Guarding the Wall
Ian: Welcome to Guarding the Wall, I'm Cold War historian Ian Sanders, and today I'm focusing on one of the most iconic symbols of division and conflict during the 20th century, the Berlin Wall. It is 35 years since the Berlin Wall fell, a transformative event in world history, marking the beginning of the end of the Cold War. Its impact was vast, both symbolically and practically reshaping Germany, Europe and global geopolitics. I'm going to explore the lives of those tasked with guarding the Wall, as well as those who tried to escape. And it won't just be me telling the story. You'll hear directly from border guards, escapers and others, using excerpts from the Cold War Conversations podcast. 
Imagine a city divided by political ideology and personal conflict, as well as physically via concrete barbed wire and guard towers, where escape attempts could mean death. The Berlin Wall not only split a city, but tore families apart, while the men who patrolled its walls, the Grenztruppen, were the centre of this tense, dangerous reality. Many of these guards were young conscripts expected to uphold a system they themselves sometimes struggle to believe in. To understand the role of the Grenztruppen, we need to start by understanding why the Berlin Wall was built in the first place. 
Post World War Two, Europe was a continent shattered by destruction, poverty and ideological division. After the war, Germany was divided into four zones of occupation, each controlled by one of the then Allied powers, the United States, the Soviet Union, Great Britain and France. While the Western Allies worked to build their zones of Germany as capitalist democracies, the Soviet Union took control of the Eastern sector, establishing a socialist state that would become the German Democratic Republic, or East Germany in 1949. 
Berlin, the capital, was also divided, even though it was deep inside the Soviet zone. The Western part of the city was administered by the United States, Britain and France, while the Soviets controlled the East. This created a bizarre and highly unstable situation. A capitalist enclave. West Berlin sitting inside a socialist state. As the Cold War ramped up, Berlin became a major flashpoint. East Berliners could see and visit the prosperity of the West, hear uncensored Western radio and learn about life beyond the socialist regime. Between 1949 and 1961, an estimated 2.5 million East Germans fled to the West, using Berlin as their escape route. For East Germany, this was a brain drain that threatened the future of the socialist state. Facing this existential crisis, the East German government, with the support of the Soviet Union, decided to act. And on the night of August 13, 1961, the Berlin Wall began to take shape. Cold War author and historian Andrew Long described the initial building of the Berlin War.
Andrew Long: Barbed Wire Sunday, as it became known as. Operation was put in place and it was very carefully choreographed. So at, uh, five past one in the morning, 0105 hours, all the street lights are turned off in the areas of the closure. And they then established a human chain running all the way along the inner Berlin sector border. Once the human chain was in place, they began unloading the barbed wire and that got unfurled right along this, uh, inner Berlin border. By 6 o'clock in the morning, the extraordinary operation had succeeded. So, the whole ring around west Berlin was 155 kilometres long, um, on the outer border. Quite a lot of this, to be honest, had been sealed off back in 1952. Inner section, which is like 43km, was completely cut off, all without a shot being fired.
Ian: The final version of the Berlin Wall was a highly engineered structure spanning 27 miles through the heart of Berlin, with an additional 75 miles of barriers cutting off West Berlin from surrounding East Germany. It consisted of not just one wall, but a series of fortifications, including primary concrete walls or fences, an inner fence, guard towers, patrol roads and a death strip, an open area where any escapee would be exposed to direct fire from the border guards. Officially, the Wall was presented to the East German people as an anti-fascist protection barrier meant to protect East Germany from Western aggression. But for most, it was clear the Wall was built to keep the East Germans in, not to keep anyone out. 
The sudden division of Berlin was a traumatic shock for its residents. Families were torn apart. Workers could no longer travel between East and West, and a once unified city was divided by a literal and symbolic Iron Curtain. The Wall quickly became the most visible and tragic symbol of the Cold War, representing the broader ideological conflict between communism and capitalism. 
With the Wall's construction came the need for enforcement. And that responsibility fell to the Grenztruppen, or East German border guards. The Grenztruppen were formally established in 1961, the same year the Berlin Wall went up. And their primary mission was simple yet profoundly difficult. Prevent East Germans from fleeing to the West. Tilo was a 14-year-old at school in East Germany when he discovered one of his teachers had been a border guard.
Tilo: He was a good math teacher, by the way, but he came in and he introduced himself and he was in his mid-20s, I think, and he had just gotten off his service at the inner German border. So, everybody was of course kind of like, ooh, you know, what's that about? And somebody was brave enough to ask whether he had to shoot someone, you know, at the border. Fresh question, I guess, but. And he said, “no, no, no, no, it's, uh, I never had to shoot someone because, you know, if you wreck a Kalashnikov rifle, it makes this awful sound.” And even if you've never heard it before, then you know this is a weapon and it's aimed at you, so it makes people stop. But the way he told the story was kind of matter of fact, not even bragging, and it sounded like he'd actually done it. And that just, it just gave me a chill, actually. I just, you know, uh, even though I liked him as a teacher, but I couldn't quite form a bond to him after that.
Ian: The Grenztruppen were not just a small group of soldiers standing watch at checkpoints. They were a highly structured, specialized force tasked with one of the most sensitive and important jobs in East Germany. Their role was unique and fraught with moral complexity. Their job wasn't just to defend a border against external threats, but to stop their fellow citizens from escaping a regime they themselves were expected to defend. They were responsible for guarding not only the Berlin Wall, but the entire border between East and West Germany, which stretched over 850 miles. Recruitment into the Grenztruppen was strict, often after careful screening by the Stasi, East Germany's secret police. That ideological commitment enabled some East German men to avoid recruitment, repulsed by the possibility of having to fire on their fellow countrymen. Tilo is now a young man who's been called up to serve in the army.
Tilo: My one goal was that I, uh, was not going to be drafted to the border guards because, yeah, I mean, that needs no explanation, I guess. But my reasoning was that I hated the Wall. I wanted to be able to go where I wanted number one. So, I didn't want to be a part of the system which stopped people from doing that. And secondly, I know that I couldn't have lived with myself shooting at someone and killed them for something which I felt was their right. You know, that sounds a bit high strung, but that's how I felt. I would have really felt guilty to have blood on my hands, which is bad enough, but in a situation like that.
Ian: Tilo also gives a great example of the pressure that was exerted on young men to join the border guards.
Tilo: “First of all, young man, let me make one thing clear. This is an order. Uh, these are the military laws of the German Democratic Republic. And if we draft you into the border guards. Then this is where you're going” Right? So just to set the scene. “But regardless, we asked you now, but since you brought it up yourself, why, why? Tell us why you don't want to go.” And that's when the plainclothes guy started also, you know, piping up. They asked me this question point blank now, so I had to give an answer. So, I just kind of said, like, okay, “from what I've been told, I could come into a situation where I have to use arms to stop people from going over the border.” And that is just something which I couldn't do. I just couldn't do it. You know, if someone is unarmed and they're running away from me, then I couldn't shoot them, you know, I couldn't and I wouldn't, right? 
Oh, but the atmosphere just, you know, it was just all up, uh, a level, you know. Then, uh, I'm not sure which the army guy or the plain clothes. Maybe they took turns, but they just. “But this is ridiculous. You believe in Western propaganda and you know how many steps people at the border have to go through before they can even cock their gun and let alone shoot it? And then you shoot in the air,” you know, and like, yeah, well, that's true, I guess, if you're telling me. But if all else fails, I guess you have to shoot. And so, the army guys had like, “well, um, you know, if we put you in an infantry battalion and you're, uh, standing guard at the ammo dump, someone climbs the wall, what are you going to do then, right?” And I said, “like, well, probably going to follow my order, because I think that ammo dumps have to be guarded and better if arms don't fall into the wrong hands, right?” And the whole thing ended there, right? It was quite unpleasant. But I didn't ever have to meet them again. And I was very sure that I had this big black mark in my file. Don't send him to the border guards.
Ian: Once in the Grenztruppen, soldiers were rigorously indoctrinated, drilled not only in military tactics, but in the political ideology of socialism and the importance of preventing the Western enemy from penetrating the Eastern Bloc. Most Grenztruppen soldiers were conscripts, young men doing their mandatory military service. The typical border guard was between 18 and 21 years old. They lived in barracks close to the Wall under a strict regime of discipline and surveillance. As part of their training, these young soldiers learned how to use firearms, manage searchlights, and operate high tech surveillance equipment. They were also taught how to deal with escape attempts, what to do if someone made a run for the border and when to use deadly force. Dietmar Schultke was a young Grenztruppen on the inner German border. Here he describes his orders should he find somebody trying to escape.
Dietmar Schultke: Now we weren't told, uh, that after the call to stand still, we were then supposed to shot once into the air. And if the refugee had continued running, we were supposed to aim at either the feet or arms.
Ian: Grenztruppen regiments were trained similar to regular infantry but were much more lightly equipped than comparable East German infantry formations, with the heaviest weapon being the RPG 7 grenade launcher. To increase their capability to search for people attempting to flee East Germany, most units had German shepherd dogs.
Dietmar Schultke: I was assigned a German shepherd named Nena. So, the first I hear the name of my dog, Nena, I think “99 red balloons.” The dog was my blessing in disguise. It gave me a social purpose. Nena was a family dog owned by private people. I could read that in the vaccination certificate. She was totally playful. Still, she had to learn how to bite refugee’s upper arm, um, but she usually only got as far as the refugee’s bottom. A soldier had to play the refugee. And in the Nena, in the evening while showering, you could see which soldier played the refugee for Nena, uh, because there was a bruise on his bottom.
Ian: The utilised firearms were the Makarov PM semi-automatic pistol as the standard sidearm, the MPIK rifle, an East German copy of the AK47, as well as the RPK and RBD light machine guns. These young men also faced constant suspicion and surveillance from the Stasi, the East German secret police.
Dietmar Schultke: A shift lasted an average of eight hours. There were always two of us at the border, but we never knew who I was going on patrol with us that day. The list of pairs of positions was only announced immediately before the start. In this way, a group escape should be prevented. One in 10 border guards was a Stasi spy, so there was certainly mistrust.
Ian: Any sign of sympathy for escapees or a lack of ideological commitment could lead to interrogation or worse. Guards were monitored both on and off duty, and informants were planted amongst their ranks to ensure loyalty. It was a high stress, high stakes environment and not all guards could handle the pressure.
Dietmar Schultke: From December 1983 to November 1988, the border troops recorded 122 suicide attempts. The border troops had a strength of almost 50,000 soldiers. One in four suicide attempts was linked to the strict border regime. For example, there was a young officer trainee whose parents had applied to leave the country for West Germany. And he believed in the GDR. But the officer then demoted the young man. That annoyed him, but what annoyed him most of all was that his parents took his sister with them to the West. He liked her very, very much. During one shift while he was on guard duty at the compound, he put a bullet in his head.
Ian: Some guards defected themselves, although such cases were rare due to the extreme precautions taken by the Stasi. Others, faced with the moral dilemma of shooting fellow citizens, chose to turn a blind eye when possible. Here's Tilo again describing the changes he saw in friends and acquaintances after they'd served in the Grenztruppen.
Tilo: And I had an older boy from my Plattenbau who was living right below us, and he had been drafted. And he had told me that he was quite surprised that he found to end up at the border guards, but that it was kind of too late to change it then and he just wished he could change it. And he felt the one or two times I met him, he just seemed very depressed, and he didn't even want to talk about it. And I had another classmate, or not a classmate, but in the older form of my brother, who kind of had the same experience.
Ian: Despite the tight security, many East Germans still tried to escape. Between 1961 and 1989, an estimated 5,000 people attempted to flee over the Wall. Some were successful, using daring and inventive methods. Tunnels, hot air balloons, and even disguises. But one option for escapers was to pay for escape specialists from West Germany to get them out. Jack's relatives paid for his escape with one of these organisations. Here he describes being smuggled out of East Germany in the boot of a car.
Jack: He said, be prepared. It's probably going to be taking about two hours or so. You have to be absolutely quiet and then we'll take it from there. And yeah, that was what, what was happening?
Ian: What was your feeling at that moment? What were you thinking?
Jack: Yeah, it's ah, I mean, obviously it was on one hand exciting, and I knew it was, there was absolutely no way back. So, I mean, I mean, obviously I thought what could happen. The worst case would be that the trunk pops and you look into the muzzle of a firearm. But I kind of like put this away. It was more the adrenaline that kicked in at that point and something was about to happen. And it was the culmination of like, lots and lots of events that happened before. To explain my, like, how I felt through the entire thing. It's always, I say, it's like, you know, having like, a tough exam where you are totally nervous before the exam. You get basically the questions. You're relatively cool working through those. You hand it in and then you are nervous again, like, have you passed, or have you not passed? And that was like the cycle that I went through. So I was, like, super nervous before the events. Once this happened, I was like, relatively cool. And then I started shaking again after, after I exited the trunk, uh, on the Western side. But it was obviously a major, major relief once I got out on the other side. I just cannot describe it because it was, like, so unique.
Ian: Because the East German border was so well guarded, some East Germans tried to escape via the border with Czechoslovakia and West Germany. Henrik was one of those.
Henrik: Suddenly, uh, my friend says there's somebody between the trees. And we saw someone with, like, a blonde hair. Hat. A blonde hat. Someone. Then there were some voices, and we thought, “dammit, that's border guards. Let's duck down.” So, we, uh, ducked down amongst the ferns and like, a little ditch on the forest ground. And we lay still, like, you know, I thought it might have been ages. It seemed ages. But it probably was just a couple of minutes. And then the other friend got a bit impatient and, uh, popped his head up to see what was going on. And at that moment, the border guards were right in front of us, and they hadn't seen us either. So, they were just virtually as shocked at the kind of, you know, startled, not shocked. They were startled at us being there. So, they started shouting really loud, uh, all the swear words in Slavonic languages, which I don't have to repeat here. And we jumped up and again, this is kind of the safety measures we had put in place. So maybe we weren't that naive and stupid. We had agreed we will never run. If anything, anybody catches us, uh, or sees us, we do not run towards the fence, towards the Iron Curtain, because this is when people get shot. And so, we ran backwards down the hill for about five steps. And when they started shooting their Kalashnikovs into the trees, this is when you stop because it's so loud. Right next to three guys firing. Or I think it was six soldiers. Yeah, it was six soldiers firing their guns into the trees and with the twigs and branches splintering above your head. And there was, uh, three shepherd dogs circling around us. He just stopped. It's so, you know, your knees go all wobbly and soft and then basically they just handcuffed us back, two soldiers to one guy. And, uh, went into our rucksacks, got some spare T shirts out, uh, put them over our head, and then made some RTO radio contact with their base while these dogs were still kind of running around barking. So, I was lying on that forest floor somewhere just, uh, before, like midday, late morning. And strange enough I remember that I felt very, very calm. And I was quite surprised myself about that because I thought, something is happening. Now. A first step has been taken. All these years of thinking about how can I get out of East Germany, how can I get to the West now something will happen one way or another. It's going to be a hard road, it's going to be a long road, but, um, at least I'm not somebody who's just talking about and never does anything.
Ian: Henrik is taken back to East Germany. He's tried and convicted of fleeing the Republic and he's sentenced to two years in prison.
Henrik: I was in the police prison in Dresden, which was the roughest of the rough. It was an old imperial building from the Kaiser Reich. It was like how you imagine it, with cockroaches, with bars and dark cells. And first I was with a guy who, now imagine this as an East German. He was an IRA supporter and he had a tattoo of the Irish map on his arm with IRA underneath. And I don't know what the agenda was. He was imprisoned for beating up a, uh, foreigner. And in East Germany there weren't many foreigners. They were from other socialist countries. And then I was taken to a cell with somebody who had killed a taxi driver and, uh, another guy who did some dodgy dealings with the Russian soldiers. And so, they were young guys and that was a six square meter cell for three people. So that was awful.
Ian: And then to everyone's surprise, on the 9th of November 1989, 35 years ago, the Wall opened, and the world changed. Here's John Green, who was a British journalist working for East German TV.
John Green: I was actually next to the Wall on the 9th of November 1989. We got one of our regular, uh, meetings of all the, all the colleagues, film colleagues. And, uh, we were having our meeting there. I mean, it was clear things were bubbling under the surface. But suddenly we heard all these car horns outside and we saw rows of Trabants and Wartburg’s moving towards the border. And we realized something must, must have happened. And that was when the Wall was opened.
And so it was very clear then there was no, there was no going back to the old GDR that was now finished.
Ian: And what was the immediate reaction of your colleagues to that? Was there a mixture of people who were believers and those that thought that reforms needed to happen?
John Green: I think all my Western colleagues were clear that reforms needed to happen. Um, I think my GDR colleagues were stunned, um, and didn't make any immediate comments. They had kept their thoughts to themselves. Um, but we were very clear that things could never be the same again. And so that was, yeah, I mean, it was a moment of big change in Europe.
Ian: 19-year-old Julie went to bed on the evening of the 9th of November, not knowing the Wall was open. She vividly describes her first crossing the next day.
Julie: And we were still afraid. So, we were unsure if we are going to make this or if we are being shot. So, we literally went almost hand in hand, like 12 or so people like my friends. Uh, at the time, we still weren't sure, will we be let back? And I still remember that feeling because we actually wanted to go back home. It wasn't that we wanted to flee, we just wanted to travel and have the freedom.
Ian: The Berlin Wall stood for 28 years, and with it, the Grenztruppen played a critical, if often tragic role in maintaining the division of Berlin and Germany. For some, their time as border guards was a source of pride, but believing they were safeguarding socialism, for others, it was a chapter marked by moral conflict and a sense of being trapped, just like those that they were tasked with stopping. When the Wall fell on November 9, 1989, the world rejoiced. It was a moment of triumph over oppression, a collapse of one of the Cold War's most enduring symbols. But for the Grenztruppen, it marked the end of an era. One that left many of them grappling with questions of duty, loyalty, and the complex realities of life in the newly unified Germany.

