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Preface





    The Germans have a saying: ‘No matter the distance, Berlin is always worth the journey’. This is even truer today. Since the Fall of the Berlin Wall, this city on the river Spree with its 3.5 million inhabitants has been enjoying unparalleled development. One example of the German capital’s transformation is the semi-futuristic architecture of the Potsdamer Platz, which is currently Europe’s biggest building site.




    Two recent dates are assured a place in the history of Berlin: 3 October 1990 when 100,000 people gathered in front of the Reichstag to celebrate the reunification of Germany and 9 November 1989, the day on which the border opened for the first time. The change in politics has certainly enriched the cultural life of the city: there are 170 museums, more than 200 theatres and cinemas, three national opera houses, 160 art galleries, 880 choirs and eight major orchestras.




    This is a city that never sleeps: there are 2,000 licensed pubs plus countless bars, restaurants and bistros. Yet should you wish to escape the noise, you only have to go a few stops on the underground to find yourself in green surroundings: nearly a third of Berlin’s surface consists in parks, forests and water. Another advantage of the underground system is that it links the world famous sites in the city centre with those in the outlying districts: for example the Brandenburg Gate, the Kurfürstendamm, the Berliner Dom, and the Schloss Charlottenburg. ‘No matter the distance, Berlin is always worth the journey.’ Another saying is ‘I always keep a suitcase in Berlin’. Is there any better way to express one’s affection for a city?
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      1. The new Berlin: the Sony Center (designed by Helmut Jahn) on Potsdam Square (Potsdamer Platz)
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      2. This tower, on Potsdam Square (Potsdamer Platz), belongs to the Deutsche Bahn (the German national railway company)
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      3. Futuristic architecture on Potsdam Square: the tower of the DB (the German national railway company)
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      4. The capital is in constant construction: cranes in the government quarter


    


  




  

    Berlin is a relatively young metropolis




    
An excursion into history




    Berlin is still a relatively young metropolis. The first recorded reference to the village of Cölln is in 1237. After the union with Berlin (1307), situated on the opposite bank of the river Spree, the town grew rapidly. Under the Elector of Brandenburg the city became a trading centre then the capital of Prussia, and later of a united Germany. Following the Second World War and the Berlin Agreement, Berlin became the focus of the “Cold War”. Two years after the Fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the city on the Spree again became the capital of Germany.




    Although human remains have been found in Berlin dating from 8000 BC, the first permanent settlement was in the thirteenth century. On the south bank of the river Spree was the fishing village Cölln, and on the north was Berlin. To mark their union, both villages joined to build the Town Hall on the Lange Brücke, the long bridge that spanned the river. They were equally united in their resistance against the Hohenzollerns. However, the independence of both towns ended in 1447-48 when the Hohenzollerns successfully defeated a popular uprising. The citizens had protested against the building of a Hohenzollern palace and the loss of their civil liberties, and it all ended in bloodshed.




    Now the expansion of the city as a princely domain could begin. Berlin became a fortress and the most important trading port between Breslau and Hamburg, both during the reign of the Elector Friedrich Wilhelm (1640-1688).
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      5. The Television Tower (Funkturm), in the Mitte quarter (Center), which is an ancient East-German symbol
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      6. Equestrian statue of Friedrich der Große (Frederic the Great) on the sumptuous boulevard called “Unter den Linden”


    




    In 1685 the Elector granted religious freedom and the right to settle to the persecuted Huguenots – the Potsdam Edict. This resulted in a crucial period of growth, but it was only under Friedrich II (1740-1786) that Berlin became a European city.




    The city on the Spree became a centre of the Enlightenment after Frederick the Great’s modernisation of law and administration, the establishment of factories, and the abolition of torture. He also fought for religious tolerance. Due to his successful military campaigns, Prussia grew by almost two thirds. When ‘Old Fritz’ as he was affectionately known, died, Berlin had 150,000 inhabitants and was, after London and Paris, the third largest city of Europe.
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      7. In memory of the Jewish victims of the Holocaust on Grosse Hamburger Strasse road
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      8. A Soviet Memorial for the 300 000 soldiers who died during the Second World War in the battle over Berlin
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      9. The subway station Französische Strasse on Friedrichstrasse road, surrounded by the city’s new consumer temples
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      10. The new Sony Center with its imposing architecture designed by Helmut Jahn
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      11. The Brandenburg Gate by night


    




    Under Friedrich Wilhelm III (1797-1840) Berlin became the largest industrial city in Europe, and after victories against Denmark and Austria, Prussia was the leading power in Germany. In 1871 the German princes offered Wilhelm I the Imperial crown and Berlin became the capital of the new German Empire. Otto von Bismarck was the Chancellor and it was he who was the driving force behind the ‘foundation years’ with the building of factories and grand houses. At the same time, however, the poverty of the working classes, who had to live in dark, rented barracks, rapidly increased. A new industrial era had begun in Berlin. At the same time the population exploded: in 1877 Berlin had one million inhabitants, and by 1905 the number had doubled. This period also saw a great increase in technical achievements: in 1876 a new sewage system was built; 1897 saw the introduction of electric street lighting; the first telephones were used in 1881 and a year later the first tram made its maiden journey.




    A Megalomaniac Vision




    The First World War ended in a German defeat that paved the way for the Weimar Republic. This could also be called the Berlin Republic since the city witnessed both the birth and the death of the German democracy. In the Twenties Berlin was the artistic capital of Europe. However, this was only for a short time. Social tensions increased with the rise of inflation and the world economic crisis, while the political climate of radicalism and party infighting prepared the ground for the National Socialists to take power. Adolf Hitler moved swiftly to abolish the old institutions, replacing them with the “Ermächtigungsgesetz” (Enabling Legislation) on 23 March 1933. This was the beginning of the Third Reich. Megalomaniacs now made plans for Berlin to have grandiose buildings suitable for a world capital to be called Germania. To implement this terrible vision six million Jews were murdered. The end of the Second World War and the Nazi Regime left Berlin a city in ruins with 1.5 million of its 4.3 million inhabitants dead or missing. Germany was divided up among the four victorious powers: the USA, England, France and the Soviet Union, and Berlin was ruled by a council of the Allies. It was not long before the political climate changed again. The Allied Forces that had joined together against the Nazi terror were now divided: in 1948 the Soviet Union left the Allied Council and a blockade of West Berlin began on 24 June.




    The Cold War era had begun. For almost a year the city had to be supplied by air, and in 1949 the separation was finalised with the founding of two states on German soil – one in the East and the other in the West. When Berlin became a divided city, it was originally without walls or barbed wire to secure the border. A people’s revolt in East Berlin on 17 June 1953 was met by Soviet tanks and was cruelly suppressed. In 1961 the SED (United Socialist Party) walled up its state after hundreds of thousands had fled from the GDR (German Democratic Republic). Many thought that this would be the end of Berlin; but they were wrong. The Federal Republic was supporting the western part of Berlin with billions of deutschmarks in subsidies. Soon the Wall became a part of everyday life and hardly anyone believed that it would ever go away. The SED party leader and head of state, Erich Honecker, declared that it would stand more than 100 years. The man was wrong. After a peaceful revolution in the former GDR, the Wall was breached on 9 November 1989. Socialism had failed. Berlin however, remained a legally divided city. It was not until 4 March 1991 that Germany and Berlin regained their full sovereignty with the introduction of the ‘Two-plus-four Contract’.
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      12. The golden dome of the Neue Synagoge on the Oranienburger Strasse
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      13. The walls of the Hackesche Höfe (renovated courtyards): they were built at the beginning of the 20th century by Kurt Berndt and August Endell, two architects who participated in the German Jugendstil (the 1900 style)
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      14. A moment of relaxation near the Hackesche Höfe
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      15. A new SMS? A young girl on the Ku’damm boulevard


    




    Disputed Agreement




    On 20 June 1990, after stormy debates and by a margin of only eight votes, the Bundestag agreed that Berlin should again become the seat of government and of parliament in Germany. Investors and speculators immediately saw the economic possibilities in this decision and vast building projects were launched. Some have by now become remarkable sites. The area around Potsdamer Platz, which on the GDR side was wasteland, became the largest building site in Europe financed by global companies. For over a year cranes dominated the landscape. The city had never experienced such a massive project and the giant site has been transformed into a unique district. The first building to be opened was the Daimler-Crysler complex by Renzo Piano and Christoph Kohlbecker at the southern end of the site. North is the Sony Center, designed by Helmut Jahn with a futuristic roof, rather like a circus tent, spanning the inner court. The Sony Center could be regarded as a minor landmark. Built in a semi circle, it is especially splendid at night when the glass façades radiate a green light. A part of the former Grand Hotel Esplanade has been integrated in the Sony Center. The cost of the whole project amounts to 25 million euros.
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