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Both now and for always, I intend to hold fast to my belief in the hidden strength of the human spirit.


—Andrei Sakharov, Russian nuclear physicist and dissident










FAMILY AND HISTORICAL CHRONOLOGY






	YEAR

	FAMILY

	HISTORY






	1945

	Americans arrive in Schwaneberg

Soviets take command of Schwaneberg

	Red Army captures Berlin

World War II ends. Germany divided into East and West. Berlin divided into East and West.

Cold War begins








	1946

	Opa installed to teach Soviet doctrine

Roland becomes teacher

	Soviets occupy East, impose Soviet law

Establish border demarcation and interzone pass control

SED, Communist Party formed

VoPo police and German border police established








	1947

	Kallehn helps Hanna to flee

Hanna escapes and is forcibly returned

	Marshall Plan helps rebuild West Zone and West Berlin

Soviets strip East Zone

Communist youth movement established






	1948

	Hanna’s final escape

	Currency reform
Berlin Blockade/Berlin Airlift begins






	1949

	Hanna to Heidelberg

Heidi born in East Zone

Youth movement begins in Schwaneberg

	NATO formed

Berlin Blockade ends

West Germany founded

East Germany founded

Prison system building

Soviets test first nuclear weapon. Nuclear arms race begins.

Group of Soviet Forces Germany (GSFG) established








	1950

	Opa takes stand for farmers against state

	Ulbricht becomes leader of East Germany

East German state confiscates private land

Restricted areas established

Stasi established. Begins to use fear, paranoia, intimidation, and terror tactics to control.








	1951–56

	 

	East Germany’s Five Year Plan stresses high production quotas for heavy industry. Mass exodus of worker and intellectual labor force.








	1952

	U.S. Army hires Hanna

	East-West German border sealed. Only Berlin remains open.






	1953

	 

	Stalin dies. New Course.

Construction of Socialism Plan

Workers’ Uprising. Riots suppressed by Red Army.






	1954

	Oma and five-year-old Heidi visit the West

	Unauthorized departure from East Germany prosecuted by three-year prison term






	1955

	Family adjusting to police state control

Authorities harass Opa

	Soviet Union declares East Germany sovereign

Warsaw Pact formed

Regime sees first results of silencing dissent and controlling population

Normalization begins

Cold War escalates








	1956

	Kai takes Jugendweihe oath to serve communism

	NVA (East German Army) formed. With GSFG, ramps up to become battle-ready for conflict with NATO.
Hungarian Revolution suppressed by Red Army








	1956–63

	 

	Seven Year Plan marked by collectivization and nationalization of agriculture and industry






	1957

	 

	Assisting in unauthorized departure from East Germany prosecuted by prison term

Space race begins






	1958

	Hanna marries Eddie

Oma and Opa visit Heidelberg

	 






	1960

	Authorities continue to harass Opa

Kallehn dies

	Cold War escalates

Socialist Spring. Final handover of land for collectives.

Continued hemorrhaging of East German labor force, mostly into open West Berlin








	1961

	Nina born in United States

	Berlin Wall erected

Tensions increase between United States and Soviet Union






	1962

	Kai serves as border guard at the Berlin Wall

Oma builds Family Wall

	Peter Fechter is shot at the Wall






	1963

	 

	U.S. president Kennedy “Ich bin ein Berliner” speech






	1963–70

	 

	New Economic System






	1964

	Heidi takes Jugendweihe

	Berlin Wall fortified






	1965

	Opa denounced, forced to retire, expelled from Communist Party. Family relocated to Klein Apenburg.

	 






	1966

	Nina, age five, learns East family is trapped in a country they cannot leave

	Infrastructure improvements: roads and apartment blocks






	1968

	Heidi marries Reinhard

	Soviets crush revolt in Czechoslovakia

East German regime launches sports program






	1969

	 

	Détente begins






	1970

	Cordula born

	East Germany enters Olympics






	1971

	 

	Honecker becomes leader of East Germany






	1972

	 

	West and East Germany establish diplomatic relations






	1973

	Hanna calls Oma in East Germany

	Consumer socialism

East German sports ramps up






	1975

	Family receives more letters and packages from Hanna

	Wall upgrade; border reinforced

Escape attempts, now almost suicidal, continue






	1976

	 

	SS-20 missiles deployed in the Soviet Union

Peak of growth in East Germany






	1977

	Opa sent to asylum, “reeducated”

Kai dies

	 






	1978

	Oma dies

Albert visits East German family

	 






	1979

	 

	Soviet Union invades Afghanistan. Détente ends.






	1980

	Cordula recruited into East German sports

Heidi and Reinhard build Paradise Bungalow

	Cold War tensions increase. Solidarity forms in Poland.

Economic decline; conditions deteriorate. More East Germans tuning in to West airwaves.

Allotment garden plots given out








	1982

	 

	Reagan’s “war on communism”

Intelligence collection at all-time high in East and West Berlin






	1983–86

	Nina works intelligence operations in East Berlin

	U.S. Pershing missiles deployed in West Germany

Reforger 83 and Able Archer 83 simulate conventional, chemical, and nuclear war in Europe. Soviets perceive possibility of NATO first strike.

Tensions escalate








	1984

	Cordula takes Jugendweihe oath

Opa dies

	 






	1985

	Cordula enters national team and trains in East Berlin

Nina operational in East Berlin

	Soviet leader Gorbachev begins reforms. Honecker opposed to change.

U.S. Army Major Nicholson shot and killed while on USMLM mission in East Germany








	1986

	Hanna and Eddie visit Berlin

	 






	1987

	Cordula travels outside East Germany to compete in world championships. Prepares for Olympics.

	Reagan urges Gorbachev to “Tear down this Wall”

Gorbachev continues to restructure the Soviet Union, urging other Soviet bloc countries to follow his lead








	1988

	In Switzerland, Cordula’s teammate defects

Roland dies

	 






	1989

	Life goes on as usual for family in the East

Cordula becomes last East German champion in point track race

	Gorbachev influences fall of East bloc. Honecker resists. Crowd calls for freedom.

February: Last person killed trying to cross the Wall

August: Hungary opens borders

September: Demonstrators in East Germany: “We want out!” Police crack down.

October: Honecker demands East Germany’s fortieth anniversary festivities go on as scheduled

Leipzig demonstrations

November 4: One million East Germans attend prodemocracy demonstrations in East Berlin








	November 9, 1989

	Cordula trains in East Berlin

Heidi in Karl Marx City

Hanna and Nina in Washington, D.C.

	Berlin Wall falls. East Germans are free.
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PREFACE






The [Berlin] Wall is … an offense not only against history but an offense against humanity, separating families, dividing husbands and wives and brothers and sisters, and dividing a people who wish to be joined together.


—President John F. Kennedy








I was five years old when I learned that my grandmother lived behind a curtain. The year was 1966. It was Grandparents Day in kindergarten. In a slow-moving stream of little children holding hands with the elderly, my classmates brought in their grandparents, sweet-looking old people with pates of silky white or graying hair, weathered faces etched in soft creases, twinkly eyes, and benevolent smiles.


I sat at my desk, watching them come in. They greeted the teacher cordially and one another as they shuffled in and made their way into seats set up next to each child’s desk. One at a time, my friends excitedly led their grandparents to the front of the classroom and proudly presented them to the rest of us, introducing them by names like Nana, Poppa, Mimi—which were as foreign to me as they were intoxicating—as their grandparents stood by beaming down at them lovingly. I was entranced by it all. Suddenly I felt alone and left out. I looked at them, then panned to the empty chair next to my desk, which got me wondering, where were my grandparents?


I came home from school that day wanting answers. I bounded through the front door, found my mother in the kitchen, and, without any greeting whatsoever, demanded, “Where are my grandparents?”


That evening, after dinner, my parents sat me down and told me why I had never met any of my relatives. Speaking in gentle but serious tones, my father, who was of German-Jewish background, explained that his family had all “died in the war.” In my naïveté, I was unaffected, and turned to my mother, expecting to be disappointed by her as well, but was delighted to learn that her parents and family were alive. She brought out a photograph of her mother and said, “This is your Oma.”


Oma. She was perfect. She looked exactly like the other grandmothers, but better. She radiated serenity and calm, a winsome, knowing smile gracing her face. Though I couldn’t put it into words then, I was drawn to her pastoral elegance, her humility, her wise, confident disposition as she sat comfortably in an inviting, overstuffed polka-dotted armchair, her body positioned slightly askew, as she looked off to one side.


I stared at the picture for a long time, scanning her from head to toe, even cocked the picture just so, so it felt as if she were smiling directly at me. Despite the fact that I now know the photo was black-and-white, perhaps out of some subconscious desire to bring her instantly to life I saw Oma in color, pale blue eyes beneath those soft, heavy lids and what appeared to me to be blushing, pink cheeks. She had a simple upswept hairdo, the color the same brunette as mine, and wore two pieces of jewelry, a large brooch in the shape of a rose, probably made of gold, I thought, and a small pin that adorned a matronly black dress at the base of her V-neck collar. I imagined myself curling up on her plump, cushy lap and being swept up in an exquisite, warm embrace as she gazed down at me the very same way my classmates’ grandparents had gazed down at them.


“Oma,” I said aloud, charmed by the singsong ring of her name. Completely satisfied, I looked back up at my mother and asked, “When is she coming to visit?”


Unfortunately, my mother said, suddenly distracted as she got up to move about the kitchen, Oma could not visit us. Nor could we visit her. She was in a place called East Germany along with the rest of my mother’s family, her sisters, brothers, and everyone else. I didn’t understand, so my mother stopped, perched me on a kitchen stool, crouched down to meet me eye to eye, and explained.


When she was finished, I stared blankly back. Though I realize now that she must have used the term Iron Curtain, the only part of her explanation I understood at that moment was that they were in a place far away, trapped behind “a curtain.” But this made no sense to me. I tried to comprehend why my mother would allow a sheer cotton panel like the kind I had on my bedroom window, or even heavy draperies like those hanging in our living room, to stand between her and her family. Someone, I thought, simply needed to pull that sheet of fabric to the side and let those poor people out. Someday, she reassured me, we might be able to meet them. Someday indeed. For goodness’ sakes, I thought. It’s just a curtain.
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Nina, age five
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Oma, behind the Iron Curtain


I went back to school the next day and told my teacher and friends that I too had grandparents, that my Oma was beautiful and, moreover, that I even had people called aunts, uncles, and cousins. My teacher was delighted. When she asked where they lived, I said East Germany, “behind a curtain.” It was only when I saw her cheery face drop to a somber and sympathetic one that I realized the curtain might be bigger than I had imagined.


It would be several years into my childhood before I would discover that the Iron Curtain was not a simple panel of cloth that could easily be pushed aside by those on either side of it, but rather a symbol of something much bigger and more sinister than anything that childhood innocence could conceive. I would come to learn that my mother’s entire family was indeed trapped inside East Germany and that my mother had escaped.


1985 | EAST BERLIN


In the musty East Berlin velodrome, with stopwatch in hand, the trainer blew the whistle and the East German women’s national cycling team took off. Pedaling their single-gear track bikes, they moved easily, gradually accelerating as they made their way around the 250-meter pinewood track.


Winding their way around the oval in a graceful, measured cadence, they slid seamlessly into a tight paceline, their bikes only inches apart, their thin tires gripping the track’s shiny lacquered finish.


Syncing technique with speed, they postured for position, increasing speed on the straights and banking on the curves. Then, when their trainers shouted for better form and more effort, East Germany’s top-tier cyclists broke out of their tight formation and pushed at full bore.


By the next lap, they were full-on, jostling for control of the track, pushing with everything they had, their tires seemingly defying gravity, clinging to the track’s slippery, steep-sloped walls by centrifugal force. They jetted down the straightaway, passing their trainers in a whoosh, the trainers yelling “Weiter! Schneller!” (Faster!) and the athletes responded, pouring themselves into every pedal stroke with ferocity.


Pushing, stretching, pedaling as fast as they could go, gunning à bloc as they gapped, dropping back an inch, then surging forward, standing out of the saddle, they forced the pace, trying to control their bikes, finally exploding in one last burst of speed until the trainers clocked it out as the athletes streamed in, one after the other, through the finish.


Just a few miles down the road, believing we had not been followed, our intelligence team dropped off the highway in our olive-drab Ford and made our way into the East German forest on a dirt path that had been carefully chosen to conceal our movement in order to reach our target unobserved. We moved deeper into the silent woods, trying to avoid ruts as we drove carefully along the bumpy path, all the while scanning the wood line for any sign of danger.


Then, just as we began to move into position, a single Soviet soldier, weapon raised, stepped directly into the path of our oncoming car. Other soldiers appeared out of nowhere, immediately taking up positions around the car, cutting off any chance of escape.


With soldiers now blocking the path in front and rear, a Soviet officer made his way to the passenger side of the car, brandishing a pistol as he chambered a round.


The muzzle of his loaded pistol tap-tap-tapped against the glass. He ordered, “Atkroy okno.” (Roll down the window.)


When there was no response, the muzzle of the gun now fixed against the glass, he snapped, “Seychass!” (Now!)




PART ONE
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Schwaneberg schoolhouse and church
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THE HANDOVER


END OF WAR


(1945)






A mother’s love knows no bounds.


—Author unknown








Our story started when one war ended and another began.


The day World War II ended, my grandmother, Oma, was one of the first in the village to emerge from the underground cellar and step out into the still and desolate landscape of rural Schwaneberg. At forty years old, her belly swollen with her seventh child, she hoisted open the heavy wooden door and climbed up onto the dry, dusty landing as her children followed, squinting as their eyes met the daylight.


Other village women and children emerged from the cellars of their own homes, wandering about and awakening to what promised to be a new day in Germany. With no able-bodied men around to assist her, Oma directed her children to help her pull up the bedding from down below where they had lived during the last two months of the war, and move it all back upstairs into the living space of the family’s wing of the schoolhouse. There would be no more overhead Allied bombing runs en route to their targets in the nearby industrial city of Magdeburg. Germany had been defeated, Europe had been liberated, and the skies were finally quiet.


It didn’t take long for the village women to meet one another over picket fences to speculate when their husbands and sons would return. They wondered about what lay ahead for Germany and, most important to them, what was in store for their village of some 900 inhabitants.


Oma saw no use in dwelling on worry and set herself instead to getting her house back in order. Though school had been closed for months, she insisted her children return to their studies and get back to their chores, cleaning out the schoolhouse and scrubbing down the desks to prepare for a new school year. With food stocks all but used up and the ground fallow, the once-green potato beds emptied and parched to hard-cracked dirt, she directed the younger children to gather dandelion and nettle greens in the meadows and comb the berry bushes for any remaining fruit while the older children helped her prepare the soil for all the planting they had missed that spring.


When most of the men had still not returned after several weeks, a pall descended on the village. After only a few men came back, Oma began to wonder when, or even if, her husband and son were ever coming home. Opa, my grandfather, a forty-five-year-old schoolteacher and headmaster, and their oldest son, Roland, not even eighteen years old, had been pressed into service in the waning days of the war, when the Third Reich had ordered that every last able-bodied male over the age of fifteen join in the fight to the end for Germany.


As the women waited for their men to return from the front, they became alarmed when stories seeped into the village that, as the Soviets were making their way onto German soil, they were raping and killing German women. Word spread quickly that Stalin openly encouraged rape and pillage as the spoils of war, a reward for Red Army soldiers for their sacrifices and the struggles they had endured against the German army, the Wehrmacht. Refugees passing through Schwaneberg on their way to the West confirmed the reports, recounting their own harrowing stories of savage assaults or telling of others murdered after a rape or when they fought their attackers. One family told a horrific story of their teenage daughter who was raped, then shot dead in broad daylight.


Women throughout Germany now feared for their lives. In Schwaneberg, they hoped that their men would return home in time to protect them should the Soviets enter their village. Oma became especially concerned for her oldest daughter, a pretty, wide-eyed, raven-haired seventeen-year-old—my mother, Hanna.


By spring, American, British, and Soviet units were rolling into cities, towns, and villages throughout Germany to establish command and order. Oma, like most of the women in Schwaneberg, believing Hitler’s denigration that the Russians were a barbaric lot, prayed the Americans or British would take their village. The American commander, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, some noted, even had a German name, which bolstered their hope that the Americans were more like them than the Russians were.


Then one quiet afternoon in mid-May, their wait came to an end.


Everyone in the house and even the neighbors heard little Kai shriek from the loft upstairs. Her round, pregnant form slowing her, Oma made her way up the staircase of the east wing of the schoolhouse as her other children, Manni, Klemens, Tiele, and Hanna, bound past her. At the top of the landing, she found her little Kai surrounded by his brothers and sisters, pointing out the small oval window to some trucks in the distance. The family perched at the window in silence, anxiously waiting to catch a glimpse of which army was rolling in. The small convoy of three trucks inched closer, then stopped when it reached the edge of the village. Oma watched, her nerves in knots as she braced for a sign. From his window, the mayor unfurled a white sheet. The village mothers jumped to follow his lead, all of them, including Oma, hanging white sheets from their windows.


The trucks approached cautiously and finally came into full view. The children froze and Oma stared in disbelief until the older boys broke the silence with an ecstatic cheer. The first vehicle, marked with a white star, slowly led the convoy as it made its way down Adolph-Hitler-Strasse, and onto the cobblestone square. Down below, the mayor appeared from his house and quickly hobbled onto the street to welcome the Americans. Hanna looked at Oma, who smiled and gave her a nod, the go-ahead to take her siblings out to join the crowd quickly assembling outside.


The Americans stopped their trucks. From atop, they tossed Hershey’s chocolate and gum to the village children, who were quickly disarmed by the soldiers’ cheerful expressions and animated demeanor. As they passed out treats, the soldiers spoke in friendly tones with happy-sounding words that none of the villagers could actually understand. One soldier removed his helmet and hoisted Manni onto his jeep as other little boys looked on with envy. From up in their windows and down on the street, the village mothers watched the scene, waving to one another and raising their hands to the heavens in gratitude.


Over the next few days, nearly everyone became enamored of the American soldiers, their easy, open way, their childlike humor and lighthearted antics. For the first time in many months the women smiled, becoming particularly amused when the soldiers sent their children into fits of giggles when they botched German phrases, saying things like “Hello frowline. Itch leeba ditch,” or calling everyone Schatzi, an endearment reserved for parents or for those in love.


Over the next weeks, the Americans established calm and control. They clowned around a lot, laughing, taking pictures of themselves with some of the village children, even assembling to get a group photograph in front of the Adolf-Hitler-Strasse sign, which one of them removed afterward to take home as a souvenir.


For the most part, though they endeared themselves to the community, a few vented their anger against the Nazis by taking it out on the villagers, looting and destroying personal property. Oma came home one day to find that the lock on Opa’s desk had been pried open, the contents—a silver letter opener and heirloom box—stolen, and a swastika carved into the seat of his big leather chair. On the seat, like a calling card, lay an American penny. By and large, however, the villagers’ worries began to subside, most of them believing that, under the Americans, their lives would get better.


But their relief did not last long. One day the Americans shocked the villagers with an announcement that they were leaving.


“Germany has been divided into two separate areas of administration,” said the senior sergeant. The Americans and British would take command of the western part of Germany and the Soviets, the East. Looking over the crowd, he said simply, “Schwaneberg will fall under Russian control.”


The villagers were stunned. It was as if the bomb they had feared during the war had finally exploded in the village.


“There is nothing to fear,” the sergeant continued, assuring them. “The war is over and the Russians will come not as fighting troops, but as a peaceful occupation force.”


The crowd became agitated. Someone muttered about fleeing before the Soviets arrived. Hanna turned to Oma and suggested the family pack up and go, but Oma dismissed the idea. It was not a reasonable plan in the first days after a war for a pregnant woman with so many young children to flee, without food or shelter, without men for protection, facing chaos and uncertainty on the road with thousands of other refugees disappearing to places unknown.


“And besides,” she said, “how awful if Papa and Roland came home to find that we had abandoned them.”


Oma’s attention was drawn back to the sergeant, who concluded with one last announcement.


“Should anyone have a compelling reason to leave,” he said, “we are authorized to take a few villagers with us to the West.” The women now looked at one another. Some fidgeted, some stepped back, most shook their heads, not willing to consider breaking up their families. They returned to their homes trying to console themselves about what the future might hold under Soviet occupation.


That night marked one of the most difficult decisions Oma would ever have to make. Sometime after midnight, she went into Hanna’s bedroom and quietly sat on the edge of her bed. As she watched her daughter sleep, she studied Hanna’s face and reminisced about her childhood, taking stock of her life, starting with the very night of her birth.


Hanna had come into the world on a bitterly cold, dark winter night in Trabitz, a tiny hamlet on the Saale River. Outside the schoolhouse that night the winds had kicked up enormous snowflakes that had wildly flown about all evening long and never seemed to settle. The rooftops and trees had been covered in a thick white blanket of snow and the rooms inside were ice cold. In the wooden-slatted garret of the one-room schoolhouse, Oma, not much older than her oldest daughter was now, prepared to give birth alone. Opa, a schoolteacher in his mid-twenties, had run off into the night to try to find the doctor. Their firstborn, ten-month-old Roland, slept soundly in a wooden cradle a few feet away. Then, in the stillness of the night, the new baby came into the world, its cries echoing throughout the hollow room. Oma cleaned the baby with her blanket and looked to see that she had given birth to a girl. Holding her newborn against her skin, she calmed the baby, who settled easily into the soft folds of her exhausted body.


As a little girl, Hanna had wanted to grow up quickly. While Roland had blossomed into an ideal child, his precocious little sister had been difficult. Roland was a parent’s dream: obedient, smart, a natural-born leader. Hanna, however, the little curly-haired fire-cracker with steely blue eyes that constantly scanned the scene for any sign of adventure and mischief, was playful and impish, a rabble-rouser with endless energy who made her own rules, falling in line with her father’s discipline only when it suited her.


By the time Hanna was four, Opa wondered why, unlike other children, she could not manage to sit still. Too young for school, Oma would hand her a hoe and set her to help in the garden. When Hanna grew bored with that, Oma put her in charge of feeding the rabbits grass and hay, which often ended with Hanna purposely failing to properly close the gates, then gleefully chasing the rabbits until they were caught and accounted for. In an effort to calm her restless spirit, Oma taught Hanna to knit but she quickly lost interest in that as well and asked Opa to teach her to read. At five years old she could read the newspaper. Opa occasionally brought her along to his Saturday-night card games at the pub and made her read words aloud like Nationalsozialistische Bewegung (national socialist movement) and Demokratisierung (democratization), enjoying it when his friends laughed in disbelief. Wanting badly to go to school, every day she sat outside Opa’s classroom window crying, then wailing until Opa emerged from the schoolhouse and chased her away, ordering her to go home. At home she would cry some more but was always back the next morning outside the window to repeat the scene. At her wits’ end, Oma pleaded with Opa to take Hanna into the classroom and let her sit in the back. Unable to see her father from the back row, where she sat with the oldest and tallest children in the one-room schoolhouse, she remained quiet as a little mouse, stealing glances at her older, endlessly fascinating neighbors. After that, Oma bought her a slate board and tied a sponge and a drying cloth to the hole in the wooden frame and Hanna happily carried the board with her wherever she went, practicing letters and writing words whenever she saw them.
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Roland, age three, piloting, with Hanna, age two, in 1929
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(Clockwise from upper left:) Klemens; Hanna, age ten; Tiele; Manni, in 1937


When Opa was promoted to become the headmaster at a bigger school, the family moved to the larger village of Schwaneberg (the Village of the Swan) in the district of Schönebeck in Saxony-Anhalt.


A storybook country village with stone buildings and half-timbered houses with red clay–gabled roofs surrounded by farmland, Schwaneberg had its own fresh bakery, a small dairy, two churches, a schoolhouse, barbershop, and horse stables, which surrounded the cobblestone square and dotted the main street. Mostly self-sufficient, it was supplemented by fresh vegetables and dairy from local farms, cheese from the Jewish door-to-door vendor, and pots, pans, and glittering trinkets sold by colorful, exotic Romany who traveled through the village twice a year.


Once the family had moved into the teacher’s quarters in the east wing of the now two-story schoolhouse, Oma had decided that Hanna needed to be prepared for life and taught her what young village girls needed to know: how to plant and harvest a garden, to sew, to help with household chores and tend to younger siblings. But Hanna detested domestic work and often disappeared in the middle of a task; she would later be found hiding under a table with a book or running around outdoors, taking on the boys in street races or scaling the massive stone wall that separated the farm fields from the backside of the schoolhouse.


Oma came from a long line of farmers, proud salt-of-the-earth folk who had only ever known the labor of the land. Opa, on the other hand, hailed from an academic family and was the most educated man in the village. He played the violin, the harmonica, and the organ, but most of all he loved playing his Schimmel piano, a family heirloom he had been gifted by his parents upon graduation from teachers’ college. He had insisted each of his children play an instrument, if not the piano then the recorder, the flute, the accordion, or the mandolin, all of which he kept in his office, propped up against his books on the shelves. He also taught his children to sing in harmony and showed off his singing troupe to anyone who would listen.


Over the years, Opa had amassed a large private collection of books. Dozens of tomes on art, history, geography, astronomy, wildlife, religion, science, and foreign lands and cultures, some in French and Latin, lined the walls of the family home. Inspired by his interest in the world beyond their village, his children and students alike learned about the Louvre in Paris, the Prado in Madrid, the Pina-kothek in Munich, and the Hermitage in Leningrad. Hanna read books about America, becoming especially fascinated with Native Americans.


One day, when she was about eleven years old, she discovered a book in Opa’s study about a famous fortress in western Germany. The magnificent Heidelberg Castle, nestled into the Odenwald Mountains high above the deep, green Neckar Valley, had once been one of the most opulent palaces of the European Renaissance. Built in the thirteenth century, the great castle had been home to powerful kings and other preeminent German royalty of the day. Hanna and her siblings instantly became infatuated with the fortress, imagining lots of exciting details about what lay hidden in its endless great hallways and dark dungeons, dreaming up stories of brave, sword-wielding knights rescuing princesses from winged, fire-breathing dragons, magical fantasies that no child could resist.


Not long thereafter, the children were thrilled when their father brought home a kit model of the Heidelberg Castle. Opa and his children spent every afternoon over the next few months meticulously piecing together corrugated boxboard parts, constructing the castle higher and bigger as they tended to every detail in its elaborate ornamentation, the precise emplacement of stone columns and gate porticos, properly positioning battlements and turrets, the drawbridge and even the iron ring door knocker, as their father regaled them with a captivating history of the city of Heidelberg. When the model was finally finished, Opa praised his children, then stood back and called it “a masterpiece.” Some of the younger children, still believing the castle just a make-believe fantasy, were surprised when Opa assured them it was not a fairy tale, that the castle actually existed, and that there were many such marvels throughout the world.


“The world is infinitely vast and full of wonder,” he had said. Then, paraphrasing Mark Twain, his favorite American author, he told them to “träumen, entdecken, erforschen”—explore, dream, and discover it. That day Hanna came to view the Heidelberg Castle as a symbol of the extraordinary world that lay beyond the lovely but ordinary provincial village of Schwaneberg.


Oma gazed down at Hanna, who continued to sleep deeply and soundly, and then she left the room.


Before sunrise, Oma got up, went to the kitchen, and filled a small burlap sack with a sweater, socks, and a few potatoes. Then she sat and waited.


Just before daybreak, when she heard the Americans starting up their trucks, she woke Hanna, told her to get dressed, and took her outside in the dark to the cobblestone square. A few villagers had already gathered to bid the Americans farewell. Then, in an instant, before Hanna even knew what was happening, Oma pressed the sack into her arms and, with a shove, turned her around and presented her to the American sergeant in charge. Jarred wide awake, Hanna realized what was happening and broke free, but Oma caught hold of her and pushed her decisively into the arms of the sergeant. Stunned, Hanna turned to reach back for Oma, but Oma took a few steps backward and stood resolute.


Soldiers atop the truck quickly pulled Hanna up and wedged her in between two others seated in the truck bay. She sat frozen, silent, staring down at Oma, but when the trucks began to move, she cried out. Oma did not react and said nothing as she held her daughter’s gaze, trying to appear strong.
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Hanna, age seventeen


The Americans drove away slowly, their tires kicking up a din of dirt and gravel. Jostling with the movement of the departing truck, Hanna looked back through the dusty swirl to her mother, who stood rooted in place in front of the other villagers. As the convoy rumbled out of the village, tears rolled down her face as she watched Oma, her figure diminishing with the growing distance. The other villagers remained standing there, astounded at what they had just witnessed.


As the sun rose that morning, casting an amber hue over Schwane-berg, Oma watched Hanna disappear. She prayed that she had made the right decision and asked God to give her strength. Then she turned around and walked home without looking back.


The convoy continued on its way, reaching the next village and picking up more army vehicles to join in their retreat to the west. In the truck bay, the soldiers tried to console Hanna, telling her that everything was going to be all right, but despondent, she sat silent, finally burying her head in the burlap sack.


Her mind wandered until it settled on the first time she almost lost Oma. She had been six years old. Oma was well into her last month of pregnancy with her fifth child. Hanna and her brothers had come home from school to find Oma collapsed on the kitchen floor. Opa had come bounding in with the doctor, shooed the children away, and hoisted Oma up and onto their bed. Minutes later the doctor emerged, telling the children to go into the bedroom and say good-bye to their dying mother. She was pale and seemed barely alive. The baby did not survive, but fortunately Oma did.


Several miles down the road, Hanna’s thoughts began to race. Oma had given her a gift, a chance that would not come again, to safely escape life under the Soviets. Hanna envisioned Oma’s face. Suddenly she panicked. Without warning, she catapulted herself over the side of the moving truck and hit the ground with a thud. The soldiers scrambled, shouting to the driver to stop the truck, but by the time the vehicle came to a halt, Hanna was already up and running home. Several hours later, she walked through the front door.
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AN IRON CURTAIN DESCENDS


COLD WAR BEGINS


(1945–1946)






From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across the Continent.


—British prime minister Winston Churchill








By the time I arrived in Berlin to work for U.S. Army intelligence in the 1980s, East Germany was well established as a hard-line communist state. Because of its location on the Warsaw Pact’s westernmost frontier, the Soviets had amassed a force of some twenty divisions inside the country, making it one of the most militarized places on earth. The Red Army sent its most lethal forces to East Germany to stand face-to-face against its NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization) enemies, the United States and her Western allies, located just over the border in West Germany.


But in 1945, East Germany was in its infancy. Known in its early years as the Soviet Zone, the nascent state had yet to be defined and so the Red Army descended on the eastern territory with a plan to reshape the face of the East. The first challenge the Soviets faced was to change the mind-set of the almost 19 million German citizens who, long before World War II, had been led to believe that communism was the greatest threat to the Western world. Stalin demanded the transition be swift, and the approach uncompromising.


The first hours of occupation would set the tone for the birth of a new nation.


In the early-morning hours before dawn on the second of July, the Soviets announced their arrival through a bullhorn, in a tinny echo that startled the villagers awake. Speaking German with a heavy Russian accent, a voice boomed over and over again, “Achtung, achtung, achtung … The Soviet Army comes in peace.”


Russian soldiers in field uniforms dismounted the vehicles and set to work establishing a small command post in the village square.


At daybreak, many of the villagers were peering out of their windows, nervously watching the Russians from the safety of their homes. Curiously the mayor was nowhere to be seen, but this time the villagers did not need their mayor to tell them what to do. They already understood by instinct to stay indoors until they were instructed to do otherwise.


Several hours later, another bullhorn squelch sounded and the voice continued.


“The Soviet Army comes as friends and brothers to help build a new Germany.”


He informed the villagers that, in the coming days, there would be many new laws and important changes. He imposed a curfew, requiring the villagers to be in their homes from nine at night until six in the morning. A slew of frightening directives followed:






All food is to be relinquished to the Soviet Command immediately.


Anyone found hoarding food for himself or his family will be shot.


Anyone who attacks a Soviet soldier will be shot.


Anyone resisting or disobeying any law, order, or regulation set forth from this day onward, will be severely punished.








“Under orders from Stalin,” the voice concluded, “any Soviet soldier who causes violence against German women will face serious charges. So,” he concluded, “there is no reason to fear us.” It was in essence a promise that Schwaneberg’s women would be left alone so the Soviets could get on with the business of taking control and the villagers could focus on adjusting to change.


Most villagers dared not venture from their homes in those first days, but by mid-July they were beginning to accept their fate and emerged to face their new lives. They began to go about their business, carefully avoiding the Soviets as much as possible. The Soviets kept to themselves, not mingling with the Germans unless they were giving orders. They directed people to check the bulletin board at the local Gasthaus (tavern) to keep abreast of all new orders.


The change in the village was jarring. The entire village cleared out what was left of their wartime stores, bringing forth their food to the drop-off point, which was staffed by armed guards: Oma sent her children into the cellar to collect and turn in their last stocks of potatoes and jars of pickled vegetables, items that had sustained the family through the final days of the war. At the depot, the Soviets promised to redistribute the food equally to the villagers, which they were slow or altogether failed to do.


Then the Soviets installed a new mayor. The man who had held the job for as long as anyone could remember was pushed aside. Herr Boch, the seventy-year-old barber, a man who had kept his communist leanings to himself throughout the war, became the mayor and mouthpiece for the Soviets. He strutted around the village showing off his new status, proudly wearing a red shirt his wife had sewn from an old Nazi flag.


Those first inchoate weeks under Soviet occupation saw a rapid ideological transformation in the East Zone. In Schwaneberg, Mayor Boch’s zeal for communism took the villagers by surprise. He showed up everywhere, talking up the virtues of Marx and Engels, trying to invigorate the community to come together “for the greater common good,” and promising a new future after Hitler had miserably failed them.


In Washington, the United States started to develop plans to improve conditions in the West Zone. In the East, as reparations to the victors, the Soviets stripped the land of everything they could cart away and send back to the Soviet Union. Entire cities and towns were gutted of anything of value, including industrial equipment, farming machinery, tools, building materials, furniture, bathtubs, even toilets, and hardware accessories as well, such as light fixtures and doorknobs. Railroad tracks and whole factories were dismantled and transported eastward to be reassembled in the Soviet Union. As the East was being plundered of its resources, people began to walk westward.


Ukrainian and Polish forced laborers who worked the farms for the Germans during the war were released to go home and Schwaneberg’s women and children were made to take their place. Along with other villagers, Hanna was put to work in the fields.


One afternoon, after a long day of laboring in the carrot field, having gone several days with little food, Hanna became dizzy. Tempted to eat a single carrot, she looked around and, seeing only other village workers, decided against it for fear that the authorities would somehow find out and she would be shot. Despite Mayor Boch’s assurances to the villagers that things would soon get better, when their children started passing out from hunger, the village women began to secretly pocket small bits of food and vegetables from the fields, taking their chances on being shot.


By late summer, when there was still no sign of Opa or Roland, Oma, now in her seventh month of pregnancy, knew she had to find a way to get food for herself and her children. She put Hanna in charge of watching over her siblings and traveled by train to her parents’ farmstead in Seebenau, a small, rural community on the edge of the East–West border line.


There, Oma found her parents, Kallehn and Ama Marit, struggling to adapt to the new changes that the regime was imposing on farmers and their crops. While Oma worried about the toll the harsh new laws would have on her aging parents, Kallehn worried about his daughter and her many children.


Upon her arrival, he consoled her with a grin and a gleam in his eye as he showed her his “forbidden stash” he kept hidden under the cold-store floorboard in the storage house. Soon Oma was on her way home with a pack of treasures including a block of butter, a goose, sugar, and flour, thinking about the sumptuous roast with gravy she would make that would delight and reinvigorate the family. But her luck was not to last. At the train station in Salzwedel, a guard confronted her. Unapologetic even after noting her pregnant form, he simply confiscated her packages, shaking his head while condemning her for “depriving fellow citizens of essential food.” Eventually she was released and arrived home with empty hands.


By now Oma had made up her mind about the Soviets. She watched, disguising her worries as they stripped everyone of the things they owned, including their personal dignity. She was alarmed when she saw those who resisted Soviet authority taken away. Inasmuch as she feared the new regime, she knew they would all have to adjust.


Her teenage daughter, however, naïvely unafraid and unable to quiet the storm that brewed inside her, became irate and her anger boiled over when her mother came home without the food. With the other children, pale and weakened, looking on, Hanna stormed about the kitchen, railing about how anyone could take food from a pregnant woman with so many hungry children or shoot someone for eating a carrot. Oma hushed her, telling her to keep her emotions in check, warning that her rebellious behavior would get them all into trouble and lead to grave consequences for the whole family.


“We don’t need to attract any negative attention,” she reminded her children. “There’s nothing we can do, so let’s not complain or have any more speeches.”


Despite her mother’s call for calm, the idea had already started to take root in Hanna’s mind that the new communist system was not something that she planned to be a part of.


Oma’s words of caution to her children not to attract attention were indeed wise. Just days later, in a neighboring village, a teenage girl and her cousin were picked up by Soviet soldiers as they sat by the roadside in a lethargic stupor at the entrance to their village, asking for food. Weak from hunger, they had propped up a homemade poster made from a battered piece of cardboard, which read, “Dear Communist Party of Germany. Please give us food.” This was clearly not the image the new authorities wanted to project, and the Soviets removed the girls from the street and carted them off to prison.


Throughout the East Zone, from big cities to country hamlets, the Soviets took control drafting German citizens to help in the administration of the new order. As near famine spread in the East Zone, the Soviets and their new German helpers established firm control and imposed new authoritarian governance.


While rapes continued in other parts of the Soviet Zone, owing to the strict orders of the Soviet commander in Magdeburg, none of the women in Schwaneberg was believed to have been raped. In fact, the Soviets kept their distance from the Schwaneberg population, establishing a clearly defined occupier-occupied relationship and conducting themselves in a strict, businesslike manner.


For the most part, the Soviets sowed fear in the villagers, but there were exceptions. Lieutenant Ivanov, a local commander, always behaved honorably, even gentlemanly, to the Germans he came across, occasionally giving them rides in his horse-drawn carriage and sometimes even giving them food, all without expecting favors in return. But the cost of real fraternization was harsh for both parties involved, as in the case of one sixteen-year-old girl who was arrested along with her mother. Both were given sentences of twenty-five years hard labor after the girl became pregnant by a Soviet soldier. The soldier was executed, the child taken from its mother, who was imprisoned.


In September, Roland walked back into the village.


His unit had surrendered to Red Army troops, and he spent nearly a month in a Soviet prison camp. There, the commander ordered his German prisoners to count off by tens. Every tenth man was released to return home to help rebuild the East Zone, the other 90 percent set on the long path to join the thousands of German POWs already making their way to the Soviet Union to serve as forced laborers.


Oma saw that the horrors of war had changed Roland, but he had matured and she believed he would become the new man of the house.


But a week later, just days before Oma gave birth, Opa too came home, having been released from Bad Kreuznach, a notoriously harsh American internment camp where, given the lack of food and exposure to the elements, hundreds if not thousands of German prisoners died. He arrived in Schwaneberg haggard and dazed. Having listened to Nazi propaganda demonizing the Soviets for over a decade, he was troubled to find his family living under Red Army control.


Despite the apprehension that had taken root in Schwaneberg, Oma was relieved to have her husband and son home. The family was fortunate: seventy of the village’s men and boys never came back. With her family once whole again, Oma poured herself into guiding them to lead as normal a life as possible. With the assistance of the village midwife, she gave birth to her seventh child at home, a little girl, Helga. Though Opa could not help but think the timing for another child inopportune, the birth brought new optimism and he took the baby to show it to the rest of the children, who ogled over their new little sister.


Before long, the family began making preparations for a traditional christening, the baptism to be held on a Sunday in the village church, the way the community had always celebrated every birth. But that idea was dashed when Mayor Boch showed up to inform Opa that the building formerly known as the church was no longer available for such ceremonies, adding, “Communism is our religion now.”


It was a shock to the family but, still hoping to get his job as a teacher back, Opa quietly accepted the edict. Oma kissed Helga on her little forehead and said a silent prayer for her infant daughter, the first of her children to be denied a proper church christening.


In any small German village of that era, besides the mayor, teachers were the most revered figures, a status that Opa was proud of and took very seriously. At six feet four inches tall and large-framed with ramrod posture and penetrating gray eyes, Opa cut an imposing figure. His commanding presence, coupled with his ability to organize and unite the villagers, made him a natural leader. Ten years after he first arrived in Schwaneberg, the villagers regarded him as their de facto leader. One of the most influential people in the village, he was also the tallest, traits that did not go unnoticed by the Soviets.


Opa defined himself by his profession. He took his role as teacher very seriously, believing it a sacred calling to shape the youth of the village to be enlightened citizens of the world. He was also a strict disciplinarian who held himself, his family, and his students to a high moral code. He despised lying and cheating and harshly punished his students and children for such lapses. The community greatly respected him, even turning to him on matters beyond education, asking for his assistance on community or even personal issues and helping to resolve village disputes.
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Opa was ordered to teach a new curriculum based in Soviet ideology.


Eager to mold the community, the communists weeded out teachers they deemed “damaged by Nazi thinking.” The rest were put through a “de-Nazification” process to rid them of any lingering fascist thought and to set them on a new course to spread the word of communism. While the other teachers didn’t pass the test, Opa did and was asked to return as headmaster of the local school. With the Soviets expecting big things from him, Opa returned to his school alone.


The regime then had to recruit new, “untainted” teachers. Roland, calm and levelheaded like his mother, greatly revered his father and aspired to follow in his footsteps. Choosing to look beyond the harshness of the Soviets and believing in the promise that a post-Nazi Germany future might hold, he signed up to train to become a teacher.
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East German high school classroom with poster of Soviet leader Joseph Stalin


When school reopened in Schwaneberg, the Soviets directed that communist ideology be taught right from the start. Opa was instructed to portray Germany’s war years as the disastrous result of a failed cult of Hitler’s leadership, abetted by capitalist greed, that had deceived its citizens and led Germany to ruin. Opa’s students, most of whom had been in the Hitler Youth, were now being told to radically shift their belief system and embrace communism.


Pressured to learn a great deal in a short amount of time, every evening after supper, when he would have preferred to have read poetry or play the piano, Opa crammed to learn Soviet doctrine, Marxist-Leninist theory, and Soviet history, so that he could teach the concepts the following day, knowing there would be a Russian monitor sitting in the back of the classroom making sure he got it right. Responsible for teaching the Russian language as well, Opa could often be found in his study, learning elementary Russian with one of his children sitting on his lap, repeating every word he said: “Okno, stol, pozhaluysta …”


A steady drumbeat of propaganda hailed the new regime’s potential, but the forecast under communism looked dismal, so it was no surprise that people were still migrating to the West in droves.
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