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PROLOGUE

THIS BOOK TELLS a story that will not happen again, because the state I lived in for thirty-five years ceased to exist in 1990. If it had been offered to a publishing house as a work of fiction, it would have been turned down, someone said to me early in 2022, a few weeks after I stepped down from the office of federal chancellor. He was familiar with such issues, and was glad that I had decided to write this book, precisely because of its story. A story that is as unlikely as it is real. It became clear to me: telling this story, drawing out its lines, finding the thread running through it, identifying leitmotifs, could also be important for the future.

For a long time I couldn’t imagine writing such a book. That first changed in 2015, at least a little. Back then, in the night between September 4 and 5, I had decided not to turn away the refugees coming from Hungary at the German–Austrian border. I experienced that decision, and above all its consequences, as a caesura in my chancellorship. There was a before and an after. That was when I undertook to describe, one day when I was no longer chancellor, the sequence of events, the reasons for my decision, my understanding of Europe and globalization bound up with it, in a form that only a book would make possible. I didn’t want to leave the further description and interpretation just to other people. 

But I was still in office. The 2017 Bundestag election followed, along with my fourth period of office. In its last two years the containment of the COVID-19 pandemic was the predominant theme. The pandemic, as I said publicly on several occasions, made huge demands on democracy, on a national, European, and global level. This also prompted me to broaden my outlook and not only write about refugee policy. If I was going to do it at all, I had to do it properly, I said to myself, and if I was, then I would do it with Beate Baumann. She has been advising me since 1992, and is an eyewitness.

I stepped down from office on December 8, 2021. After sixteen years I left it, as I said at the Bundeswehr’s Military Tattoo in my honor a few days before, with joy in my heart. By the end I had in fact longed for that moment. Enough was enough. Now it was time to take a break and rest for a few months, leave the frantic world of politics behind me, to begin a new life in the spring, slowly and tentatively, still a public life, but not an active political one, find the right rhythm for public appearances—and write this book. That was the plan.

Then came February 24, 2022, Russia’s attack on Ukraine.

It was immediately clear that writing this book as if nothing had happened was completely out of the question. The war in Yugoslavia at the beginning of the 1990s had already shaken Europe to its core. But the Russian attack on Ukraine was a greater threat. It was a breach of international law that shattered the European peace which had prevailed since the Second World War and was based on the preservation of the territorial integrity and sovereignty of its states. Profound disillusionment followed. I will write about that too. But this is not a book about Russia and Ukraine. That would be a different book.

Instead I would like to write the story of my two lives, the first up to 1990 in a dictatorship and the second since 1990 in a democracy. At the moment when the first readers hold this book in their hands, the two halves are of more or less equal length. But in fact, of course, these are not two lives. In fact they are one life, and the second part cannot be understood without the first.

How did it happen that, after spending the first thirty-five years of her life in the GDR, a woman was able to take over the most powerful office that exists in the Federal Republic of Germany and hold it for sixteen years? And that she left it again without having to step down during a period of office or being voted out? What was it like to grow up in East Germany as the child of a pastor, and study and work under the conditions of a dictatorship? What was it like to experience the collapse of a state? And to be suddenly free? That’s the story I want to tell. 

Of course, my account is deeply subjective. At the same time, I have aimed for honest self-reflection. Today, I will identify my misjudgments and defend the things I think I got right. But this is not a complete account of everything that happened. Not everyone who might have expected, or who might have been expected, to appear in these pages will do so. For that I request understanding. My goal is to establish some points of focus with which I attempt to tame the sheer mass of material, and allow people to understand how politics works, what principles and mechanisms there are—and what guided me.

Politics isn’t witchcraft. Politics is made by people, people with their influences, their experiences, vanities, weaknesses, strengths, desires, dreams, convictions, values, and interests. People who need to fight for majorities in a democracy if they want to make things happen. 

We can do this—Wir schaffen das. Throughout the whole of my political career, no phrase has been thrown back at me with quite such virulence as this one. No phrase has been so polarizing. For me, however, it was quite an ordinary phrase. It expressed an attitude. Call it trust in God, caution, or simply a determination to solve problems, to deal with setbacks, get over the lows and come up with new ideas. “We can do this, and if something stands in our way it has to be overcome, it has to be worked on.” That was how I put it in my summer press conference on August 31, 2015. That was how I did politics. It’s how I live. It’s also how this book came about. With this attitude, which is also something learned, everything is possible, because it isn’t only politics that contributes to it—every individual person has a part to play.

Angela Merkel

With Beate Baumann

Berlin, August 2024






PART ONE


“I Wasn’t Born Chancellor”

July 17, 1954 to November 9, 1989






HAPPY CHILDHOOD


Quitzow

ON NOVEMBER 10, 1989, a Friday, I left my apartment in the block on 104 Schönhauser Allee in Prenzlauer Berg, Berlin at around 6:30 a.m., as I always did, to travel to work from Schönhauser Allee S-Bahn station to Berlin-Adlershof. The train was full, and it was still dark outside, the same as always at that time of day. But in fact nothing was the same as always. The previous evening, Günter Schabowski, Secretary of the Central Committee for Information and Media Policy within the leadership of the SED (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands, Socialist Unity Party of Germany), had declared on GDR television: “Applications for foreign travel by private individuals may now be made without the previously existing requirements (demonstrating a need to travel or proving family relationships).” And in response to a question, he had confirmed that this applied “immediately, without delay.” In fact, that Thursday, November 9, 1989, he had announced the fall of the Berlin Wall. A short time later, there was no halting the exodus.

In the course of that evening I had joined the queue of people moving toward the Bornholm Bridge border crossing. West Berliners were calling down from apartment windows in all directions saying we could come up and join them, share a beer, raise a glass to this incredible event. Others were even so overjoyed that they actually came down into the street. Complete strangers hugged, and I was right in the thick of it. I followed a little group of people I didn’t know into the first side street on the right after the bridge. A West Berliner invited us into his apartment, and I simply went along. He offered us a beer and we were allowed to make a phone call. My attempt to get through to my aunt in Hamburg was unsuccessful. We said goodbye after half an hour. Most people carried on to Kurfürstendamm, West Berlin’s magnificent boulevard. I turned around and went home, however, at about 11:00 p.m., because I was thinking that I had to get up very early to go to Adlershof. I wanted to work on a talk that I was supposed to be giving a few days later in Toruń in Poland, and which was still far from completion. During the night I barely closed my eyes, too excited about everything that I had experienced a few hours before.

In the morning a small group of men in uniform were also sitting in my train to Adlershof, border guards from the Feliks Dzherzhinksky Regiment. They were clearly heading back to barracks—near my institute—from their night shift on the border. The soldiers were talking, so loudly that I couldn’t help listening to their words. “Man, what a night,” one of them smirked. “How is all of this going to affect our officers?”

“They were absolutely clueless, they had no idea what was coming,” a second one said.

“They’ve lost the justification for their existence. Their lives, their careers—all down the toilet!” a third soldier added.

We got out at Adlershof. Each of us went our own way: the soldiers to their barracks, I to my desk in the Central Institute for Physical Chemistry at the GDR’s Academy of Sciences. But work was out of the question. Everything was put off, including of course the lecture that was my reason for coming back early from the West the previous evening. I wasn’t the only one—everybody was in the same boat. We talked and talked. That morning my sister called me at the Institute. She was working as an occupational therapist at the Construction Workers’ Outpatient Clinic. We arranged to pay a visit late that afternoon to a friend of hers in West Berlin, someone she had met a few years previously through some mutual acquaintances.

All that day, the words of the border guards on the train that morning were ringing in my ears. I thought: At last! At last these soldiers and their officers no longer have any power over you. At last they have no power over your family. For twenty-nine years the Berlin Wall hadn’t only divided my family and caused such pain to my parents, it had done the same to the family of my husband, Joachim Sauer. The same applied to countless people in both East and West. At last these soldiers couldn’t stop us moving freely anymore. At the same time, however, I realized that one phrase from the soldier on the train resonated with me: justification for their existence. What would my life be like after last night? And the lives of my family, my friends, my colleagues? What value would our experiences, our education, our abilities, achievements, private decisions have in the future? I was thirty-five years old. Only thirty-five? Or already thirty-five? What would we be left with, and what not?

I was born in Hamburg on July 17, 1954, the first child of Herlind and Horst Kasner. My father was born in Berlin in 1926, the son of Ludwig Kaźmierczak, born in Poznań (German: Posen) in Poland, and his wife Margarete. Ludwig was a police officer, Margarete, from Berlin, a seamstress and housewife. In 1930 the family had had their Polish surname changed to the German name Kasner, and from then on my father was called Horst Kasner. My grandfather Ludwig Kasner died in 1959, too soon for me to have any personal recollection of him.

My mother, Herlind, was born in Danzig-Langfuhr in 1928, the first of two daughters of schoolteachers, Willi and Gertrud Jentzsch. Her mother, from the East Prussian town of Elbing, had given up her job after the birth of her first child.

Her father, my grandfather Willi, a science teacher and grammar-school principal in Danzig, had brought the family to a certain affluence. They led what we would call today a comfortably middle-class lifestyle. In 1936 the family would move from Danzig to Hamburg, where my grandfather had been offered a job as principal of a high school. All the preparations had been made, a new apartment rented, and a removal firm booked. Then my grandfather fell ill with septic inflammation of the appendix and gall bladder. He died because penicillin, which would have saved him, did not yet exist.

This left my grandmother and her two daughters alone. Even so, they moved to Hamburg, to the big apartment on Isestrasse, for which they had already paid the rent. They now had money worries for the first time. My grandmother did receive a widow’s pension, but the whole of her previous life had collapsed. For a long time she wore only mourning, and was constantly concerned about her daughters. If the children came home a little later than agreed, she dissolved into anxiety and kept watch for them from the balcony.

In the summer of 1943, Hamburg was severely hit by British and American bombing raids, including the house where my family lived. My grandmother left the city with her two daughters. First they moved to the village of Neukirchen in the northern Altmark region, where a sister of my grandmother lived with her family, and then, in the autumn of 1943, to Elbing, her birthplace in East Prussia. But only a few months later, in the summer of 1944, she moved back to Neukirchen. In 1944 my mother was sent from there to Pisek in present-day Czechia, where Berlin’s Westendschule had been relocated. After the end of the war she made her way back to her mother and sister under very challenging conditions. Between the end of March 1945 and her arrival in the village in October of the same year, the family received no sign of life from my mother. She often said that the thing she was most afraid of—she was only seventeen at the time—was being raped by the Soviet soldiers that she encountered along the way.

The experiences of the war had an even more powerful effect on my father’s life. Along with his father, Ludwig, my grandfather, he often listened to BBC radio secretly under the bedcovers to follow what was happening at the front. Even during the war, my grandfather was convinced that Germany would lose it—and needed to lose it. In May 1943, my father was recruited as a “Flakhelfer” (a member of the anti-aircraft auxiliary staff). He became a soldier in August 1944 and was buried under rubble in the spring of 1945 after a bombing raid. After the war he spent some time in a British POW camp in Denmark. By the time he got back to Germany in August 1945, the country had already been divided into occupation zones. He went to see a friend in Heidelberg, where he caught up on his Abitur, the school-leaving examination. This allowed him to begin studying theology in 1947, greatly influenced, as he later explained, by his wartime experiences.

The groundwork for this had not been laid in the parental home. His father had been baptized a Catholic, and his mother was a member of the Protestant Church, but my grandparents were not practicing Christians. My father himself had been baptized as a Catholic, but was confirmed into the Protestant Church in 1940. After the end of the war and the horrors of National Socialism he was convinced that a peace ethic was needed if there was to be a new beginning. For him this arose from the Christian faith. So he decided to study theology in the then Western occupation zones. From the beginning he connected his studies with the plan to return eventually to the then Soviet occupation zone. He was convinced that people like him were needed there. I think it might be called a vocation.

In 1949 my father was continuing his studies in Bethel, and he finished them in 1954 with his vicariate in Hamburg. He met my mother in 1950, at an event held by the Protestant student group, in which they were both student leaders. My mother was studying English and Latin in Hamburg, and planned to work as a secondary-school teacher later on. Her friends in the student group jokingly called her “Mercedes” because, like her mother, she dreamed even then of having her own car, and one that was as big and fast as possible.

My parents married on August 6, 1952. By the time of their wedding, it was clear to my mother that she would follow her husband as soon as he implemented his plan to return to the Protestant Church in Berlin-Brandenburg, in the German Democratic Republic, founded three years previously. This decision was anything but easy for her. But she made it out of love, with what would prove to be massive consequences for her.

By 1954, the time had come. For many, if not most of us, that year is associated with the miracle of Bern, the first World Cup victory by the national team of West Germany, the Federal Republic. But in my family it was the year when my parents moved from the Federal Republic to the German Democratic Republic, from Hamburg to Quitzow, a little town in the rural district of Prignitz in Brandenburg, just 150 kilometers northwest of Berlin. There my father took up his first church post as a local pastor. He traveled ahead, and my mother followed a short time later with me in a carry cot. I was six weeks old. Just a year had passed since a popular uprising in the GDR, with strikes and political demonstrations, was brutally suppressed by Soviet tanks. And another blow straight to the heart of millions of Germans, our family included, would follow only a few years later with the construction of the Berlin Wall. For now, however, my parents settled with me in their new surroundings.

We had a housekeeper. Her name was Frau Spiess, and she had come to Quitzow from East Prussia with my father’s predecessor. After his retirement she continued working for my parents. She taught them everything you needed to know for a life in the country. My father was made to milk goats, and my mother learned to cook nettles and many other things that she had not known as a city child. The story was often told in our family that she had brought a white carpet to her marriage, and initially, after coming to Quitzow, wanted to hold on to her Hamburg habit of not asking visitors, even the farmers from the village, to take their shoes off if they wanted to talk to my father. And they often came to him with their worries, because the period of forced collectivization had just begun, the reason why many of them later left for the West. If the farmers wanted to take off their shoes, because they knew what trails they would leave on the white carpet, my mother told them not to worry, so they tramped over the white carpet in their filthy work boots. Eventually, my mother abandoned her Hamburg habit and let the visitors take their shoes off. She had arrived in Quitzow.

I have no direct personal memory of the place, and everything I know comes from family stories. Templin is a very different matter. In 1957 my parents moved with me and my brother, Marcus, who was born in the same year, to this small town in the Uckermark district of Brandenburg, about eighty kilometers north of Berlin. My father had been called there by the Protestant Church in Berlin-Brandenburg to run the Ecclesiastical Seminary in Templin, later to become the Pastoral College. This meant that he was no longer a classic local pastor. The move also opened up new possibilities for my mother.

The Waldhof estate

My sister, Irene, was born in 1964. When she was about six years old, we had a favorite place of our own. It was on the tin roof of the dormer window on the attic floor of my parents’ house. Irene was nimbler than I was and had discovered that we could easily climb out of the window and make ourselves comfortable on the tin roof. From there we could look down on the fir trees and watch them stirring gently in the wind. Between the trees we saw a path that fell gently toward a meadow with the canal connecting the Templiner See and the Röddelinsee passing through it. Up on the roof in summertime we made plans for the things we wanted to do. Go to the spring in the meadow? Cycle to the Röddelinsee to go swimming? Pick blueberries in the forest around Templin? The possibilities seemed endless. We got on wonderfully well, in spite of our ten-year age difference.

The attic-level dormer window belonged to my room. The actual family apartment was a floor below. Our house was on the Waldhof estate, on the edge of town. The major part of the estate was an institute of the Stephanus Foundation for children and adults with learning difficulties. The concept was in line with that of the Protestant Bethel Foundation psychiatric hospital. Apart from taking care of the residents, value was placed on the therapeutic effect of active and meaningful work. The institution was intended to be as self-sufficient as possible, so apart from a kitchen and a farm there was also a nursery, a laundry, a smithy, a carpentry workshop, a cobbler’s, and a tailor’s. As children we were allowed to go everywhere and chat with the master craftsmen of the various trades and the residents with learning disabilities.

The Pastoral College run by my father included both a building with rooms for course participants and a few apartments, including our family’s official quarters, with seven rooms in all. Five of them were on the first floor, while my room and my father’s study were on the attic level. There was also a “school,” in which the events and training courses led by my father were held.

My mother was also faced with new tasks at the Waldhof, such as training Church administrators, teaching them German and math, or giving lessons in Greek and Latin to the future students of the “Sprachenkonvikt,” a theological educational institution operated by the Protestant Church, to prepare them for their studies. Over the years, the college’s work concentrated increasingly on the further training of pastors, however, which meant that my mother’s field of activity shrank again. Then for a time she worked as my father’s secretary. As a pastor’s wife she wasn’t allowed to teach in a public school; in every area of education in East Germany, Church influences were to be excluded. The GDR saw itself as an atheist state.

There was basically a classic distribution of roles between my mother and my father in our everyday family life, with my mother at least imagining what it would be like if she taught at a school. At the time I thought this would just have meant a double burden, because she would have had to take care of both teaching and doing the housework. As a child I couldn’t see any advantage in that. Since my mother was not officially “actively working,” in the GDR phrase, meaning that she was not gainfully employed, my siblings and I were not allowed to attend kindergarten or, later on, to have school meals. Again, I didn’t like that at all. Right at the end, in the last year of school, I did manage to gain access to school meals. The reason I wanted to do so lay not so much in the quality of the food, but in the charm of something that had for a long time been forbidden to me. Not having them, however, meant that for many years my mother had to cook lunch for the whole family every day, and the other meals on top of that, of course, and—let’s not forget—do the shopping for them all.

It was about three kilometers from the Waldhof estate to the shops in town. When we children were still too small to help, my mother had to bring all the groceries back home on her bicycle by herself. It was a great physical effort for her. Later, when she had her driving license, her mother, my Hamburg grandmother, gave her a Trabant. She did so via GENEX, a company that allowed West Germans to give East German citizens large gifts that were paid for in Western deutsche marks. Being able to drive her own car, even if it was a size or two smaller than the model that had won her the nickname “Mercedes” when she was a student, was an act of self-liberation for my mother. Now she was mobile. She also used it to give English lessons in the Sprachenkonvikt, which led to friction with my father, who didn’t like preparing his own meals. But my mother wouldn’t be stopped from going her own way.

Pastors in the GDR didn’t earn much, but only had to pay a small rent for their official residence; this was true of us as well. They also received material support from the West, known as “Deutsche Bruderhilfe” (literally: German fraternal aid). For our family that meant around seventy deutsche marks a month. My Hamburg grandmother and—after her death in 1978—my aunt, my mother’s sister, used Bruderhilfe and regularly sent us parcels. It was a massive organizational task for our Hamburg relatives, but it was incredibly helpful to us.

And the packages were special in another respect as well; we knew this immediately as we opened them and thought: “This smells of the West.” By that we meant the delicate scent of good soap or aromatic coffee. The East, by contrast, smelled severely of scouring products, floor polish, and turpentine. I still have that smell in my nostrils.

As far as I was concerned, the official GDR was the embodiment of tastelessness. Synthetic rather than natural materials, never any joyful colors. My parents tried to find the nooks and crannies where they could escape that tastelessness, for example by buying the beautiful furniture of the Hellerau workshops, for which they sometimes had to wait for ages. Perhaps my present-day preference for colorful blazers could be traced back to the primal experience of missing bright colors in East German everyday life.

My father’s Pastoral College was able to take advantage of the infrastructure of the whole of the Waldhof, such as the kitchen and the workshops of the Stephanus Foundation. Residents with learning disabilities also did certain jobs in the college. One of them in particular has stayed in my memory. He helped my mother tirelessly and with the patience of an angel, by fetching wood and coal. It was very hard work, because all the rooms were heated by tiled stoves. He concentrated entirely on the work. Otherwise, he talked constantly, stories about his imaginary life as a railway worker. I became friends with him.

While we children didn’t yet have to go to school, we spent most of our days outside, only interrupted by meals. At midday and six in the evening a resident of the Stephanus Foundation would ring the bells in the belfry on the Waldhof estate. Even for the children of the parsonage, that meant going home, because it was mealtime. Otherwise, we could spend all day wandering the estate. It was wonderful.

My special friend was the gardener, Herr Lachmann. He taught me all about pricking out seedlings and greenhouse gardening. I could ask him everything and at the same time help him a little with his gardening work. Otherwise, I was quite a rustic child. In Quitzow I was even said to have drunk water from the chickens’ water bowl when I was thirsty. And on the Waldhof estate I thought nothing of eating unwashed carrots in the nursery.

My favorite spot in the autumn was a seat on the potato steamer. This was an enormous vehicle that looked like a truck with a big cooking pot. The pot was filled with potatoes, where they were steamed until they were soft. In that way they could be made edible soon after they had been harvested. When I was a child I was allowed to sit next to the driver when this was being done. There was a wonderful smell of potato fields and potato plants. And it was a real delight to me to taste the soft potatoes.

Other children lived on the Waldhof estate, some older then me, some younger. We got up to all sorts of things—we cycled to the lake and went swimming, we messed about in the straw or played the game of Völkerball, popular in the GDR. There was always someone willing to join in. We never got bored.

On the first Sunday of Advent, the children of the Waldhof sang Advent carols for the residents with learning disabilities. We serenaded them at seven o’clock in the morning, waking them up as they slept in big dormitories. That was what it was like in those days—single or double bedrooms were out of the question. We sang “Es kommt ein Schiff, geladen” (A Ship Is Coming, Laden), “Macht hoch die Tür” (Raise High the Door), and lots of other songs. The residents were delighted, and we children sang our hearts out. Over Christmas I also sang in the choir of the Church of Maria Magdalena in Templin. Overall, Christmas was a great highlight of the year for us children on the Waldhof. However, the course of our Christmas Eve was very different from that of many other families. In the parsonage the private and the professional merged seamlessly, as we noticed particularly at Christmas.

On Christmas Eve my father had to perform two or three services in the villages around Templin, and often he didn’t come home until six in the evening, still shivering from the cold village churches. When we were little we were obliged to take a midday nap because it would be a late night. When I grew older I accompanied my father to his services.

Of course, my Berlin grandmother came to visit, but on that special evening we were also supposed to think of people who were on their own. From an early age we children were told that the essential meaning of Christmas lay in thinking about people who didn’t have it as good as we did, people who were lonely and abandoned. So every year we invited a fellow Waldhof resident who lived on their own and rarely had company to our house on Christmas Eve. Over dinner, which from my childish perspective already began late enough because of my father’s church services, our guest was at last able to chat freely and at length; my parents even encouraged them to do so. But we children were fidgeting in our chairs, since all our attention was focused on our keenly awaited presents, but we were forbidden to say a word. So it was often eight o’clock or even later before we were finally allowed to enter the room with the Christmas tree.

There we had a fixed ritual. Once the wax candles were lit, my brother and sister and I told the Christmas story, dividing up the roles between us. Between the extracts from the Gospel of Luke we played short pieces on the recorder and sang Christmas carols. This little performance was of course designed to please our guests, but it was also intended to remind us that Christmas was not primarily about presents.

I have beautiful memories of Christmas morning, when the presents lay unwrapped in front of us, and we sat together in the living room. My father usually didn’t have to lead a church service, because as principal of the Pastoral College he was only employed in the parishes on a temporary basis. While my mother prepared the roast goose in the kitchen, we had the chance to talk to our father about the presents. As we did so, we snacked from the plates of Christmas treats that my mother had made for us, and no one told us to hold back on our consumption of sweets. If the presents from the West included one of the Ravensburger jigsaw puzzles that my brother loved so much, we started assembling it together.

We were an open house, not only at Christmas and other holidays. My parents often had visitors all year round. Often friends came after dinner, and the adults drank tea together, or a glass of wine. It wasn’t rare for people to ask my parents for advice about how to respond to the state in certain situations; these also included members of the SED, the Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands (Socialist Unity Party of Germany). At weekends pastors also liked to visit one another. I loved going to other parsonages within the church circle. After coffee we children were often sent away. If we were told we were allowed to go and play, it actually meant that we were supposed to go and play. I often tried to stay with the adults, and developed strategies for shrinking into a corner or hiding undiscovered behind a curtain. I desperately wanted to listen to what the grown-ups were talking about. The conversations were mostly extremely political. I was keenly interested, much more so than when they talked about theological issues or Christ’s teaching and church services. Sometimes it was about other pastors who had found themselves in conflict with the state, or who were having difficulties with State Security (Staatssicherheit, the “Stasi”). It was always clear that such discussions and encounters could never be mentioned to anyone else. Even as children, we knew not to say anything.

In a state of pure shock

I associate my first memories with my Hamburg grandmother, although I have no idea how far they are actually my own, or whether they became mine through family stories. The first, at any rate, goes back to 1957, when I was three years old. I lived with my grandmother for three months; my mother was expecting her second child, my brother, Marcus. When I came back from Hamburg to Templin after he was born, I couldn’t climb the stairs to our apartment on my own, but I could use the formal “Sie” for “you.” My mother was startled when I addressed her in this way, and clearly a certain estrangement had crept in while we had been apart.

The second memory takes me to 1959, and once again to Hamburg, where we were celebrating the wedding of my mother’s sister, my aunt Gunhild. On the journey from Templin to Hamburg in our grey Wartburg Kombi station wagon my brother and I were actually supposed to be asleep, because we were traveling in the evening. In our luggage was a big floor vase that my parents had bought as a wedding present for my aunt. At the border, when the police asked them what they had with them, I said from the back seat: “You’ve forgotten something! We packed the vase as well!” Luckily, my cheekiness didn’t cause my parents any major problems at the border. When we drove on, they told me off for not having been asleep. I should at least have pretended, they said. I’ve never forgotten that event. At the time I was so open that I wanted to tell everybody everything. That changed during the course of my life.

It was wonderful at my aunt’s house, it really was. But a bad thing happened on the wedding day. Some relatives had come to the party—this was in November—with older children, boys of about nine or ten who suggested that we go for a walk together. I was proud that they wanted to take me along, since I was only five. But soon they’d had enough of me and sent me back, on my own. But I couldn’t find the way. I can’t remember how I got there, but eventually I ended up at a police station. The policemen questioned me until they worked out where my parents were staying, so that they could tell them where I was and they could come and pick me up. So my first memories of Hamburg are a bit conflicted.

On July 16, 1961, my Hamburg grandmother turned seventy. For her birthday she had asked for a trip to Bavaria with my family. No one could have guessed that this would be our last trip to West Germany together. My grandmother had never had a license, so she was lucky that her son-in-law Horst, my father, liked to drive. We hired a VW Beetle, and spent three weeks of the summer driving around Bavaria and Austria. My grandmother wanted it to be an extended trip.

From Templin we first set off for Hamburg, collected my grandmother from there, and then headed south. We stayed in a little hotel on the Sagberg mountain, near Frasdorf in the foothills of the Alps in the Chiemgau. I remember the journey there involving lots of bends. We saw the mountains, went on outings to the islands of Herrenchiemsee and Frauenchiemsee, to Munich, Innsbruck, and Salzburg. In Wasserburg am Inn, I was impressed by the rushing waters of the swollen river.

After three weeks we drove back home, and by August 7 or 8, 1961 my parents, my brother, and I were back home in Templin. Later my father would often say that he had seen bundles of wire lying about in the forests surrounding Berlin, clearly a sign of drastic measures to come. 

On the Thursday or Friday before work started on the Wall, my father took me to Berlin on some sort of errand. He left me with his mother, my Berlin grandmother. She lived on the Retzbacher Weg in the Eastern Pankow district, in an apartment in a 1930s-built house. That day she went with me from there toward Wollankstrasse in the French sector of Berlin to buy cigarettes—she was a heavy smoker, like my father. I clearly remember her holding me tightly by the hand and dragging me along behind her, ignoring the fact that I was only seven and couldn’t keep up. In the shop she spoke in quick, staccato tones. She wanted to get out again as quickly as possible, because buying cigarettes in West Berlin and taking them to the East was forbidden. At the time I had no idea that it would be a very long time before I would be able to come back to West Berlin. In the evening my father and I drove back to Templin.

On August 13, a Sunday, work began on the construction of the wall through the middle of Berlin. My father held a church service as normal—I was there, and will never forget it. Everyone was in a state of pure shock, and people were crying. My mother was in despair. She didn’t know when she would see her mother and sister in Hamburg again, and my father was downcast because part of his hometown was now inaccessible to him. Something had happened that was beyond his imagination. The city of his birth was divided by a wall. And not only Berlin, but the whole country.

Even though the two German states had existed since 1949, it was only the building of the Wall in 1961 that fundamentally changed my family’s situation, as it did that of millions of other people. It condemned those of us in the GDR to impotence. I remember, for example, the days of the devastating flooding in Hamburg a few months later, in February 1962, when my mother was terribly worried about her mother and sister—and couldn’t do anything about it. Our families had simply been separated from one another. In order to maintain some kind of contact, my grandmother and my mother wrote weekly letters to each other. After my grandmother’s death in 1978, my aunt continued the tradition.

Goetheschule

As I was born after June 30, according to the rules at the time I couldn’t go to school at the age of six in 1960, but had to wait another year. Now, only a few days after the building of the Wall, which had hit my family so hard, the time had come. Early in September 1961, at the age of seven, I was sent to Grundschule IV, the elementary school closest to the Waldhof. Even so, it was quite a distance away, and took me half an hour on foot. As I couldn’t really tell left from right yet, my parents only allowed me to cycle there in traffic after second grade. In fifth grade I switched from Grundschule IV to the nearby Goetheschule, an academic high school.

Lessons began at half past seven. I got up at around 6:15, and breakfast consisted only of a slice of bread and butter and a cup of tea or ersatz coffee. There was no time to sit down. Then I usually picked up the children of the family next door, to walk or cycle to school with them. But often they weren’t ready, so my mother watched from the kitchen window of our apartment to see when I would finally set off. Sometimes she accused me of simply accepting the risk of being late.

I came home at midday, since I wasn’t allowed to eat at school. After lunch I either did my homework or had some free time. Supper was at six o’clock in the evening, usually sandwiches, but sometimes semolina pudding with cherries or blueberries, and it was our family’s main meal. Everyone took part. We children talked about what we’d got up to during the day. Our parents listened attentively and gave us good advice so that we siblings could deal with the adversities of everyday life in East Germany. Very often, however, my father had a limited amount of time if evening events at the Pastoral College began at 7:00 or 7:30. Then, after washing up, which we helped with, I kept my mother company as she knitted, for example. As I grew older we also watched the daily news program together.

Unlike all my fellow pupils, in first grade I wasn’t allowed to join the Pioneer Organization, the state youth organization for pupils up to seventh grade. That had consequences. I didn’t get rewards for good achievements in my schoolwork, unlike the others who were in the Pioneers. I wasn’t allowed to help to prepare for upcoming festivities such as Christmas, all because I wasn’t a member of the Pioneers.

This was down to my parents. When I started school they said to me, “You’ll have to decide after the end of first grade, but not yet, when you’re just starting. School is a duty, but membership of the Pioneers isn’t.” That was their view. I was to learn that even in the GDR there were opportunities for decision-making. My parents had also planned to talk to me at the end of my first school year about whether I wanted to become a member of the Pioneers or not. They would accept either decision. With this method—I only understood the full breadth of this later on, and it gave me a high opinion of my parents—they wanted to achieve two things: that I should learn to make independent decisions, and also that as a pastor’s child who was assumed to come from an oppositional household, I shouldn’t be prevented from having an academic education and left only with the option of theological studies at the “Sprachenkonvikt.” Because if you didn’t join the state youth organizations it was barely possible to do the Abitur school-leaving exam and go on to study. My parents didn’t want to put extra obstacles in the way of my choice of profession, or that of my siblings, or—even worse—to ruin our futures.

In second grade I decided to join the Pioneer Organization. I became a Young Pioneer, with a blue neckerchief, and from fourth grade onward a “Thälmann Pioneer” (after the German Communist leader Ernst Thälmann, murdered by the Nazis). From 1962 until 1968 I was a member of the Pioneer Organization, and after that the FDJ (Freie Deutsche Jugend, Free German Youth), the state organization for children and young people from eighth grade upward. Later, I was also able to join the class Pioneer leadership team, but wasn’t allowed to become group council chair because I was a pastor’s daughter.

My siblings and I learned in many ways what it meant to be a pastor’s child in the GDR. A particular source of horror for me in this respect was the class book. In it, the origins of parents were noted—A for Arbeiterklasse (working class), B for Bauern (farmers), I for Intelligenz (intelligentsia), S for Selbständige (self-employed). Often, substitute teachers made pupils stand up and say what their father did for a living. Once I whispered to the boy next to me, “Right, I don’t feel like saying ‘Pfarrer’ [pastor] again today, there will just be a thousand more follow-up questions.” He replied, “Then just say ‘Fahrer’ [driver].” (In spoken German, “Pfarrer” and “Fahrer” sound very similar.) As I waited for my turn to come, I worried myself sick about whether I should actually take my neighbor’s well-intentioned advice or tell the truth. When my name was called I said my father’s profession in a bit of a mumble, but still making it clear that he was a pastor. Luckily, there were no further questions this time about what it was like to live in a parsonage and whether my parents said critical things about the school. I was afraid of such insistent questions. Then I just wanted to sink into the floor—perhaps not least because my mother always told us that as a pastor’s children we had to be better than everyone else and stand out as little as possible. The fact that my parents, particularly my father, had allowed us to become members of the Pioneers and the FDJ, even though we were a pastor’s children, was different from other parsonages. Sometimes this situation also put me in a state of conflict, when I found out that children the same age as me were not allowed to switch to the Erweiterte Oberschule (EOS, Extended Secondary School) just because they weren’t members of the FDJ. My father was more to the left of the political spectrum in any case. He supported Liberation Theology in Latin America and rejected the idea of church tax in West Germany. He believed that pastors should work for a living in their own communities. Even in the days of the GDR his attitudes won him the nickname “Red Kasner.” I didn’t find his views particularly practical or definitive, as I had reached the conclusion that if we ourselves had implemented the policies for which my father argued in theory, we wouldn’t have been able to afford a lot of things. When I said this to my father, however, it fell on deaf ears. He didn’t seem to me to reconcile his theoretical considerations with his practical life.

I found school easy from the beginning—it was only in sport that I really had to make an effort. I will never forget my first dive from the three-meter board. One day, it appeared on the timetable. I was a very good swimmer but I was afraid of heights. I stood at the back at the school swimming pool next to the Goetheschule, so as to be last in line. All of my fellow pupils had dived and were already swimming down below. That made little difference to me; my survival instinct outweighed my fear of looking ridiculous in front of everybody. But I didn’t just want to go back either, it would have been too great a defeat. So I was standing up there. My sports teacher coaxed me gently; he was patient and could tell that I actually wanted to dare to dive. My fellow pupils didn’t make fun of me either, because they knew that I’d often helped them. So it dragged on. Perhaps in the end it didn’t last as long as it seemed to me in retrospect, only twenty minutes rather than forty-five. At any rate, at last I heard the ringing of the school bell in the distance, a sign for the end of class. The teacher said, “Now you’ve got to dive or go back.” So I dived and landed in the water with a mixture of pride at having done it, and shame because it hadn’t been as bad as I had imagined when I was up on the three-meter board.

But at school I encountered other challenges more serious than a poor performance in sport. Even today I’m grateful to my parents—particularly my mother—for helping us children to cope with them.

For example, I remember a German teacher at elementary school who told us in almost every class about the atrocities that the communists had suffered at the hands of the Nazis. As a communist herself she had been affected by them. But apart from the fact that she never mentioned the persecution and murder of the Jews by the Nazis, as I later realized, she confronted us daily—we were only ten years old at the time—with the most vivid descriptions of terrible brutality. I remember it being strong stuff for my young soul. I needed an outlet and found one in my mother when I came home at midday. While she was heating up my lunch I chattered away and poured my heart out. We called it “debriefing.”

My brother had a slightly different approach. The first thing he did after school was lie down on the rug in the sitting room and read the newspaper. Marcus needed a break, and my mother let him have one. My sister, by contrast, needed movement first of all, and liked to go outside immediately to play. By being there for us and dealing with each of us individually, my mother helped us to process things we hadn’t understood, vent any built-up aggressions, and gain some distance from the things that troubled us.

We were basically living in two worlds in any case. One was school, the other our private lives before and after. We couldn’t speak freely to all of our fellow pupils, but we could to our school friends. We weren’t worried that they might betray anything of our private conversations. We had quickly learned what we could say in school and what we couldn’t. It was part of life, because it was obvious to us that we would get into big trouble if we openly revealed what we were really thinking. Our parents had also warned us not to talk about Western television. One favorite trick question on the part of some teachers, for example, was: “Does your Sandmann [a character in a German television show] have a watch with dots or lines?” They could tell from the answer whether we had seen the Western Sandmann or the Eastern Sandmann on television at home. So even before we started going to school my parents had told us that if we were asked questions of that kind we should simply say that we couldn’t remember. We learned very early on to be careful.

If my mother noticed that I was having long telephone conversations with my school friends, which I enjoyed doing, she came into the room and said that I was talking myself into trouble because the Stasi were bound to be recording the call, and that I should be careful if I said anything about the teachers or even just complained about the situation at school. My parents recommended having conversations like that out in the woods. I can still remember as if it was yesterday that my brother once got into real trouble in first grade over a joke about Walter Ulbricht, the head of state, even though it wasn’t so much a real joke as a bit of fun. He had described the man with the striking beard to his classmates as “Old Goatee.” One of them reported him to their class teacher. My parents were informed and advised to be cautious about making any political statements. The state had no sense of humor.

So obviously it was also taboo to talk outside of our own four walls about what my mother told me one evening. It was November 22, 1963. She came into my room and said quietly, “Something terrible has happened.” I was already in bed, and normally she would just have said “Good night,” but instead she whispered, “John F. Kennedy has been assassinated.” I could tell immediately how shocked my mother was. It was only a few months since the American president had brought us to tears on his visit to Berlin with the words “Ich bin ein Berliner.”

From fifth grade onward we learned Russian. One hurdle I had to jump was the brace on my teeth. I had one that you could take out, and couldn’t pronounce the Russian “rrr” properly if the brace was in my mouth. So during Russian class I wrapped it in my sandwich paper and put it under my desk. One day I left it there, and didn’t realize until I got home. I immediately raced back to school on my bike to look for it. The cleaner had already thrown the sandwich paper containing the brace in the bin, but it hadn’t yet been emptied. I could hardly believe it and was incredibly relieved, because the brace was a valuable object, and I didn’t even want to imagine what would have happened at home if I had had to confess to losing it.

In fifth grade I joined the school Russian club, a study group. Our teacher, Frau Benn, a staunch communist, was pedagogically very good. She was skilled at motivating us. This included competitions, “Olympiads,” as they were called, a way of encouraging achievements outside of lessons. I took part in several of these during my time at school, with average success in the Math Olympiad and excellent results in the Russian Olympiad.

I was in eighth grade when I had my first Russian Olympiad. It was held over a number of rounds, beginning with the School Olympiad, followed by the Regional Olympiad, the State Olympiad, and finally the National Olympiad. I enjoyed taking part. As a year-eight student I was already starting in the age group of what were known as “preparatory classes.” That was the name given in the GDR to ninth and tenth grade of the Extended Secondary School, intended as preparation for the actual school-leaving stage, eleventh and twelfth grades. I won a bronze medal. Sibylle Holzhauer, also from Templin, won a gold. She was two years older than me, the daughter of a doctor and my great role model, because her Russian pronunciation was particularly good. We are still in touch. With the medals that Sibylle and I won, the little town of Templin was able to claim success at a national level. Two years later I even won a gold medal.

The GDR-wide competition was held in the marble hall of the headquarters of the Society for German–Soviet Friendship in Berlin, next to the Maxim Gorki Theater. While writing this book I found an old newspaper cutting, which my mother had kept. It gives a detailed account of the Olympiads in May 1969. Among other things, at the start we had to take a vow, which read as follows: “We [. . .] vow today to fight honorably, with determination and all our strength, for the best results, in honor of our school, our county and district, and for the benefit of our socialist homeland.”

The competition was held within a wider framework: we students had to visit four locations, in a so-called field camp for young patriots, and engage singly in different conversational situations with Hungarian pupils and a delegation of Komsomol’tsy. Komsomol’tsy were members of the Komsomol youth organization of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, and the children in the younger classes were called Lenin Pioneers.

I remember being so excited that I didn’t sleep the whole night before. Then I was so tired in the morning that I worried about whether I would be able to solve a single exercise. I was quite surprised by the strength I managed to find in the actual competition; of course, it was pure adrenalin.

As a reward, as well as medals we won a trip on the “friendship train” to Moscow and Yaroslavl. Sibylle and I traveled together. Before the trip, there was a preparatory course of lessons held in a camp belonging to the Pioneer Organization, in the Klim-Voroshilov camp on the Röddelinsee near Templin. I wasn’t just filled with eager anticipation of the big trip during those days. I was enthralled by being woken up at dawn, the morning sport, the communal atmosphere during the day’s events, and the blazing campfire in the evening. Admittedly, we had to wear very unattractive uniforms—along with the FDJ blouse, we were given a brown anorak and a brown skirt, which we drastically shortened by rolling up, something that would get us into trouble later in the Soviet Union, but that didn’t put me off. Maybe the socialist idea isn’t so bad after all, I thought.

After the course, we traveled from Templin to Berlin-Treptow for the closing parade at the Soviet monument in honor of the Red Army soldiers who fell in the Second World War. Sibylle and I got there a bit later than the rest of the group. We were given such a severe telling off from a supervisor that the positive feelings I had developed for socialism in the Voroshilov camp evaporated in a flash.

Then we had to walk to the school where we were due to sleep the night before we left. It was near the Ostbahnhof in Berlin. On the way—it was Saturday evening—I peered in through the windows of the houses we were walking past, and thought: Oh my, you’re walking around here in the uniform of your unit and being ticked off for doing absolutely nothing, while the people behind the windows are watching quiz shows on Western television, and what are you doing? You’re marching along in a crowd like this and tomorrow you’re taking a train to the Soviet Union. Everything seemed pitiful; I felt lonely and lost and I’d had enough of it all before the trip even began.

In Moscow we met up with a group of Komsomol’tsy. The first thing they said to us was: “It’s completely impossible for Germany to stay divided. It would be completely surreal to build a wall between Leningrad and Moscow or through the two cities. It’ll last for a while, but one day Germany will be reunited.” I was speechless at the idea that young people from the country supposedly responsible for the division of Germany saw it for what it was: unnatural. That was my first discovery on the trip, in 1969, eight years after the erection of the Berlin Wall. Discovery number two was that, unlike in the GDR, you could get vinyl records of the Beatles, and I immediately bought a copy of the Yellow Submarine album.

During our time in the country, we stayed in a Russian school, because everyone was on holiday. We danced to Western music, another experience I hadn’t expected. From Moscow we went northeast to the city of Yaroslavl. Throughout the whole trip we were constantly visiting monuments commemorating the Great Patriotic War, as the Red Army’s fight against Germany in the Second World War is still known. I remember that in a wreath-laying some elderly women, babushkas to us, grandmothers, walked along behind us and I heard them saying: “Look at that, girls in such short skirts, they have no decency, it’s shameful and not a way of paying honor to our soldiers.” We were slightly ashamed, but not really.

The Russian Olympiads, however, were only a way of improving my knowledge of Russian. I also used every available opportunity to learn more. In Vogelsang, a town near Templin, there was a big Russian estate. The members of the Russian armed forces there were screened off and had barely any access to public life in the GDR. The officers, however, brought their families to Germany, so from time to time we were able to visit their children, Lenin Pioneers or Komsomol’tsy according to their age. We spent afternoons with them in their canteen and chatted together in Russian.

A rather more unconventional method of polishing up my Russian skills arose on my cycle home from school. On some days Soviet soldiers stood on the corner of Lychener Strasse and Parkstrasse, waiting to give columns of military vehicles directions to their exercise grounds in the forests around Templin. During my school days, we estimated that there were three times as many Soviet soldiers in the thinly populated areas around Templin as there were local residents. The soldiers who gave directions often had to stand there day and night, in wind and rain, until the column finally arrived. I couldn’t help feeling sorry for them. While they waited, I used the opportunity to talk to them and test and improve my Russian skills.

In East Germany there was no religious instruction in school. This was done after school, as teaching of Christian doctrine, in my case in the parish rooms in Templin. The teachers knew about it, and at the beginning of each school year they scheduled the rehearsals for the school choir at exactly the same time. Those of us who wanted to sing had to ask the teacher to rearrange Christian doctrine lessons. So, at the start of every school year, there was a battle over the allotted time. 

Once that had been decided, once a week we studied Bible stories or learned hymns. From seventh grade onward we went to confirmation classes. I was confirmed in 1970; we celebrated it in the Ermerlerhaus in Berlin, a patrician town house on the Spree Canal, so that my godfathers and godmothers from the West could attend the celebration. Their one-day visa allowed them to travel to East Berlin, but not to the rest of the territory of the GDR. My godfather came along, a friend of my mother’s from her student days, and I was able to meet his children. After the very lavish lunch, the young people were allowed to walk around alone on the Fischerinsel and chat about our different lives.

I was only confirmed, while some of my fellow students took both confirmation and “Jugendweihe” (Youth Consecration)—a state celebration in the GDR that marked entry into adulthood. This was a concession by the Church to the state, because it didn’t want young people and their parents to face a choice between two options. The state wanted to use Youth Consecration to entice young people away from the churches.

After confirmation we became members of the Youth Community, our church community’s youth group. At the time, Manfred Domrös was the youth pastor in Berlin-Brandenburg. I met up with him again after German unification, on the island of Hiddensee, part of my parliamentary election constituency, where he was a local pastor. In my youth, Domrös participated in further-education events at my father’s Pastoral College. I liked him a lot, because he was brilliant at playing the guitar and singing new hymns. I loved going to Protestant National Youth Days, where you could have relatively open discussions, even with the bishop of the day. Participation in these Youth Days didn’t cause me any additional problems at school.


Holidays

Once a year our parents took us on vacation, whenever possible to a church vacation home. It was fully catered, so that my mother didn’t have to worry about cooking. We did not have access to vacation spots run by the FDGB (Freier Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund, Free German Trade Union Federation), because my parents weren’t members of a trade union. There was a state travel agency through which a limited number of vacation spots could be booked, but there was no free market, and restaurant bookings were also hard to come by. We often drove to the Baltic coast, to Kühlungsborn or Dierhagen, between Rostock and Stralsund. There, near our vacation home, there was a guesthouse of the Ministerial Council of the GDR—the government, in other words. Members of the Politburo of the SED also took their vacations there.

The grounds of the building, now a hotel, were fenced on three sides, but not facing the beach. So sometimes we children had fun creeping along the beach from our own accommodation to this guesthouse. In the evening, when these ladies and gentlemen strolled through the forest from their guesthouse to the beach at Dierhagen, they walked right past our church vacation house. Sometimes its guests included pastors’ families whose children were not allowed to sit the Abitur. After dinner we stood outside, waiting for the members of the Politburo of the Central Committee of the SED to pass. We said to each other, “Will you go and tell them that I’m not allowed to go to the EOS? Do they know that? See what happens.” In the end, however, none of us went. We were too scared.

Later, between the ages of fourteen and eighteen, picking blueberries in the woods of Templin became my vacation job. I would set off in the morning along with other children from the Waldhof on the train from Templin to Rychen, and get off at Tangersdorf. It was a request stop, which meant that at the start of the journey you had to tell the driver you wanted to get off there. Then we went into the forest and picked blueberries. The aim was to collect ten liters a day, a big bucketful. We had finished by midday. Now we could either take the blueberries we had picked to the Volkseigener Erfassungsund Aufkaufbetrieb (VEAB, People’s Registration and Purchasing Service) with its attached retail outlet, which bought them from us, or give them to our own mothers to bottle. The opportunity to make a little money with the fruit placed a bit of moral pressure on my mother to give me a little money back in return.

Blueberries were a very lucrative business, because a kilo could bring in four or five ostmarks, I can’t remember the exact sum. The retail outlet passed on our blueberries to their customers for one or two ostmarks—if the employees didn’t immediately divert the goods for themselves and their friends. So if we had waited until the goods were displayed for sale and one of us had bought them back from the retail outlet to offer them again as newly collected berries, we could have made really good money. We never did that, but this simple procedure demonstrated the sheer nonsense of the GDR economy.

My Hamburg aunt’s family also spent about ten days with us every summer. Relatives of GDR citizens and their families were allowed to make such visits for up to thirty days. I always drew up a kind of comparison table between the childhood of my cousins in the West and my own in the East. Of course, I envied them a lot of opportunities that existed in the West. Shopping opportunities were many times better for them than they were for us, and my aunt’s children were able to travel freely. We, on the other hand, could only dream of holidays in the West and always had to be on our guard against the state. But I was glad that my Hamburg relatives loved our landscape, especially the swimming spots, and thought our sandwiches and cakes were extraordinarily tasty. So we did have some things that they thought were better than what they had at home. I, in turn, was less keen on their accounts of everyday life at school, because the many political discussions during lessons—this was in the late 1960s—sounded to me like an absolute mess. I took the view that West German students lacked the peace and quiet to study properly. My cousins didn’t disagree. So, to my child’s eyes, the balance between East and West was even, overall.

Prague Spring

In August 1968, our family went on holiday to Czechoslovakia. We had found a place to stay in Pec pod Snĕžkou in the Giant Mountains. Our host’s son was about the same age as me, and both he and his father could speak some German. Out in the meadow in front of the house he tried to make it clear to me with a few words and gestures of his hands and feet how proud he was of the changes to his country made by the new Party head Alexander Dubček. When I wrote a postcard to my grandmother, he tore up the stamp that I was about to stick on it because it still showed the old head of the Communist Party, Antonin Novotný. A few months previously, Dubček had won a power struggle against Novotný within the Party, and been elected First Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia (KPČ). Dubček represented “socialism with a human face,” as it was called at the time. This made him a leading figure in the Prague Spring, a Communist reform movement in Czechoslovakia. In our conversations, both father and son of our host family proved to be deeply convinced that the development in their country could never be turned back. I was very touched and impressed.

During our holiday, my parents traveled alone to Prague for three days. They had planned to do this from the beginning, so the matron of the Pastoral College had unusually come on holiday with us, to keep an eye particularly on my younger siblings while our parents were away. My mother and father came back from Prague completely inspired. They had experienced an atmosphere of hope, of a new beginning, that would have been unthinkable in the GDR. It was with that feeling that we traveled home. 

I spent the rest of my summer holidays at my Berlin grandmother’s. When I got up on the morning of August 21, 1968 and went into my grandmother’s kitchen for breakfast, her radio was on. She was listening to RIAS, Radio in the American Sector, which always announced itself with the words “A free voice of the free world,” and was designed specially for GDR citizens. I heard that during the night tanks from four Warsaw Pact states had entered Czechoslovakia. They had come for the bloody suppression of the Prague Spring; dozens of people died; and the hope of the summer was buried beneath the tracks of the tanks. Even today I can remember where my grandmother’s radio stood in her kitchen. I can also still feel the blow to the stomach that the news dealt me. At fourteen I learned that there are few things worse in life than shattered hope.

The new school year began almost two weeks later, on September 2, 1968, with the impression of these events still very present. Our class teacher asked us to give an account of what we had experienced in the holidays. When it was my turn I talked with growing enthusiasm about our holiday in the Giant Mountains. I described the conversations with our host’s son and got increasingly carried away with my shock at the end of all those dreams. Suddenly, my teacher interrupted me and said, “If I were you, I’d be a bit careful for now.” I stopped talking and sat down. That was all that happened. My teacher had only said that one sentence. Perhaps, it occurred to me later, he had wanted to protect me against myself.

At home, at around the same time, my father talked about students who had come to Templin, as they always did at this time of year, to pick potatoes, and whom he had met because they were also involved in the student communities in the places where they studied, and who had been given his contact details by the student pastors there. They told my father that some of their fellow students—exhausted after a day of potato-picking and clutching beers in their hands—had spoken freely about the events in Czechoslovakia. As there was always someone listening in, they were betrayed and many of them immediately expelled.

All of this meant that the suppression of the Prague Spring represented a profound break in my father’s relationship with the state. The GDR was not directly involved in the invasion, since memories of the occupation of Czechoslovakia by the German Wehrmacht in March 1939 were to be avoided. The Soviet Union expected the GDR leadership to ensure that there were no protests against the action of their troops. My father, “Red Kasner,” who had always been resolved not to overstate opposition to the GDR, but to confront it honestly, was deeply disappointed. He distanced himself more and more from the system.

Subsequently, he and my mother set about making copies of texts that were seen as subversive in East Germany. These included writings by the author and dissident Alexander Solzhenitzyn. My mother typed out the texts, and my father made copies of them on the Pastoral College’s copier. Such devices were rare, because it was not in the state’s interest for people to get their hands on certain printed texts. Of course, it was well known that the Pastoral College had a copier for further-education essays, and was therefore also a potential source for the distribution of forbidden texts. It wasn’t long before the Stasi found out what my father was doing, and they only waited for a suitable opportunity to confront him with their knowledge.

On one occasion, when my father had broken the speed limit in his official car once again, he was reported to the traffic police. But rather than a traffic policeman, my father found himself sitting opposite a representative of the Stasi, trying to recruit him as an unofficial staff member in order to make use of his contacts. My father rejected the offer, with a strategy as banal as it was effective, and one which our parents had taught us very early on: “If the Stasi ever talk to you,” they explained, “all you have to do is say that you wouldn’t be able to keep it to yourself.” That instruction was extremely helpful, because the Stasi relied on conspiracy. It was a piece of wisdom that would be very useful to me later on.

My father did go on copying other texts but became more careful about distributing them. Nonetheless, my parents, particularly my father, were walking on thin ice. I still wasn’t worried about him, but may have put from my mind the risk that he was taking.

Hermann Matern School

In September 1969, when I was fifteen, I moved from the Polytechnic High School to the more academic Erweiterte Oberschule (EOS). I joined the first of two preparatory classes for the Abitur level. The school was not named after the SED Politburo member Hermann Matern until 1971, the year he died. It was the only EOS in Templin, and I had been very much looking forward to moving there; by the previous academic year, if not before, classes at the Polytechnic High School had begun to drag due to the very wide range of abilities and interests among the students. The more academic among us were increasingly under-challenged, although teachers made a real effort to be fair to everyone, and the subject teaching was actually very good, especially in the sciences—that was true of both my schools. The EOS also had well-equipped physics, chemistry, and biology labs.

At the end of my second year at the EOS we had to take the same exams as the students who were finishing at the Polytechnic High School and going on to do vocational training. This was intended to ensure that, if anyone later failed their Abitur exams, they would still have a school-leaving certificate to fall back on. Conversely, it was at least theoretically possible for polytechnic students who did very well in these exams to move to the EOS at that point. The state had an ideological stake in this arrangement, too, as a counter to any accusations of elitism against the Abitur level.

There were three classes in each year group at the Hermann Matern School: a, b, and c. I was in class b. Half of the students came from the town of Templin and lived at home, as I did, while the other half came from the surrounding villages in the district and lived in the boarding house attached to the school. In 1970, half of us also had been confirmed into the Protestant Church, a comparatively high percentage. We were a self-assured class. As it later emerged, some teachers took a critical view of us for that reason.

In any case, what was allowed and what was forbidden always depended on the prevailing political climate. In 1971, when Erich Honecker succeeded Walter Ulbricht as First Secretary of the SED’s Central Committee, it seemed at first that we might see a little more openness. But the wind soon changed again, and stricter rules returned. They included a ban on wearing jeans to school, and boys were always being sent to the barber because the teachers thought their hair was too long.

But sometimes we were also disappointed in other ways. From time to time we lent our support to “freedom fighters for the socialist idea,” as people called them then, from all over the world. I remember a postcard campaign in early 1970 calling for the Greek composer, writer, and politician Mikis Theodorakis to be released from jail—he had been arrested for joining the resistance against Greece’s military dictatorship. My mother could speak Greek, and so she helped me call for his release in Greek letters.

One morning, a friend told me: “Mikis has betrayed us.”

“What happened?” I asked.

She replied: “He’s free, which is what we wanted, but . . .”

“But?”

“He didn’t come to us; he went to the West.”

The year I was fifteen, a new subject was added to our timetable: civics. The aim of these lessons was to introduce us to Marxist Philosophy, to the Political Economy of Capitalism and Socialism, and to Scientific Communism. We focused on the life and work of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, their relationship with the working class, and their development of dialectical materialism. To this end, we had to answer essay questions such as: “Prove that the scientific insights of Marx and Engels were and remain correct.” Of course, these were matters of opinion that couldn’t be proved scientifically, but instructions of this kind were to remain a constant at every subsequent stage of my education.

Each school day began with the FDJ greeting: “Friendship.” There followed a fifteen-minute review of the newspapers. One student was responsible for this on rotation every week. Given the lack of diversity in the East German press, the term “newspaper review” was a joke. There were two papers from which we had to present the news each day: the SED’s central, nationwide publication Neues Deutschland (New Germany), and our local paper Freie Erde (Free Earth), now the Nordkurier (Northern Courier). Now and then there would also be an article from Junge Welt (Young World), the FDJ’s newspaper.

The boys had to complete various forms of paramilitary training, while we girls did civil defense training, both under the aegis of the Society for Sport and Technology. I was completely inept at the compulsory shooting drills. We were instructed to close our left eye and look at the target through our right. And even though I’m right-handed, I couldn’t do it. My shots never hit the target.

At the EOS, we also had theoretical lessons in what was called Introduction to Socialist Production. These alternated on a weekly basis with days of practical work, known as Instruction Days in Socialist Production, and later Productive Work. These practical lessons had also been on the curriculum at the polytechnic for the last two years I was there. Now, at fifteen, my classmates and I were sent off to work at the Götschendorf concrete factory, around fifteen kilometers from Templin. We helped in the production of prestressed concrete, and manufactured manhole covers and lamp-posts. Prestressed concrete is made by pouring concrete into molds containing tensioned steel reinforcements. Once the concrete has hardened, the tension on the steel is released. I found this thoroughly interesting, and enjoyed the practical work. I expect we were no real help in fulfilling the quotas, but the factory workers and foremen were kind to us teenagers.

My final year at school was when the written and oral Abitur exams were held. We had applied for places at university already, at the end of the previous year. We were advised to study as close to home as possible, and in my case that was Greifswald University. But I wanted to go elsewhere, far enough from Templin that I wouldn’t have to travel home every weekend. For that reason, Berlin was also out of the question. It was the challenge that attracted me—not only of doing a degree, but also of living somewhere new and having to manage on my own. So I applied to the Karl Marx University in Leipzig. Like Berlin’s Humboldt University, it had a very good reputation, and I was interested in Leipzig itself as well: the exhibition halls, the wonderful covered shopping arcades and courtyards in the center, the historic Auerbachs Keller restaurant, the Gewandhaus concert hall, and the St. Thomas Church. I had heard its famous choir when they came to Templin, and on one of these concert tours the choir members had stayed at the Waldhof. I loved their Bach concerts, and loved the idea of being able to hear even more of them in Leipzig.

I was also looking for a new academic challenge once school was over, and so I decided to apply for a Physics course. I hadn’t found it the easiest subject at school, but there was another reason for my choice: it was a science, and even the GDR couldn’t twist all the scientific facts. Two plus two was still four. It meant I could talk about the new things I was learning without having to censor myself. Before making my final decision I went to visit a friend, a fellow pastor’s daughter from Thuringia who was already studying in Leipzig. She was in her first year and told me how difficult everything was, how hard she had to work. It didn’t put me off; in fact, I liked that idea. I thought: You’ll have to make an effort, and if she can do it, then somehow you will manage, too. In my youthful naivety, I had some confidence in myself.

But of course, that wasn’t the whole truth. Like one of my two best friends, I would have liked to study psychology, a subject I was very interested in—but I wasn’t allowed to. Not due to poor grades, but because I had not been assessed as “especially suitable.” It was up to the school to determine a student’s “suitability” for a particular subject, and this suitability related to your character and personality. Once again, my father’s profession was a factor. Unlike the daughter of a worker, a pastor’s daughter stood no chance of achieving the highest rating of “especially suitable” for psychology. But with anything lower, I wouldn’t have been given a university place; there were already enough interested students with the highest rating for the number of places available, which was centrally determined for each university and each subject. And so the school’s assessment was an additional instrument of control beyond a student’s average grade.

I was rated “especially suitable” for physics, and there was also a desperate shortage of girls in the natural sciences. On January 3, 1973, a good six months before my Abitur exams, I was sent an offer for the 1973/1974 academic year, for “undergraduate studies in physics,” addressed to, “Fräulein Angela Kasner, c/o Headteacher, EOS (Hermann Matern).” The offer was provisional at this stage, and the letter stipulated that it could be withdrawn “if the conditions for admission to the degree course are no longer met.” Everyone knew that this caveat did not apply to academic qualifications alone.

In each school year, classes were asked to present a cultural program in front of selected teachers and students. In early summer 1973, my class, 12b, had just a few weeks left at school, and we decided not to contribute to the program this time around. We had no desire to come up with anything, and were in any case busy with exams. What could possibly happen, we thought—another few weeks, and school would be a thing of the past. How wrong we were. At morning break on the day of the scheduled presentation, when all the students were in the schoolyard, a teacher informed everyone over the loudspeaker that 12b were refusing to take part in the cultural program. We realized that the school leadership team was trying to turn the other students against us in an attempt to exert pressure. We were being accused of complacency and laziness. It made us uneasy. And so that breaktime we decided to conjure up a presentation out of thin air and at lightning speed, to be given a few hours later. We had no wish to eat humble pie, however. Class 12b wanted to do something different from what was expected of us, to show what we were made of. Lazy and complacent? Not us! And this was when Christian Morgenstern came into play.

I had an edition of his poetry collection Alle Galgenlieder (All Gallows Songs) on the bookshelf in my bedroom. I liked his poems very much. At lunchtime I went home, ran up to my room, grabbed the book, and came back down to the kitchen where my father was waiting for me. He was busy heating up our lunch, because, unusually, my mother was away. But we never got round to having a proper lunch—I was in too much of a rush to tell my father what had happened that morning at school. Then I read Morgenstern’s poem “A Pug’s Life” to him:

“A Pug’s Life”

Upon a wall, a pug will take a seat;

He’ll find a spot that juts into the street,

And from this vantage point he will observe

Life passing by in all its vim and verve.

O man, take care, lest you this fate befall

And you become a pug upon a wall.

To this day I have an image of myself standing in the kitchen doorway, telling my father about our plans for the cultural program. We intended to read out the “pug on the wall” as a literary interlude. Then, instead of appealing for money to help with reconstruction in Vietnam, we would call for donations to FRELIMO, Mozambique’s liberation movement, and to finish we planned to sing the socialist anthem “The Internationale” in English rather than German. My father listened quietly, and nodded his agreement. He thought it all sounded quite sensible, which encouraged me to go ahead with the plan.

I wolfed down my food and raced back to school with Morgenstern in my bag. We rehearsed our program at top speed—I was one of the organizers. Then it was time for the performance. When we had finished, there was a tentative smattering of applause from a few students, who kept their eyes on the floor. The silence from the teachers was deafening. None of them said a word to us as we walked offstage. I could sense that something was wrong, but the full magnitude of it was not revealed until the following morning.

It began with the chemistry teacher failing to greet our class with the usual “Friendship.” He then omitted the morning newspaper review, and when we left the chemistry room after the first lesson—our teacher having suffered in silence with us—and walked to our next classroom, we saw that in the meantime all the other classes had written statements against us, which were already pinned to the news sheet on the wall of the corridor. This was something I had not been expecting. I skimmed the statements. Some classes had condemned us for creating a program contribution that deviated from the norm, while others were smarter, and had set out their ideas of what a good cultural program should look like.

Starting in the second lesson, one student after another was pulled out of class. The ones who came back told us they had been questioned by members of the Stasi about the origins of the presentation. Only the four students who had come up with the presentation—one boy, my two best girlfriends, and I—weren’t questioned. That created the maximum degree of uncertainty, as we had to ask our classmates what was going on. After school, I went home and told my father how our performance had gone down the previous day. Now he was alarmed. He began to ask around.

A few days later there was a parents’ meeting, at which the school leadership team intended as many parents as possible to distance themselves from the presentation’s initiators and their parents. Some parents and teachers did just that: “12b is already a class in which a lot of students wear Western clothes and listen to Western music,” said one. “They’ve always thought they were better than everyone else. It’s no wonder things have come to this,” others complained. Some people seemed to have been waiting a long time for our class to draw attention to itself. But many other parents stood in solidarity with us, and so the school leadership team didn’t achieve their aim.

My most painful memory, however, is of my mother’s reaction when she returned from her trip. I’d rarely seen her so upset: “I’ve got you through twelve years of school without any trouble, and the minute I go away this happens . . .” And then she added something that cut me to the quick: “You’ll be gone soon, but I have to stay here, and until now we’ve always been respected!” All I could do was mutter sheepishly: “But you are respected.” I felt incredibly sorry for her at that moment.

For some time we remained in the dark about what punishment awaited us. There were various possibilities: expulsion; failing our Abitur; the withdrawal of our university offers. Given the potential repercussions, my father decided not to sit there like a rabbit in the headlights and wait for the verdict, but to go on the offensive. And so he turned to the representative for church matters on the district council. He painted the whole business as a provincial farce designed to unsettle students when they were already worrying about exams. He also asked me to put the incident down on paper in the form of a letter to Manfred Stolpe, the canonist for the Berlin-Brandenburg area, part of whose function was to maintain contact with the Secretariat of the Federation of Protestant Churches. I was to hand him the letter in person. And that was what I did, traveling to Berlin-Weissensee one Saturday afternoon to see Manfred Stolpe and give him my letter.

In the meantime, there had been a full assembly for all students and teachers, during which one short, rather chubby girl stood up and said with great indignation: “Me, a pug? Never!” It took all my self-control not to burst out laughing. But in the written essay for my subsequent German exam, I made every effort not to write a single wrong word. And then, finally, the punishment was announced at a whole-school flag ceremony. Class 12b were told to step forward. We were given a reprimand. That was it. Looking back, the only way I can explain the lack of any further repercussions is to assume that my father’s efforts with Manfred Stolpe had not been in vain. Now we could concentrate fully on the rest of our Abitur exams.

My parents and I were still deeply troubled by the school’s response to our presentation, however, and so I traveled to Leipzig with my father to explain the incident to the admissions office in person. My father was keen to get ahead of any malicious gossip from Templin, but we quickly realized that people in Leipzig seemed to take a more relaxed view of things than they did in my hometown. In any case, soon afterward I received a firm offer of a place on the physics course at Karl Marx University.

When the school held its Abitur leavers’ ball for our year, to which parents were also invited, my closest friends and I attended with our parents—but only for form’s sake. We left straight after the dinner. The school administration, which had thought it necessary to put such acute pressure on students who had permitted themselves some essentially harmless deviations from the cultural-program norms, had taken all the pleasure out of the event for us. But I have a much happier memory of the party that my closest friends from 12b and I put on. We went out to a small nearby village called Ahrensdorf, and celebrated at the village pub right on the lakeshore. It was a joyous evening. In the words of Christian Morgenstern:

Let the molecules cavort,

No matter how they throw the dice!

Put down the saw, the plane, the vice;

Keep sacred this ecstatic sport.

As dawn broke, I was sitting in a rowing boat with a friend, having consumed a substantial quantity of “kirsch whiskey.” Suddenly, and without any warning, my friend stood up, the boat began to rock, and I fell into the water. I got out again soon enough, but I still had to go home dripping wet. Despite this mishap, it was very much my kind of party.

And so my schooldays came to an end in the early summer of 1973, and with them my childhood and teenage years in my parents’ house. I was almost nineteen years old. My parents had done everything they could to create safe, protected spaces for me and my siblings; at least, that is how it felt to me, and I will always be grateful to them for it. I had a happy childhood.

We were protected by the countryside around the Waldhof. We could play in the woods and meadows without any inhibitions, swim, hike, and have adventures. Another safe space was created by the conversations and the inexhaustible intellectual stimulation that living amid the employees and members of the Pastoral College allowed me to enjoy. We were like an extended family. As a sociable child, I had docking stations everywhere. I pestered visitors with questions, and they taught me a lot. A matron who collected art postcards, for example, introduced me to the painters of the early twentieth century. 

Once a year, my family went to the theater in Berlin. I will never forget Hilmar Thate as Richard III at the Deutsches Theater, or the performance of Fiddler on the Roof (Anatevka) in Walter Felsenstein’s production at the Komische Oper.

But it was my mother who offered me the most vital safe space. She was there for me whenever I needed her. Life in East Germany was lived constantly on the edge: you might wake up in the morning without a care in the world, but if you overstepped a political boundary, everything could change in seconds, putting your whole existence at risk. Then the state knew no forgiveness, and when it struck, it was merciless. The real art lay in pinpointing exactly where these boundaries were. I was helped by being something of a natural peacemaker, and taking a pragmatic approach to life, but the crucial factor was that we could “blow off steam” on everything at home, and that, in a gentle way, my parents taught me and my siblings how to make independent decisions in this world. Decisions that made it possible to live within the system, but without passing the point where I would no longer have been able to look myself in the eye. Decisions that prevented us children from becoming bitter and jaded.

The political room for maneuver in the GDR was always in flux. At one point, privately owned farms were collectivized; and at another, “Action Ochsenkopf” was launched to ensure that television aerials on the roofs of buildings were not pointing west. Then there was the bullying of artists, and waves of expropriation that hit medium-sized companies.

The most significant difference from life in a democracy, however, was that individuals had no enforceable legal protections; the state’s actions were despotic, and its punishments were meted out not only to the person affected, but usually also to their whole family or group. That is the nature of a dictatorship. The safe spaces that my parents created for my siblings and me were therefore important for our survival.








OFF AND AWAY


The study of physics

IN SEPTEMBER 1973, I left my parents’ house and moved from Templin to Leipzig, to start my physics degree at Karl Marx University. Before making a proper start, we had to complete a kind of paramilitary course. It lasted fourteen days and was held in Schwarzenberg, a town in the Erz Mountains near the Czech border, in a camp that was something like a youth hostel with a sports field attached. The rooms we stayed in each had two bunk beds. I was quartered with another student, a girl from near Dresden. She spoke a heavy Saxon dialect that I’d never heard before, and I didn’t understand some of what she said. We fell into comparing the different words we used for things. In her part of the world, pound cake was called “Schlagasch,” as I learned in the first few minutes we were together. She knew how to make the beds properly, as well. “I can do this,” she said. “My boyfriend is an officer cadet.” Her use of officer training for the National People’s Army as authoritative proof of her bed-making skills was a small culture shock for me.

After those two weeks in Schwarzenberg, the real degree course began. There were five seminar groups in my year, each made up of around fifteen students. I lived in a student dorm on Linnéstrasse, southeast of Leipzig city center. Instead of my attic room with its view of woods and meadows, I now lived in a four-bed dorm room with two bunk beds, where each resident also had a Sprelacart table at which to study. Sprelacart was the brand name of the resin laminate surfaces that were widespread in East Germany. At least I had managed to bag one of the bottom bunks. Today, I can’t imagine living and working like this—but at the time, I probably coped with it because my roommates came from nearby towns and went home at the weekends, and from Friday afternoon until Monday morning I had the room to myself.

The physics degree was designed to take five years. There was no division of the time into semesters. In the upper years, you could earn a little money from working as an assistant to the professors to supplement your university stipend. That was what I did later, marking the work of students in the lower years, among other things. It wasn’t possible to interrupt the degree in Leipzig with a year abroad, at least not in my subject, though I could certainly have imagined myself studying abroad for six months or a whole year, like students did in the West. But one thing we could do was participate in a student exchange for two weeks, or a maximum of three, with the University of Leningrad. I took up this option along with a few friends from my seminar group.

It was June, just before the start of the wonderful “White Nights” when the sky over Leningrad—now Saint Petersburg—was never completely dark. I stayed in a student dorm, polished up my Russian somewhat, and otherwise had little to do. And so I had time to explore the city and the surrounding area. I visited the Hermitage, the Peterhof Palace, the Catherine Palace, Repino (home of the painter Ilya J. Repin), and plenty of other sights. In the evenings, my friends and I sat in the parks with a bottle of red wine and some cheese, soaking up the atmosphere. We didn’t have much contact with the Leningrad students, but via a Russian physics lecturer who was looking after us we did get to meet some Russian artists and intellectuals, who also invited us to their homes. Even during this all-too-brief trip, I could see and feel that Leningrad had an exciting intellectual scene that was not entirely under state control.

My timetable in Leipzig was made up of lectures, seminars, and practicals—experiments using lab equipment. We were expected to participate in everything. To begin with, the emphasis was on mathematics, and later the physics subjects dominated. Assessment came in the form of continual in-class tests and practical exercises. Our seminar group leader made sure no one fell behind. And this seemed to be necessary, because, about six months into the course, she looked at our grades and said to us, “Please don’t start thinking of C as the new A! You can do a lot better than this!”

When I think back on my early days at university, I see myself sitting steadfastly at my Sprelacart table in that four-bed dorm, solving problems in analysis, algebra, and theoretical physics. Hour after hour I brooded over these problems, until eventually the spark of an idea would come to me. The feeling of having found the solution was wonderful and liberating. It was then that I learned not to throw in the towel at once; that it paid to keep going, to believe in myself, to battle through on my own. Unlike school, university really took me to the limits of my ability. And that was exactly what I had been looking for.

The physics section—in East Germany, university faculties were known as “sections”—was on Linnéstrasse, the same street as my student dorm. This was where all the central physics and math lectures were held. Our physics lecturers had not got their jobs through connections with the SED and the state, but because they were real experts in their field, with international reputations. One of them in particular has remained in my memory: Professor Harry Pfeifer, a short, wiry, bald-headed man. He taught us electronics, had written several successful textbooks, and was given permission to attend conferences in the West. For some time, I had an eight o’clock lecture with him on a Monday morning. At the start of our course, he had told us in no uncertain terms: “First of all, you need to be punctual. And secondly, I won’t accept any more homework after eight o’clock. Don’t even try it, there’s no point.” And it was true: he wouldn’t accept any homework that wasn’t on his desk by the start of the lecture at eight. This was never a problem for me, since the walk from my dorm room to the lecture theater was just a few minutes. But for many others who, although they lived no great distance away, still came in from outside Leipzig, it was torture getting there before eight on a Monday morning to submit their homework. But Pfeifer made no exceptions, probably because he assumed we would have allowed our fellow students to copy from us if we still had our homework with us during the lecture. In all likelihood his strategy was also intended to make us attend his lectures every week.

The practicals sometimes began even earlier in the morning, at seven o’clock. That was a struggle. I had to leave the dorm at around 6:30, because, unlike the lectures and seminars, these were not held in the Linnéstrasse building, but in the university’s tower block, next door to the Gewandhaus in the city center. It had been built following the demolition of the venerable university church in 1968—a unique act of cultural barbarism. In addition to the early start, I found it immensely frustrating that the male students would go straight to the equipment and try everything out, without any plan in mind, while I would first spend time getting the experiments clear in my head. When I then wanted to try something on a piece of equipment, I would find it already occupied. The men didn’t achieve their results any faster, however. And so I preferred to do practicals with the other female students.

It probably goes without saying that, alongside these practicals, it was sport that gave me the most trouble at university, just as it had at school. I can laugh about it now, but at the time it was no trifling matter; sport exams were a compulsory part of the curriculum. My real bête noire was the hundred meters. Once, I actually had to retake the sport exam, because I would otherwise have been given the lowest possible grade and risked failing the entire year. In the retake, I think my examiner tempered justice with mercy, because as I was running I didn’t feel much faster than I had been the first time around. But he clearly didn’t want to let a hundred-meter sprint prevent me from completing the year.

Lighthearted

What had begun with civics at the EOS was continued at university with seminars and lectures in Marxism–Leninism, or “ML” as we called it. ML focused once more on the three categories familiar from civics classes: dialectical materialism, political economics, and—this was the worst of the trio—scientific communism. I lived in the same neighborhood as some ML students, the most intelligent of whom were studying political economics and the least gifted (from my physics perspective) scientific communism. Our assumption was that they would have been admitted to the course even with a D in math, because aside from speculating on when the age of communism would arrive they didn’t have a great deal to do. How anyone could spend an entire degree course on that was a mystery to me. I found it ridiculous.

This was something that I couldn’t completely hide, and as a result I was once summarily ejected from an ML lecture. I was sitting quite far back in the lecture theater. The rows, as is usual in lecture theaters, were raked from front to back, which put me in one of the higher rows. Bored by the ML lecture, I was doing physics homework. But I had failed to notice the man sitting three rows behind me, observing us from above, who could see exactly what everyone was doing. Suddenly, this man leaped to his feet and yelled down to the ML teaching colleague who was giving the lecture: “Stop for a minute! There’s someone up here doing homework and not focusing on Marxism–Leninism!” I knew at once that he was talking about me. The lecturer down below shouted at me to “Get out of here!” And in a state of shock, I packed away my things and got up from my seat. Now the real drama began: there was no rear exit through which I could swiftly have disappeared. The only way out was down at the front, on the other side of the room. I had to walk all the way down the stairs. The theater was deathly silent as everyone watched this scene unfold. At the front, I had to walk past the lecturer to get to the door, and it felt like an eternity before I opened it and left. Once outside, I realized my knees were trembling. It had been so upsetting that all I wanted to do was go back to my dorm room, where I lay down on my bed to compose myself. I was worn out. When the others came back later, they tried to reassure me. There were no repercussions to the incident, but I will never forget that walk. It was humiliating—pure victimization.

Looking back, I find it interesting that this experience actually had the capacity to shock me to that degree. I had been caught in the act, and I really should have known better. It should have come as no surprise. You always had to assume that someone was watching, that there were informants among us who were reporting our innocent meet-ups to the Stasi, and this was far from being something I had only learned in Leipzig. It had been part of life in Templin, too. All the same, the incident affected me deeply. Even writing these lines today, I can feel the acute embarrassment of that scene. But there is another feeling that has lingered, as well. I don’t know exactly what to call it, and I’m searching for the right word. Perhaps this is it: superiority. Superiority in relation to the state’s efforts at discipline and intimidation. This was a state that never trusted its citizens, or, most importantly, itself—and as a result it was as petty, narrow-minded, tasteless, and—yes, that too—humorless as it could possibly be.

But why do I now feel something like a sense of superiority? Because, despite it all, this state didn’t manage to take from me something that allowed me to live, to sense, to feel: a degree of light-heartedness. It had been with me since I was a little girl. And the fact that the GDR couldn’t take it from me is what I feel to be my greatest personal victory over the system. Without this light-heartedness—and in retrospect I am convinced of this—I never would have guilelessly done my homework during that ML lecture. Without this light-heartedness I would have acted in bad faith much more than was good for me. I would eventually have wondered why, throughout my degree, I was hardly ever bothered with FDJ projects, or why I was never impeded in my regular visits to the Protestant student community. In this respect, there would be a rude awakening only after I had finished my degree. Until then, my time as an undergraduate was the academic challenge I had been seeking, and life was essentially untroubled.

My seminar group worked well as a team. A few of us, including me, decided to put on discos in our free time. From then on, once or twice a week, you could dance in the communal areas of the main physics building, from 7:00 p.m. to 11:00 p.m. Admission was open to all students who were interested, as long as we had enough tickets. Other members of my seminar group took care of the music. They had constructed the technical equipment, the amps and loudspeakers, themselves. We played Western and Eastern songs at a ratio of 40:60—it was forbidden to play more than 40 percent Western music. We didn’t play the Eastern songs all the way to the end, though, so in practice Western music was playing at least half of the time. I was responsible for selling drinks, which made me a kind of barmaid. It was a lot of fun, and I earned a little extra money from it, as well. We found the practicals that would often begin early the next morning a real challenge, however, as we had to ensure we left the physics building clean and tidy.

I went on annual vacations with friends from the group, sometimes also with my brother, and later with my first husband, Ulrich Merkel. We took our backpacks and traveled to Prague, Budapest, Bucharest, Sofia, to the Pirin Mountains and the Făgăraş Mountains, and to Burgas on the Black Sea coast. We never had anywhere near enough money. We were only permitted to exchange around thirty marks per day; even our socialist “brother states” were frightened that tourists from other so-called “brother countries” within the bloc would buy up scarce consumer goods meant for their own people. But that didn’t prevent us from having a good time.

Timbres and gold dust

“Don’t read so much Neues Deutschland. It spoils the language and people’s feeling for language,” the writer, literary translator, and dissident Reiner Kunze told us. He was speaking at a weekend convention of the Protestant student community in Klostermansfeld. Instead, he counseled us to “read Goethe, Schiller, and Heine.” We may not have gone off and read any Goethe, Schiller, or Heine during this convention, but it was a wonderful experience—particularly as I already liked Kunze’s writing. My father had a few of his books that had been banned from publication in the GDR. Some, such as his poetry collection Brief mit blauem Siegel (Letter with a Blue Seal) had been published in the East, but many others were banned.

In Klostermansfeld, we focused on the translation of poems from other languages into German. “The most difficult thing,” Kunze explained, “is to translate poems from Hungarian. The language has so many different E and A sounds for which German has no equivalent.” Translation, he said, is about much more than transposing individual words and sentences, particularly in poetry. “If you want to get to the core, you have to listen to the timbre of the language,” he ended. The idea of language being almost like music touched me deeply.

Unfortunately, I can’t remember the exact weekend on which the convention took place, but it must have been in late 1976 or early 1977—the time between the songwriter and lyricist Wolf Biermann being expatriated from the GDR on November 16, 1976, during a concert tour to West Germany, and Reiner Kunze leaving for the West on April 13, 1977. Kunze spoke so quietly, it was as if the State Security were sitting right beside him. It was a time of departures. Biermann’s expatriation had shaken East Germany deeply, far beyond artistic circles. Countless other artists left the country after that. My parents had some cassette tapes of Biermann songs, which were circulated privately, and the Pastoral College had a cassette player that we were allowed to use. On some Saturday evenings, the whole family would sit together and listen to his songs.

I can still remember the afternoon when we students were summoned to the lecture theater, and the physics lecturer responsible for our year group stepped up to the podium and told us that Wolf Biermann had been expatriated. He concluded his brief announcement with the words, “Do not speak about this further.” He seemed keen not to be dragged into a discussion with us, and I couldn’t tell whether that was to spare himself any awkwardness, or to protect us. And so we dispersed, shocked, saddened, and uncertain as to what else was to come.

It was not in my nature, however, to spend day after day, morning till night, contemplating what the next threat might be. I could not have coped with being always on high alert; it would have made me ill. Of course, I knew there were always students whose parents were in the SED, for example, and for that reason you would be well advised not to be too trusting in your dealings with others. But in order to survive, I needed a sense that I didn’t have to just stay quiet, despite it all; I still felt I could be unselfconscious with other people, especially my friends. For me, that was as essential as having air to breathe. I have always felt this way, and not just since Wolf Biermann’s expatriation. A degree of light-heartedness, then.

And from time to time, every six to eight weeks, I also needed a trip home to my parents’ house in the Waldhof estate. The journey from Leipzig was not straightforward. I took the express train part of the way, to Oranienburg. The best thing about this train was that it had a Mitropa buffet car, where I could buy either Czech beer, Original Pilsner Urquell, or German Radeberger Pilsner as a treat for my father, because they were not available in the stores in Templin. I then had to wait in Oranienburg, sometimes for up to two hours, to catch the local train to Templin.

At home, I liked being back in my bedroom, which was kept as mine for a while. Home was home. I was never homesick in Leipzig, but I did sometimes feel that something was missing, particularly in my early days there. I missed the sound of bells. For the first time, I realized how structured my day had been on the Waldhof estate, regulated by the bells ringing at lunchtime and in the evening. In Leipzig, I could eat when I liked, and go to bed when I liked, too. No one was paying attention to when I did things. On the one hand, it was liberating. And on the other, I felt a small pang of sadness at knowing that this was all up to me now. On Saturday afternoons, coming back to my dorm alone from a Bach concert at the St. Thomas Church, I missed the conviviality of the Waldhof, which had been most in evidence at the weekends. I missed my family, especially my sister, and my two best friends from school. I missed the landscape, the woods, the solitude you find in nature, and swimming in the lakes. The bathing lakes around Leipzig—and please forgive me for saying this—were no substitute, from my Uckermark perspective. And the television in the dorm was of no interest to me, either, because of course we weren’t allowed to watch Western shows. The TV was therefore only good for football matches and that kind of thing, but even then it was of limited use. This was brought home to me during the 1974 World Cup. West Germany’s match against the GDR on Saturday, June 22, in Hamburg—the city of my birth—was one I was desperate to watch, with my fingers crossed for the West German team, the free part of Germany. There was no way I could do that in the dorm, and so I went home to Templin that weekend. There, I could give free rein to my anger at East Germany winning this of all games. My satisfaction was then all the greater when West Germany went on to become world champions.

Overall, I realized that my decision to attend a far-off university—far-off in GDR terms, at least—was having the desired effect: I had hoped that I would enjoy going home if I was studying far enough away from my hometown of Templin. And that afterward, I would also enjoy returning to Leipzig.

It was there, in 1974, one year after starting university, that I met Ulrich Merkel. We were in different seminar groups, but both studying physics. It was a student romance. He also introduced me to a world I had not known before: at home, the focus had always been on intellectual matters, but in his family’s house I experienced a more practical, hands-on approach to life. His father had owned a medium-sized textile company, which had been nationalized in 1972. After that, he worked there as general manager. I gained a completely new insight into the textile industry and the entrepreneurship that had previously existed, but I also saw my father-in-law’s frustration at the inefficiency of business after nationalization. There was always something to be done around my in-laws’ house and garden, and so Ulrich and I went to visit his family in Vogtland on a lot of weekends.

On September 3, 1977, a year before we completed our degrees, we were married. I was twenty-three years old, and he was twenty-five. I have especially good memories of our honeymoon. It took us to the island of Hiddensee. If you have ever been to Hiddensee in September, you will know how beautiful it is at that time of year. We had very little money, but somehow we still managed to find a room. Like gold dust.

Getting married also meant that we were permitted to get jobs in the same place after graduation. At that time, on admission to university you had to give a written promise to go wherever the state saw fit in your first three years after graduation. Had Ulrich and I not been married, we could easily have been given jobs in different parts of the country. And of course, this was something we wanted to avoid. But at that point, we could not have guessed that our first graduate appointments would be complicated all the same.

The diploma

Our fifth and final year of study was devoted to our diploma project, the equivalent of a Master’s dissertation. Ulrich was doing his diploma at the university, which was the usual way. But another possibility had opened up for me. Professor Reinhold Haberlandt at the Leipzig Central Institute for Isotope and Radiation Research, part of the East German Academy of Sciences, also gave lectures at Karl Marx University, and he offered to let me write my diploma project at his institute. I didn’t need to be asked twice, even if I was the only person in my year to go. My seminar group and the conditions in the physics section were all familiar by now, while the Academy was another opportunity to learn and experience new things. I said yes immediately.

There, I met some interesting people. My diploma supervisor was one of them: Ralf Der was a mountaineer, as well as a very independent and politically critical person. He introduced me to people in Jena, who later all emigrated to West Germany. At the Institute I also met Erika Hoentsch, who became one of my best friends. Erika is a little older than me, and by that point she already had her doctorate. She had an apartment of her own, and moved in Russian artists’ circles. Where previously I had known only students in neighboring dorm buildings and the Protestant student community, the Academy brought me into contact with another, critical Leipzig milieu that broadened my horizons quite significantly. Many of my new Academy friends went on to play important roles during the fall of the Berlin Wall, one of them in the St. Nicholas Church—the center of the peaceful Monday Demonstrations against Communist rule—and another on the city council.

The diploma was a challenge for me. The title of my dissertation was “On the influence of spatial correlations on the rate of chemical reactions in dense systems.” The topic was the first step on a path that I would continue down after graduation, at the Central Institute for Physical Chemistry at the Academy of Sciences in Berlin. Essentially, I was looking at the use of statistical physics in questions of chemistry—physical chemistry, in other words.

Inevitably, an ML exam was part of the diploma year. There was a rule that the final grade for your diploma project could only be one higher than your ML grade. I had a heart-stopping moment during the ML oral exam. The examiner asked me: “In ‘real socialism’, what does not yet function as it should in theory?” I have a good answer to that, I thought, and began: “Some things still aren’t good: if you want a car, you have to wait seven to ten years; you’re allowed to exchange very little money when you travel abroad; our computers aren’t the newest and fastest; I have to run around for hours before I can find somewhere selling tissues . . .” I talked and talked, for what must have been seven minutes, until suddenly a thought dawned on me: Careful, this is a trick question! You’re talking yourself into a whole world of trouble. And then I backed up and said, “But of course, I would also like to stress that a lot of things do function very well.” To which the examiner replied, “Well, it’s about time.” I was given a B in Marxism–Leninism and finished university on July 18, 1978, the day after my twenty-fourth birthday, with a Master’s in physics and a rating of “very good.”

Ilmenau

Before we had even submitted our diploma projects, we were expected to have a clear idea of what we wanted to do after university. We could take the summer holiday between completing our studies and starting work if we wanted to, but no longer than that. The GDR was always keen to ensure there was no idling, and that it had complete surveillance of its citizens. Anyone who said they had some money from their parents and didn’t want to work for a while would have been regarded as antisocial. Taking time out after university, then, was not an option. But there was never any worry about unemployment in East Germany. On the contrary, there were always too few people and too much work. We were offered jobs at various companies, including the Stassfurt VEB Fernsehgerätewerk, the largest manufacturer of television sets in the country. None of these jobs interested me.

But the state had ways of guiding your decision. Its most significant lever was the distribution of accommodation. A housing shortage meant that the state had a strong interest in students going back to where they had come from once their degrees were finished, back to their hometowns. But the state had other options, too. If, for example, the Piesteritz nitrogen works or the factories in Schkopau and Leuna were to be expanded, and therefore required physicists and chemists, then an employment contract and a nearby apartment would be offered at the same time. The latter was often the most important factor in deciding whether to take a job, because East Germany’s housing shortage really did eclipse many other things.

Ulrich was keen to work toward his doctorate at the Technical University in Ilmenau, a town in the far southeast of the country. I thought this was a good idea, and the prospect was also something that interested me. Ilmenau was somewhere I had briefly considered when choosing where to apply for my first degree, because it offered the intriguing subject “bionics,” in which you learned about the inventions of nature—how we can take the flexibility of a reed as a model for our own technological developments, to give just one example. On closer inspection I had decided against bionics: my spatial awareness and my ability to calculate and work practically in three dimensions at all times were not sufficiently developed.

As a place for doctoral studies, however, Ilmenau was perfect for both my husband and me. And so we both applied and were invited for interview. The college’s head of personnel, something similar to today’s HR manager, took me aside for a private conversation. I had a terrible cold and was finding it difficult to concentrate, but before long I was wide awake, because at no point did this conversation turn to my academic performance. This seemed to have been ticked off as good already. Instead, he began to question me in a strident voice: “You attend the Protestant student community. Do you mean to continue this in Ilmenau?” He stared fixedly at me all the time he was speaking. I was flabbergasted. He had gone straight to a topic that had never been any kind of problem in Leipzig. Now I realized how naive I had been. I might have been left alone there, but now my activities in the student community seemed to be an issue. My mind was racing. Alright, I thought, try to answer as honestly as possible; anything else is just going to make it worse. I replied, “Yes, I think so. It’s important to me.”

“That’s not ideal,” he shot back. “If you become an academic assistant here, you’ll be working with students. Are you going to talk to them about what you do in your free time?”

“I hadn’t really thought about it,” I said, before adding, “Until this point, I haven’t made a distinction between the things I tell different people.”

“Well, yes, but here your job would be to perform to the best of your academic abilities, and also do something meaningful for the GDR’s economy,” he pressed on. “We really can’t be doing with so many distractions.”

For what felt like another twenty minutes, the conversation circled around and around the question of whether I would keep going to the Protestant student community, and to what extent I would bring this into my work as a teaching assistant. And so, eventually, I asked: “So, what should I take from this? To be honest, I thought you were going to talk to me about my academic qualifications and my expectations of the job.”

The head of personnel said, “That’s as may be, but I thought it was very important to speak to you about the other matters. Let’s leave it there. You’ll be hearing from me.”

I was about to get up and leave, when he said, “You must get your travel costs reimbursed right away. You can go straight to the travel office and collect the money there.”

I can still hear myself replying, “Well, I would like the money back, but it isn’t that urgent.” And with that, the interview was over. I left the room. 

As I was walking down the stairs to the travel office, I encountered two men in the stairwell who had clearly been waiting for me there. They asked me quite abruptly to come with them, and led me into a nearby room. There, they introduced themselves as Stasi employees; they had a few additional questions for me. And the grilling began again, along the same lines that the head of personnel had taken. “We can only use teaching staff who have a solid socialist worldview. We have questions, but also expectations.” My head was spinning. All I heard were fragments of sentences: “still a thoroughly productive individual”; “peak performance”; “information, including about other students.”

I told them I had already had a conversation like this, about the student community.

“Oh, no, you’re welcome to keep going there, that isn’t the point at all,” one of them said. “The point is,” the second one continued, “that really, we always need an overview of how hard-working and how good the students are.”

All I could think was: Where is this going? Then I decided to ask them straight out: “Am I to understand that you want me to spy on them?”

They replied, “Now, don’t use words like that. It’s just that we require teaching staff to tell us certain things.”

“But you aren’t from the physics section, you’re from the Stasi, and you want me to pass on information to you. That’s going to cause me problems,” I said.

“You don’t need to take it so seriously,” they told me. “There are many different ways in which we can exchange views.”

As the two men went on trying to convince me, I resolved to put an end to the matter. I remembered the advice my parents had given me in childhood for getting out of such situations, and said: “You know, I have been deeply affected by what we’ve discussed here. I’ll have to tell my husband right away—he’s actually here as well. I’m a communicative person, and I always have to tell other people what’s on my mind.”

That was the end of the conversation. I was given my travel costs, and told, “We’ll be in touch.”

But no one was in touch, either by phone or in writing. My husband, who had been subjected to no such questioning during his interview, had long since received his acceptance for Ilmenau. I, however, heard nothing. After two weeks I decided to phone the head of personnel and inquire.

“I’m glad you’ve called,” he said. “It doesn’t look so good for you at the Technical University of Ilmenau, but I’ve spared no effort on your behalf. There is a possibility you might get a job with the VEB technical glass factory here in Ilmenau.”

I told him I had no interest in that.

“I feel that’s rather ungrateful,” he said.

We ended the call.

Looking back, I am convinced that, from the outset, I had no chance of getting the position in Ilmenau without signing up as a Stasi informant at the same time. From their perspective, it had been worth a try—I might have made a good informant.

Afterward I was naturally somewhat uneasy, knowing that everything would be reported back to Leipzig. I could no longer predict how anything would go for me professionally. There was no risk of ending up unemployed, but having to start work in some power plant rather than at a research institute would have been a nightmare for me.

In the meantime, Ulrich had succeeded in getting an academic assistant position at the Humboldt University in Berlin as well as his acceptance to Ilmenau. And so I began to look around in Berlin as well.

I told my colleagues in Leipzig what had happened. It now seemed advantageous that I was doing my diploma project at the Academy. The Leipzig institute had a very good relationship with the Central Institute for Physical Chemistry (ZIPC) at the Academy of Sciences in Berlin. One of the scientists there, Hans-Jürgen Czerwon, worked closely with us in Leipzig, but he was about to resign from his institute, and his position would then become vacant. My Leipzig colleagues told him of my difficulties finding a job. The only problem was that the Theoretical Chemistry department at ZIPC, which is where he worked, already had a head of department who was not a member of the SED, Professor Zülicke, and what the whole working group really wanted was a party stalwart, not a rejected church-goer. In East Germany it wasn’t entirely helpful to have a boss who was not in the SED; someone above you with a party membership card could wield it like a shield. But if a working group’s boss was under pressure himself, then everyone in the group often had to suffer more than their fair share of scrutiny. All the same, Hans-Jürgen Czerwon managed to convince the doubters, which allowed me to interview with Lutz Zülicke and ultimately get the job. Professor Zülicke became my doctoral supervisor. Perhaps it also helped a little that, before my arrival, the working group didn’t have any female scientists.








AT THE EAST GERMAN ACADEMY OF SCIENCES


Rate constants

IN THE LATE summer of 1978, Ulrich and I packed our bags and moved from Leipzig to Berlin. He started work as an academic assistant in the physics section at the Humboldt University, and on September 15, 1978, I started at ZIPC. I was glad to have put the stress of the Ilmenau episode behind me, and keen to discover what awaited me at the Academy. At the time, I knew almost no one in Berlin beside my husband and my grandmother in Pankow. In many respects, it soon became clear, student life was over.

But before I turn to this new phase of my life, I would like to take a step back and look at the five years I devoted to my studies from an outside perspective. As I have said, the expatriation of Wolf Biermann at the end of 1976 and the cultural bloodletting that followed shook East Germany to its core. However, these things did not happen in isolation, either within the GDR or beyond its borders.

A few years previously, in June 1973, a treaty had come into force. Its full title was: “Treaty concerning the basic relations between the Federal Republic of Germany and the German Democratic Republic,” or the Basic Treaty for short. It was a document via which the West German government led by Willy Brandt, the first Social Democrat to become chancellor since the state was founded, acknowledged the principle of two sovereign German states. The treaty came out of a belief that the reality of two German states first had to be recognized if it was one day to be overcome. The Basic Treaty was part of the new “Ostpolitik” (West Germany’s policy on the Soviet-bloc countries) from the social-liberal coalition that had governed since 1969, and both were highly controversial in West Germany. The Christian Social Union (CSU), which was in opposition at the time, launched an appeal against the treaty at the Federal Constitutional Court in Karlsruhe, but its objections were not upheld. In its verdict, the court nevertheless mentioned the provision for reunifying the two German states contained in the West German constitution. As a result of the treaty, both East and West Germany became members of the United Nations. They exchanged “permanent representatives” rather than ambassadors, and each country’s journalists could now be officially accredited in the other.

Of course, at the time I didn’t see any of this from a politician’s perspective. The idea that I might one day become a politician in a reunified Germany lay beyond my powers of imagination. In 1973, I had just finished school. I came from a family that had suffered greatly from the consequences of Germany’s division, and after the Wall went up, we were grateful for any relief, no matter how minor. For us, this first came with the détente between the USA and the Soviet Union, and as a result between East and West Germany from the late 1960s onward. That was one side of the coin.

On the other side, I was glad that this Basic Treaty did not grant all the wishes of the East German government. West Germany still did not recognize East German citizenship, so we in the GDR were still Germans in the eyes of the West German constitution. That was our life insurance. Whenever voices were raised in West Germany calling on the government to finally recognize GDR citizenship—and right up until the fall of the Berlin Wall they continued to grow not only louder but more numerous—I was afraid. I had the sense that if that happened, our fate would be sealed.
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