable by death, Soviet troops understood that they were unlikely to face any penalty for committing them. The peoples of the Soviet Union, including ethnic Russians, had suffered on an unimaginable scale. It was time for the Germans and their Axis partners – especially Hungarians and Romanians – to pay the price. 


To this end, political officers held ‘revenge meetings’ in Red Army units, where soldiers would describe what the Germans had done to their families and villages, and pledge to even the score once on German soil. The desire for revenge was whipped up in propaganda campaigns that included the exhortations of celebrated Soviet writers. Hundreds of thousands of Red Army troops were familiar with such works as Konstantin Simonov’s poem ‘Kill Him!’ (‘If your brother kills a German/He’s a soldier, you are not… So kill at least one of them/And as soon as you can’), and Ilya Ehrenburg’s famous article ‘Kill The Germans’ (‘If you kill one German, kill another – there is nothing more amusing’).


Large Red Army formations were augmented with commissions tasked with confiscating German property and valuables. Stalin’s government was intent on seizing German assets, both as compensation and to boost Soviet industry and technology. While some items ended up in official hands, others were claimed by the rank-and-file. This could make an unreal spectacle of advancing Soviet columns: trucks loaded with paintings, carpets and grandfather clocks; soldiers with top hats and musical instruments, their arms ringed with wristwatches. 


The underlying point is that the Red Army advance, and the early days of Soviet occupation, created an outlandish situation. Those responsible for ferocious vengeance against the German population were also responsible for governance and rebuilding civil society. The Red Army officer who might steal your furniture and assault your relatives was the person you went to with suggestions and complaints. And so, from the start, the social and political atmosphere of eastern Germany pulsed with this peculiar tension. 


Of course, there were problems with corruption and violent incidents in all the occupation zones, and SMERSH did carry out some real counter-intelligence work against real Nazis, especially during the war. Vadim Birstein, the author of a major study of the organisation, writes that ‘at the beginning of 1945, the activity of groups of German terrorists in the rear of advancing Soviet troops intensified.’3 Joint operational groups were formed, consisting of SMERSH, NKGB and NKVD personnel, the latter usually security troops. Viktor Abakumov reported to Lavrenti Beria that these groups: 


were told to find and immediately arrest spies, saboteurs, and terrorists of the intelligence organs of the enemy; members of the bandit-insurgent groups; members of fascist and other organizations; leaders and operational staff of the police, and other suspicious individuals; and also to confiscate depots of weapons, radio transmitters, and technical equipment left by the enemy for [sabotage] work.4


By the autumn of 1945, nine camps had been opened in Germany for those apprehended by the operational groups. Three were former concentration camps: Buchenwald, Sachsenhausen and Jamlitz. 


The Soviets began to prosecute war crimes with more alacrity than the Western Allies. This was partly because the Soviet theatre of war provided the opportunity to do so. Birstein quotes a section called ‘Statement on Atrocities’ in the Moscow Declaration, signed in November 1943 by Stalin, Franklin Roosevelt and Winston Churchill. It sanctioned the removal of suspected war criminals from Germany to the USSR and elsewhere: 


Those German officers and men and members of the Nazi party who have been responsible for or have taken a consenting part in [the] atrocities, massacres and executions will be sent back to the countries in which their abominable deeds were done in order that they may be judged and punished according to the laws of these liberated countries and of free governments which will be elected therein.5 


It was the job of SMERSH personnel to identify such culprits, prepare indictments, and provide evidence at their trials. They set to work quickly, for in December 1943 the Soviets held the first ever trial of German officers for war crimes, after SMERSH had indicted four men taken prisoner at Stalingrad the previous January. At this trial, in the testimony of SS-Obersturmbannführer Georg Heinisch, the first public evidence of mass killing with gas at the Auschwitz concentration camp emerged, although this revelation went unreported by all of the foreign correspondents who attended.6 


On 9 June 1945, Order Number 1 established eastern Germany’s new government: the Soviet Military Administration in Germany or SMAD.*2 Based at Karlshorst, SMAD was responsible for the administration, economy, infrastructure and justice system of the Soviet occupation zone, which was known in German as the SBZ (Sowjetische Besatzungszone). The first head of SMAD was Marshal Georgy Zhukov, hero of Stalingrad and commander of the Soviet forces in Germany – although, since 1939, the NKVD and then SMERSH had collected compromising materials on Zhukov, of whom Stalin was wary. Another Soviet official who was to play a big role in Germany’s future was Ivan Serov, who was appointed ‘NKVD Plenipotentiary in Charge of Combating Spies, Saboteurs, and Other Enemies on German Territory’. This position gave Serov the right to arrest anyone and to create prisons and camps, but it also made him responsible for local civil administrations. Jealous of Serov’s power, Viktor Abakumov insisted on founding a SMERSH department under SMAD, with operational groups in every region and city. 


The occupying powers were in a position to augment German laws with their own. One of the laws that applied in the SBZ – the infamous Article 58 of the Soviet Russian penal code – had already been in use in the USSR for almost two decades in cases of ‘counter-revolutionary activity’. Designed to incriminate political ‘enemies of the people’ – spies, saboteurs and ‘wreckers’ of socialist industry – in the late 1930s Article 58 had given Stalin a spurious legal basis for the mass persecution of his own people. Now it was to cut a legalistic swathe through the population of eastern Germany. 


Birstein notes that ‘local citizens arrested by SMERSH were charged, mostly as spies [under] Article 58-6’. Cases could be dealt with locally, but SMERSH ‘sent many of those suspected of espionage to Moscow’.7 Some of those arrested were, if not actual spies, at least active Nazis. Others were neither, as subsequent chapters will indicate, but it was the extra-curricular activities of SMERSH personnel that caused the most grief. 


In June 1945 an official policy was introduced to regulate the acquisition of German goods by Red Army personnel. It set out a (rather un-communist) hierarchy for the items obtained. Private soldiers ‘were permitted to take whatever they could carry in their arms, officers could utilize a bicycle or motorcycle, and generals could use a car to transport whatever they wanted’.8 Abakumov, usually loath to criticise his own workforce, was compelled to order SMERSH personnel to be more scrupulous in recording their personal possessions. 


Even Marshal Zhukov and the hard-nosed Ivan Serov grew uneasy about the abuse of the German population. In June and September 1945, Zhukov issued orders to tackle the problem. The first order stated that, ‘Local authorities, peasant communities, and individuals continue to complain about numerous acts of violence, rape, and robbery… Women do not mow hay or work in the fields, for fear of being raped or robbed.’9 According to the September order, ‘Marauding, hooliganism, and violence against the German population have not stopped; on the contrary, crimes committed by servicemen have increased. This behaviour [must] stop immediately at all costs.’10 Stalin’s response was to reprimand Zhukov and make him withdraw the September order. 


Ivan Serov resented having to clean up the messes made by SMERSH. In 1946 he complained to Stalin about two incidents from the previous year. One was a botched kidnapping of some women from the British occupation zone. The intended victims, who were probably Soviet labourers due for repatriation, gave their abductors the slip and then pointed the finger at SMERSH operatives. The second incident occurred when a Soviet military tribunal had pronounced death sentences on some residents of the city of Halle. One night the prisoners were escorted into the fields outside of town to be shot by SMERSH officers. Not unusually, the executioners were staggering drunk. In burying the corpses, they left two hands and a head sticking out of the ground. These were spotted the following morning by locals passing by on a nearby road. The locals dug up the corpses, found bullet holes in the heads, gathered witnesses, and went to the police.11


Serov’s reaction to this and other complaints involving SMERSH was to organise a series of show trials against the German complainants. The trials, which took place towards the end of 1946, were held throughout the Soviet zone. Sentences were publicised in the local press. For the accused, the most likely outcome was incarceration in a camp for arrested Nazis. This invidious method paid off. Birstein notes that ‘after this, Germans were afraid to report the atrocities.’12 Thus, several years before the Stasi existed, one of its major fields of activity had emerged: the harsh and corrupt justice system of eastern Germany, and citizens’ doomed attempts to challenge it.


For their part, Soviet military and security personnel were accustomed to arbitrary and violent political repression. They had grown up with it. Some relished the task put before them in Europe, like the SMERSH and MGB officer Colonel Georgy Yevdomimenko, who wrote: ‘For some people, perhaps, the war was over, but for us… the real war, to bring about the final destruction of the capitalist world, was only just beginning.’13 









	*1 This refers to Lavrenti Beria, Nikolai Yezhov and Genrikh Yagoda.


	*2 SMAD for Sowjetische Militäradministration in Deutschland; in Russian, SVAG, for Sovyetskaya Voyennaya Administratsiya v Germanii.
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Anti-fascist Unity: The New Politics


At the end of April 1945, the Red Army soldiers fighting their way towards the heart of Berlin were joined by a team of foreigners armed mostly with loudhailers, registration forms and stocks of leaflets. In the first week of May, two similar teams joined the Soviet troops in the eastern German states of Mecklenburg and Saxony. These teams were made up of communists: around thirty hand-picked German communists, most of whom had spent the war in exile in the Soviet Union. They and the remnants of their German Communist Party, the KPD (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands), had managed to survive one of the most turbulent and bloody eras experienced by any political movement. Now they were to go to work, and help to build the country of their dreams.


These teams were known as initiative groups (initiativgruppen). Some of the members were Wehrmacht prisoners of war who had undergone political re-education in Soviet captivity. For some time, the exiled KPD leadership in Moscow had been debating Germany’s postwar future. One result was a large scheme of political re-education, implemented across the USSR’s prisoner of war camps with the aim of ‘denazifying’ the inmates. 


The main task of the initiative groups was to support the Soviet authorities and help them to communicate with a frightened and suspicious public. They were also to help create new civil institutions – including, crucially, police forces – and to join the hunt for important Nazis and war criminals. Another task was to identify anti-Nazi Germans who might prove useful to the Soviet administration.


The groups were led by fifty-one-year-old Walter Ulbricht, head of the group for Berlin-Brandenburg. Ulbricht was second only to Wilhelm Pieck in the KPD hierarchy. Pieck, twenty years his senior, remained in Moscow for a little longer. It was Ulbricht, a moaning Stalinist whose eyes never quite managed to meet anyone else’s, who was destined to spend the next two decades as the most powerful German in East Germany. 


Some of the other group members had a notable future in store. Twenty-four-year-old Wolfgang Leonhard, the youngest, was destined to flee eastern Germany a few years later. He went on to write one of the key eyewitness accounts of twentieth century communism, published in English as Child of the Revolution. Later, as a Yale professor, Leonhard was able to provide the Western democracies with much-needed information on the mysteries of the Soviet Bloc. Then there was Gustav Sobottka, a miners’ agitator who had run to Moscow in 1935; he led the initiative group for Mecklenburg. By the end of the war Sobottka had seen two of his sons die at the hands of Europe’s extremist regimes, one in Moscow’s Butyrka prison, the other at the Nazis’ Fuhlsbüttel concentration camp. Sobottka himself only survived exile in the USSR by the skin of his teeth, his prestige boosted when the Nazis sentenced him to death in absentia. After working at an East German government ministry he was to die, reputedly of grief, the day after learning of Stalin’s death in 1953. 


Anton Ackermann, leader of the group for Saxony, was another highly experienced KPD functionary. A decade later, as East Germany’s deputy foreign minister, he would fall victim to the factional infighting typical of a communist party; fired from his job, his name ruined, he was then – almost as suddenly – forgiven and rehabilitated in a classic Bolshevik about-turn. Rudolf Herrnstadt was to lose his job in the same purge, despite his legendary career as a spy for Moscow during the 1930s. Fred Oelssner, a prominent figure in the early days of the GDR, would also be a purge victim. Another seasoned Soviet spy, Kurt Fischer, who was in Ackermann’s group, would reach the heights of East German police chief, only to die at a Stasi health spa in 1950.


Some group members were to experience smoother lives. Artur Hofmann would spend nearly twenty years as a Stasi colonel. Hermann Matern was to play a key role in the East German leadership. Karl Maron would be serving as interior minister when the Berlin Wall was built. Otto Winzer was to spend much of the 1960s and 1970s as foreign minister; and by the 1980s his fellow diplomat, Peter Florin, would be serving as East Germany’s permanent representative to the United Nations. 


Wolfgang Leonhard claimed that it took the initiative groups just two weeks to ensure communist control of eastern Germany.1 This was an exaggeration, but it does suggest how avidly the communists sought power. They were equipped with a KPD manual, ‘Guidelines for the work of anti-fascists in areas occupied by the Red Army’, which set out the rules for new anti-Nazi newspapers; for the closing of schools and the discarding of their textbooks, to be replaced by newly written books propounded by newly trained teachers; for the formation of committees and personnel departments, led by returning exiles, to purge institutions of active Nazis. At this early stage, local citizens were to be reassured that mere membership of the Nazi party wouldn’t necessarily result in punishment; it was acknowledged that some had joined the party for reasons of safety and conformity. 


To create a framework for their own dominance, the Soviet authorities and their German helpers used at least two Stalinist methods. Both were honed during the Soviets’ earlier involvement in the Spanish Civil War; and both were designed to give communists the real power in what looked like a coalition of several political parties. 


The first was to appoint communists not to the top political positions but rather to deputy positions, especially as provincial interior ministers and police chiefs. The post-holders thus had control over such areas as security, press censorship, job appointments and identity papers. This tactic enabled communists to enact their programme without appearing to be overly dominant. The second method was Stalin’s ‘National Front’ strategy. This meant creating a coalition or block of political parties that could be dominated by communists, by various means and with varying degrees of subtlety. This strategy was applied in the countries that came to make up the Soviet Bloc. 


There is still debate about when Stalin began to plan for a Soviet empire in Europe – a plan based on the assumption that Hitler would lose the war, and one that called for expansion in order to protect Stalin himself, his territory, and his ideology.2 But the formation in 1943 of the National Committee for Free Germany, a future-focused resistance organisation with its headquarters in Moscow, is a strong indicator that Stalin’s secret plans for the continent were already being hatched. The committee was a manifestation of the emerging National Front strategy.


Stalin wanted the new governments of central and eastern Europe to be friendly to the Soviet Union, and biddable, but he didn’t intend to impose the Soviet system on Germany. Such a move was considered unrealistic, and likely to antagonise the Western Allies and the German population unnecessarily; perhaps even to render the German people ungovernable. Conscious of the need to soothe the fears of the bourgeoisie, at one point Stalin told German communists, ‘You should advance towards socialism not by taking a straight road but move in zigzags.’3 Initially, then, Germany was to be rendered compliant, but not a replica of Soviet Russia. 


In fact, all the Allied leaders, including Stalin, had rather vague ideas about what to do there. Stalin’s policies are difficult to trace, partly because he adopted his masterly habit of remaining aloof from the matter while his subordinates ran around like headless chickens, all trying to implement conflicting approaches. But it is safe to say that stealth and opportunism ruled the day, for Stalin’s main concerns, it seems, were practical rather than ideological: first, to secure massive reparations, on an ongoing basis, from Germany; and second, to prevent the creation of an eastwards-facing military alliance in western Europe – in short, to prevent the emergence of a West Germany. 


This is where the National Committee for Free Germany came in. On paper, the committee was intended to usher in a future German democracy. It was dedicated to the notion of a united Germany, and its membership supposedly was pan-political. Branches were set up anywhere in the world where there were exiled anti-Nazi Germans, and most members of the initiative groups had been involved with the committee while living in the Soviet Union. Given their subsequent careers in East German politics, however, it is fair to see the National Committee as a Stalinist ruse – a way of creating a pro-Soviet government-in-waiting, but one which gained the acceptance of the Western Allies, at least while the war was still being fought. 


On 10 June 1945 – the day after Order Number 1 had created SMAD – Stalin’s ideas for a new order in eastern Germany began to take shape. Marshal Zhukov issued Order Number 2, which permitted the founding of an ‘anti-fascist block’ of political parties and trade unions. Members of the National Committee were expected to take leading roles in the block, which was formally constituted in July as the United Front of Anti-fascist Democratic Parties; the Antifa Block for short. Later the Antifa Block was to evolve into the National Front, a sham coalition that dominated electoral politics in East Germany for the duration of its history. Initially the block had four parties, all founded or refounded over the summer of 1945.


The most influential and best-supported parties in eastern Germany were the KPD and the Social Democratic Party, the SPD. The Nazi defeat led to a surge in Marxist confidence; by the end of August the KPD had 150,000 members, the SPD 375,000.4 The Christian Democratic Union (CDU), which grew from the remnants of the pre-war Centre Party, also had large support. Somewhat smaller, though constitutionally significant, was the Liberal Democratic Party of Germany (LDPD), which adopted the left-liberal position of a Weimar-era predecessor.*1 The CDU and LDPD were slated to be the Antifa Block’s non-Marxist participants. According to the Soviets, these four were the acceptable parties in what they were already calling ‘the democratic zone’, a new kind of territory where parties representing fascism, nationalism, and bourgeois conservativism would never be welcome. 


On 11 June 1945 the KPD issued a proclamation that hinted at the realities and deceits which were to follow. ‘We are of the opinion that it would be wrong to force the Soviet system on Germany,’ read the preamble, ‘as the present conditions of development in Germany are not suitable for it.’ As noted, such caution was shared by many Soviet and German communists, who had no desire to make enemies among the population or the Western Allies. The KPD’s ten-point programme called for the restoration of ‘democratic rights’ and an end to racial discrimination. It stressed the party’s willingness to join with others in a united front, which ultimately would result in a blissful ‘anti-fascist, parliamentary, democratic republic’. The declaration said nothing about freedom of speech or religion, however. Nor did it give details about the party’s proposed remoulding of the judicial system ‘according to the people’s new democratic way of life’. It was equally vague about the party’s plans to redistribute land, which apparently was to be confiscated from landowners without compensation.5 


When it came to denazification, the KPD showed its teeth. There was to be a ‘complete liquidation of the remains of the Hitler regime and the Hitler party’, the ‘complete cleansing of all public offices of active Nazis’, the ‘expropriation of the entire property of Nazi bigwigs and war criminals’, and the ‘liquidation of large estates’. For many eastern Germans these were welcome aims. They tallied with the goals set out at the Potsdam conference that summer, which manifested in the International Military Tribunal set up for the Nuremberg trials.6 


The other Antifa Block parties soon issued their own proclamations. The SPD stated its willingness to work with communists, blaming Hitler’s success partly on the divisiveness of the political left, but its proclamation put more emphasis on democracy. While it pledged commitment to a socialist economy – more than the KPD did, at this point – it rejected the notion of class struggle or the imposition of the Soviet system. The CDU gave its theoretical blessing to some state-owned industry and to the redistribution of land, partly to accommodate the millions of Germans being expelled from Czechoslovakia and Poland. More boldly, it demanded that the Soviet occupiers release prisoners, restore access to bank accounts, return stolen livestock, and meet the population’s fuel and food needs. Unlike the Marxist parties, the CDU also insisted on having an independent judicial system. It stressed that the rule of law and ‘legal security’ (Rechtssicherheit) – an important concept for Germans to this day – must be scrupulously observed. Similarly, the LDPD called for a spotless and independent judicial system ‘to safeguard justice’. At a meeting in July 1945 a liberal official declared that Rechtssicherheit was ‘not merely a legal issue, but rather a requirement of life in a modern parliamentary democracy’.7 The LDPD also recognised the right to private property; it was cautious on the topics of redistributing land and nationalising industry.8 


Despite the divergences within the Antifa Block, the Soviets were quick to use this oddly-shaped alliance for propaganda. Press and radio boasted that the Soviet zone was the first in which anti-fascist Germans could resume some form of political expression. In reality, this didn’t amount to much more than being corralled into joining one party or another. And, predictably, there were great internal tensions and contradictions in this ‘democratic’ fellowship; although, to be clear, the communists were not using the word ‘democratic’ in the Western sense – in Soviet use, it implied ‘not fascist’. Still, in promoting the block concept, and spraying around the word ‘democracy’, the communists were, of course, initiating a vast deception. In the years to come, those who happened to oppose the one party selected by Moscow to govern eastern Germany, the SED, were routinely accused of being ‘anti-democratic’.


Meanwhile, the chaotic and inefficient structures of the Soviet zone were put in place. During May 1945, seventy German communist exiles and 300 former prisoners of war had been brought to eastern Germany to head local administrations, though, of course, they were subordinate to Soviet military commandants.9 The US army vacated eastern areas such as Thuringia to make way for the Red Army, but not before removing human and material assets of all kinds; in a similar vein, the British ‘evacuated’ tremendous stocks of sugar from Magdeburg. As further compensation for their loss of territory, the Western Allies then occupied parts of Berlin, creating the city’s eccentric layout, with the British, American and French sectors effectively islands in a Soviet sea. 


It was soon established, albeit rather loosely, that Allied personnel were entitled to travel between Berlin and western Germany using the main Helmstedt-Berlin highway, or by train on the railway line adjacent to it. Three more roads, and alternative rail routes, were available to other travellers. There was extensive access via canal and river systems; in due course almost 4,000 barges were licensed to carry goods between the zones and, later, between the two German republics. And in the years before the Wall was built, the three Berlin air corridors came to be used by Pan-Am, British European Airways and Air France, as well as military aircraft. 


The Soviet sector of Berlin was by far the largest, partly in recompense for the Red Army’s losses. Significantly for the Stasi story, Soviet Berlin encompassed Lichtenberg, a traditionally left-wing district where communists of the 1920s had gathered in the beer halls to plot revolutionary violence. The Stasi would make its headquarters there. Another left-wing area, Wedding – ‘Red Wedding’ to the pre-war working class – fell in the French sector. It was the birthplace of a certain Erich Mielke. In time, British personnel would warm to their sector, which encompassed the nightclubs of Charlottenburg – ‘Grotty Charlotty’ to British soldiers – as well as ‘Dickie Heinrich’s little cabin’ on the Kurfürstendamm, where one could ‘get a smashing goulash [at] four or five in the morning after a heavy night out’. One British intelligence officer recalled that ‘newcomers [to the city] were usually initiated at the Golden Hufeisen where they were never quite the same after discovering that their gorgeous dancing partners were actually transvestites.’10 In 1945, however, there were no hints of such abandon. Adding to the sense of desolation and isolation, the western sectors of Berlin were bounded by Soviet, and later East German, territory. In the south-western suburbs these borders ran across a lake system, which was to see much illicit activity in the years to come. 


On 9 July, SMAD Order Number 5 divided the Soviet zone into five traditional provincial states known as Länder, each with its own president, vice presidents, and administration.*2 The KPD did not push for its members to be appointed president of any Land, for ceding the presidency to social democrats and liberals gave the appearance of democracy and broad representation. Instead, communists were appointed as vice presidents, the position that came with control of each state’s interior ministry and police service. Soon after the founding of the Land administrations, a number of central administrations were created in Berlin. But they were not empowered; at first they just advised SMAD in such matters as the railway system, supplies, and the postal service.11 


In all four occupation zones, land reform was one of the first major shake-ups of Germany’s society and economy. The need to house and feed a homeless population pushed it to the top of the agenda. In the Soviet zone, ostensibly land was to be appropriated from war criminals and members of Nazi organisations such as the SS, and redistributed in five-hectare plots. In preliminary discussions, Christian democrats and liberals insisted that landowners with a non-Nazi past be compensated if their land were taken. The co-chair of the LDPD, Andreas Hermes, tried to publish an article in the zone’s Soviet-run newspaper, Tägliche Rundschau, to air his concerns about the potential lack of compensation. He also warned that class warfare in one part of Germany might jeopardise the reunification of the country. Hermes had already raised Soviet hackles by petitioning SMAD, as early as July 1945, to release all arrested persons, restore access to bank accounts, and ‘satisfy the fuel requirements of the German population and German industry’. Clearly, Hermes didn’t get it: in the eyes of SMAD officials, Germany was guilty of trying to destroy Russia, and even-handedness wasn’t called for. When the Soviet authorities refused to publish his article, Hermes – in an early sign of the brewing systemic conflict – published it in the American-licenced Allgemeine Zeitung. 


For the Marxists, land reform was a vengeful as well as a practical step, and one of many in the coming socialising of the economy. As one communist official put it, ‘it is imperative to fill the higher and middle level posts in the economy with our people in order to create a new order in the means of production.’12 When it came, the KPD-driven land reform was insatiable. Although the party scrupulously avoided any talk of ‘class warfare’, social background tended to be the deciding factor in who lost land and who did not. According to a CDU statement, social criteria saw ‘thousands of completely untainted families, themselves fierce opponents of the Nazi system and recognised victims of fascism… expelled from their homes and unjustly ordered out of their towns’. Unlawful actions saw people ‘not only robbed of their land, but of all their personal belongings’.13 


In November 1945 the CDU lodged a formal protest on the matter. By this time the Soviets had started to subvert the CDU by inserting articles praising the land reform, published initially in the communist press, into the CDU’s main newspaper without attribution. Low-level coercion of members of the non-Marxist parties had also begun. Soviet officials urged CDU activists to challenge the party’s leadership. At least one CDU group was granted a newspaper licence as a reward for endorsing the landgrabs.14 When these tactics failed to unseat the party’s leaders, the Soviets sent out a loud and clear message by simply removing them from their posts.15 









	*1 SPD: Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands. CDU: Christlich-Demokratische Union Deutschlands. LDPD: Liberal-Demokratische Partei Deutschlands.


	*2 The five Länder were Mecklenburg, with its seat of government in the city of Schwerin; Brandenburg (Potsdam); Thuringia (Weimar); Saxony (Dresden); and Saxony-Anhalt (Halle). Formally the latter was a Provinz, not a Land.
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The Police Reborn


For the Soviet authorities, the police force of eastern Germany ultimately was to be a communist police force. However, it was not to look like a communist police force, especially in its early days. It was to appear democratic and pluralistic. The tricky job of arranging this was dumped on the German communists who were chosen to fashion the new police. Arguably, they didn’t manage to fool anyone.


At the time, there was a genuine and widespread desire to create a fairer, proletarian, anti-fascist police service. This was true among social democrats as much as communists. During 1945, SPD members were still at liberty to play a leading role in the new police organisations. As well as anti-Nazis returning from exile, and those released from prisons and camps, there were up to 18,000 candidates for police work among the prisoners of war who had been re-educated by KPD instructors.*1 Adding to this number were those who had been lectured by German communists at ‘field schools’ during the final days of the Soviet advance.1 However, senior positions in the police were to be filled by proven anti-Nazi resisters: ‘the only people who had the moral authority to take charge’.2


In the months after the Nazi defeat, many administrative tasks in eastern Germany, including rebuilding the police, were carried out by means of the venerable ‘anti-fascist committee’. Throughout the zone these committees sprang up to purge and restructure every locality, site, and activity: offices, apartment buildings, schools, police stations. This was another echo of the Spanish Civil War, where committees of leftists and democrats had purged every conceivable institution in the wake of the Nationalist coup. In eastern Germany, the committees contained anti-Nazis of various stripes, although the ‘Red Kapos’ of Buchenwald and Sachsenhausen – communist trusties liberated from the camps – tended to take prominent positions.3 So too did communists released from prisons who, together with camp inmates and others who had suffered under the Nazis, now made up the Association of Victims of the Nazi Regime,*2 an organisation that would come to play an important role in East German civic life. 


Another priority for the anti-fascist committees was to set up new residents’ registration offices (Einwohnermeldeämter). The practice of registering one’s home address with the local authorities, including the police, was traditional in Germany and many other European countries. Now it was to provide the Soviet occupiers with vital information on who was who and who was where.  


None of this reorganising was easy. The newly appointed anti-fascist administrators ‘had to deal first with a bureaucracy inherited from the hated Nazi regime and then with the lack of trained personnel once the old guard had been removed’.4 Often there were great tensions between the anti-fascist committees and local people, many of whom were scornful of returning left-wing exiles.5 A considerable number of Germans were uninterested in shedding their National Socialism. Visceral hatred of Russians, stoked by years of racist propaganda, was probably even more indelible. Thus, anger towards the Red Army’s perceived sidekicks took a range of forms, from mockery in fast-spreading jokes to physical violence. Moreover, the committees were shot by both sides; they were disliked by Walter Ulbricht and other KPD high-ups, who were wary of their independence and revolutionary naiveté. 


In fact, efforts by the KPD, and above all Ulbricht, saw the committees steadily shut down in favour of Soviet-appointed administrations answerable to a local Soviet commandant, of whom there were some 500 at first. As in the other occupation zones, for Germans it was an offence, triable in a military court, to fail to support these newly appointed administrations. And week by week, month by month, KPD members got the positions that really counted at police departments. 


Special efforts were made in Berlin. The city’s first postwar mayor was the politically colourless Arthur Werner, but the Soviet commandant, Nikolai Berzarin, appointed two communists to the more hands-on roles beneath Werner. Karl Maron, who had joined the KPD in 1926, was made deputy mayor, and so responsible for the city’s internal affairs. Paul Markgraf, a Wehrmacht officer who had undergone political re-education in Soviet captivity, was appointed Berlin police chief.6 His staff included Hans Fruck, later to be a Stasi general, and Erich Mielke, who would lead the Stasi to its bitter end; Mielke was commissioner for police affairs. The secretary of the Berlin police union, Walter Mickin, was another veteran communist who had spent ten years in Nazi prisons. Richard Staimer, soon to marry the daughter of KPD leader Wilhelm Pieck, headed the police in the Prenzlauer Berg district; later he would lead East Germany’s paramilitary police. Richard Grosskopf, freed from twelve years of Nazi imprisonment, headed the police department for identity papers; a few years later he would help to build the Stasi’s foreign intelligence service. Alfred Schönherr was released from Waldheim prison to lead Berlin’s detective police, the Kriminalpolizei or Kripo; he was to become an SED invigilator within the Stasi. 


Reports found their way to MI5 concerning the appointment to an important police role of Hans Kahle, a German revolutionary communist with whom Britain’s security service was already well acquainted. The Metropolitan Police Special Branch told MI5 of ‘information received’ – probably from German communists still living in London – that Kahle: 


the military expert of the German Communist Party, and a former G.P.U. [Soviet security] agent in Spain during the Civil War, has now been appointed Police-President of the German Province of Mecklenburg, in the Russian occupied zone.


Kahle is said to have been directly responsible for the murder of a number of non-Communists fighting with the Republican Forces in the International Brigade in Spain.7


An officer noted a ‘most significant’ point about this development in Kahle’s MI5 file: that ‘here was a communist returning to Germany who had spent the whole war in the West but who was at once given a big police appointment by the Russians.’8


It should be remembered that all of these police appointees answered to the Soviet military administration. These were not Germans whom the Soviets trusted – the Soviets didn’t trust any German – but they were considered the least likely to cause trouble. Soviet officials arbitrated on all appointments and made every important decision. The police, formally subordinate to local army commanders, existed to assist the Soviet military, on demand; and they had to get the approval of the Soviet military for anything else they might want to do. 


Nevertheless, from their sectors of Berlin and the west of Germany, the Western Allies watched the steady appointment of communists to run the Soviet zone’s police. This creeping development meant something. It was intriguing, disconcerting. Something was coming. 




*


From the summer of 1945 onwards, the new police force in the Soviet zone had two priorities. One was to tackle the raging black market and the outbreak of smuggling between the occupation zones. The other was to help the Soviet security forces to order the population. In particular, this meant enforcing confiscations of property, and arresting Nazis and war criminals. 


The new police were not proficient. The fight against crime was hopeless. Experienced officers had been arrested by SMERSH or the NKGB, helped by the members of anti-fascist committees. Despite the high ideals set by the Soviets and German left-wingers, many local police stations employed drifters and thugs. The desperate need to tackle crime and disorder led to an unfussy recruitment drive which netted former Wehrmacht soldiers and Nazis,9 even members of the SS and old Brownshirts from the SA. Communist police officers complained about the hiring of ‘older comrades whose mental abilities were not sufficient to master service in the police’.10 Other recruits joined up, in the words of one historian, ‘neither out of political conviction nor out of some altruistic desire to serve the public but primarily in order to gain food (ration cards), clothing (uniforms, boots) and shelter (police barracks) during a time of terrible shortages’.11 


These benefits weren’t always on offer. The Allies had agreed that the German police should not be armed; in many cases, neither were they clothed, fed or housed. Uniforms were in short supply and many officers were identifiable only by an armband, their sole defence against the gun-toting criminals terrorising the land. Not until January 1946 did the fight against criminals get a bit fairer, when the Allied Control Council lifted the ban on carrying firearms. Police officers faced great danger when trying to arrest the many Red Army soldiers who were looting and assaulting the locals. The few who were arrested successfully were handed over to Soviet commanders whose only action, usually, was to dismiss the case.12 


Being under Soviet military leadership didn’t rule out police corruption; far from it. There were cases of extortion, theft, the settling of personal scores, and ill-discipline – including a tendency for police officers to simply drift away from guard duty whenever it suited them.13 Women recruits were underused, although those who weren’t palmed off with directing traffic were allowed to take part in campaigns to combat prostitution and venereal disease.


All four occupying powers struggled to achieve competent policing. At Wildflecken in the American zone, for example, the police force serving a large displaced persons’ camp had to be sacked and replaced five times in eighteen months due to corruption.14 But such was the organisational nadir that was postwar Germany. Rather than trying to implement effective consensual policing, the police in the Soviet zone probably found it more straightforward to act as translators and muscle for Soviet arrest operations, which was one of their major duties.


These operations were led by SMERSH or NKGB counter-intelligence officers, with the NKVD responsible for guarding and transporting prisoners. From April 1945 onwards, the initiative groups had trained German communists in the techniques of house searches and making arrests. One of the first big arrest campaigns took place after SMAD issued its Order Number 42 in late August. It stipulated that all Wehrmacht officers, Nazi party members, Gestapo employees, and members of the SS and SA were to report to the local Red Army command. Having identified themselves, around 150,000 were arrested.15 


In every locality the SMAD security forces drew up lists of persons of interest. As well as their own intelligence they collected information from concentration camp survivors, freed prisoners and forced labourers, and denunciations from the public. The German police officers who assisted SMAD in political operations were something of a clandestine elite within their own stations. They worked with Soviet liaison officers and carried Soviet identity cards. These small teams acquired the name of S Departments (Abteilungen S), with S standing for special or security tasks (Sonderaufgaben, Sicherheitsaufgaben). In Saxony-Anhalt they were named Police Political Departments (Polizei Politische Abteilungen), making their role even more explicit. It is surprising, at this point, to find such obvious reference to the notion of a German political police. The idea was completely taboo, and ran counter to everything the Allies had agreed about defeated Germany. Although the Allies intended to encourage Germans to gradually adopt independent political activity, as well as freedom of speech and thought, the occupation zones were not supposed to be politicised, and were certainly not supposed to host German security agencies. 


At the end of October 1945, two more SMAD orders led to new waves of arrests. Order Number 124 announced the takeover of all assets possessed by the former government, the Wehrmacht, and militant Nazis. Order Number 126 mandated the same thing for the Nazi party and its affiliated organisations, such as the Hitler Youth and the League of German Girls. These orders clarified the legal basis for the seizure and redistribution of land, which was already underway. On 3 December, Order Number 160 criminalised ‘encroachments against economic measures’ by any German corporate body, and established stiff prison sentences for offenders.16 This gave some legal weight to the summary takeover of industrial and commercial concerns, including stripping them for removal to the Soviet Union. 


Although equivalent measures were taking place in the western occupation zones, they were being carried out in a markedly different spirit – one of sober recompense rather than vengeful oppression. But then, the theory and practice of policing changed in every place where the Soviets ended up with the biggest say. Just one example is Finland, where by December 1945 communists made up almost sixty percent of the police force.17 The British, Americans and French started to redress the balance in Germany; for example, communists were removed from all twelve chief inspector posts in the western sectors of Berlin. But even as these officers lost their jobs, the communist takeover of the police in the state of Saxony was at its most decisive and prophetic. 


The early communist police force in Saxony became a model for East German law enforcement. In later years, Stasi case studies and police lectures would celebrate its heroic figures and deeds. Moreover, the Stasi’s origins can be traced in the personalities and bureaucracy of Saxony’s police departments. 


It is understandable that Saxony witnessed this special effort. It is a German heartland, a traditional principality, its cities proud and distinctive: Leipzig, the largest, with a centuries-old reputation of friendliness and culture and music; Chemnitz, soon to be renamed Karl-Marx-Stadt; and Dresden, city of poetry, painting and moonlit spires, a seat of Romantic beauty and wisdom. 


The place was still burning when the Red Army and KPD arrived. Veteran communists were given the key administrative posts. Kurt Fischer, who had spent much of the 1930s spying for Soviet military intelligence throughout Europe and Asia, was appointed mayor of Dresden and then Saxony’s interior minister. Hermann Matern led the city’s office for ‘instruction and coordination’, from which he re-established the KPD and built up the police;18 every district KPD cell was ordered to provide three members for police service. Artur Hofmann was chief of police; he would take over from Fischer as Saxony’s interior minister before entering the Stasi. And they all worked with Max Opitz, who advised SMAD on personnel policy and the prosecution of political crimes. Opitz would spend much of the following decade as head of East Germany’s presidential chancellery. 


Another future Stasi officer, Erich Glaser, opened an office on Bautzner Strasse to coordinate the activities of the city’s anti-fascist committees. These committees did their best to help the survivors of Dresden’s firestorms, organising street cleaning, rehousing, health and social care, the distribution of ration cards, and the registering of businesses and trades. Any foodstuffs found in Nazi party premises were given to the needy, especially the hordes of homeless, while milk for infants was procured from the surrounding areas.19 


Other measures were ideological. The Antifa Block parties were established in factories and workplaces, and new workers’ councils were set up, regardless of the views of business owners. Whenever the anti-fascist committees faced resistance, such as a refusal to hand over requisitioned supplies, they would threaten the non-compliant with ‘severe penalties’. One former committee member admitted that these penalties ‘were actually a bluff because as an Antifa committee we didn’t have the slightest right to impose prison sentences or carry out [any punishments]’.


The mass registration of former Nazi party members was begun by small security teams within the anti-fascist committees. Questionnaires were given to every household, requiring everyone above the age of fifteen to state their affiliation with any Nazi organisation. Only by completing this checkable survey could a person get a resident’s registration form which, in turn, was necessary for claiming a ration card. The information from these questionnaires was used to create an index of the population. The historian Thomas Widera notes that this system blended pragmatism with ‘the intention to collect information that would be useful later’, although it wasn’t unique to the Soviet zone; for understandable reasons, similar measures were enacted throughout occupied Germany. 


In July 1945 the Soviets ordered the creation of a new department in Dresden’s Kriminalpolizei to deal with ‘fascist, militarist and reactionary criminals’. A month later this ‘special unit’ (Sonderstelle) was involved in at least one operation that left a paper trail. A campaign of arrests, based on lists drawn up by the Soviet authorities, took place over two days in August. These arrests set a pattern which was to be repeated throughout eastern Germany in the following years. Twenty-five suspects were apprehended. Twenty-three were former members of the Nazi party, SS, or SA; two were not. The arrestees were interned, but their families and associates weren’t informed of their whereabouts, in some cases for several years. This was to become one of the biggest complaints about the justice system in eastern Germany: the withholding of information about arrested persons. 


By October 1945 the special unit had been replicated throughout Saxony’s Kriminalpolizei. Its officers supported the Soviet authorities in investigations of ‘fascist and reactionary organisations’, ‘economic sabotage’, and crimes against humanity. At the same time, Artur Hofmann founded a department at Dresden police headquarters for ‘close cooperation with police stations in all political matters’ and ‘the monitoring of all organisations and parties and their assemblies’. Explicit political policing had come to eastern Germany – and very quickly. By the end of the year, Saxony’s special units had been consolidated into so-called ‘K5’ detachments, thus establishing one of the direct forerunners of the Stasi. 


Denazification in Saxony set a template. It was a way to eliminate not just Nazis but other potential opponents of communist authority. Thomas Widera notes that ‘numerous police actions in 1945 were directed against criminalised representatives of other political programmes’. Although the Soviet authorities were in charge, ‘without the purposeful energy of German communists [these actions] would not have been so dynamic’. Communist officials’ disregard of civil rights ‘corresponded to their revolutionary self-image’. For Widera, the behaviour of Saxony’s ‘political police demonstrated the KPD leadership’s deep distrust of the German population and their own doubts about the persuasiveness of their future utopia… they especially feared the democratic parties and dissenting opinions among communists or social democrats’. The result was that ‘a free decision about the re-creation of society was ruled out’. Such was the ethos of Saxony’s communist police officers: we are, they told themselves, an extraordinary vanguard entitled to use extraordinary means.


Communist domination of the police shows up in the numbers. In November 1945 Dresden’s civil police service – the beat coppers – comprised 587 communists, 182 social democrats, and 337 ‘independent’ officers. Within a month, Marxist representation had increased to 756 KPD and 288 SPD members. The number of independents shrank quickly, and there was only one CDU and one LDPD member in the entire force. KPD officials then embarked on a successful policy of shuffling social democrats from the police into the fire brigade. 


Again, the reality of policing didn’t live up to the idealism. Reckless hiring led to all sorts of undesirables joining up, from common criminals to rabid Nazis, many of whom then had to be removed in tricky purges. In the unarmed days, the job was unacceptably dangerous; far too many officers were killed on raids. But the crucial work got done. At a police conference in November, Max Opitz proclaimed that every resident of Dresden had now been registered. His speech isolated and threatened the unregistered: ‘If you don’t have a resident’s registration certificate,’ said Opitz, ‘you have not registered for malicious reasons.’ By the end of December, 45,000 members of the Nazi party had declared themselves. Another 40,000 people had ‘politically undesirable’ behaviour recorded against them, usually some kind of Nazi association.


By the end of 1945, then, the Soviet and German communists who wished to dominate central Europe had achieved much in eastern Germany. They had a democratic-looking selection of political parties that could be steered by communists. They had police forces led by communists, indexes of the population, and camps starting to fill with former Nazis and other potential opponents. This was the framework for the Soviet occupation zone. Now secret political policing could begin in earnest.









	*1 The KPD ran an extensive programme in Soviet POW camps. During the war, some 2,000 retrained Wehrmacht officers who had renounced Nazism were assigned to frontline Soviet forces, often partisan units. Prisoners who were especially promising and trustworthy could find themselves being trained in intelligence tradecraft at the KPD’s ‘Institut 100’, or in propaganda broadcasting at ‘Institut 205’ – both under the watchful eyes of Soviet security personnel. 


	*2 Vereinigung der Verfolgten des Naziregimes (VVN).
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Ordering the Occupation Zone 


About eighteen million people lived in the Soviet zone, a number that dropped steeply over time. Although East Germany conjures up images of cheap, ugly architecture and sulphurous industry, the zone’s 108,000 square kilometres, while in a ruinous state, encompassed some of central Europe’s prettiest, most culturally significant, and most productive places. As well as the important port and university town of Rostock, the Baltic coast in the north-east had sandy resorts and idyllic holidaymakers’ islands like Rügen, the vertiginous grandeur of its chalk cliffs once immortalised in a Romantic masterpiece by Caspar David Friedrich. Heading south one threaded through the lakes and forests of Mecklenburg, thinly populated and atmospheric, sprinkled with old Hanseatic settlements like Greifswald. The zone had Dessau, where the Bauhaus design school had made its civilised stand against rising Nazism, and the site of a world-leading Junkers aircraft factory; and Weimar, where Goethe had conjured up Faust and encouraged a young Mendelssohn to compose. Jena boasted one of Germany’s flagship manufacturers, the Carl Zeiss optics firm. There was plenty of agricultural land – traditionally, grain and potatoes from eastern Germany had fed the miners of the Ruhr – but the zone’s south-eastern border with Czechoslovakia was mountainous. Here, in the Erzgebirge, there was uranium ore, and the region’s mines were soon to see feverish espionage and counter-espionage activity. The zone’s other eastern border was with Poland, and after the war it was the scene of bad-tempered exchanges of land and population; Germany’s loss of Pomerania and Silesia to Poland was to remain an inflammatory issue for years to come. Across the western border was the British zone of Germany, to the south-west the American. Elsewhere in the zone, mining was focused on the region’s peculiar brown coal. When burned it gave off a weird acrid smell that many came to associate with East German towns and cities. 


Nearly forty percent of the Soviet zone’s residents had lost all their possessions in the war.1 Much of the frightened populace rushed westwards. It is estimated that by mid-1946 more than one and a half million people had run to western Germany.2 In response, the Soviets made a few efforts to calm the nerves of eastern Germans. For a while, token goodwill was shown towards diverse cultural and ideological interests. The churches were allowed to exist. Soviet-run media emphasised Germany’s cultural heritage of philosophers and composers; the Goethe museum in Weimar was rebuilt, and a Bach museum was opened, based around a collection of eighteenth century instruments that had survived the war in a cellar. Soviet officers with degrees in German literature publicly praised the strength of eastern Germany’s literary scene. German communists took up the call, with Anton Ackermann pledging that artistic freedom would be respected in the zone. Yet all of this hid a creeping Stalinism that, by 1948, had seen socialist realism come to dominate the arts. By that point, ‘American cultural barbarism’ – which meant the art and culture of Western countries, basically – was being thoroughly denigrated. And it was with their security agencies that the Soviets really made their presence felt.  


Moscow established an intelligence and security foothold in eastern Germany that was to remain for forty-six years. The former St Antonius hospital at Karlshorst, where SMAD was based, came to house the biggest and most important KGB outpost in the world. Karlshorst was a large site, patrolled by sentries and dogs, surrounded by high walls crested with barbed wire. Behind the walls were administrative and medical buildings, garages and sports facilities, not to mention the spacious villas where KGB officers would make their homes, living more comfortably than almost anyone else in the region. In time, the KGB contingent at Karlshorst would number 1,500 people.3 Meanwhile the headquarters of the Soviet occupation army and the military intelligence service – the latter with some 250 officers – were established in the towns of Wünsdorf and Zossen, to the south. The KGB’s immediate forerunners, the MGB and MVD, also had offices in every Land and district (Kreis) of eastern Germany. 


The Soviet embassy on Unter den Linden in Berlin came to host another large contingent of intelligence and security officers. Yet more worked from the Soviet trade delegation and, later, at the Soviet consulate in West Berlin and the offices of Aeroflot in the city. Furthermore, the Soviets benefited from the use of safe houses, vehicles and communications facilities throughout eastern Germany. Its importance as a strategic territory is clear. 


The Soviet security forces had a broad and challenging remit after the war. They were to carry out denazification, oversee political parties, trade unions and civil organisations, cement Soviet ownership of the zone, and get intelligence on the Western Allies, especially on the dreaded prospect of another European war. It was equally important to supervise the creation of a strong, ruling pro-Soviet party, ensure its primacy and, in time, augment it with a powerful right hand: a German security service. 


In January 1946 there were some 2,200 NKVD and 400 NKGB personnel in the zone, as well as nine regiments of NKVD security troops comprising 15,000 soldiers.4 At Karlshorst the first NKGB ‘resident’ – the Soviet term for the head of an espionage station – was Aleksandr Korotkov. A highly experienced and decorated intelligence officer, during the war Korotkov had masterminded ‘radio games’ in which captured Axis agents had been made to transmit false reports back to their German handlers, in which they implied that large Wehrmacht forces, still loyal and still fighting, were trapped behind Red Army lines. The Germans would then waste time, troops and supplies trying to sustain or rescue these non-existent forces. 


The appointment of the feted Korotkov set a vigorous tone for the work of Soviet security in Germany. An equally appropriate tone was set by Korotkov’s reported involvement in political assassinations in Paris in the late 1930s. The recollections of one former NKVD executive put Korotkov at the scene of the killing of Soviet defector Georgi Agabekov, who was knifed to death by Korotkov’s fellow NKVD employee, ‘a former officer of the Turkish army’. According to this account, Agabekov’s corpse was then ‘stuffed into a suitcase, thrown into the sea, and never found’. The same pair are said to have killed the leading Trotskyist Rudolf Klement, who was lured to an apartment on the Left Bank, supposedly for dinner, only to find Korotkov and ‘The Turk’ lurking inside: ‘The Turk stabbed Klement to death, cut off his head, and put his body into a suitcase and threw it into the Seine.’ By the time the French police had found and identified Klement’s decapitated corpse, his killers reportedly had made a smooth return to Moscow.5 Korotkov, suitably inured to such violence, was to exercise considerable influence in postwar Germany.  


In spring 1946 the People’s Commissariats of the Soviet Union adopted the more familiar name of ministries, a move which transformed the NKVD into MVD and the NKGB into MGB.*1 Their division of labour remained. The MGB was responsible for secret policing and some foreign espionage, while the MVD mostly provided security foot soldiers, as well as running camps and prisons. SMERSH was absorbed into the MGB as its Third Main Directorate, for military counter-intelligence. Unsurprisingly, its personnel continued to be especially active in places that had been vacated by the US and British armies. Cementing these changes, Viktor Abakumov was appointed chief of state security.


Abakumov’s power had now reached its zenith, as stressed by Vadim Birstein: ‘For the next five years, Abakumov was in control of the life of almost every Soviet citizen and his MGB could arrest any citizen it chose to – without waiting for an order from Stalin. Through the MGB branches in occupied countries, Abakumov also controlled half of Europe.’6 Crucially for eastern Germany, in November 1946 Abakumov created an in-house, quasi-legal Special Board*2 in the MGB, with the power to sentence the ministry’s own prisoners. This meant ‘the MGB became a closed institution: it arrested people on political charges, investigated cases, tried the arrestees, and put the most important convicts into its own special prisons.’7 This set-up was to greatly influence the Stasi. It affronted many Germans and Western observers. 


Some Germans signed up, though. The Red Army and security forces quickly recruited Germans as undercover informers. In early 1946 more than 2,000 Germans were registered as Soviet agents; by 1949 the number was 3,000.8 So began a phenomenon that didn’t end until the collapse of East Germany itself; eastern Germans working directly for Moscow, and having little or nothing to do with the Stasi or any other East German authority. The Soviets never let go of these private assets, who tended to be used for the secret work that Moscow considered most critical.


By March 1946 the Social Democratic Party had nearly 700,000 members in the Soviet zone. Communism was suddenly popular too – the KPD’s membership in the zone was now 600,000.9 The fear that the KPD might be dwarfed by the SPD was a major motivation for merging the two parties.


Debates about the potential merger had begun to rage the previous year. Many communists still hated the ‘social fascists’ of the SPD. Social democrats wanted neither Stalin nor Soviet-style communism. The elections held in Austria in November 1945 had a decisive effect on events. Social democrats won seventy-six of the 165 seats in Austria’s national assembly. Communists won four.10 It was clear the KPD would need a big injection of social democracy to achieve any kind of mandate for rule.  


At a December 1945 meeting attended by thirty executives from each party, known thereafter as the 60er Konferenz, the social democrat leader Otto Grotewohl had explained why merger was unacceptable. His main complaint was that it should not occur solely in the Soviet zone; if it was going to happen, it should be an all-German development. He also disagreed intensely with the communist plan to present a so-called ‘unity list’ at elections. Under this system, the electorate would not vote for an individual party or candidate but only ‘for’ or ‘against’ the pre-selected delegates of the entire Antifa Block.


SMAD sprang into action to steer things the communist way. Local officials put pressure on social democrats, banning the meetings of SPD groups that opposed the merger and rewarding groups that favoured it. Opponents of the merger were slurred as fascists and saboteurs; some of the more vocal dissenters were arrested.11 These subtle and not-so-subtle tactics paid off. Support for the merger appeared to spread upwards from the SPD’s grassroots, forcing the hand of opponents such as Grotewohl. Reputedly he claimed to have agreed to the merger only because he was being ‘tickled by Russian bayonets’.12 In the western zones of Berlin and throughout western Germany, the SPD – still intact in its pure form – braced itself for the inevitable. On 21 April 1946, at the Admiralspalast theatre in Berlin, Otto Grotewohl and Wilhelm Pieck shook hands on the foundation of a new party for the Soviet zone: the Socialist Unity Party of Germany or SED.


Support for the merger was patchy and varied from place to place. Vociferous objections could prove fatal. A month after the merger, five rebellious SPD officials were detained by Soviet security officers in Rostock. In unclear circumstances Erich Krüger was summarily shot, while three others subsequently received twenty-five-year prison sentences; one managed to flee westwards to tell the tale.13 Inspired by this and other incidents of repression, Kurt Schumacher, leader of the western SPD, angrily condemned the merger. He spoke out against what he already recognised as the deceit and hypocrisy of the SED, stating that, ‘One cannot declare the principles of democracy, of socialism, of freedom, of the right to self-determination, and then adopt policies which are the opposite.’14 Wisely, Schumacher took to being escorted by British guards whenever he travelled to Berlin. He soon became a glaring public enemy to the SED, which watched aghast as Schumacher presided over the creation of the SPD’s Eastern Office (Ostbüro). 


Headquartered in Hanover in the British zone, with much of its logistics organised in Berlin, the SPD Ostbüro was given a set of demanding tasks. It was to be a contact point for social democrat resisters in eastern Germany; to gather information on developments in the Soviet zone, and use it for propaganda; to identify and thwart communist subversion among social democrats in western Germany; and to help re-home social democrat refugees.15 Sir William Strang, Britain’s top political adviser in Germany, expressed his approval of the Ostbüro.16 And from the start its leaders, especially Siegmund ‘Siggi’ Neumann and the pseudonymous Stephan Thomas, who was born into a working-class Berlin family called Grzeskowiak, proved themselves to be doughty, highly motivated activists. The communist authorities of eastern Germany feared and detested the SPD Ostbüro, and battle was joined. 


Merging the left-wing parties of satellite countries was a favourite Stalinist trick. The socialist parties of Romania, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria and Poland all disappeared into new communist-run concoctions. As Keith Lowe notes, ‘Despite such deft manoeuvres, none of the Communist parties of Europe ever managed to attain enough popularity to win absolute power at the ballot box.’17 Always a conduit for Soviet influence, to an extent the SED was the KPD by another name. At first its social democratic members were able to question hardline policies, or put forward more liberal arguments, which certainly would not have happened in the original KPD. Nevertheless, former KPD members were expected to dominate. Like so much in East Germany, the SED was something of a reality-warping lie – just a way for communists to launder their communism, although those on the party’s far left were disappointed by its apparent caution and lack of revolutionary intent. Its artificiality meant the SED was always dependent on the coercive threat of a strong security service, whether Soviet or German. 


Some of the party’s early initiatives were popular. A referendum instigated by SMAD and the SED resulted in the sequestering of more factories owned by former Nazis and war criminals. This move met with much public enthusiasm, despite being a German rubber-stamp for the Soviet reparations that were already gutting the zone’s industry and infrastructure. The initiative’s popularity had waned by the autumn of 1946, thanks to the unlawful and arbitrary way it was implemented. Helped by the police, the authorities seized property from people who were neither Nazis nor criminals. Again the CDU and LDPD made official complaints, to no avail. And when innocent property owners who disputed the sequestration were thrown into camps, or simply disappeared after being sentenced by a Soviet military tribunal, opposition to the Soviets and SED began to intensify.









	*1 Ministerstvo vnutrennikh del and Ministerstvo gosudarstvennoy bezopasnosti.


	*2 The MGB ‘Osoboe Soveshchanie’ or OSO.
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Denazification


An official history of the British military government in Germany sums up the denazification tasks which faced the occupying powers: 


First, to destroy the Nazi Party and its numerous subsidiary organizations, second, to eliminate objectionable Nazi laws and Courts from the legal system of Germany, and, third, to ensure that no Nazis of any importance and no member of the German General Staff should be retained, in, or appointed to any position of authority.1 


The Western powers failed miserably on all counts. In the French zone, denazification never really got going. The British and Americans gave up when they realised the complexity and unpopularity of the scheme, which threatened western Germany’s absorption into the democratic order, especially as a military partner. As a result, Wehrmacht generals and former Nazis would become rich and powerful figures in West German politics and business, thriving in the judiciary, armed forces, and intelligence services. This was a Cold War propaganda gift to the Soviet Bloc. Although Western propaganda tried to argue the contrary, it was only in the Soviet zone and East Germany that denazification was pursued relentlessly, and ruthlessly. 


However, all four powers exempted German scientists from denazification, especially those who could make rockets. Western claims that the Stasi employed many former Nazis, and was thus a ‘Red Gestapo’, are dealt with later – they are wrong. Moreover, America’s use of former Nazis in an intelligence capacity is occasionally shocking. Klaus Barbie, the Butcher of Lyon, was utilised; so too was Josef Mengele, one of history’s most revolting criminal sadists.2 The intelligence gained was surely not worth this moral abjection. But then the American intelligence services were in their infancy, and perhaps believed they had to play dirtier than was necessary. 


Britain, too, felt compelled to ‘deal with some pretty unattractive former (and not so former) Nazis,’ to quote Keith Jeffery in his history of MI6. One of them, Sturmbannführer Horst Kopkow, was deemed so valuable a source of information on communists – despite being implicated in the extrajudicial killings of captured Allied servicemen – that MI6 faked his death in order to continue the intelligence relationship unhindered. Jeffery writes that ‘a cover story was invented that he had died while interned in the United Kingdom, a death certificate was issued to that effect and a false identity was created for him as “Peter Cordes”. He lived under this name for a while, but later appended his real name to the alias and settled openly in West Germany.’3 


The employment of former Nazis by intelligence services wasn’t altogether sinister. Originally they were co-opted not for their anti-communism but, as a historian of the French secret services puts it, ‘to guard against the revival of Nazi networks in the West, and to track down collaborators. These activities, common to Soviet and Western agencies, spawned lingering accusations [in France] that notorious collaborators had found asylum under the protective umbrella of the secret services’.4 In a similar vein, before its dissolution Britain’s Special Operations Executive took to infiltrating German recruits known as ‘Bonzos’ into POW camps, ‘to identify unregenerate Nazis who might be planning to form a resistance movement’. MI6 then took over this activity.5 Allied security operations such as Nursery and Selection Board, which targeted underground Nazi groups, were based on information gained from cooperative war criminals.6 


As for the destruction of the Nazi party, it began similarly everywhere.7 Offices, records and party property were seized, and senior officials arrested – if they were found. The Western Allies’ Central Registry of War Criminals and Security Suspects contained the names of more than 30,000 wanted persons. This giant index, carried by intelligence and security officers in the field, was recalled as being ‘pretty much like a telephone directory’.8 But confusion soon arose about what to do with those arrested and interned. If they were suspected war criminals they should be put on trial; if they were not, what then? In the British zone there were more than 68,000 internees by the end of 1946; only 2,100 were ‘individual security suspects’.


In the Soviet zone, the KPD tried to resolve this dilemma by drafting definitions of ‘active’ and ‘nominal’ Nazis. The former were Nazi militants, to be pursued and prosecuted. The latter were passive party members who were entitled to start a new life under Soviet occupation, provided they had the right attitude. Law Number 10 of the Allied Control Council – ‘Punishment of Persons Guilty of War Crimes, Crimes Against Peace and Against Humanity’ – was an attempt to shed further light on the matter. Persons accused of ‘Crimes against Peace’ or ‘Crimes against Humanity’ were to be tried by a national (e.g., British) court or military government court; or by a German court or tribunal, depending on the offence. Evidence was expected to come from the victims of Nazism, the records of the former Reich Ministry of Justice, and the records of the infamous People’s Courts created by Adolf Hitler. The law divided the accused into such categories as prison employees, ‘proven helpers’ [of Nazism], witnesses, informers, participants in court proceedings, lawyers, judges, and public prosecutors.9 Those facing lesser charges were to go before review boards and German-led panels, with a range of lesser punishments at hand: up to ten years in prison, confiscation of property, loss of civic rights, ‘exclusion from employment above that of ordinary labourer’, residence restrictions, or compulsory reporting to the police. 


This all sounded good, but implementing it proved a knotty and thankless slog. Even so, sincere efforts were made. The Nuremberg tribunal ruled that mere membership of certain Nazi organisations amounted to a war crime. By the end of 1946, one and a half million persons had been evaluated in each of the British and American zones, mostly in the context of job applications. The Americans had passed their Law for Liberation from National Socialism and Militarism, which decreed that everyone over the age of eighteen must fill in a questionnaire (Fragebogen) detailing their past. This went beyond the measures encouraged at Potsdam, and was similar to the approach taken by the communist police of Dresden.


Nevertheless, for the Western Allies it proved too difficult to interpret and judge people’s personal histories. The purge was unrealistic. Nazis who had worked in electricity plants, for example, were needed to supply electricity. In many workplaces and professional fields, such as the civil service, membership of the Nazi party had been a condition of employment; it wasn’t necessarily enthusiastic. And the increasing number of German-led tribunals tended to be more lenient than those of the Allies, leading to uneven and incoherent judgements. 


By late 1947 denazification was being described in Britain’s House of Lords as ‘a horrid tiresome business’.10 By that time, most rank-and-file Nazis held in the British zone had been released to get on with their lives. Five hundred or so had been declared dangerous, but their cases were under review, and ‘considerable numbers’ were then set free. All four occupying powers had wanted to prevent a Nazi insurgency in Germany, for no one had known how long it might take for Nazism to die. But apart from a few isolated incidents, the feared uprising didn’t materialise. There were a few tense moments still to come. One was the British army’s arrest in 1953 of a far-right group around the former Nazi functionary Werner Naumann, an action prompted partly by fears that German neo-Nazis might enter a marriage of convenience with the Soviets in order to expel the Western powers from Germany. But in general, the Western Allies put denazification early to bed. 


This didn’t happen in the Soviet zone. It wasn’t just the scale and duration of Soviet denazification that was different. For example, the conditions in prisons and camps run by the Western Allies were not necessarily bad, and those that were bad were unlikely to be intentionally cruel or vengeful. This cannot be said of the Soviet camps, which were steeped in death. 


Soviet internment camps were not places to intern people. They were places to punish and kill. This was a moral and political mistake, though perhaps an understandable one, for the Nazis had tried to wipe the Slavic peoples off the world map. 


From 1945 to 1950 the Soviet authorities interned 154,000 Germans and 35,000 foreigners in ten special camps – 189,000 people. One third of them – 63,000 – died there.11 Hunger and disease were the biggest killers, followed by maltreatment. Over the harsh winter of 1946-7, rations in the camps were reduced to the level of the Soviet Gulag. Some internees were Nazis, but others were prisoners of war who had been released by the Western Allies, or opponents of the KPD-SPD merger, or critics of the falseness of Stalin’s block politics. Homeless or rowdy youths were interned on the mistaken suspicion that they were ‘Werewolves’ – Nazi ‘stay-behind’ saboteurs. The NKVD was even known to arrest people on the street to make up the numbers in columns of prisoners.12 


The Soviets could claim some legitimacy for the camps as defence against Nazi insurgency. But, for historian Jens Gieseke, internment in the Soviet zone was ‘in effect unlimited punishment without trial’.13 Moreover, internees tended to just disappear from society, without notice or explanation. And so rumours began to spread of the ‘Schweigelager’ – the ‘silent camps’. The main Soviet interrogation prison at Hohenschönhausen in Berlin also acquired a deeply sinister aura. 


Within a year, Soviet military tribunals had passed more than 17,000 sentences. By 1955, when such tribunals finally stopped operating in East Germany, the number was 40,000. Nearly 2,000 death sentences were pronounced, of which 1,201 were carried out: 1,140 men and sixty-one women. Gieseke argues that some of those executed were convicted of trumped-up crimes against the Soviet authorities, and were completely innocent of the Nazi war crimes of which they were accused. 


Many of these sentences were underpinned by Article 58 of Soviet Russia’s criminal code, which detailed fourteen ‘counter-revolutionary’ offences punishable by law. Counter-revolutionary activity included ‘propaganda or agitation which incites the overthrow, undermining or weakening of Soviet political authority… as well as the spreading, production or storing of materials with similar contents’.14 According to Gieseke, ‘A great many Social Democrats as well as Liberal and Christian Democrats were convicted for “counter-revolution” because they resisted being co-opted by the SED and tried to engage in independent politics.’ Soviet security agencies ‘increasingly targeted the representatives of other political currents and social forces [including] bourgeois politicians who refused to be co-opted into a bloc [and] entrepreneurs and tradespeople who disagreed with nationalisation’.15 


Directive 38 of the Allied Control Council – titled ‘The arrest and punishment of war criminals, Nazis and militarists, and the internment, control and surveillance of potentially dangerous Germans’ – proved to be another useful catch-all instrument for SMAD. One of its articles established that individuals could be punished if they ‘endangered the peace of the German people or of the world [by] spreading National Socialist or militaristic propaganda, or by inventing and spreading tendentious rumours’.16 The Soviets, with their long experience, were able to fit this definition to all kinds of misdemeanours and behaviours. 


MGB arrest figures from the first half of December 1946 indicate the scale of punitive actions against liberal and left-wing undesirables. Of the 432 Germans arrested, thirty-seven were said to be spies and 191 former members of Nazi organisations. No reason was given for the arrest of the 204 others.17 By the start of the 1950s, when the campaign against unyielding social democrats ended, more than 5,000 had been sent to prisons and camps. At least 400 were executed or died of maltreatment.18 Moreover, from 1948 to 1950 there were 597 documented arrests of Christian democrats. Many of these unfortunates were sent to Gulag camps in the Soviet Union, a potentially deadly punishment.19 Yet throughout East Germany’s history, the plight of Germans who had been held in Soviet camps remained a sternly taboo subject.20 
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The German Administration of the Interior


Summer 1946 saw a big step taken towards the creation of the Stasi, with the founding of the German Administration of the Interior (Deutsche Verwaltung des Innern, DVdI).


A prototype interior ministry for eastern Germany, the DVdI was responsible mostly for policing. The Soviet authorities wanted to create an efficient, centralised, politically reliable police force. They had form for doing so, for this desire was the same as that of the OGPU in Russia in 1930, or the Spanish Republican government in 1936. And Soviet dissatisfaction with the weak, chaotic and corrupt Land police forces had reached a critical point. The crime rate remained astronomical. Only forty percent of crimes were solved. This malaise led to the creation of the DVdI.


It was founded in great secrecy, for Allied Control Council regulations forbade the existence of ‘all German police agencies and bureaus which have as their purpose the supervision or control of the political activities of persons within Germany’.1 Flouting this rule with cold-blooded calculation, the Soviets appointed four diehards of German-Soviet communism to run the DVdI. Its president was Erich Reschke, who had been thrown into Buchenwald before the war and remained there for its duration. He was promoted to the DVdI from his position as Thuringia’s police chief. Reschke couldn’t then have foreseen the hard times in store for him; a few years later he would plummet from grace, first sentenced to the Gulag and then forced to eke out a living as a boilermaker, though at least he lived. 


Kurt Wagner, latterly Saxony’s interior minister, was a DVdI vice president responsible for certain branches of the police, including the Kripo (the detective department), the water police, and the fire brigade police. The railway and traffic police also fell under the DVdI, and it was to acquire responsibility for the border police. The latter force was established in December 1946 on SMAD orders; each Land formed a Grenzpolizei department to patrol the border areas previously guarded by Soviet troops. The personnel were poorly clothed, housed and equipped, and in 1947 the DVdI took over the service, with orders to strengthen it.


Another DVdI vice president, Willi Seifert, had been in Buchenwald with Reschke. Seifert was responsible mainly for administration, a role he was to continue as East Germany’s deputy police chief and then deputy interior minister; he occupied the latter position into the 1980s. The third vice president was Erich Mielke. 


Mielke’s main job at the DVdI was to increase the political awareness and loyalty of police officers. He warmed to the task, declaring that the police were ‘the sharpest military-political fighting weapon of the working class’.2 Just as the spirit of land reform was distinctive in the Soviet zone, so too was the class consciousness imbued in police recruits. Mielke illustrated this in a speech with a hypothetical story of two drivers pulled over for a motoring offence: ‘In one case we are dealing with an honoured worker or workers’ functionary and the other person is known to us as an arch reactionary… It is clear that we take care of the case of the worker through a few friendly words, and we jack up the fine as high as possible for the enemy of democratic development.’3 


From a Soviet perspective, the DVdI was quite successful in centralising the zone’s disparate police forces and ensuring they were dominated by communists. By the end of 1946 it had seventy employees,4 and had been granted ‘supreme authority’ for every provincial department that dealt with ‘internal police administration, public order [and] security’.5 Walter Ulbricht and the SED had been pushing for tighter control of Land interior ministries, and the DVdI was a useful way to align their work. The process was overseen by the SED’s head of police affairs, Robert Bialek, who a decade later would pay the ultimate price for his disillusionment with East German policing. 


The DVdI also took on some specialist roles, such as monitoring and censoring the media. For the first time since the war, German police officers were empowered to tackle some of the zone’s afflictions: the flight of the population, Western infiltration across the borders, the black market, the vulnerability of industrial sites. The first school to train new police officers opened in Saxony in March 1946. Before long the school had a political department, staffed by stalwart SED members, to teach recruits the fundamentals of Marxism; an initiative based explicitly on Soviet practice. Indeed, almost all of the police school’s property, vehicles and weapons were provided by the Soviets, as was much of the police budget.6


Behind closed doors the DVdI was sold to everyone concerned as being a ‘German’ agency. This was important internal propaganda, but misleading. It was tightly controlled by the Soviets. Erich Reschke reported directly to the internal affairs department of SMAD. Erich Mielke, as the Soviets’ most loyal asset at the DVdI, had a direct telephone connection with Karlshorst – although one assumes it was not connected to Kremlevka, the closed telephone system for Soviet government officials.7


While the DVdI set about centralising the police force, the justice system was being remodelled to meet communist requirements. Legal practitioners in the Soviet zone tended to be ‘rechtsbewusst’ – respectful of the law – which was a problem for the Soviets and the SED.8 When the Central Administration for Justice was formed, the KPD, and subsequently the SED, insisted that their members should head the personnel department and the department of criminal law. Again, this infiltration tactic meant that members of other parties would be visible as the top post-holders, while communists would control the things which, to them, really mattered: judicial appointments, the debates around new laws, decisions on what constituted a crime. Hilde Benjamin was appointed head of personnel; as ‘Red Hilde’ she was to become one of East Germany’s most resented authority figures. Courses were set up to train new ‘people’s judges’ and ‘people’s public prosecutors’.9 By 1947 almost eighty percent of the pupils on these courses were SED members.10 


None of this boosted the communists’ public popularity, however. The first elections in postwar Germany, for the membership of local councils, took place in September 1946. In the Soviet zone the SED did quite well, with fifty-seven percent of the vote; it won more than five million votes overall, with the LDPD and CDU winning three and a half million. Nevertheless, there were worrying signs for the SED. One was the widespread spoiling of ballots in places where the preferred CDU candidates had been disallowed by the Soviet authorities.11 


The following month, the SED failed to win an absolute majority in elections to the Land and district assemblies, taking forty-seven percent of the vote. Between the two elections, the party lost 430,000 votes and the LDPD and CDU gained 750,000. Even more ominous were the results in Berlin, where the SPD still existed thanks to an American-sanctioned referendum that saw an overwhelming rejection of its merger with the KPD. The SPD won forty-eight percent of the vote, the CDU twenty-two percent, and the SED nineteen percent.12 Berliners had made their feelings clear. The Soviets and SED were shaken. Never again were elections in eastern Germany to be so free. 
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New Cloaks and Daggers


In spring 1946 the US army’s Counter Intelligence Corps – at that time America’s main espionage and counter-espionage agency – launched Operation Bingo. This was the first mass campaign to thwart communist spies in the west of Germany. Almost 400 infiltrators were identified.1 Many were Soviet citizens biding their time in camps for displaced persons. Some were trained Red Army intelligence officers who had allowed themselves to be captured by the Wehrmacht in order to penetrate German society in the long term. 


This came as a shock. These were the earliest days of the Cold War – it was in March 1946 that Winston Churchill gave the famous speech in which he coined the term ‘the Iron Curtain’. In some settings, such as the UN Security Council and the Berlin Kommandatura, the four victorious powers were still making a token effort to get along. The large haul of hostile agents in Operation Bingo was one motivation for the Western Allies to employ the controversial Reinhard Gehlen as a spy chief, capable of counteracting communist penetrations. Gehlen’s expertise and detailed archive, acquired as head of Wehrmacht intelligence on the so-called Eastern Front, overrode any squeamishness about making use of him. 


Incursions in the east by Western intelligence services began more modestly. In summer 1945, three officers of the OSS German Mission*1 went through the Red Army lines and made their way to Berlin. They were seeking potential agents among the managers of a factory which one of them had owned before the war.2 The American intelligence agencies working from the Berlin Operations Base (BOB) evolved steadily; from OSS to SSU to CIG to CIA, the latter founded in mid-1947.*2 But it took time for BOB to develop a long-term strategic mission. It wasn’t assigned a Russian speaker until two years after the war.3 Initially BOB carried out background checks on Germans and monitored the activities of local officials. Some rare bursts of excitement were provided by ‘occasional acts of violence by diehard Nazis’, as well as its officers’ greedy involvement in the black market.4 But it then dawned on the US authorities – as it did on the British and French – that they knew very little about the political and economic changes taking place in the Soviet zone, and lacked details of the Soviets’ military strength there. 


So began the interrogation of refugees – which was to continue for four and a half decades – and the acquisition or placing of spies in eastern Germany. A secret report from January 1947 lists some of the objectives of America’s spies:


Clandestine coverage of three major political parties [SED, CDU, LDPD] and trade unions in Soviet Zone of Germany, including secret directives, connections with Russian, British, and other governments, financial aid, aims and their general place in the long-range political plans of the Soviet Union…


Coverage of land administrations in the Russian Zone of Germany…


Dismantling of factories in the Russian Zone of Germany…


Nuclear physics, coverage of raw material needed for research and production, as well as installations, laboratories, personnel, etc., participating in research or contemplated production in the Russian Controlled Economy.


Research on supersonic devices, rockets, jet propulsion, and other special devices or weapons…


Information on research on biological warfare…5




Quickly BOB built up good coverage of eastern Germany’s railway system. As well as being susceptible to material rewards, many railway employees no doubt resented the Soviet takeover of the railways. It was also important for BOB to find agents at Karlshorst, not just among officials but among the local maintenance staff – cleaners, caretakers, decorators, grocers – many of whom were more than ready to be paid for information or stolen paperwork. As early as September 1945 BOB was able to acquire the minutes of a meeting between Soviet executives and the German staff of the Central Administration for Industry. Presumably the dismantling of industrial equipment and its removal to the USSR were high on the agenda.6 One US source at Karlshorst, a Soviet official codenamed ‘Buick’, used his mistress as a courier to take SMAD documents to the western sectors of Berlin. His activity ceased in 1948, when he was resettled in the American zone.7


It was probably ‘Buick’ who in September 1947 provided BOB with an insider report of a meeting of the SMAD executive council. This report is noteworthy because it gives an account of Soviet officials discussing sabotage by German workers at industrial sites. Although several workers at an Audi plant had been arrested on suspicion of sabotage, the officials admitted that the plant’s production problems didn’t result from politically motivated sabotage, and instead were caused by ‘a shortage of raw materials’ and other, apolitical factors. 


Industrial sabotage was a festering obsession of the Stasi in its early days; indeed, it was one of the main reasons the Stasi was created. The SED’s first Two Year Plan for economic recovery, launched in 1948, appeared to be met with an increase in sabotage and even shootings of party activists. That year the police recorded fifty-one explosions and 300 suspicious-looking incidents in workplaces.8 Smaller but still worrying numbers were recorded throughout the 1950s. But it is difficult to find corroborating evidence of real, politically motivated sabotage in eastern Germany, whether organised by unrepentant Nazis, repressed social democrats, or Western secret services. Doubtless many alleged cases were as innocuous as the one discussed by SMAD in 1947. 


The Soviets were quick to seize upon the unique potential for intelligence and security operations in divided Germany, with its porous borders, interconnected populations, and temptingly close Western administrations. Counter-espionage agencies like the CIC had a difficult task; in June 1947 the US authorities in Frankfurt reported the arrest of 516 Soviet Bloc agents, most of them German. But typically, one of Moscow’s first concerns was to devise a scheme to expose and entrap disloyal Soviet officials posted to Germany: an elaborate sting of its own people. It worked like this: Soviet officials would have the carrot of defection to the West dangled in front of them by a recent German acquaintance, a person who appeared to have entered their life by chance. Those who expressed an interest would be introduced to further contacts – Germans who seemed to hail from the western sectors of Berlin – who would then organise their defection. On the fateful day, having got into a car in the Soviet sector, accompanied by their new German friends, the defectors were driven to a sumptuously decorated villa. There, plied with food and drink, and relaxing on a velvet sofa, they were debriefed by American soldiers. Some way into this debriefing the disguises would be dropped: these were MGB officers in American uniforms; the villa was in the Soviet zone, at Mühlenbeck; and the defector had been exposed as a runaway and a traitor. 


In the following decades, this scheme of stage-managed defection was used throughout the Soviet Bloc to identify the users and organisers of escape routes. In postwar Berlin, the trick had a counter-intelligence function. The MGB’s goal was to smoke out Soviet citizens who had, or wanted to have, contact with Western intelligence services. According to one KGB veteran, among some thirty-five cases of duped defectors, only one was found to be in contact with American intelligence. By 1949 the expensive and fiddly scheme had been put on ice.9 


Immediately after the war, General Lucius Clay, the top American official in Berlin, demanded restraint in intelligence operations. He was wary of harming relations with the Soviets, and he made an agreement with Zhukov’s deputy, Marshal Vasily Sokolovsky, to return wanted persons to the Soviet zone.10 But from autumn 1945 onwards, BOB developed a few double agent cases, usually by turning refugees who had been sent by the Soviets to spy on the western sectors. 


BOB’s main goal was to understand the Soviet security services and, ideally, to recruit their personnel. This proved difficult. BOB officers discovered that their Soviet counterparts knew ‘all the tricks of agent handling: neutral meeting points, aliases, red herrings, keeping the agent in blinders so far as concerns the location of headquarters and identity of other agents or staff personnel’.11 The British gained rather more information by debriefing wartime forced labourers who had been recruited by SMAD as translators before running westwards.12 But Britain’s MI6, too, was forced to adopt a somewhat hit-and-hope approach. One of its operations, ‘Tamarisk’, involved raking through the dustbins outside Soviet offices at night.13 


BOB pursued its double agent cases as best it could. The plans for one operation, named with brutal honesty ‘Sitting Duck’, envisaged using a German woman called Hildegard Beetz to fool Soviet security:


As an aid to current and prospective double agent operations against Soviet Intelligence Stations lying outside Berlin it is proposed to place Frau Beetz in OMGUS [Office of Military Government, United States] as a secretary in the near future. As is now well known, one of the principal targets of the Soviet Intelligence System is the penetration of important American offices at OMGUS. In the process of doubling back Soviet agents dispatched on such a mission, it almost inevitably becomes necessary to use a cutout, someone actually employed inside the Soviet target-office, in order to give the Soviet controlling officers the illusion that their agent has in fact contacted a well-placed source of information. Such a decoy or ‘sitting duck’ placed inside the Soviet target would be subject to our complete control and, by giving the Soviets increasing confidence in the success of their operation, enable our penetration of their service to achieve greater results.


In the past friendly and secure American officers have sometimes cooperated with us as ‘sitting ducks,’ but the Soviets do not, for understandable reasons, appear to trust such a contact of their agent as much as a well-placed German secretary. It is therefore deemed imperative to have at least one, but preferably two or three, German decoys inside the target. Newly discovered Soviet agents can then be directed – probably unconsciously – to the decoy for neutralization, and doubled agents already under our control can use the sitting duck as camouflaging support for their delicate double role.14


Within five months the project had been declared a failure, although Beetz became well-liked at OMGUS; she later won awards for her journalism. 


The central figure of another case, Hans Kemritz, codenamed ‘Savoy’, was a Berlin lawyer and former Abwehr officer who had been threatened with arrest by the Soviets and pressed into their service, only to be similarly threatened by BOB and doubled against his NKGB handlers. In a city that would soon experience a seedy free-for-all of intelligence black-marketeering, Kemritz was the archetype for all Berlin’s intelligence-pedlars: individuals with a shady past, present and future, prone to blackmail, playing all sides for money or favours or their own furtive survival. This was a milieu in which, in the words of a senior MI5 officer, it was ‘possible to buy up almost anybody with a packet of cigarettes or a hunk of bread’.15


Kemritz gathered information for the Soviets, but they also used him to lure former Abwehr colleagues from the western sectors of Berlin to the Soviet zone – colleagues that, strictly speaking, should have been returned to Soviet jurisdiction anyway, under the Clay-Sokolovsky agreement. Meanwhile, the Americans used Kemritz in repeated attempts to bring his Soviet case officer to the western sectors. Every attempt failed, though narrowly. Eventually it became clear that Kemritz’s Soviet handlers had realised his duplicity, and he was resettled in the American zone for his own safety. It didn’t prove very safe. In November 1950 Kemritz was arrested by the local authorities for his role in luring fellow Germans into Soviet captivity. His case was taken over by an American district court, however, and was resolved by the application of what became known as ‘Kemritz law’: a German could not be prosecuted for obeying an instruction from an occupying power, if it resulted in the capture of wanted war criminals.16 


As always with espionage, there was tragi-comedy too. BOB began to get information on Soviet policy from a Major General Leonid Malinin, without ever realising he was the regional chief of Moscow’s new foreign intelligence service, the Committee of Information (KI).*3 Malinin shone at clubby dinner parties hosted by US ambassador Robert Murphy, but he tried to play things too cleverly; under an alias, he was simultaneously trying to influence German politicians in the Soviet zone, pushing his own points of view and disregarding Moscow’s instructions. He paid the price for his presumptuousness and inexperience. When Stalin heard of the naïve diplomatic games he was playing, Malinin went before an officers’ court and was demoted. After summer 1948 he was never seen in Berlin again.17 


BOB developed good sources to cover uranium mining in eastern Germany, vital for understanding the Soviet nuclear programme. It also played a key role in an intelligence-collection campaign called Grail, which the US hoped would fill its blank pages on the Soviet order of battle. This was the espionage of the ancient world: where is the enemy, how many are they, and how are they armed? The work required ‘tough, unsentimental’ German head agents, many of them veterans of the war with the Soviets, who in turn could recruit networks of friends in eastern Germany as intelligence-gatherers; friends they were prepared to sacrifice. A BOB report of the period suggests that the main motivations for Grail spies were money and revenge on the Red Army.18 Around 250 were involved, the majority living close to Soviet barracks, airfields or military transport routes. Arrest rates were high, but replacements seemed to be plentiful enough. 


This was fortunate, because security among the Grail spies was minimal and tradecraft virtually non-existent. Up to twenty-five agents at a time would get together at morale-boosting parties held in safe houses in the American sector of Berlin, all raising jaunty toasts for the camera. Head agents and sub-agents from throughout the Soviet zone got to know and like one another. This proved unhelpful when in autumn 1946 the MGB – assisted by the emerging communist police force, and surely lashing back at the West for Operation Bingo – began to roll up the Grail networks. 


A later head of BOB admitted ruefully that ‘the old Vetting Desk of X-2 [the counter-espionage section of the OSS] had broken down under the load of new recruitments.’ This meant the ‘bill for overexpansion was presented at the end of 1946 and we have been paying it in instalments ever since’. He reported:


Generally a single weak link was detected by Russian counter-intelligence: sometimes by chance, perhaps as the result of a routine pick up for black market or other charges, and sometimes through an agent gone sour and bought over. Only rarely if ever does the initial break seem to have come from a deliberate penetration. 


Either way, these arrest operations displayed that cornerstone quality of counter-espionage, patience:


Usually the Russians avoided direct action until they had learned almost all the details of [each spy] chain’s makeup. Sometimes we were even able to follow their progress through attempts at kidnapping, luring agents into the Russian Sector or Zone, and arrests which were followed by attempts to double the agents and their subsequent release to work against us… once the Russians had a sizeable group of men within their grasp they were usually able to make effective concerted swoops.19 


Most of the Grail arrestees ended up in the Gulag. The survivors were not to see Germany again until the mid-1950s. 


By late 1947, Ernest Bevin, Britain’s foreign secretary, had seen enough Soviet truculence to believe ‘that there was no longer cause for optimism that friendly relations could be maintained in the face of their anti-Western and expansionist campaigns’.20 In at least one Cold War activity, however – covert propaganda – Britain itself led the rest of the West. Its Information Research Department (IRD), the creation of which was signed off by the British Cabinet in January 1948, slightly predated similar American endeavours in ‘psychological warfare’, although it came to work closely with the US State Department. (The Soviets were ahead of the game, though; in 1947 Vyacheslav Molotov, the minister for foreign affairs, had stipulated that the KI should have a disinformation unit to ‘influence the public opinion of other countries, and compromise anti-Soviet officials and public figures of foreign governments.’)21 


The founding of the IRD was driven by Christopher Mayhew, an anti-communist MP in Britain’s Labour government. This is unsurprising, for moderate socialists, tired of the corruption of their creed, had long been fierce opponents of Moscow. The IRD’s purpose was to gather confidential information about communism and use it to produce fact-based but unattributable ‘publicity’. This was to be disseminated – knowingly or otherwise – by ‘politicians, trade unionists, journalists and intellectuals.’22 Among other goals, its propaganda aimed to foster nationalism in Soviet Bloc countries, in accordance with Britain’s policy of the ‘containment’ of Soviet power. The IRD had close ties with MI6, which was perhaps unfortunate in its earlier years, for the British traitors Kim Philby and Guy Burgess were both in a position to feed information about it to Moscow. 


In the late 1940s MI6 operated in Germany in the guise of ‘No. 1 Planning and Evaluation Unit’. The service also ran the Technical Section of Intelligence Division, the latter a part of the Control Commission for Germany (British Element). Thus MI6 officers worked under both military and Control Commission cover, mostly from their headquarters at Bad Salzuflen or from innocently-named offices at Hamburg (purportedly covering ‘regional rehabilitation’) and Düsseldorf (the ‘Rhineland Statistical Recording Unit’).23 At the same time, an analytical hub, the Joint Intelligence Committee (Germany), was assigned to collate and interpret material from ‘the four zones of Germany and all countries bordering, plus the Soviet Union’.24 


Both MI6 and Intelligence Division sought information on scientific and technical developments in Soviet Russia’s weaponry. Such information did not necessarily come from spies; much of it came from debriefing the panic-stricken German scientists who herded into the British zone when the Soviets carried out a mass deportation of scientific workers to the USSR in October 1946. Shortly afterwards the British authorities launched an operation called Matchbox to entice yet more scientific and arms-production specialists to head westwards. They were offered jobs ‘either by coded letter or by telegram or, most commonly, by an agent who did not know for which country he was working’.25 Prisoners of war returning to western Germany were another important source of information, especially on the Soviet Union’s ‘topography, industry, military installations and growing military-industrial complex’.26 Furthermore, spies were run in eastern Germany by all of Britain’s intelligence players: MI6, Intelligence Division, Naval Intelligence, Air Force Intelligence, and the British component of FIAT – the ‘Field Information Agency, Technical’, collector of scientific intelligence for the Allied military. By January 1947 the British section of FIAT in Berlin claimed to have a spy inside ‘most of the more important factories engaged in warlike production’ in the Soviet zone.27 


British intelligence professionals were inclined to see the emerging Cold War in slightly less apocalyptic terms than some of their American counterparts. While acknowledging a brooding clash of civilisations, Guy Liddell, deputy director of MI5 and a good barometer for the British intelligence community, made an assessment that: 


Stalin is determined that Soviet Russia should be strong enough to prevail in the decisive struggle which [he believes] should result from the next and inevitable crisis of monopoly capitalism… This clash is not, however, necessarily imminent and in the meantime the Soviet Union is prepared to rub along with the rest of the world, provided of course that this entails no weakening of her position in the ultimate struggle…


The most that we can hope for is that the passage of time without a collision will of itself induce greater elasticity in the Soviet mind and consequent recognition of the mutual advantages that lie in the conception of one world as opposed to two… although Soviet policy is conceived as strategically defensive, its execution involves the same military preparations, the same striving after self sufficiency, the same propaganda campaigns and the same tactics of stalling intervention and attempts at disruption as would a policy planned for aggression. It therefore carries with it the same dangers and forces upon us preparedness and vigilance.28  


Liddell thought it regrettable that certain British hawks, for example in the Air Ministry, were:


too much inclined to think in terms of a direct act of aggression. Things are much more likely to happen by subversive means when it will be made to appear that Russian domination of any particular country has been brought about through the will of the people. The issue will be clouded and the machinery of the United Nations Organisation will be brought into action. There will be long discussion and any action will be vetoed. It is only when this has happened three or four times that the limit will be reached and the Russian bluff will be called. The danger is that the Russians will miscalculate on the extent to which they are going to be allowed to get away with it.29 


Some of Liddell’s words were borne out by events; others were not. 


Whatever the far horizons, British intelligence officers, like their US counterparts, had to tread carefully when it came to the aching sensitivities of early Cold War diplomacy. This was a real bind, especially because ‘intelligence-gathering from human sources assumed disproportionate importance in the early years of the Cold War because of the difficulty of penetrating the Soviet Union by other means.’30 When questioned by Foreign Office officials about the extent to which MI6 agents were operating in the Soviet Bloc – their concern was the possible diplomatic repercussions if such agents were discovered – Stewart Menzies, chief of MI6, replied that he would be failing in his duty if he ‘did not encourage the rapid building up of organisations within the satellite countries [to] obtain information from within Russia’.31 Somewhat outside the scope of this reply was the activity of the MI6 agent ‘Merrick’, who had been parachuted into Hamburg in 1944 only to disappear when the war ended. Having remade contact, he pulled off such coups as carrying a Soviet 85mm shell and a helicopter propeller across the border into the British sector of Berlin. MI6 also debriefed a major military defector to Britain, Lieutenant Colonel Grigori Tokaev, an accomplished aero engineer, before using him to try to lure other Soviet officers to the West. For this work, a new post was established at Bad Salzuflen ‘to co-ordinate policy and the efforts of outstations to provoke defectors’.32


Some youthful residents of the occupation zones were arrested as ‘spies’ and ‘terrorists’ when they were little more than unfortunate delinquents. Originally, the Edelweiss Pirates movement was a subversive anti-Nazi creed that had given teenagers a chance to kick back at the thick-headed orthodoxies of the Hitler Youth. But in the postwar climate, the rowdiness of the Pirates, and their independence of mind, were beyond the pale. While some groups undoubtedly drifted into common crime, more for the sake of survival than ideology, it is unlikely they were guilty as charged; in one MGB document the Pirates were accused of ‘organising terrorist acts’ and ‘training armed groups to fight the Soviet army’. In the American zone, Pirates were ‘reported to be harassing German girls dating American soldiers, beating up Polish Displaced Persons, and engaging in extensive black market activities’. It was also noted that they ‘spouted Nazi rhetoric’.33 


Over the winter of 1946-7, the MGB arrested sixty youths belonging to fourteen groups of Pirates.34 For the Soviets, these arrestees undoubtedly were the agents of German fascism, or Western countries, or both. Hundreds more Pirates were arrested in the American zone by the CIC, which launched Operation Valentine to ‘infiltrate and incapacitate’ the groups. In subsequent interrogations it became clear to CIC officers that the Pirates were not ‘an all-powerful, well-organized Nazi subversive movement’, but rather a bunch of marginalised orphans who had fashioned ‘a primitive nationalistic creed to create a sort of ersatz community’.35 The situation was complicated, however, by the loyalty to Adolf Hitler shown by many young Germans. An adolescence spent in the Hitler Youth left its mark. Sometimes gangs of youths in the Soviet zone would beat up lone soldiers or SED activists, daub swastikas on Antifa Block buildings, or vandalise Red Army war graves. To the MGB this made every German youth fair game for internment as a fascist and, in due course, thousands were arrested for ‘relatively minor infractions’.36


Politically motivated kidnapping was another grubby manifestation of the emerging secret war. In 1946, 3,439 people disappeared from the streets of Berlin; in 1947 the number was 2,586.37 This implies that the Soviets were busily snatching persons of interest – war criminals, Soviet expatriates, dissidents, and useful professionals. Western agencies knew it was happening and understood the implications. The intelligence historian Thomas Boghardt writes that in autumn 1947, ‘the 970th CIC detachment in Berlin reported that Soviet intelligence had abducted six German employees of the Civil Administration Branch of the Office of Military Government for Berlin Sector… “It is therefore reasonable to conclude,” the CIC noted, “that an almost complete penetration of subject office has been successfully effected by Soviet Intelligence.”’38


Western services seized persons of interest too, especially valuable scientists. For example, William Blume, an important designer of U-boats during the war and latterly employed at a research facility in the Harz mountains, was arrested when visiting family in the British sector of Berlin, interrogated, and then prevented from returning to the Soviet zone.39 French secret agents ‘snatched the engineer Ferdinand Porsche on German territory’; he was subsequently put to work for Renault. A French military intelligence officer recalled of this period that it ‘was a real race to capture “brains”, people who would help us to make the atomic bomb. We succeeded in bringing back two or three scientists whom we had snatched from the Russians’.40 Berlin was to remain a kidnapping hotspot, and the Stasi would come to specialise in it. 


This was the dirtier end of postwar intelligence operations, and it set a tone. Yet much of the intelligence activity of the early Cold War was conducted by educated professionals at a high, strategic level. This, after all, is where you really want your spies: in the room at government meetings, inside intelligence services, international organisations, manufacturers of weapons; or working discretely at laboratories, military installations, political parties. By 1948 the Soviets ‘had infiltrated the major West German political parties and had penetrated Allied military administrations… the quantity of agents [then] rose significantly to include government officials, financiers, politicians, and important journalists’.41 As they grew more aware of Soviet atomic research, America and Britain focused their espionage on bomb-making materials and activities: uranium mining, the distillation of calcium, the production of wire mesh, ore concentration facilities. The Soviets had to buy much of the equipment they needed, such as vacuum pumps, from western Germany.42 Because such items were subject to export controls, the Western powers were able to stop the shipments – leading, no doubt, to a busy clandestine effort to get hold of them. 
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