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About Disturbed Ground 
 

Fifteen years after the Iron Curtain crumbled, its shadow remains as an 860-mile scar 
through the heart and soul of Germany.  Between 1952 and 1989 the Iron Curtain, one of 
history’s most fortified and fearsome borders, claimed the lives of more than 900 people 
who tried to escape from East Germany.  Today, a gutted watchtower still casts a shadow 
over the banks of the Elbe River; a row of concrete fence posts, their tips eroded to powder, 
still stand like bones between the trunks of trees; an elderly East German woman still feels 
afraid that informants might overhear a conversation.  The former “death strip,” now a 
swath of meadow, still ribbons over hills, its soil so soaked with herbicide that trees grow 
stunted. 

In Disturbed Ground, journalist Eron Witzel and a German companion explore the 
haunting remnants of the Iron Curtain in Germany, from the Baltic Sea to the Czech border.  
Tracing the former border by car, they cross the line wherever possible, walk along the scar, 
and drive for miles on the remains of a patrol road once used by border guards.  People they 
meet along the way describe life in the shadow of the divide and shed a profound light, often 
in only a few sentences, on a nation still healing from division and grappling with an 
awkward past.   

Woven into the travel narrative is an authoritative history of the development of the 
Iron Curtain, from its beginning as border stones erected between German kingdoms to the 
first strands of barbed wire strung after World War II, through its continual fortification, and 
finally, to its remarkable fall.  Though the Berlin Wall, which accounted for just eighty-six 
miles of the Iron Curtain, has been written about extensively, Disturbed Ground offers a 
detailed history of the development and continual fortification of the complete inner-
German border, the Grenze as the Iron Curtain was known in German. 

Ultimately, by exploring the austere beauty of the absence of a wall, Witzel crafts a 
haunting meditation about the inevitable nature of the lines we draw between ourselves. 
Witzel is an experienced writer and journalist with a master’s of fine arts in nonfiction 
writing from Goucher College (2004) and a bachelor’s degree in journalism from the 
University of Oregon (1994).  Witzel was awarded the 2004 Christine White Creative 

Nonfiction Award for Disturbed Ground. He lives in Berlin and works as a freelance writer. 
You may contact him at ewitzel@gmail.com  
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Introduction 

 

What makes maps troublesome is what makes them beautiful.  The heavenly perspective 

of a map lets one look down from some great height upon an abstract world.  Three 

dimensions become two.  The language of space is spoken in lines, in symbols, in pools of 

color.  One can run a finger across the top of a mountain or trace the flow of a river.  One 

can see what lies on the other side of ridges; one’s line of sight no longer ends at the 

horizon.  In this abstract world, one can sketch a line across the surface of the earth.   

On topographic maps, the omitted dimension is depth.  Loops and lines form contours, 

simulating elevation and suggesting shape.  Hills become concentric, ragged rings.  Rivers 

and streams no longer vanish where they curve around a hill.  On a map, roads are no longer 

channels of asphalt that pinch off in hazy black at the horizon, but become tendrils, veins 

visibly connecting points to points.  

Looking down upon a map, one can feel like the god of a small sheet of Earth.  Lives 

are passed in tiny black squares representing homes, water flows in thin blue lines, factories 

churn and rumble in inky blots where roads end, and all of it at the mercy, at the whim, of 

the beholder of a map. 

I am the god of sheet L3732. 

L3732 is a standard M745 series military map portraying nearly 200 square miles of 

Germany.  Richard van Gils at The Institute for Military History in The Hague, the 

Netherlands, has retrieved a stack of maps from the archives, set them down on an immense 

table, and furnished me with a paper cup of black coffee.  I pass my finger along a pale 

orange line that enters sheet L3732 in the northwest, descends in a jagged zigzag, and 

eventually exits in the south.  The line represents, in this abstract language of space, the Iron 

Curtain.   

I slide my finger along the orange line until I arrive at a town called Beendorf.  I have 

been to Beendorf.  I have spoken to an elderly woman with a cane who lives in one of the 

homes represented by tiny black squares.  Hers is one in a row of houses that runs southwest 

out of town along the parallel lines representing a road.  When I was in Beendorf, I listened 
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to the flutter of tires slapping the cobblestones of that road, I climbed part way up the 

neighboring hill and I watched the woman wave goodbye as I drove around the bend in the 

road. 

I had maps with me when I was in Beendorf and during all of my journeys along the 

remnants of the Iron Curtain, but they were 1:200,000 scale, meaning that one inch on the 

map represents three miles on the ground, a scale which reduces towns the size of Beendorf 

to nothing more than spots of ink.  The M745 series is 1:50,000, meaning that an inch on the 

map represents less than a mile, a scale that can show details as small as individual homes.  

The M745 series also includes topography and colors to indicate variations in vegetation.  

When I visited Beendorf, my world was limited to my line of sight.  Looking now at the 

map, I see how the Iron Curtain made a sharp turn, nearly a right angle, north of town.  I see 

thin roads cutting through forests.  I see a neighboring town nuzzling up against the far side 

of a hill.  A watchtower that kept a vigilant eye on Beendorf is indicated on the map by a 

small circle with a vertical tick mark extending upwards.  The church in Beendorf is marked 

with a similar symbol, but a horizontal hash turns the vertical tick mark into a cross.  

Though in some sense they are both watchtowers, I’m struck that a horizontal hash is the 

only difference, in the language of a map, between a steeple and column of concrete topped 

by an observation room and armed guards. 

I am visiting this institute, housed in a military compound not far from my home in 

Delft, because an email exchange indicated that it might have maps of interest to me.  Mr. 

van Gils hovers around the desk with the posture of a military man, his back rigid and erect, 

his shoulders solid and sure.  He wears casual civilian clothes and has warmth in his eyes that 

softens the rougher edge of his military air.  When he asks me why I am interested in these 

maps, I explain that over the course of three separate trips I traced the path of the Iron 

Curtain through Germany.  I tell him that I am hoping to find military maps showing 

installations and fortifications along the old border.  He seems interested in my research and 

suggests several institutes in Germany where I may be able to track down further 

information.   

He slides a faux-leather bound guest book and a blue ballpoint pen across the table.  

With hands clasped behind his back and a firm, expectant look on his face, Mr. van Gils 

wordlessly quashes any thoughts of signing the guest book later, or perhaps not at all.  

Judging from the number and dates of the signatures, the reading room has an average of 



 

Disturbed Ground       © 2005  Eron Witzel       ewitzel@gmail.com 5 

one or two visitors per day and I can imagine each of them signing under the subtle duress 

of Mr. Van Gils’ watchful eye.  The names are signed with a flourish of loops and swoops, 

and each visitor offers compliments on the research facilities, all in the same blue pen.  After 

ensuring that I’ve added my name, Mr. van Gils says that I can reach him in an office at the 

end of the hall if there is anything else I need. 

Magazines on wooden shelves cover two walls of the reading room.  They are nothing 

like the publications one sees on magazine racks at the grocery store or newsstand; these are 

specialized military publications with names like Small Wars and Insurgencies.  Photos on the 

covers show grinning soldiers clad in olive drab, or military vehicles fording streams with 

spectacular splashes.  Books about war and monographs about theories of struggle line 

bookshelves in the back half of the room.  If the armed soldier in a little brick booth at the 

entrance of the compound, to whom I was forced to surrender my passport, didn’t make it 

clear enough that I was leaving the civilian world, then the books and periodicals 

surrounding me have firmly placed me in the military sphere, a world that bristles with 

nerves and in which I feel as though I should avoid sudden movements. 

I settle into the chair and pore over the maps on the table before me, following the 

orange line of the Iron Curtain as it crosses each sheet.  I hoped to find details of buried 

bunkers, spy tunnels, and other secret facilities, but sadly the maps do not show military 

installations other than the border itself, along with a few watchtowers.  The abstracted 

orange line may show the location of the Iron Curtain, but the language of a map does 

nothing to communicate the terror the line inflicted on the ground. 

What began at the end of World War II as lines on a map to divide Germany into 

occupation zones erupted into the Iron Curtain in 1952, an 865-mile system of barriers 

dividing East Germany from West Germany and cutting through the heart of a nation.  In 

1961 a stunned world looked on as the final escape route in the border was sealed with the 

Berlin Wall, ninety-six miles long.  To contain the populations of other Eastern-bloc 

countries, the Iron Curtain extended beyond Germany and edged along the Eastern-most 

borders of Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Yugoslavia.  By the mid-1980s, the Iron Curtain’s 

fortifications included ditches, trip wires, landmines, floodlights, watchdogs, 2,000 

watchtowers and more than 50,000 patrolling soldiers.  It severed roadways and rail lines.  It 

cut towns in half.  It cut families in two and divided people from one another.  More than 

900 people lost their lives attempting to cross the Iron Curtain in Germany.   
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In 1989, the entire apparatus collapsed spectacularly.  Scenes of jubilant Germans 

defiantly astride the Berlin Wall were beamed around the world and became an indelible 

image of freedom.  At points along the rest of the border where it cut through the center of 

Germany, hands shook through slits cut in mesh fencing, guards threw gates open, and 

people soon flowed freely in both directions.  In the years that followed, the installations and 

fortifications of the Iron Curtain were dismantled and removed.  Specialists dug landmines 

from the ground.  Machines re-spooled barbed wire.  Cranes and bulldozers toppled 

watchtowers.  Germany was unified once again. 

 

I first encountered the remains of the Iron Curtain in 1993, four years after its fall, 

when I visited a German friend, Chris, in his hometown of Althausen, a tiny village just five 

miles west of the old border.  Chris and his mother explained that despite the unification and 

the destruction of the Iron Curtain, tremendous differences remained between the former 

East and West Germany.  Those on either side of the divide still had different outlooks on 

life and different ways of living, Chris and his mother said.  The Easterners had the 

reputation of being lazy; too many years of socialism had dampened their energies.  The 

Westerners were materialistic; too many years of capitalism had eroded their sense of 

community.  Those were the stereotypes at least, and I suppose each contained a grain of 

truth.  The two halves of the country developed into separate communities for more than 

forty years, they could never grow together again overnight.   

We spent a day visiting the former East Germany so I could see the differences myself.  

As we drove east from Althausen, Chris and his mother told me stories about the Wall’s fall 

in 1989.  They talked about how little Trabants, virtually the only kind of car available in 

East Germany, streamed across the border into West Germany in an endless flow of rattling 

engines and blue-gray exhaust.  They told me how Wessies, West Germans, lined the roads 

near the crumbling border to greet the Ossies, the East Germans, and to welcome them to a 

re-unified Germany.  They handed out cups of coffee, steaming in the chilly November air, 

and shared bottles of sparkling wine.  Chris’ family made the short drive to the border and 

joined in the celebrations the day it was opened. 

I had only vague memories of the unraveling of the Wall.  I was a teenager at the time 

and was paying more attention to the dramas of high school than to current events.  I 

recalled President Reagan urging General Secretary Gorbachev to “tear down this wall!” 
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some years before it actually came down, and I remembered the moving scenes from Berlin 

of celebration suffused with a sense of disbelief and astonishment that the Wall was in fact 

falling.  I also remembered a curious story about the East Germans flocking over the border 

to buy every banana they could find in West Germany, an apparently scarce commodity in 

the centrally planned economy of East Germany.  Chris and his mother laughed and swore 

the banana story was true.  They said that within hours of the border being lifted East 

Germans had bought every banana from every shop in Bad Königshofen.  Even today, the 

East Germans’ fascination with bananas remains a rich source of jokes in Germany.  

 As we headed east from Althausen, we drove through rolling green countryside filled 

with fields and hedges, farms and villages.  Clusters of homes seemed to have settled by their 

nature into the landscape: in the flats between hills, on elevations which afforded a pleasing 

view, or where two streams converged.  We continued eastward, Chris and his mother filling 

me with the history of Germany and the collapse of East Germany.  They told me about the 

massive East German demonstrations in 1989 that gathered strength and momentum and 

that eventually helped erode the foundations of the Wall.   

As we reviewed German history and drove farther east, the moments of silence between 

sentences grew longer, increasingly freighted with recollection and reflection.  By the time 

Chris pulled the car to the side of the road, the silence had accumulated the sagging weight 

that accompanies a visit to a shrine or memorial.  There were no signs, plaques or markers 

where Chris parked.  It took some moments to piece together the landscape enough to see 

that we were parked where a wide swath of disturbed ground, growing over with weeds and 

shrubs, tumbled down the hill, vanished underneath the crisp, black tarmac of the road, then 

continued up a hill on the other side until the swath ran entirely out of view.  Running within 

and parallel to the disturbed ground was a pair of paths made of ten-foot slabs of concrete 

laid end to end.  These two gray lines, separated by a strip of grass, rode the edge of the 

ridge and vanished over the horizon.  “The guards drove on that concrete track,” Chris said.   

He pointed to an almost imperceptible change in the vegetation where brambles and 

weeds flowed together suggesting a line running parallel to the patrol road.  That was where 

the fence had been.  In remote areas like this, the border had not been a wall as made 

famous in Berlin but a metal fence, Chris said.  “They could always see from one watchtower 

to the next,” he added.  (I would discover during subsequent study that although 2,000 

watchtowers guarded the border, they were not necessarily within sight of one another.)  
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Chris said that one abandoned watchtower in the area had been converted into a restaurant, 

and that a nearby bunker was used for weekend dance parties. 

Is this what had become of the fearsome Iron Curtain?  Weeds had consumed the line 

on the ground all those fortifications had worked so hard to prevent people from crossing, 

bunkers were being used by ravers and the patrol road was growing treacherous under the 

fingers of frost and thaw.  Mercedes and BMWs sped past where we parked, tires purring on 

the freshly surfaced road.  Not a sign or plaque troubled the drivers by confronting them 

with the grim moment of history disappearing beyond the windshield.  

Perhaps I was projecting my American sensibilities into a situation I couldn’t fully 

understand, but it felt to me as though the lessons of this place deserved at least some kind 

of reminder.  On Interstate 5, near where I’m from in Oregon, drivers are alerted with a 

large green sign when crossing the 45th parallel, which marks the halfway point between the 

equator and the North Pole.  If such an inconsequential and historically insignificant line 

deserves note, why was the memory of the Iron Curtain entirely unmarked here?  Had 

Germans decided that this was a past they wished to forget? 

 I suggested that we take a walk along the patrol road of concrete slabs, but both Chris 

and his mother said that there was nothing to see; it just went on like that for miles and 

miles.  Chris pulled the car away, accelerated on the shoulder, eased back into traffic and the 

scar of the border vanished behind us as we crested the hill.  Heading into the former East 

Germany, the atmosphere changed immediately.  Fields became large, sprawling expanses of 

furrowed ground, a remnant of collectivization perhaps, rather than the small, irregular fields 

of crops outlined with hedges we had seen in West Germany.  Heavy gray smoke from 

cheap coal, sour and stinging, lingered in the air.  Molded concrete light poles, adorned with 

austere light fixtures, lined the roads through towns, as opposed to the sleeker, metal light 

poles of the West.  Drab tan paint coated nearly every concrete wall.  Shingles clung in 

tattered rows to the sides of homes.  Even in small farming villages, bland multi-level 

apartment blocks stood incongruously at the edge of town with aligned rows of square 

windows.  Geometric forms painted in soothing pastels attempted to add color and life to 

the end walls of the apartment buildings.  Blocky, uneven cobblestones clattered beneath the 

tires.  The roads were straighter in East Germany than in the West, less meandering, more to 

the point.  Muted colors, basic shapes, function superceding form; this was the surface of the 

former East Germany.  We returned to Althausen late in the afternoon, and although we 
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were there only briefly, I felt I had an impression of East Germany and, more significantly, I 

caught a glimpse of the remnants of the Iron Curtain.   

In the years that followed, the image of the vanished border visited my mind with 

curious frequency.  It would come whispering when I read newspaper reports of border 

disputes in Cyprus or Ethiopia.  It would superimpose itself upon the surroundings when I 

crossed the fading border between Belgium and the Netherlands, a crossing I made often 

with my job at the time.  It came to me when peering at the Earth from the 30,000-height of 

an airplane window.  I saw brush and weeds, roots pushing through the soft, disturbed 

ground, the road of concrete slabs, the once-mighty line being sucked into the soil.  What 

was it about this image that haunted and fascinated me so? 

In the kind of thoughts that come while sitting in a bus or train, looking through the 

window’s half reflection of oneself and out into a world being moved through, I envisioned 

walking for miles along those concrete tracks, tracing that line from beginning to end, 

following the concrete tracks until they vanished and finding out why this image, seen so 

fleetingly, remained so firmly in my mind.  Had the border disappeared so thoroughly 

everywhere?  Was the memory of the border, and the lessons and stories inherent in such 

memory, vanishing as completely as the border itself?  At the same time, I was curious about 

the history of the border.  Why did the line end up where it did?  How could a barrier of 

such astonishing scale evolve?   

The troubling lack of answers to these questions kept the Iron Curtain in my mind 

through the years.  Nearly a decade after encountering the scar of the border for the first 

time, I began discussing with Jochen, a German friend, the possibility of tracing the line to 

see what remained.  Others I had shared the idea with were perplexed by my interest.  

“There’s probably nothing left of it,” was the most common response.  Jochen, however, 

responded with surprising enthusiasm.  He was intrigued by the possibility of discovering 

abandoned bunkers or other military facilities and he liked the idea of seeing parts of his 

native Germany that he had never found reason to visit. 

We decided to see if the answers to those questions that had turned over endlessly in 

my mind could be found in a journey together along the remnants of the Iron Curtain.  Our 

goal was to travel along the length of the former border and reach the Three Country Corner 

(Dreiländereck), where the borders of East Germany, West Germany and Czechoslovakia 

once touched.  We began with a five-day foray along the northern-most section of the 
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border between Helmstedt and Lübeck in August 2001.  We continued with two subsequent 

trips (in September 2002, and February 2003) to complete the journey along the length of 

the Grenze.  Grenze is the German word for border, and when used to describe the former 

border between East and West Germany, the meaning includes all the fortifications, be they 

fences or walls, and all other aspects of the border. 

During each of these trips we followed the Grenze by car and crossed it on as many 

small and large roads as we could.  We walked often along the remains and explored the 

regions on either side of the former border.  We generally found accommodation in youth 

hostels in towns on the eastern side of the old border, often staying several nights in a single 

town and using it as a base for exploration.   

Jochen and I moved as travelers through the borderlands.  Our lives intersected the 

lives of others, sometimes only for an instant.  In most cases we do not know the names of 

the people we encountered or their age or how many children they have.  We did not set out 

to interview experts or to uncover startling evidence and grand historical truths.  We set out 

to do nothing more than to pass through the borderlands and to let the places and people 

pass through us, collecting impressions along the way. 

Using the sources listed at the end of this book, my research focused primarily on the 

physical expression and evolution of the Grenze as opposed to the dueling ideologies and 

politics that played out on either side of the line.  The tremendously complex political and 

social forces that brought an end to the Grenze and the consequences of the subsequent 

German reunification serve as a background but cannot be explored in-depth within the 

context of this book.   

This work is a piece of nonfiction.  I have not concocted, composed or created 

characters, scenes or situations.  Everything presented here reflects my understanding and 

recollection of our experiences during these journeys.  The conversations included were, in 

general, conversations that Jochen had with the people we encountered.  I listened with a 

rudimentary understanding of the German language and was able to follow along on a basic 

level and suggest questions when needed.  When the encounter was over, I would ask 

Jochen to tell me what was said, giving him prompts based on what I was able to 

understand.  I took notes based on his explanations of the conversations; thus the quotes 

from these conversations are somewhat removed from actual words, originally spoken in 

German. 
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Back in the reading room, with maps now spread across the entire table, I am able to 

find places where some of those conversations with strangers took place.  I can see 

individual houses and I remember bends in roads.  Still on sheet L3732, I find the city of 

Helmstedt.  Jochen and I began our first trip to the Grenze at a sprawling checkpoint situated 

on the freeway between Hannover and Berlin, a few miles east of Helmstedt.  In the abstract 

language of space, the map describes the buildings of the checkpoint in rectangles of black 

ink with parallel bands of Autobahn threading in-between.  But the language of a map is 

deceptive, inadequate, for it fails to express the crumbing mortar sandwiched between the 

baked, red bricks of those buildings.  It fails to express the rust blistering the skin of paint on 

iron beams.  It fails to capture the sound of traffic streaming on the Autobahn and the beat of 

blood in the veins of drivers.  To fall from that height, that heavenly perspective of a map is 

to land in a world no longer abstracted. 
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Chapter 1 

An Awkward Legacy 

“…somehow we know by instinct that outsize buildings  
cast the shadow of their own destruction before them,  

and are designed from the first with an eye to their later existence as ruins.” 
− W.G. Sebald, Austerlitz 

 

 

 

Aligned rows of long, narrow shacks shelter beneath a translucent roof of corrugated 

fiberglass that covers an area roughly the size of a football field.  Naked fluorescent tubes, 

the upper surfaces matted with a layer of dust, hang in rows from latticed girders.  Rust 

sweats from underneath bubbling paint on iron beams.  Jochen presses his face to the 

window of one of the shacks, shielding his reflection with his hands to look inside.  He sees 

wood-grain walls of chipboard and sagging floors, curious pigeonholes and angling wooden 

chutes.  He sees rippling linoleum flooring underneath a blanket of dust.  He sees not a soul. 

The passport control booths at the Marienborn border crossing were abandoned in 

1989, so the window Jochen peers through has not seen much activity for more than ten 

years.  While the border crossing still functioned, traffic funneled through lanes between the 

booths, and officials collected and examined documents as people entered and exited East 

Germany.  Passports and papers vanished into the booths where they would be inspected, 

noted perhaps in ledgers and pounded with rubber stamps.  The operation was not 

sophisticated; card files and pigeonholes in place of supercomputers, but watching one’s 

passport disappear from sight must have created an unsettling impression of an all-knowing 

authority. 

Though dusty and desolate, the passport control booths have not yet surrendered 

entirely to an existence as ruins and they now form part of a museum.  Jochen and I arrived 

here in August 2001 after meeting in Hannover, renting a car and being sucked along in a 

slipstream of traffic on the Autobahn that leads in the direction of Berlin.  We eased out of 

the urgent Autobahn traffic and onto the Marienborn exit a few miles east of Helmstedt.  We 
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drove past the backlit glow of a newly built gas station’s plastic façade and parked near the 

grim, sprawling remains of the Marienborn border crossing.  A line on a map, a long and 

rippling scar on the ground, connect me here in Marienborn to that remembered image near 

Althausen, close to 200 miles from here.  Eight years have passed and I have finally returned 

to the Grenze to explore beyond the horizon that frustrated my first encounter with this 

fading history. 

The Marienborn crossing, which opened on July 1, 1945, was the largest and most 

important border crossing along the entire Grenze.  The Autobahn it straddled was a direct 

link to West Berlin, an island of Western influence well within East Germany, and millions 

of cars, trucks, busses and motorcycles passed through the checkpoint annually.  Nearly 

1,000 employees, a mixture of civilians and border police, staffed the checkpoint facilities.1  

Today its seventy-five acres2 lie in almost total stillness.  We see only a handful of other 

people while exploring the rows of passport control booths, inspection buildings and 

numerous support structures scattered over the grounds.  The Autobahn now flows 

unobstructed past the checkpoint, six lanes of traffic vibrating the air and the ground 

beneath our feet with a dull roar. 

The “command tower,” a blocky watchtower with glowering windows that feel as 

though they are watching over the entire complex, stands next to the now free-flowing 

Autobahn.  Light towers topped with an array of floodlights stud the grounds and once 

produced 8,000 watts of light apiece, enough to provide the equivalent of daylight even in 

the darkness of night.3  If guards suspected a vehicle might be smuggling people or goods 

out of or into East Germany, they ushered the vehicle to an inspection garage, a sinister 

cinder block building with no windows.  Many attempted escapes from East Germany ended 

during the intensive searches conducted in these isolated inspection garages.  Security to 

prevent escapes from East Germany was so thorough that one garage was dedicated to 

examining and identifying people in ambulances, and ensuring proper documentation and 

identification for corpses being transported over the border. 

One of the support and administrative buildings at the periphery of the complex now 

houses a museum with displays depicting checkpoint operations and highlighting the 

celebrations surrounding the end of the wall in 1989.  A woman sits dutifully at the entrance 

behind a high reception counter cluttered with brochures and books about the Grenze, while 

a handful of visitors wander through the exhibits.  A television in a glass-enclosed room 



 

Disturbed Ground       © 2005  Eron Witzel       ewitzel@gmail.com 14 

plays a video with a muffled narrator explaining the history of the checkpoint.  The video 

begins with fuzzy black and white footage showing military operations at the close of World 

War II, and ends with jubilant hordes spraying one another with sparkling wine and 

dismantling the border.  Other exhibits scattered around the museum include a block of 

black asphalt, as wide as outstretched arms, cut from the roadbed.  A six-inch wide stripe of 

white paint runs across the flat upper surface of the block.  The line once represented the 

exact location where the road crossed the border between East and West Germany.  

Another display shows ingenious techniques used by people trying to escape from East 

Germany, including a description of how one gentleman contorted himself into a knot and 

hid underneath the seat of a car.   

Not all of the attempts were ingenious.  Border guards at Marienborn caught a teenage 

boy in 1968 as he tried to escape simply by hiding himself under a mound of empty potato 

sacks in the back of a truck.4  For more than a year in the early 1960s, a West German truck 

driver used a concealed compartment inside a chemical tank on his truck to smuggle 

passengers out of East Germany through the Marienborn crossing.  Before departing East 

Germany during his regular trips there, he would pull off the Autobahn into a parking lot 

where he ate his lunch and furtively filled the concealed container with human cargo.  He 

was betrayed eventually and sentenced to twenty years in prison.5  Another truck driver, an 

East German, attempted to ram through the barriers at Marienborn in 1966 and crash his 

way into West Germany.  East German guards shot him and his passenger after they 

disregarded orders to halt.  Witness reported seeing one lifeless body removed from the 

truck and another seriously wounded figure carted away.6   

We work our way through the museum and then back out into the desolate remains of 

the checkpoint.  We wander toward the car, passing abandoned buildings and trying to 

imagine what it must have felt like to cross this border when it swarmed with soldiers and 

bristled with tension, when passports and documents vanished into hidden rooms, when 

eyes scoured the grounds from the command tower, when guards directed certain cars to 

buildings with no windows.  It must have made even the innocent feel nervous and guilty. 

I try to imagine what it must have been like to attempt an escape through the 

checkpoint.  I imagine being concealed in the darkness of a car trunk and feeling the vehicle 

roll to a stop, knowing we must have reached the checkpoint.  I imagine the muffled voices 

of guards and the scuffing of circling boots.  I imagine blood pounding with the urgency of 
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adrenaline through my veins, the deep and penetrating fear that a shaft of light will reveal my 

curled body.  I can imagine being hidden for I have concealed myself, and I can imagine fear 

for I have been afraid.  But to understand this scene it feels like my mind must reach further, 

back to the moment when a person, consumed by desire to escape, makes the decision to 

flee in spite of the danger.  And that’s where my imagination fails.  In a general sense, I have 

always been free to leave wherever I happen to be and I have never found myself living in 

conditions that would require risking my life to depart from.  The lines that circumscribe the 

nations in which I have lived have never confined me and the thought of having my 

movements constrained feels offensive to my nature.  Marienborn is fitting place to begin 

our journey along the Grenze because the absurdity of its contraptions seem to highlight just 

how difficult it is to prevent the movement of people. 

Abandoned and vacant, the Marienborn border crossing remains grim and oppressive, 

its vastness conspiring with its stillness to cast a discomforting shadow.  What is to be done 

with such an awkward reminder of the past?  Should it be allowed to slip quietly into decay?  

Should it be obliterated?  The question of how to deal with the remnants of the Grenze, an 

uncomfortable past impressing itself upon the present, is one that will haunt Jochen and me 

during our entire exploration of the German borderlands.  Part of me likes the idea of 

preserving the checkpoint as a museum, exposing its workings, its fear to busses of tourists 

and schoolchildren.  But part of me finds the idea concerning.  Will they invest money to 

repair the inspection garages as they continue to decay?  It seems absurd to repair and 

preserve an instrument of repression.  Maybe it is just the eerily under-populated feeling of 

the place, but I sense that the busses of tourists and schoolchildren will come less and less 

often until they come not at all.  And then, what is the point of a museum and preservation? 

We photograph the light towers and the passport control booths before returning to the 

car.  Marienborn looks nothing like the Grenze I saw in 1993 near Althausen, and yet a long, 

wriggling line of remains connects the two distant places.  The story of this line, its 

evolution, and its inevitable demise begins deep in German history.  In the 1800s, twenty-

five separate German mini-domains and kingdoms jig-sawed across central Europe.  The 

kings, princes and rulers of these domains indicated the edges of their territory, often by 

marking the lines with stones set into the ground and carved with the names of the 

bordering lands.  The system of separate kingdoms left the German lands vulnerable to 

invasion and plundering.  Creating a strong, single German empire became the goal of 
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Prince Otto von Bismarck in the mid-1800s.  By 1871, following the Franco-Prussian War, 

Bismarck was able to unify the separate domains and kingdoms to form the German 

Empire, of which he became chancellor.7  The old borders between the separate kingdoms 

became provincial administrative boundaries (Landkreis), much like state or county lines in 

the U.S.  This first unification of Germany was born, perhaps, more of necessity than of a 

burning desire to build a nation together.  Even today, the differences between the former 

kingdoms remain pronounced.  The Bavarians, in the South, for example, have a strong 

Catholic background often at odds with the Protestant background of the Prussians, in the 

North.  In fact, Germany can be divided quite naturally, in terms of dialect, religion and 

topography, into a northern half and a southern half. 

The old lines between the Landkreis came in handy seventy-two years after Bismarck 

first unified the country.  Before the end of 1943, more than fifteen months prior to the 

conclusion of World War II in Europe, the leaders of the Allies ― Stalin, Churchill and 

Roosevelt ― began discussing how Germany would be divided and administered once the 

nation was defeated.  Together they established the European Advisory Commission in 

October 1943 to make recommendations on the terms of surrender to impose on enemy 

states during the post-hostilities period.8   

Although he helped establish the Commission, Roosevelt was not entirely comfortable 

with its mission.  In a memorandum dated October 20, 1944, he wrote: “I dislike making 

detailed plans for a country which we do not yet occupy,” adding that the details were 

“dependent on what we and the Allies find when we get into Germany—and we are not 

there yet.”9  But detailed plans were exactly what the Commission made.  At a meeting in 

London on January 15, 1944, the diplomat leading the British delegation in the commission, 

Lord William Strang, presented the European Advisory Commission with a proposed 

division of Germany, giving each of the Allies control over a portion of the country.10 

I can picture Strang the evening before the meeting, hunched over a heavy wooden 

table, the kind where decisions are made, and shifting maps in the dim light of a drawing 

room with weighty drapes.  He was said to stand over six feet tall, with a brown mustache 

and a manner described as “shy and correct.”11  Perhaps he hesitated with his thick-leaded 

pencil, its tip hovering above the surface of a map.  Maybe he sketched a line, erased and 

began again.  The line he drew snaked and curved, not following contours of topography or 

channels dug by rivers, but following the old provincial boundaries, marked on the ground 
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with standing stones, from before Prince Otto von Bismarck’s unification in 1871.  Strang 

believed that occupation zones based on these provincial boundaries would prove easier to 

manage in post-war Germany.  His line followed the edges of several provinces beginning at 

the Baltic Sea in the north and continuing to the Czechoslovakian border in the south.   

As Lord Strang looked down upon an abstract Earth from the great height afforded by 

a map, I wonder if for a moment he felt like the god of what he surveyed? 

“If then, there were to be three zones, there must be a broad equality among them, 

taking into account area, population and productive resources, and respecting, so far as 

possible, as a matter of administrative convenience existing boundaries between the Länder,” 

Strang wrote in a later memoir.  In one sense, Strang’s line was also a rough estimate of 

where Russian troops advancing from the east would meet up with other Allied troops 

pushing across Germany from the west.  “It could not be foreseen how deeply the Western 

allied forces would penetrate into Germany,” Strang wrote.  “If we had tried to thrust the 

limits of the Soviet zone very far eastwards, there would then almost certainly been no 

agreement.”12  

The commission agreed with Strang’s proposal for outlining occupation zones for the 

United States, the Soviet Union, the United Kingdom and France.  In fact, agreement was 

relatively easy.  Strang wrote that, “On the actual lines of demarcation of the three zones of 

occupation, and of the outer boundary of the special area of Greater Berlin, there was little 

discussion and early agreement.”13 

The future agreement based on Strang’s suggestions became known as the London 

Protocol of September 14, 1944.14  Although Berlin sat well within the Soviet occupation 

zone, it would be a city divided between the four occupying powers with each granted the 

right of transit through the Soviet Zone to reach the city.  Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin 

agreed upon these conditions at a conference in Yalta, on the shore of the Black Sea, in 

February 1945.  They decided to accept the borders between the occupation zones as 

temporary dividing lines with the intention of re-unifying Germany once it had been 

stabilized and demilitarized.15  One can wonder how differently Germany might have turned 

out had the line between the zones been drawn from east to west, accentuating the more 

natural north/south divide, rather than a line running from north to south, creating an 

east/west divide. 
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It seems to me that temporary dividing lines, like temporary taxes, often endure longer 

than anticipated.  At the open-air museum in Hötensleben, about ten miles south of the 

remains of the checkpoint at Marienborn, Jochen and I see how the “temporary” dividing 

line looked at its apex, after more than forty years of development.  Getting there, I 

concentrate on driving the winding roads of rural Germany while Jochen coordinates the 

journey in a flutter of maps and occasional confusion.  We fall easily into our roles, with me 

driving and Jochen pointing the way, and the pattern will sustain us for nearly all of our 

exploration of the Grenze. 

We travel compatibly and comfortably together.  Jochen has a quiet but determined 

sense of curiosity, and is thus willing to try virtually anything.  His adaptability and relaxed 

approach to travel mean that he can easily keep up with my flexible, almost impromptu, 

travel itineraries that tend to avoid anything resembling the beaten trail.  We were, after all, 

attempting a journey that few of our peers seemed curious about.  Jochen grew up in Bavaria 

but considers himself an honorary foreigner in the region, as his parents both hail from 

Rheinland-Pfalz, a more sophisticated part of Germany (so he tells me).  Jochen now lives in 

Leipzig, where he works and studies sociology at the university.   

I had visited Jochen in Leipzig several times where we discovered that we shared an 

interest in the relics of industrial landscapes.  Leipzig was an important industrial city in the 

former East Germany, but hundreds of factories were abandoned after the wall came down, 

perhaps because they could not keep up with the competitive market.  The abandoned 

structures have since fallen into disrepair.  When visiting Jochen in Leipzig, we spent many 

days searching for abandoned factories that we could enter and explore.  Jochen’s defiant 

courage allowed him to ignore “No Trespassing” signs with no apparent sign of concern 

when entering these buildings.  He was generally able to coax me into ignoring the signs 

along with him, often by pointing out that property owners in Germany rarely protect their 

assets with firearms.  His intrepid nature meant that he could vanish into dark passageways, 

leaving me pacing nervously at the edge of the shadows.   

Traveling the Grenze together feels like a similar adventure.  With maps flapping in the 

wind, Jochen guides us to Hötensleben, where we find the museum.  A fence of metal mesh 

abutted the village of Hötensleben and still stands, quite literally, in the back yards of a row 

of homes.  A square watchtower sprouts from a hilltop and offers a commanding view over 

the village and the border fortifications.  The outer part of the border, the part that faced 
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West Germany, is a concrete wall.  Between the inner mesh fence and the outer concrete 

wall runs a swath of meadow with a patrol road along one side.  A strip of ground parallel to 

the wall has been plowed, revealing the naked brown of the soil below.  Plastic plaques 

explain the function of each component of the Grenze’s multi-layered fortifications.   

Next to the parking lot, where a mobile fruit and vegetable vendor has parked his truck 

and is conducting a lethargic business, is another watchtower, this one with a round, pipe-

like base.  It is barely high enough to look over the mound of a nearby bunker dug halfway 

into the ground.  Watchtowers like this one, with a cylindrical, hollow base and an octagonal 

observation chamber at the top, were among the early concrete watchtowers installed on the 

Grenze.  The towers were unstable, and frequently toppled in gusts of wind.  Stockier 

watchtowers with square bases replaced them later in the development of the Grenze.  The 

base of the tower displayed at this museum has been shorted, presumably to make it safer 

and more stable.  A row of saplings, held upright by wooden stakes, now marks the line 

where the fences ran past the stubby watchtower.  The trees were planted as part of a local 

project to remember the Grenze with a green, living memorial, and the row extends out of 

sight with a walking path running alongside. 

The open-air museum at Hötensleben shows how the border looked and functioned 

while at its most impenetrable, but the experience is packaged and placed before the visitor 

with nothing left to discover on one’s own and no space for reflection.  I find it intriguing 

but stifling at the same time.  We wander off the marked path and into a stand of trees, 

crunching over fallen leaves, hoping to find hidden remnants of the border.  We find none 

and I’m left with the feeling that the museum is too perfectly tended.  The wall and the 

watchtower both have fresh coats of paint.  The lawn in the “death strip” is tended and 

trimmed.  I’m astonished that the people in the homes abutting the fence have elected (for 

presumably they were involved in the decision to host a museum) to allow such vicious, 

visual reminders of the Grenze so close to their lives.  Replacing the fence with the line of 

trees strikes me as a more fitting use of the space.  We leave Hötensleben, unmoved by the 

museum, and begin driving north following the line. 

 

American and British forces crossed Strang’s line sooner than anticipated as they fought 

their way across Germany from the West before World War II ended in Europe, in May 

1945.  Following the end of hostilities, British and American troops reluctantly backtracked 
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to Strang’s line as agreed in the London Protocol, effectively ceding a large chunk of 

Germany to the Soviets.16  The Soviets, for their part, had to give up portions of Berlin, 

which they had liberated through fierce, bitter fighting.  Writing in 1951, Strang maintained 

that though the line may have been overly generous to the Soviets, it was nonetheless 

strategically correct.  “Had there been no agreement by the time the western forces met the 

Soviet forces at Torgau on the Elbe in 1945, we and the Americans might have negotiated a 

settlement fixing the Eastern boundary of our zones on the Elbe, over a hundred miles to 

the east of the line actually agreed upon; but Berlin, of which the Russians were in 

occupation, would then assuredly have remained a part of the Soviet zone and would not 

have come under joint administration.”17  Strang’s astute understanding of the importance of 

Berlin would be confirmed decades later as the city became a focal point and a key strategic 

card the Cold War. 

But, the Cold War was still far from leaders’ minds during meetings in Potsdam 

between July 17 and August 1, 1945, when Churchill, Truman and Stalin discussed 

developments in post-war Germany.  The Potsdam Conference secured agreements that the 

occupied Germany would be treated as a single economic unit and that Germany would not 

be completely or permanently dismantled or broken apart.18 

Regardless of the outcome of the Potsdam Conference, one of the first steps of the 

occupation forces was to clearly define and agree upon the edges of the four occupation 

zones, not on maps this time but on the ground.  Teams of soldiers traveled up and down 

the entire length of the zonal borders, bumping over back roads in Jeeps, skirting the edges 

of fields and sifting through the forests looking for those old stone markers or other 

indications of where Strang had drawn his line along the provincial boundaries.19  The 

soldiers pulled back weeds and brush to reveal the stones, highlighting the ones they found 

with paint.  If they a tree stood directly on the line, they painted white rings around the 

trunk.20  As troops established the border between the occupation zones, they exercised on-

the-ground flexibility, often exchanging pieces of ground in cooperation with the occupying 

forces on the other side of the boundary, or adjusting the line here and there so that it would 

be easier to administer.  With a simple stroke of a pencil on a map, or, as rumor had it, often 

on the backs of beer mats at the local watering hole, administrators in the field adjusted the 

border to meet reality.21  It was a process, in a sense, of the language of a map meeting the 

reality of the space it described.  These informal adjustments, made under the pleasant haze 
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of a war just won, would prove to be the source of conflicts and skirmishes in the future, as 

it was not always clear or recorded which agreements had been made and between whom. 

Once the border was agreed upon and more clearly defined on the ground, Russian 

military forces made the boundary more visible by pounding oak posts into the ground at 

intervals.  The oak posts had been soaked in waste oil in hopes that this would help them 

better weather decay.   

Lines on maps, white rings painted around tree trunks, stones set in soil, oil-soaked oak 

posts; such were the innocuous yet insidious beginnings of the Grenze. 

 

As we drive north we search for remains of the border and soon discover that the lines 

between the provinces, the ones Strang mirrored with his line, are still provincial lines today 

and are marked with metal signs next to the road informing drivers which province they are 

entering.  We pull over near one of these signs on a quiet country road somewhere outside 

Salzwedel to see if the Grenze has left a mark.  We wander through a thicket of young trees 

and scramble through some underbrush, but we find no indication of fences or concrete or 

watchtowers.  Our map shows that East and West Germany met along this provincial line, 

but perhaps the Grenze has vanished entirely.  We keep searching and eventually discover a 

gentle, overgrown ditch running through the young trees.  The ditch is too straight, too rigid, 

to be the product of nature.  We follow this scar through the underbrush and discover a 

mound not more than knee-high swelling from flat ground between tree trunks.  The 

mound, like the shallow trench leading to it, looks out of place and unnatural.  I peel away a 

spongy layer of moss blanketing the heap and discover a dozen or so concrete fence posts.  

Each post is about ten feet long and has an arching point at the top, exactly like the posts 

Jochen and I have seen in photographs of the Grenze.  They lie prone and rigid, scattered and 

stacked like bones.  Some are shattered and bent, revealing an interior skeleton of rusting 

iron reinforcement bars.  The gnawing roots of moss and the silent work of water have 

crumbled the concrete, in places, to a gray powder as fine and soft as talc. 

In among the trees, away from the country road, in the dappled shade of moving leaves, 

Jochen and I, hunched and intent, poke through the pyre we have found.  We examine it on 

all sides and say nothing.  I try lifting one of the posts.  It moans and grinds, but pinned, it 

does not give.  We have discovered a monument all our own, a memory of the Grenze that 

needs no brass plaque or conveniently situated parking area.  Hidden and vanishing, the 
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mound of concrete fence posts tells us more about the nature of the Grenze, the nature of 

boundaries, than anything we saw earlier at the open-air museum in Hötensleben.  We walk 

back to the car in silence, leaving our monument behind in the trees and knowing that we 

will never be able to find this spot again, even if we were to try.   

We drive north and cross the Elbe, a river that flows as though it has lost interest in its 

own destination.  Channelized and flood-managed, plied by barges and boats, spiked with 

jetties and piers, it is a river sapped of spirit.  The border between East and West Germany 

ran down the middle of the Elbe for fifty-eight miles, with the Grenze fortifications placed 

along the edge of the East German shore.  We reach Rüterberg, a village hugging a curve on 

the eastern shore of the river.  An enameled sign at the edge of town explains that an 

additional security fence with a single entrance surrounded this former East German village 

beginning in 1967.  Villagers needed special papers to leave Rüterberg, and re-entering the 

town was not permitted after 11:00 in the evening.  One neighborhood in the village, which 

included several brick factories and a sawmill, was torn down when the fence was erected. 

Rüterberg is a crisp and clean village of red brick houses trimmed in light blue and 

arranged in neat rows along wide streets.  At the end of one of the streets, a watchtower 

looms on the riverbank.  It has been converted into a private residence with lace curtains 

adorning the windows and lounge chairs basking on the observation deck.  Vines creep up 

the walls and flowers sprout from tended beds at the base.  I think about what it might be 

like to live in a watchtower.  I think I would be too uncomfortable with the history of the 

place to enjoy the view, which should certainly be lovely with the Elbe flowing past.  Only 

the upper-most level of the tower has windows though, so the lower levels must be dark and 

grim.  Thinking of the neighbors, I can imagine that they are probably not thrilled to have a 

home hovering over the village.  At the same time, I like the idea of reclaiming this structure 

as a place of living, and the rooftop deck has an undeniable appeal. 

On the far shore of the river, black-and-white spotted cows wallow in the mud.  They 

are, perhaps, the descendents of a herd of thirteen East German cows that swam across the 

Elbe from nearby Dömitz in East Germany and began grazing in the fields of Damnatz in 

West Germany on September 10, 1957.22  Even cattle, it would seem, were anxious to leave.  

The exodus sparked moderate local controversy, but reports at the time do not make it clear 

if the cows were repatriated or offered sanctuary in the West. 
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Apart from an elderly woman in a blue apron sweeping the sidewalk in front of one of 

Rüterberg’s homes, the town feels quiet, almost abandoned.  The woman is certainly old 

enough, probably in her 70s, to have experienced the curious history of Rüterberg.  We 

approach her and Jochen asks about the town. 

“There were too many of us leaving for the West, so they put up an extra fence around 

our village,” the woman says.  “We had to have special papers just to go to the theater in 

Dömitz,” she continues, motioning toward the next larger town, just a mile or so upriver.  

Bitterness seeps through her voice and she speaks as through addressing someone 

disbelieving, as if the men standing in front of her are incapable of understanding the 

experience of extra fences and special papers.  I’m inclined to believe she’s right. 

The woman continues sweeping the concrete path leading from the street to her front 

door.  She’s nearly deaf, so Jochen repeats another question patiently.  She stops sweeping 

and pounds the dust out of the broom.  She turns to go inside as though she didn’t hear his 

question, but stops in the doorway and resumes talking. 

“There were too many of us leaving, so they put up an extra fence.  They took it down 

and look at us now, still leaving.  What are people supposed to do out here?” she says, 

flapping her hand feebly at the surroundings.  “What?”  She disappears inside her home and 

closes the door without saying goodbye. 

Indeed Rüterberg, pinned by the Elbe on one side and endless fields on the other, does 

not seem to offer many opportunities apart from farming.  It feels to me like it is still a 

disconnected town, and considering the economic difficulties faced in many parts of East 

Germany after the reunification, I can imagine that people are probably eager to get out of 

towns like this.  Despite its abrupt end, the exchange with the woman sweeping her sidewalk 

seems to me to suggest how bitterness, which perhaps in the young boils into action, in the 

aged turns into a slow and burning hopelessness, like the listless Elbe dragging itself to its 

own conclusion. 

 

If she were in Rüterberg as a child, the woman sweeping her sidewalk would likely have 

seen the beginnings of the Grenze.  Even before the Potsdam Conference ended in August 

1945, the U.S. Army established roadblocks and defense installations on all the main roads 

leading into its occupation zone.  These initial measures were primarily intended to prevent 

the movement of former German soldiers, particularly former Nazi officials and intelligence 
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personnel who might have been trying to escape from Germany to avoid future prosecution.  

Wooden signs near the border roadblocks read: “In compliance with the terms of surrender, 

Germany military personnel are forbidden to pass beyond this line.”   

Troops blocked smaller roads and footpaths that crossed the border and conducted 

ground patrols along the demarcation line.  Some of the patrols used horses trained by the 

Nazi special police force (SS or Schutzstaffel) and the German Army (Wehrmacht).23  

Horseback patrols were particularly useful in areas where the terrain was too rugged for 

vehicles.  The U.S. Army flew regular reconnaissance missions over the border regions.   

By May 1946, in addition to American soldiers, more than 3,000 Germans had been 

recruited to patrol the edge of the American zone.  However, patrols and enforcement of the 

zonal boundary were cursory, and anyone wishing to cross the inner borders of Germany 

could do so with relative ease.  Many thousands of people did, in fact, cross the border.  

Many of the earliest migrants were war refugees heading from east to west, some of them 

fleeing a systematic campaign of terror unleashed by the Russian army as it advanced across 

Poland and Germany.  The terror inflicted by the Russians was, perhaps, revenge of sorts 

following Russia’s horrific suffering at the hands of the Germans during the war.  Rape was 

one instrument of fear that came with the Russian army into Germany, and according to 

some estimates as many as two million German women were victims during the Russian 

advance and occupation.24 

Initially, the Russians did not feel threatened by the flow of refugees heading west.  The 

refugees sought food, shelter and other resources--exactly what the Russians needed to 

provide for their own war-ravaged people at home.  In some cases, the Russians even 

encouraged people to leave the Russian occupation zone in Germany.  They occasionally 

issued passes for large groups of refugees to leave, and if the American border guards turned 

the refugees away, the Soviets would then deny them the right to re-enter the Soviet zone.  

This left the refugees wandering in no man’s land until they were able to find a way to sneak 

into the American zone, sometimes with the assistance of Soviet soldiers who would point 

out weaknesses in the American border surveillance.   

Between October 1945 and June 1946, 1.6 million Germans crossed from the Soviet 

occupation zone into the Western zones.  The population drain was large enough to begin 

causing concern for the Soviets.  Sensing that the refugee flow needed to be stemmed, the 

Soviet Union convinced the Allied Control Council (the governing body of the military 
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occupation of Germany) to close the zonal borders on June 30, 1946, and begin requiring 

authorized passes to cross between zones.  Germans retained the right to travel between the 

British and American zones without passes, and only minor restrictions hampered travel 

between the French and American zones.25 

U.S. forces commanding patrols in the occupation zone adjusted their patrol tactics at 

the time.  They had discovered that patrolling the actual demarcation line was ineffective 

because it left many routes for people to slip through.  In August 1946, U.S. forces stopped 

treating the border as a thin line without depth and started thinking of it as a region.  They 

established a ten-mile zone stretching back from the border and patrolled this area 

intensively, checking the papers of people found in the area.  German forces began 

supporting the U.S. patrols, and by March of 1947, most border patrol activities in the 

American occupation zone were turned over to the German forces (Grenzpolizei).  The 

Grenzpolizei were armed and authorized to halt traffic and check identities.  The measures 

tightened the borders somewhat, but slipping across remained a relatively easy exercise. 

 

Jochen and I follow a road that shows as a hairline on the map and which should take 

us to a remote, forested location along the Grenze--the kind of place refugees of 1945 would 

have used to cross into the West.  We stop at a house at the edge of a stand of trees and 

speak to a man filling a wheelbarrow from a mound of sand dumped in the driveway.  

Jochen asks him if we can find any remnants of the Grenze in the area.  He stops shoveling 

and ponders for a long moment before motioning vaguely to the other side of a meadow 

stretching out behind the house.  His brow furrows while he scans the landscape, as though 

his mind is searching for images from the past to compare with the image he sees before him 

now.  

“It was over there,” he says finally, his weight half resting on his shovel.  “Where those 

bushes form a line.”   

Wild, wiry bushes stutter across the meadow in a rough approximation of a line.  

Perhaps they burst from ground disturbed by the Grenze, but without the recollection of the 

man it would be impossible to know that a barrier had once cut through the now-open 

meadow.  The man returns to work, apparently uninterested in talking about the past.  The 

sun has just burned through a thick morning fog and sweat beads on his brow as his shovel 

slides into the mound of sand with a soft, metallic whisper.  We leave the man to his task of 
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moving sand and search the woods behind the house, wandering down an overgrown road, 

but we find no other traces of the Grenze. 

We drive on, heading farther north, toward the sea and passing several watchtowers that 

once guarded the Grenze.  We both turn giddy with excitement when we spot the 

watchtowers, hoping that one of them will be open and that we’ll be able to climb up to the 

observation deck to see what the guards would have seen.  A walk toward a watchtower on a 

high bank of the Elbe turns into a trot, and then a run when we see that the door is open.  

We plunge into the semi-light of the ground floor only to find that the ladder to the upper 

floors has been removed.  Jochen tries to hoist me up to the next level, but a twisted finger 

of rebar tears a gaping hole in the seat of my jeans.  We abort the attempt before one of us 

gets injured or more clothing is sacrificed. 

The doors to the other watchtowers we find are all welded shut, and there is no possible 

way to enter.  Several of the watchtowers, particularly those near a main road, are covered 

with graffiti to the height of a stretched arm.  An amateur radio club occupies one 

watchtower, the observation deck on top bristling with antennae and white plastic domes 

and cones for transmitting or receiving.  Again, I like the idea of finding a new and useful 

purpose for a structure like this and I imagine that the radio club is pleased to make the most 

of it. 

 

We continue north, leaving the Elbe behind us.  We plunge through thick woods on a 

steep road heading down toward a lake called the Schaalsee, the eastern edge of which once 

marked the Grenze.  In the parking lot we meet a man strolling back from the lake with a boy, 

probably his son.  We know we are close to the Grenze, but nothing indicates where it stood, 

so I prod Jochen to ask the man if he knows anything about the Grenze in the area. 

“The hills around here are full of flooded bunkers,” the man says.  Though we are 

intrigued by the thought of finding bunkers, we notice that the man hasn’t quite answered 

Jochen’s question related specifically to the Grenze. 

He points through the elm trees and gestures up the shaded slopes, but doesn’t offer 

further details.  The boy, probably less than ten years old, is impatient, as if he has already 

heard the stories about the bunkers.  He spins on his heels and kicks at stones.  The man 

maintains a cool distance, and although he does not walk away, he does not say much either. 
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“I wouldn’t park here if I were you,” he says, breaking the silence and shifting from the 

subject of bunkers and the Grenze.  “They’ve broken into four cars here this week.”  Cubes 

of scattered, shattered glass sparkle in the light that pours through the heavy leaves of 

summer’s end. 

As though he is no longer speaking to Jochen and me but to himself, he adds, “I 

worked as a guard on the border here for ten years.”  He says this flatly and without 

emotion, as though he is neither proud nor ashamed of his job on the Grenze.  But his tone 

includes defiance and finality, indicating that he does not wish to discuss his former job 

further and that our conversation has come to a close.  He turns and walks up the road, the 

boy bounding a few steps ahead. 

I’m not sure what to make of the exchange.  I find it curious that the man does not 

want to tell two obviously interested parties more about his experiences of guarding the 

border.  At the same time, I try to imagine the kind of stares he must receive when he walks 

through the town where he lives.  All the towns out here are small enough that many people 

must surely recognize him as a former border guard.  What questions do they ask him?  How 

is he treated?  I imagine that some people let the past remain the past, and greet him with the 

warmth of a friend.  Others must cast stern glances and imply their reproach.  I can imagine 

that his stories are not ones he wishes to share with strangers near the shore of a lake, his 

son hovering near his feet.   

While researching Grenze I will contact another former East German border guard by 

email.  He responds warmly to my request for information, his daughter generously 

translating his German into English, and he even sends me a photograph of him as a young 

soldier standing proudly alongside a statue of Rosa Luxembourg, a prominent socialist 

campaigner murdered in 1919.  However, when my questions grow more difficult, more 

emotional (How did it feel to guard the border?  How did you feel when the border came 

down?) he falls silent and stops responding to my emails.  A handful border guards were 

prosecuted after the fall of the Wall for their role in the deaths of people who attempted to 

escape, but nearly all of the former border guards have returned to civilian life with few or 

no legal repercussions.  It feels to me like complicated moral ground and I find myself 

hesitant to pass judgement on either of these former border guards with whom I have had 

contact.  If I had grown up in such a world, in such a system, would I have found the 

courage to defy a command to become a border guard?  It’s not a question I can answer 
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comfortably or with a strong sense of certainty.  Can any of us, apart from those who lived 

that life, honestly answer such a question? 

 

Guarding the border was already a labor-intensive operation by 1946.  The unity forged 

by the Allies as they struggled to defeat Germany during World War II began to disintegrate 

shortly after the occupation of Germany began.  In early 1946, during a speech at 

Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri, Churchill warned, “From Stettin in the Baltic to 

Trieste in the Adriatic, an Iron Curtain has descended across the Continent.”26  Churchill 

omitted the Eastern occupation zone of Germany in this statement by referring to Stettin, 

which is in Poland, and thus indicating that the “Iron Curtain” ran down the border between 

Poland and the Soviet-occupied zone of Germany before continuing to the Adriatic in the 

south.  Perhaps he still held out hope that Germany would remain as a single, undivided 

nation.  Although Churchill did not place the Soviet zone of Germany behind the Iron 

Curtain, in practice it clearly already was.  On one side of the line dividing Germany, the 

Soviets installed and supported a nascent communist regime, while on the other side the 

Americans, British and French supported interests and ideals often at odds with the Soviets.   

By 1947, the lines between the occupation zones looked increasingly permanent.27  

Relations between the occupying powers were strained, not because the occupiers feared 

that Germany could rise up once again, but because they increasingly distrusted one another.  

In particular Soviet officials feared that a unified Germany would be susceptible to the 

control and influence of the U.S., while the U.S. feared that a unified Germany would 

become a Soviet satellite state.  Neither side was willing to risk losing control over regions 

already held.  The Cold War had begun, and the divide through the heart of Germany was a 

front line. 

Thus, each side began settling into position.  A U.S. Army report says that the border 

began to feel more like an “international frontier than a temporary administrative division.”  

British and American occupation forces began to concern themselves not just with using the 

zonal borders to contain their former enemy, the Germans, but also to act as a bulwark 

against the expansion of communism.  Western military units along the border focused less 

and less on border control, and increasingly on security and surveillance.28 

Many Germans, including many able-bodied workers, continued to flee the zone 

occupied by the Soviet Union, crossing the border into the U.S. zone or British zone.  By 
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1947 the flow of refugees and its drain on the resources needed to rebuild the economy in 

the eastern part of Germany had the Soviets severely alarmed.  In the area of Helmstedt, 

where Jochen and I explored the sprawling border checkpoint, an estimated five million 

refugees crossed the border heading west between 1945 and 1947.29   

In September 1947 the Soviets committed more troops for border patrols and 

attempted to block unauthorized crossing points with ditches and barriers made of logs.  

Document checks of people in the area of the border were increasingly thorough.  

Propaganda at the time in the Soviet occupation zone made no mention of the flow of 

westbound refugees but instead warned that Westerners were infiltrating the East.  This 

Western infiltration threatened food supplies in the East and included “bandits, spies and 

black-marketeers,” according to propaganda publications. 

 

We are now in the second day of our first trip along the Grenze.  We spent the previous 

night in a guesthouse operated by a kindly couple who opened the door hesitantly and 

evaluated us subtly before giving us the key to the guesthouse, built entirely of knotty pine.  

All the furniture was also of knotty pine, camouflaging it against the knotty pine flooring and 

the knotty pine wall cladding.  In the morning, the woman brought us bread and cheese on a 

wooden platter. 

In the afternoon, we stop for a drink in a village set among fields studded with 

farmhouses.  The village, too small to appear on our map, is just east of the now-vanished 

border.  The town pub has placed seating outside to take advantage of the late summer sun.  

Metal chairs and tables stand in a pool of pea gravel shaded by a chestnut tree.  A woman in 

a limp floral dress and an old farmer sit near us.  She drinks tea.  He sips from a shot glass.  I 

nudge Jochen and suggest that he ask them what they recall about the Grenze.  He seems 

more interested in enjoying his glass of cherry juice, but obliges and leans toward them with 

his question.  They indicate that they don’t want to talk about the border by offering a 

cursory, mumbled response to Jochen’s question. 

“These days it seems like things are so hard to understand,” the woman says, mostly to 

herself.  “You never really know anymore.” 

“Nope,” says the man shaking his head.  “You never really know anymore.” 

Occasionally a car meanders past on the road and both of them look up to see who it is, 

silently registering the comings and goings.  The man has thick glasses that give an unsettling 
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magnification to his eyes.  His body is stout, built in the fields, but decay has set upon it and 

his muscles have shrunk beneath his skin.  He finishes his glass of clear liquor, holding it 

above his lips long enough to let the last of the liquid slide into a trembling drop and drip 

onto his tongue.  He climbs astride his bicycle and wobbles down the road, leaving the 

woman in the floral dress to watch the passing cars.   

I ask Jochen what was meant by the comment that things are hard to understand these 

days.  Jochen tells me, in hushed tones of annoyance, that the two of them were implying 

that things had been better before the reunification of Germany, an opinion that he has 

encountered frequently as a Wessie living in the land of the Ossies.  I suggest that the old man 

might have been old enough to remember the fall of Weimar, the rise and fall of the Third 

Reich and the rise and fall of communism in East Germany.  Maybe he’s adapted enough in 

his life and now he’s done adapting, I suggest.  Jochen doesn’t seem convinced.  When we 

leave the café, the woman in the floral dress does not say goodbye. 

We spend the night in a youth hostel in Ratzeburg, a spa town full of curative waters, 

desolate restaurants and the aged semi-wealthy who come to soak, heal and relax.  Ratzeburg 

was in West Germany, and compared to the austere, under-populated farming villages we 

saw in the former East Germany, it has a frivolous, superficial luxury.  Shops selling watches 

and jewelry ring the town square.  Women with big hair and hard heels clatter across the 

cobblestones, towing men in shiny black shoes.  We have encountered no towns in the 

former East Germany that even remotely resemble the almost aloof feeling in Ratzeburg.  

Most of the East German towns we’ve been through in this northern part of Germany feel 

profoundly depressed, the kinds of places where a haze of dust coats the downtown shop 

windows and pedestrians pause with suspicion when an unfamiliar car drives through town.  

I’m getting that impression that even today, economically at least, two Germanys exist, one 

on either side of the line we explore. 

After the night in Ratzeburg, we head toward Lübeck, near where the Grenze extended 

into the Baltic Sea as a ten-mile line of buoys and a bevy of patrol boats.30  We reach the 

beach at Travemünde, where our map shows the border meeting the sea.  A twenty-one-

year-old waiter from nearby Warnemunde and his girlfriend from Wismar attempted to 

escape across the Grenze near here in 1972.  Despite coming under fire from East German 

guards, the man managed to drag himself into West Germany.  East German guards 

apprehended his girlfriend, clinging to the fence.31  I find it haunting to think that such 
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episodes took place here and yet we see no signs or reminders, as though these stories have 

vanished. 

The sun is burning bright, and sunbathers litter the beach.  Children squeal and splash 

in the waves, couples doze on towels and the smell of coconut suntan oil drifts through the 

air, but the Grenze is gone without a trace.  Jochen approaches a group of sunbathers who 

look to be in their sixties to ask if they know where the Grenze met the sea. 

“The border was there,” says one of the men, pointing across a landscape of tanned, 

reclining bodies.  “Do you see where they are playing volleyball?  It came through just past 

there.”  He wears a heavy golden ring on his ring finger and his curls of chest hair have gone 

gray. 

“And the big, round tree up there above the sand dunes, you see the rounded one?  

There was a guard tower there.  It sat about twenty meters behind the border.  It stood taller 

than the tree and looked out over the whole beach.  They loved guard duty there in the 

summer.  They had those huge binoculars.  They’d watch all the women lying on the beach 

over here in the West.” 

“From the top of the dunes, down to the waves, the border was marked only with a 

little metal rail supported by black and red-painted poles in the sand.  It was just a little 

pipe,” he says, shaking his head in amazement.  He circles his thumb and forefinger to show 

the size of the rail. 

“I walked over to the border every time I came to this beach.  I’d walk along it, from 

the dune all the way down to the water.  There were always guards standing there, but there 

were no civilians on the other side.  The beach was sealed off five kilometers farther.  You 

could see them, way down there in the distance, just where the beach turns, lying in the sun 

and playing in the sand.” 

He tells us that once during his customary walk along the line, a concealed East German 

border guard startled him by popping up from behind some bushes wielding a pair of 

binoculars.  He tells us about how officials had to adjust the border in the nearby bay 

because too many West Germans boaters unwittingly but illegally crossed into East 

Germany when they landed on the eastern beach of the bay.  The East Germans, he says, 

shifted the border back from the shoreline several yards so these incidents would no longer 

constitute a violation of the Grenze. 



 

Disturbed Ground       © 2005  Eron Witzel       ewitzel@gmail.com 32 

With the worn voice of a smoker, the man explains that he fled East Germany in 1959.   

His front teeth look waxy and false.  Another man from the group, who has listened to the 

conversation but not offered any insight of his own, fills a water bottle by holding it beneath 

a beach shower.  Two women behind us, one with hair dyed a curious shade of red, chatter 

about fashion, tune the radio and smoke cigarettes in the shade of a parasol. 

“It was really something, that border,” the man says.  He sounds perplexed, but the 

shadow of nostalgia hovers above his words.  “It was really something,” he says again, more 

softly.  I realize that his act of walking along the line was probably not merely an act of 

curiosity; it must also have been a subtle act of defiance.  As a refugee he must have felt a 

certain longing for the land on the other side of the line.  Those figures he could see on the 

beach in the distance could have been himself in a parallel life where, in 1959, he made the 

decision to stay rather than leave.  In their distant silhouettes he must have seen some shade 

of himself. 

The boundary of a natural habitat reserve now runs where the border once stood.  An 

enameled steel sign painted with a green owl with too-large eyes indicates the beginning of 

the preserve.  

 “At the beach here, it was all gone, every bit of it, just two weeks after they started 

taking it down,” the man says. 

Teams square off against one another in a volleyball game near the sign with the owl.  

We are on the edge of the nudist beach and the volleyball players are naked.  Breasts and 

testicles jostle and bounce with serves and returns.  The leather of the ball slaps noisily on 

forearms.  The black threaded squares of the net are stretched tight between metal poles 

anchored in the sand.  The net cuts across the beach almost precisely where the border once 

stood. 

Jochen tells me that the volleyball players represent for him a reclamation of the 

disturbed ground, transforming it into a place of recreation and celebration.  I like his view 

of the scene, but I sense that I’m too cynical to share it.  I can’t help seeing men and women 

naked, at their most natural, dueling, one side against another, over a line they’ve drawn in 

the sand.  The scene is a disheartening suggestion to me that perhaps lines and borders are 

inevitable; that they are part of our nature.  

From the beach near Lübeck we head east, the nude volleyball players and the 

borderlands drifting away behind us.  We stop for the night in Rostock, where we stay at a 
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youth hostel in a converted ship.  The Georg Büchner, a former freight and passenger ship, 

is now moored at the edge of an eerily unpopulated industrial zone outside of town.  We are 

well within the former East Germany now, and the registration process at the youth hostel, 

conducted with solemn reticence by an elderly man in a plexiglass cabin, involves completing 

forms in triplicate and an array of rubber stamps landing hard and rapid on all the 

documentation.  Jochen does not seem perturbed by the process, but I suspect it is a 

remnant of the bureaucratic culture notorious in East Germany.  Perhaps the stamping and 

form filling is meant to echo that of passengers checking in for a voyage, but if so, the sense 

of romance and adventure has evaporated.  The man in the plexiglass cabin rattles off list of 

rules related to curfews and breakfast hours before pounding the final stamps and handing 

us a room key.  

 

Rostock is deep in the former East Germany, a country that was never intended to exist 

when Allies spelled out the post-war vision for Germany.  In June 1948, Western occupation 

powers abandoned the notion that Germany would be reunited as envisioned at the Yalta 

conference and instead planned to create a separate government in the western part of 

Germany without involving the Soviets.  The Soviets responded angrily by blocking the land 

routes to Berlin, the shared city that sat like an island surrounded by the Soviet occupation 

zone.  By blocking the highways and rail links to West Berlin, the Soviets probably hoped to 

force the Western allies to abandon their stake in the city. 

The Western allies did not intend to give up their foothold in Berlin and instead turned 

to the air corridors, which remained open, to conduct a massive airlift of supplies to the city, 

circumventing the ground blockade.  A virtual bridge of airplanes transported coal, food, 

wood and all other essentials to the Western zones of Berlin while the Soviet blockade 

continued for eleven months.  During the Berlin Airlift, the Western allies flew 276,926 

flights and transported 2.3 million tons of supplies to keep the western zones of the city 

supplied and alive.32  The Soviets, perhaps sensing that Berlin would not be won as they 

hoped, lifted the blockade on May 12, 1949.  The airlift operation cost the West 101 lives, 

most of them in fatal air crashes.33  The blockade of Berlin along with the defiant and 

persistent airlift demonstrated that the sides were increasingly entrenched in their positions, 

both in the political sense and the physical sense.   
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Shortly after the end of the blockade, on May 23, 1949, the Western allies combined 

their occupation zones and created a new country, the Federal Republic of Germany (West 

Germany).  The new country had its own government, giving further autonomy to the 

German people in the West.34  In response, on October 7, 1949, the Soviet occupation zone 

became the German Democratic Republic (East Germany).35   

Germany had become two separate nations with separate governments.  Politically, the 

divide was complete.  The physical line between the two nations was now set to evolve into 

the Grenze. 

 

 We sleep well in our little ship’s cabin with a round window, and depart early the next 

morning.  We leave the grim docklands of Rostock and head farther east.  We are on our 

way to explore another wall of sorts, a bulwark of buildings hugging the coast on the island 

of Rügen.  These buildings are not associated with the Grenze, but the Grenze and Prora, as 

the complex is called, share a vaguely similar spirit of human ambitions gone terribly awry. 

 Prora was Adolf Hitler’s idea.  He wanted to create the most impressive seaside resort 

in the world, a resort for the workers of Germany, allowing them to rejuvenate their strength 

and morale, and thus be able to contribute more to the Reich.  The resort was, no doubt, 

intended to bolster Hitler’s popularity with the working masses.  The leisure wing of the 

German Labor Front, the replacement for the trade unions suppressed under the Nazis, was 

called “Strength Through Joy” (Kraft durch Freude (KdF)) and it was charged with the task of 

overseeing the construction of the resort.  The KdF was familiar with the idea of providing 

leisure activities for workers, having previously organized concerts, theater productions, 

exhibitions, hikes and sporting events. The KdF was also busy bringing travel possibilities to 

the (mostly middle-class) masses, a luxury that was once reserved for the rich.  By 1938, 10.3 

million Germans had been on holidays organized by the KdF.  

Robert Ley, head of the German Labor Front and the KdF, was reported as saying, 

“The idea of a seaside resort stems from the Führer himself.  He said one day, that in his 

opinion one would have to build a gigantic resort, the most colossal and greatest of all that 

has been before ... It is the wish of the Führer, that a festival hall is placed in the 

middle...The Führer indicated at the same time, that the resort would have to have 20,000 

beds.  Everything shall be furnished so that the whole of it could be used as a military 

hospital in the case of a war.”36 
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In 1936, the KdF began constructing Prora based on the plans of architect Clemens 

Klotz of Cologne.  Prora was designed to be a self-contained holiday city capable of hosting 

the 20,000 guests Hitler specified.  Klotz based his plans on eight dormitory blocks, each 

about 550 yards long and six floors high, creating a total of 9,847 identically sized rooms 

(eight feet by eighteen feet).  Each would be equipped with two beds, a sofa, a table, two 

chairs and a window with a view of the sea.  Community halls with cafeterias and other 

communal facilities would fill the spaces between the dormitory blocks.  The entire complex 

would be connected by a promenade nearly three miles long.  The living spaces were to be 

complemented with the festival hall Hitler mentioned (designed by architect Erich zu 

Putlitz), capable of hosting special events and rallies for all 20,000 guests.  The festival hall 

would also include gymnasiums, swimming pools, cinemas and docks for cruise ships.  

During the height of construction, forty-eight construction firms and 2,000 workers 

toiled on the buildings.  The eight accommodation blocks and a number of support 

buildings were completed, but the outbreak of World War II halted construction in 1939 

before work on the festival hall had begun.  Hitler’s dream of a massive seaside resort was 

never to be fully realized. 

In the intervening years, the functional parts of Prora have found a number of different 

uses.  Near the end of World War II, residents bombed out of Hamburg came to Prora to 

live.  Russian soldiers occupied it at the end of the war.  They wished to erase memories and 

projects of the Nazis, so they began demolishing Prora.  This proved to be more difficult 

and time-consuming than expected, and only three of the accommodation blocks were 

destroyed before the Soviets decided that the rest of the structure could be used for other 

purposes.  The Soviets left Prora in 1950, and after 1951 the East German military used it as 

a base and barracks.37 

Prora is too large to comprehend, and too immense to consume with the eye, stretching 

for miles down the beach.  The horizon devours the line of sight; sea mist hovering in the air 

swallows the distance.  Rows of windows on each of the six floors create a rhythm across the 

façade that grows increasingly urgent and blurred before converging into a single, fading line 

in the distance.  Though many cars dot the parking lot where Jochen and I park, the remains 

of the accommodation blocks are desolate and still.  Pine trees stretch limbs across access 

roads, weeds encroach on doorways, and jagged knives are all that remain of panes of glass.  

The doors along the ground level of the abandoned structures have either been welded shut 
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or have been replaced with concrete bricks.  We find no way of entering the buildings in this 

part of the Prora complex.   

Nobody else is exploring the ruins, and only when we cross the long ridge of the dune 

running parallel to the beach do we discover where the people from all those cars headed: to 

the beach.  They swim and play and lounge in the sun, all of them facing the sea, the wall of 

Prora at their backs. 

After exploring for more than an hour, Jochen and I believe we have seen the entire 

complex and return to the car, but as we drive south toward Binz, the town where we will 

spend the night, we pass more signs pointing to Prora and turn in toward the beach again.  

We find a map and realize, to our astonishment, that in our hour of walking we explored less 

than half of the resort.  The overgrown open space of the never-built Festival Hall creates a 

large break in the center of the complex that we mistook for the end.  In the other half of 

the remains we find that some of the still-standing structures are being used.  One section 

houses a museum about the history of Prora that attracts 70,000 visitors a year.38  Part of this 

museum is dedicated to displays and artifacts related to the now-defunct East German Army 

and the period when its soldiers inhabited Prora.  A video plays on a loop showing tanks 

splashing triumphantly across streams, interspersed with scenes of regimented soldiers 

marching in rows during exercises.  The music and images combine in nostalgic pride for a 

time long gone.  I think of the soldiers who must have lived at Prora and how they must feel 

now, looking back as their old home slips quietly into ruin.  Rooms filled with cots and 

cupboards show how soldiers lived while they stayed at Prora, and mannequins model the 

uniforms of different ranks.  Other parts of Prora house a railway museum, a science 

museum, a bookstore, an art studio and gallery, a youth hostel and a disco.  Nobody seems 

quite sure what to do with the remainder of this awkward legacy.  Much of the structure was 

for sale in 2003 for about $125 million,39 but at the time no buyers stepped forward. 

Was this concrete leviathan’s future existence as a ruin cast like a shadow in front of its 

conception?  Attempts to preserve or re-purpose its structures seem doomed, cursed by the 

absurdity and magnitude of the ambitions that created it, and yet, destroying it, as the Soviets 

attempted to do, would feel like trying to purge the present of the past.   

The visit to Prora feels like an appropriate close to our journey because it highlights the 

question that has followed us along the Grenze: Should one preserve an awkward, 

uncomfortable past or let it vanish?  We are struck by how the Grenze has completely 
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disappeared in places, swallowed by forests or fields, and by how, in other places, it has been 

preserved in museums and monuments.  I’m inclined to think that there is no need to 

preserve or destroy the structures or Prora or certain lengths of the Grenze.  Would not the 

most fitting end be to simply let them rot away, let natural decay set upon them and reduce 

them to rubble?  I think back to the open-air museum at Hötensleben where the watchtower 

had a fresh coat of paint and the grounds were lovingly tended.  I try to imagine how 

haunting and moving that place would be if it had been left to decay, the watchtower 

crumbling, the fences rusting, the grass hip-high and wild. 

  

We spend the night on the island near Prora and drive to Berlin the following day.  Our 

first trip along the borderlands of the Grenze has come to an end.  I have returned to the 

Grenze and seen past the horizon that intrigued me in the image from my memory of the 

border near Althausen, recorded nearly a decade before.  Jochen and I have, however, only 

explored a small part of the remnants of the Iron Curtain in Germany.  In tracing the history 

of the Grenze, by 1948 Strang’s line was becoming more permanent, but the flow of refugees 

continued almost unabated.  The foundations were in place for the Grenze to spring from the 

ground with force.  We will return a little more than a year later to pick up where we have 

left off and to make our way closer to the Dreiländereck, the end of the Grenze. 
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Chapter 2 

Sovereignty in Sweat and Tears 

 

“Sovereign: Supreme in power; possessing supreme dominion.” 
− Noah Webster’s Original American Dictionary  

of the English Language, 1828 
 

 

In the months following the 2001 return to the Grenze, images from the trip drifted 

through my mind--the man on the beach with his gray chest hair, the boy kicking stones 

while his father, the former border guard, spoke, the volleyball net mirroring the location of 

the Grenze.  Curiously, these images became increasingly entwined with a more distant image 

that remained vivid in my memory after a road trip between Oregon and Texas a month 

before Jochen and I went to the Grenze.  Images of the old border and images of a Navaho 

man I met near Gallup, New Mexico, fused and became inseparable.  It was impossible to 

conjure the image of one in my mind without the other fading into and out of focus.  

 

Fade in: The Navaho man appears.  

I am driving alone, edging down a high plateau in New Mexico, on my way to Texas to 

visit my father.  Along this lonely stretch of highway I spot an abandoned house not far 

from the road.  Black holes where the home once had windows gaze vacantly across a vast 

plain with a blue sky draped to the horizon.  Any driveway leading from the road to the 

house has long since overgrown, so I park next to the highway and set out on foot to 

explore.  The smell of dusty juniper berries and sage rides the air.  As I approach the house, 

my camera hanging from my neck and pounding my chest with each step, a voice shoots 

through the desert stillness from somewhere behind me. 

“Get out of here!” booms the voice.  “Get out of here!” 



 

Disturbed Ground       © 2005  Eron Witzel       ewitzel@gmail.com 39 

I had assumed I was alone out here and the anger in the voice sends a pulse of fear 

through my body.  I turn to see a man stomping up a two-track road that curves through the 

sage and towards a stand of trees surrounding a nearby home.  

“You don’t know anything about this place.  How can you walk on this land when you 

don’t know anything about it?  Get out of here,” he yells, still at a distance. 

I have no answer.  He’s right; I don’t know anything about this place.  In Walden, 

Thoreau observes, “He who is only a traveler learns things at second-hand and by the halves, 

and is poor authority.”  I am a traveler here and I am a poor authority.  

“I didn’t see a sign,” I reply, as the man gets closer.  

“Do I have to put up signs to keep people out?  Is that what I have to do?”  

The man is standing too close now and his voice trembles with anger.  I edge back.  He 

clutches a pair of olive-drab field glasses as though he has been monitoring the abandoned 

house.  Over-sized sunglasses conceal his eyes, and the brim of a black baseball cap casts a 

crescent shadow across his face.  He’s agitated and upset, but I don’t back farther away.  

Instead, I listen.   

He tells me that he is a Navaho and that he lives out here on the reservation.  He talks 

about how he studied to be a librarian, but work is tough to find.  He tells me about alcohol 

problems, not his own.  He quotes writers and philosophers whose names ring only the 

most distant bells in my mind.  He gradually calms, the agitation dissolving from his voice 

and posture.  We stand in the full sun.  Beads of sweat tickle down my back.  His teeth are 

short and crooked.  His smile reveals purplish gums.  As his anger fades, his tone turns 

thoughtful yet tinged with bitterness. 

“Sovereignty,” he says.  “Do you think that Webster knew what sovereignty was when 

he wrote the definition for the dictionary?  He was working for the Queen!  How could he 

know?” he asks.  “To me, sovereignty can be the drop of water from my eye, or the way my 

body smells.  Because that’s a part of me,” he says.  

A lone power line stretches to the abandoned adobe house.  The wire wilts between 

tilting poles.  

 “You see, somebody died inside of that house,” the Navaho man says at last.  “That’s 

why it’s abandoned.  A Navaho won’t go in that house.”  

I apologise for treading on land I know nothing about but I sense that I represent for 

him a much vaster disgrace and he elaborately evades accepting my apology, telling me of 
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the indignities suffered for centuries by the Navahos at the hands of white men who treaded 

on land they didn’t understand. 

Our conversation winds down to a friendly if uneasy conclusion and I return to the car, 

my heart still stuttering.  I turn the conversation over and over in my mind as I drive.  It 

seems unreasonable to expect people to stay away from the picturesque beauty of the 

abandoned home.  Curious creatures are we.  And yet many of those curious creatures would 

not be deterred, and might even be encouraged, by black and orange “No Trespassing” 

signs.  Was there a way for him to keep people away?  Determined curious creatures would 

circumvent even a fence.  Yet, in another sense, what right had he to keep people away?  He 

himself had said that sovereignty was within us, part of our beings, in our sweat, our tears.  If 

so, how could I be sovereign on one side of a property line and not on the other? 

  

Fade out: The sound of a leather volleyball slapping the skin of a forearm on the 

German nudist beach where the Grenze met the sea. 

The encounter with the Navaho man, and particularly his suggestion that sovereignty 

could be inherent in a being, would haunt my thoughts as I continued to grapple with 

understanding the legacy of the Iron Curtain and as Jochen and I continued to explore its 

remnants.  
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Chapter 3 

A Long and Rippling Scar 

 
 

We hypothesise that wound healing is evolutionarily optimised  
for speed of healing under dirty conditions, where a multiply redundant, compensating,  

rapid inflammatory response...allows the wound to heal quickly to prevent infection and future wound 
breakdown. A scar may therefore be the price we pay for evolutionary survival after wounding. 

--“Skin scarring,” British Medical Journal, 
Bayat, McGrouther, Ferguson1 

 

 

 

More than a year will pass before Jochen and I can resume our expedition along the 

remnants of the Iron Curtain.  During a summer trip to the U.S., I spent several days at the 

Library of Congress making overpriced photocopies from books with references to the 

Grenze and searching for maps showing details of the border.  I found many books about the 

Berlin Wall but few about the inner-German border, the Grenze.  In Leipzig, meanwhile, in a 

used bookstore, Jochen found a series of East German tourist maps (1:200,000 scale) from 

the late 1970s that showed the border clearly.  East German maps of the country, 

particularly maps of the border regions, were often falsified to make it more difficult for 

people planning escapes.  The maps Jochen discovered, however, proved to be reliable when 

it came to the placement of the Grenze. 

In addition to being better informed for the second trip, we were also armed now with 

all the impressions we’d gathered from our first trip, during which we’d become more 

discerning about what we wanted to experience.  We found that although it was not inherent 

in our nature to approach strangers, the most rewarding moments came in the interactions 

with ordinary people we encountered in the borderlands.  We also found that unpreserved 

scars of the Grenze were often more moving and more thought provoking than museums or 

monuments.  These forgotten scars of the Grenze seemed to allow more room for 

interpretation and suggested, at least to me, that borders are destined to decay, that they are 
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sentenced to futility and will be consumed and forgotten in time.  It was a thought that 

would return to me often during our second trip along the Grenze in the middle of 

September 2002. 

On our first trip we cut off a long elbow of the Grenze north of Helmstedt, so on the 

second trip we decide to base ourselves for several days in Wolfsburg, about fifteen miles 

northwest of Helmstedt, to explore this area more closely before heading farther south into 

entirely new territory.  We arrange to meet in Berlin, rent a car, and drive together to 

Wolfsburg.   

On our first day back on the Grenze, we head straight Zicherie, a village about twelve 

miles north of Wolfsburg.  Zicherie and the neighboring village of Bökwitz were just yards 

apart and were once considered a single village, sharing a school, a store and many family 

histories.  The two villages straddled the old line between Landkreis Gifhorn and Landkreis 

Salzwedel, a boundary which eventually formed part of the line between East and West 

Germany.  Thus, the border cut through the middle of the town.  In one example of the 

absurdities the situation created, one man who lived in Zicherie, on the western side of the 

border, could see his sister on the eastern side but had no way to speak to her because of the 

Grenze.2 

A swath of meadow, probably 50 yards wide, lies between the two villages where the 

border fence once stood.  Emblazoned on enameled signs at the edge of this meadow are 

the emblems of Gifhorn (a lion on a yellow background studded with red hearts) and 

Salzwedel (a three-part emblem showing half of an eagle, a lion and a florid cross).  Another 

set of signs tells visitors they are entering Bökwitz, in one direction, or entering Zicherie in 

the other direction.  The towns have obviously not re-merged entirely since the fall of the 

Wall.  A former mayor of Zicherie, who for decades was unable to visit his father’s grave in 

Bökwitz because of the fence, told a reporter in 1999 that East-West prejudices and 

contending land claims had left relations with Bökwitz “a little poisoned,” following the fall 

of the Wall.  “On both sides there are people who say we need to put the border back.  

That’s dumb,” the 83-year-old former mayor said.  “The antagonisms will fade away, and 

when the last political bigshot in the East and the last blabbermouth in the West are dead, 

then this country will really grow together.”3 



 

Disturbed Ground       © 2005  Eron Witzel       ewitzel@gmail.com 43 

My impression in 2002 is that there must still be a few political bigshots and 

blabbermouths alive and kicking, for there is no physical indication of the towns growing 

together.  Not even a sidewalk connects the two.  The center of Zicherie has it’s own town 

square and the whole tenor of the settlement seems to shrug away from neighboring 

Böckwitz. 

We walk along the road towards Bökwitz and come across a carved granite boulder on 

the Zicherie side of the old border.  The river-rounded stone is engraved with the words, 

Deutschland ist unteilbar, or Germany is indivisible, and the year 1958.  During the years of the 

Grenze, Zicherie was well known in the West as a “divided village” and it became a 

destination for tourists and school groups on field trips.4  The stone was one of the things 

the tourists came to see, and local shops once sold postcards with its image.  I try to imagine 

standing at the cut-off end of the road in Zicherie looking at the fence.  The message of the 

carved stone would have seemed to me both oblivious and defiant.  In fact, Germany was 

divisible; a fence ran down the middle.  And yet the message in stone would have suggested 

that such a division could never be anything more than temporary. 

Bökwitz, on the other side of the swath of meadow, is home to a museum dedicated to 

the border, but it opens only on weekends and by appointment and is closed tight when 

Jochen and I arrive.  Through the window we see display cases brimming with memorabilia 

and mannequins clad in drab military uniforms.  The museum is housed in an old farm 

building with heavy wooden beams in the façade.  A man opens the door briefly and peers 

out, looking through Jochen and I as though we are invisible.  He wears a green felt vest 

with two rows of silver buttons running at angles toward his shoulders.  He looks left and 

right, slips his head back inside, and closes the heavy wooden door with a thud.  On the 

street, a woman wearing a blue apron printed with tiny flowers silently pushes a wheelbarrow 

mounded with cut wood.  She has broad shoulders and doesn’t strain under the weight of 

her load.  She trudges past without looking up.  The wooden beam above the museum’s 

door is carved with German words that say: “Look happily into the future and bravely trust 

in German power.”  It was carved in 1932. 

My heart sinks as Jochen translates the words.  The carving seems to capture and 

preserve a fragile moment of misplaced, mis-founded optimism.  The year after the words 

were carved Hitler came to power, optimism spiraled into hatred, bravely trusting in German 



 

Disturbed Ground       © 2005  Eron Witzel       ewitzel@gmail.com 44 

power turned into totalitarian ideology and the only future was clouds of war and suffering 

on the horizon.  The words could not have been more wrong and must surely have felt 

mocking to those who read them as they rebuilt their tattered lives in post-war Germany.  In 

a sense I’m surprised that the carved beam has survived, that someone hasn’t filled the 

grooved letters with putty or plaster.  What does the woman pushing the wheelbarrow full of 

wood think when she reads them today?  Does the man who closed the heavy wooden door 

beneath the carved beam sense the sad, terrible irony the words convey?  I wonder if some 

people look at the words and silently affirm, pondering just what could have been. 

 

The sense of optimism etched in the wooden beam must have seemed even more 

absurd with the beginning of the Grenze.  The date that perhaps most deserves to be 

recognized as the birth of the Grenze is May 26, 1952.  Before dawn, farmers and villagers 

along the 865-mile border between East and West Germany heard the rumble of tractor 

engines, the pounding of hammers on posts, and the squeal of stretching barbed wire.  The 

previous day, ministers in East Germany had issued a secret order related to the demarcation 

of the border.  The ministers’ decree read, in part, “The Ministry for State Security is 

instructed to take immediate, strict measures for the reinforcement of the policing of the 

demarcation line between the German Democratic Republic and the Western-occupied 

zones to prevent further infiltration by subversive elements, spies, terrorists and saboteurs 

into the territory of the German Democratic Republic.”5   

The decree was partly in response to West Germany’s recent solidification of its 

position in European and Atlantic political structures, including a military alliance, which 

served to further alienate it from East Germany.6  The true motive of the decree, however, 

probably had little to do with preventing spies and subversives from entering East Germany 

or with responding West Germany’s military alliance.  Official statistics at the time indicate 

that people were fleeing East Germany at a rate of between 10,000 and 20,000 per month.  

The new measures were clearly intended to keep the population contained by making it more 

difficult to cross the border.7 

Crews began working along the border within hours of the order in an action code-

named “Operation Anvil.”  The decree asked for a plowed control strip, ten yards wide, 

along the entire length of the border.  The control strip would make the demarcation line 
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more visible and would record, in footprints, where refugees attempted to cross.  On May 

26, tractors began plowing the strip, creating a furrowed, brown wound between the old oil-

soaked oak posts that marked the line. 

Crews constructed hundreds of wooden watchtowers so soldiers could monitor 

locations along the border.  Soldiers manned some of the watchtowers at all times while 

others were staffed only sporadically.8  Coils of barbed wire, strung between oak boards 

nailed into Xs, marked the outer edge of the control strip, the edge closest to West 

Germany.9  In many places along the border, crews erected three parallel rows of barbed 

wire fencing, a six-foot fence sandwiched between two four-foot fences.  The higher fence 

was often equipped with porcelain insulators, suggesting that it could be electrified.10  In one 

curious story, Western troops patrolling the border at the time reported that the East 

Germans ran out of barbed wire in some locations and instead planted hedges along the 

outer edge of the control strip.11   

In addition to the measures on the line representing the border, Operation Anvil 

created a tightly controlled “restricted zone” extending from the border 500 yards into East 

Germany.  Only those with special permission were allowed to enter the restricted zone.  

Farmers who worked land within the 500-yard restricted zone were allowed to work only 

during daylight and were monitored by guards. 

Following Operation Anvil, anyone living within three miles of the border required a 

special residence permit.12  Authorities identified “unreliable” people living within the three-

mile zone and forced them to resettle to towns farther away from the borderlands.  Eight 

thousand residents were identified as “unreliable” during the operation.  Nearly 3,000 of 

them eluded the purge and slipped over the border before they could be resettled.13  Others 

resisted the relocation efforts.  One report from the time indicated that farmers armed with 

scythes wounded forty-three East German soldiers in a single revolt.14   

Operation Anvil did not seal the border entirely.  Often in remote locations only the 

control strip marked the line.  In that sense, the obstacles installed along the border in 1952 

were more symbolic than physically oppressing.  Slipping over the line was still possible, but 

it had become riskier.  Supporting the powerful symbolism of barbed wire was a government 

decree stating, “Crossing the ten-meter control strip is forbidden for all persons…Weapons 

will be used in case of failure to observe the orders of the border patrols.”   
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Surprisingly, it was not only the East German border patrols that hindered the 

movement of people.  In June 1952, West German border patrols worked overtime to 

prevent young pro-Communist West Germans from slipping into East Germany to attend 

the Communist World Youth Festival in East Berlin.  Border guards apprehended more than 

1,200 young West Germans attempting to cross the border from west to east.15 

 

The villagers of Bökwitz and Zicherie, friends and neighbors, relatives and 

acquaintances, must have walked out of their homes on the morning of May 26, 1952, and 

watched perplexed, amazed, and helpless as crews erected barbed wire fences through the 

middle of town.  It’s a moment and a feeling I struggle to imagine.  If I had live in the East, 

in Bökwitz, would I have considered picking up and slipping my life across the line?  Or 

would this curious fence have seemed like a temporary measure, one too absurd to take 

seriously?  History begins before one’s eyes, but the scale, the consequences are often too 

vast to perceive. 

A mile or so out of town towards Kaiserwinkel, along a road running almost exactly 

parallel to the Grenze, an open-air museum preserves examples of each generation of the wall 

that cut through the divided town, beginning with the barbed wire of 1952.  In Zicherie 

itself, apart from the carved stone, the villagers apparently did not want the past where they 

had to see it or confront it every day.  Instead, they chose to remember their awkward 

relationship with the Grenze a few miles out of town, where they can experience it only when 

they wish.  

The museum displays fifteen-foot samples of each generation in the evolution of the 

Grenze; a barbed-wire beginning becomes a wooden fence, leads into metal mesh and ends 

up as a concrete wall.  A one-man concrete guard bunker, partially submerged in soil, 

watches over the display of walls and fences with eyes of gun slits.  The interior of the 

bunker is barely shoulder wide, and guard duty inside would have been stifling with only the 

gun slits to give shafts of light and breaths of fresh air. 

A watchtower, preserved as part of the museum, looms over the parking lot where only 

two cars are parked.  A sign near the door of the watchtower says, “Enter at your own risk,” 

but the door is locked, though not welded shut like many of the watchtower doors we’ve 
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encountered.  The fact that a sign says “Enter at your own risk” tells us that the watchtower 

must be open to the public occasionally. 

Down the road a group of five women works with shovels, spades and hoes to clear 

debris and a layer of mossy soil from a walking path running parallel to the lane.  They 

hunch their backs, bobbing and bowing as they toil.  The freshly cleared path stretches out 

behind them, a line of darker, blacker exposed earth.  When one stops working, using her 

shovel or spade or hoe as a prop upon which to rest her body, another follows the cue and 

strikes the same relaxed pose.  The others look up and join them for a break.  They laugh 

and smile and don’t seem altogether serious about clearing the path, which in any case 

appears to have decayed irreparably beneath the twigs and leaves they are removing. 

We figure they might know where we can get the key for the watchtower, so we walk 

down the road toward them.  So eager are the women for distraction that before we are 

twenty yards away they have all ceased hoeing and shoveling and wait with expectation.  The 

most ample woman, with a heavy face that suggests she is a skilled, if cream-heavy cook, 

replies to Jochen’s question about the watchtower by saying, “You want to go in the 

watchtower?  You have to ask the mayor in Bökwitz.  He’s got the key.  He’ll come out and 

let you in.”  

“I really doubt that.  I don’t think he’s got the key,” one of the other women interjects 

before Jochen has a chance to respond. 

“Have you boys ever worked with a shovel?” another asks. 

“Yeah, you two don’t look too strong,” the first woman says.  The others examine us 

with eye movements that cover us from head to toe, purse their lips and then nod in 

agreement. 

“To go up in the watchtower, you need to be strong and in good shape.  Are you really 

in good shape?” the first woman asks. 

We don’t have time to answer before one of the women agrees, “Yeah, they don’t look 

like they’re in good shape to me.  But Mario went up there and he looks just about like these 

two.” 

“Why do you want to go up there?  Do you want to put the Wall back up?” jokes one 

woman. 

“Yeah, that would be good,” says another, laughing. 
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“No, I don’t think so,” says another seriously, not appreciating the jest. 

“Well, then we wouldn’t have to be here doing this work.” 

Apart from offering smiles of encouragement in the rapid-fire exchange, Jochen and I 

are superfluous to the conversation.  The banter between the women is amusing, but I’m 

surprised to hear someone suggest, even jokingly, that life with the Wall was better.  

However, with unemployment in many areas of the former East Germany at between 15% 

and 20% (compared to an average throughout Germany of 9%16), I can imagine that looking 

back on a life of secure employment has a certain attraction.  We thank the group of women 

for their help and set out by car to search for the mayor of Bökwitz. 

We head back to the village and stop at a small shop to inquire about where we might 

find the mayor.  “The town was absorbed by Jahrstedt,” the shopkeeper explains.  “If you 

want to talk to the mayor of Bökwitz, you need to talk to the mayor of Jahrstedt,” he says. 

Villages in the area are tightly spaced, so getting to Jahrstedt means driving east between 

fields for little more than a mile.  The Jahrstedt city hall, a woman in the street tells us, is the 

red brick building on the corner.  We push open the front door and find two doors and a 

stairway up.  We knock on the two doors and yell up the stairs, but our calls ring hollow in 

the lifeless building.  We walk up the street and find a man from the neighborhood who 

suggests that if the mayor is not at the town hall he might be around the corner at the bar.  

At the bar?  It’s just past noon, I find myself thinking. 

The bar is closed, but we hear voices inside and go around to the back entrance.  Inside 

a pair of workers is stripping a wood floor with powerful solvents.  The smell of the solvent 

is sharp and piercing, overpowering.  Jochen asks if the men have seen the mayor. 

“You’re looking for the mayor, huh?” says one of the workmen with a green hat and 

eyebrows that grow together above his nose.  “Well, he’ll be back soon.  You can wait 

outside for him.” 

We wait outside, the smell of the solvent still hovering around our heads.  The 

workmen step out for a discussion after five minutes or so, but the mayor doesn’t appear.  

We give up, leaving the workmen in their discussion, and walk back to the car.  The 

neighbor who directed us to the bar sees us and asks if we had any luck finding the mayor. 

“Nope.  He’s supposed to come back soon, but we didn’t want to wait any longer,” 

Jochen answers. 
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“Well, he’s not far from here, that’s for sure,” the man says.  “That’s his bicycle there in 

front of the town hall.  So, he’s around here somewhere.  He wasn’t at the bar?” 

Before Jochen can answer, one of the workmen rounds the corner and approaches us.  

It’s the one with the green hat and the tuft of gray and black eyebrow above his nose, the 

one we talked to in the solvent-heavy air. 

“So, what can I do for you boys?” he asks. 

“Well, like we said, we’re looking for the mayor,” Jochen replies. 

“That’s me!  I told you if you waited, he’d be coming along shortly.” 

While we mentally unravel this perplexing exchange, this mayor who thinks of himself 

in the third person leads us into the red brick town hall, turns a cast-iron key in one of the 

doors, and pushes into an office.  Light glows through a tall window obscured by thin 

curtains that look as though they were once brown, now reduced to gray. 

Jochen explains how we found the watchtower locked and how the women clearing the 

path had told us to get the key from the mayor. 

“So, you want to go up in that watchtower?” the mayor repeats.  “And they told you I 

have the key?  Well, I don’t.  But, I think I might know who does.” 

He settles into a chair behind a wooden desk and spins out numbers on a rotary-dial 

phone.  Zzzzzzip. Clickety-click-click-click.  Zzzzzzzzzzzip. Clickety-click-click-click-click-

click-click.  The mayor speaks into the beige handset with the kind of reserve that creates a 

sense of authority, for just beneath the calm one senses that, if he were provoked, his voice 

could boom.  However, he is steady and slow, giving the impression that he is not the kind 

of man who often gets excited.  He has heavy hands and a solid frame, probably built at 

work in the immense sugar beet fields surrounding the town. 

The mayor makes small talk on the phone before settling into his question about the 

key.  We hear him say that he’s got some boys from Hamburg here to look at the 

watchtower.  He must have noticed the license plates on the rental car that indicating a 

Hamburg registration (even though we picked up the car in Berlin).  Jochen and I sit, arms 

folded, looking around the room as the phone conversation continues.   

No bowling trophies tarnished with dust sit on wooden shelves.  No photos of the 

mayor with the local schoolchildren on a field trip hang from the walls.  In fact, the room is 

absent of any expression of an individual personality.  It’s as though they shifted the mayor’s 
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office into this space temporarily while they replace the plush ruby-red carpet in a more 

stately room and dust the ornate frames around the portraits of former mayors.  But this is a 

small town.  And this is a small town in the former East Germany where the mayor rides his 

bike to work and spends his lunch hour refinishing a wood floor at the town’s bar. 

He sets the receiver down and turns to us.   

“They’ve got the key, all right.  But they are doing some work in that old watchtower 

these days and nobody is allowed in.  I’m sorry, boys.” 

Our watchtower key odyssey is in vain, and we are both disappointed.  We thank him 

for his help and walk back to the car.  The mayor’s bike, which is equipped with a plastic 

wicker basket hanging between the handlebars, leans against the red brick façade of the 

building, with no chain to lock it.  We drive back toward the Grenze and past where the 

women were working.  They’ve retreated for a coffee break to a wooden structure built on 

wheels with a hitch for towing.  They don’t appear to have made more than a few yards of 

progress clearing the path since we spoke with them.  If this is the pace one faces today in 

the former East Germany and the bureaucratic run-arounds one can encounter for 

something as simple as the key to a door, I can’t help but wonder what the place must have 

been like in the grip of a centrally planned economy. 

 

We continue to Kaiserwinkel, where the map shows a road running parallel to the old 

border for a good five miles.  We find the road easily but discover signs clearly indicating 

that the road is off-limits for cars because the area is part of a nature reserve.  Jochen insists 

that we can drive on it anyway and that nobody will see us.  My teeth grind with discomfort 

as we disobey the signs and charge down the road. 

“What are they going to do?” Jochen asks, peering out the window, searching for signs 

of the Grenze.  “We’ll just say we got lost.  It doesn’t matter, just drive.” 

The road runs straight and true through marshy ground on either side.  The border was 

just a few yards to the east, on the other side of a canal full of brackish water and fat cattails.  

Disturbed ground erupts verdantly and now not a trace of the old fortifications can be seen.  

Not a post.  Not a strand of barbed wire.  The vehicle track has been consumed or removed 

altogether.  Tiny canals, narrow enough to jump across, cut at right angles from the main 

canal and head west through culverts under the road.  On the western side, scrub pines have 
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been planted and flourish between the canals.  Crews recently dredged one channel.  Cattails, 

their white, tender stems brought to light, lie on the bank along with silty, organic sludge that 

smells of earth and blackness.  Thousands of tiny frogs, bright green and no larger than a 

thumbnail, hop haltingly across the road and disappear into the grass.  I drive with the 

unsettling sense that I am crushing hundreds of the creatures beneath the tires.  Vast, 

swampy land sprawls to the east, flat and still.  The map calls this area the Great Moor 

(Großes Moor).  It strikes me that the area’s remoteness and desolation, along with the fact 

that the marshy ground would hamper patrol efforts, would have made it an attractive place 

to attempt an escape.  With a breeze rippling the tall grasses, it’s easy to imagine a human 

form concealed, trembling, among the stalks, awaiting the impulse from deep within that 

says, “Run. Now. Run.”  Where does it come from, that voice that tells us to move, to leave?  

What fear can silence it?  The desolate beauty and the solitude of the Großes Moor send my 

mind back to the Navaho man.  Maybe that voice to move, to run, to burst from the reeds 

and mud of a marsh is in one’s sweat, one’s tears. 

The pines and reeds and grasses, the channels of the Großes Moor and all the stories that 

must have vanished into its mud, disappear behind us and the tension falls away from my 

shoulders when we loop back onto a road where cars are permitted.  We are still parallel to 

the old line and near where the fences would have stood a wooden cross spreads its arms.  A 

plaque explains that near this location in 1961 East German guards killed a West German 

journalist.  Kurt Lichtenstein was working on a report about life along the Grenze shortly 

after the construction of the Berlin Wall.  As he attempted to speak to East German 

agricultural workers, he apparently strayed twenty yards beyond the official demarcation line 

and was shot dead by guards.  The memorial plaque says that Lichtenstein was killed because 

“as a German he wished to speak to Germans on the other side.”  Scrub oaks and waxy-

leaved rhododendrons grow around the understated memorial and occasionally a car rushes 

past on the road alongside.  The cross looks as though it was erected well before the fences 

came down in 1989.  With the fence in the background, the memorial must have provoked 

anger and bitterness in those westerners who stopped to look at it.  Barbed wire and 

patrolling soldiers in the distance would have suggested the absurd motive for Lichtenstein’s 

death.  Today, with the fences gone, the wooden cross has an effect that is perhaps more 

haunting.  Nothing discernable can explain why a man would be shot here, next to a remote 
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road connecting two villages among scrub oaks and rhododendrons.  The barriers have 

vanished and the line he was killed for crossing is invisible now.  I think of the crack of 

rifles, of blood soaking into the soil, but the image seems too remote, too removed, too 

absurd to grasp. 

We continue driving, turning north, and cross the Grenze again near Hanum, a tiny town 

in the former East Germany.  The line of the Grenze ran along the Ohre River here, a slack 

stream about fifteen feet wide.  Next to a vehicle turnout just before the road crosses the 

river a display case shows photos of Hanum and the Grenze.  One photo shows the same 

bridge that is in front of us now, the same stretch of road heading towards Hanum and the 

same field between the river and town.  In the photo a slender watchtower stands in the 

center of the field, overlooking the town and a black line of fence runs near the river.  The 

watchtower and fence are missing in our view of the present, but our eyes easily reconstruct 

these structures and impose them upon the scene before us. 

A man wearing heavy canvas gloves is collecting litter from the underbrush around the 

turnout and a picnic table shaded by trees, but he’s not interested in talking about the Grenze.  

He points to where the watchtower stood and continues picking up scraps of paper, candy 

wrappers and beer cans, and stuffing them into a trash bag he drags behind him.  His gray 

hair and sensible sedan suggest that litter is not his occupation but rather a volunteer activity.  

Sun-bleached and decomposing scraps of a discarded pornographic magazine await the man 

among low brush near the display case.   

The train once stopped in Hanum, but the Grenze cut across the tracks making the 

entire line useless.  We find remnants of the old rails heading west out of town after walking 

across the field and examining the location where the watchtower once stood.  We follow 

the remains of the tracks through thick brush and high grasses along a raised bed skirting a 

stand of trees.  As we approach the river, which marked the border, the tracks and the raised 

bed they were built upon come to a sudden halt.  It feels as though the momentum of one 

line intersected the momentum of another, the Grenze prevailing. 

 

The exact location of the border was occasionally a contentious issue in the 1950s.  One 

incident in June 1952 involved thirty East German police, along with four Soviet officers, 

seizing two farms inside West Germany.  The East Germans claimed that the farms and two 
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flourmills associated with the farms were on the eastern side of the line.  One of the Soviets 

reportedly said, “These mills will now work for East German peace production.”17  Western 

authorities stepped up the number of military patrols along the border following the farm-

seizing incident and after an East German radio station announced that some additional 

“line straightening” would take place along the border.18 

In a similar incident, on June 19, 1952, Soviet and East German troops invaded two 

towns that appeared to be on the western side of the border outside of Asbach.  The troops 

forbade anyone from leaving or entering the villages, even though the villagers assured them 

that both towns were within West Germany.  U.S. forces arrived and an on-the ground 

inspection determined that the area was indeed a part of East Germany based on an 

agreement from 1945 between Soviet and American forces.  The villagers assumed that the 

border between the two countries ran along the provincial boundary, as sketched by Strang, 

in which case they would have been in West Germany, but occupation forces had adjusted 

the line as part of a land swap.  In 1945 U.S. forces exchanged 1.5 square miles, upon which 

the villages sat, for a 2.7-mile length of nearby railroad.  It was not until 1952 that the East 

Germans decided to occupy the land offered as part of the bargain.  U.S. forces on the scene 

took no action to liberate the two towns and the Soviets evicted the residents, allowing them 

to take household belongings with them.19 

Incidents like these highlighted the need for a common understanding of the exact 

placement of the border, and in July 1952, U.S. forces began compiling all agreements and 

maps pertaining to the border of the U.S. occupation zone.  In August, along with West 

German border police, U.S. forces conducted a ground survey of the border, indicating on 

maps any place where roads or railroads used by West German or U.S. personnel traversed 

the border, and likewise, locations where roads or railroads used by East Germany traversed 

the border.  Authorities felt that future incidents or disputes were more likely to occur at 

locations like these where previous agreements may have been conveniently overlooked for 

the benefit of all. 

The ground survey crews also worked to make the demarcation of the border more 

visible in order to diminish the risk of border troops or civilians unwittingly crossing the line.  

Though they had the appearance of marking the border, the plowed control strip and barbed 

wire fences were generally placed several meters inside East Germany.  This commonly 
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confused soldiers and civilians near the border because they assumed that the fence marked 

the border.  However, if one reached the fence, one had already crossed into East Germany.  

The survey crews marked the actual border by highlighting boundary markers that were 

already in place.  For example, when survey crews found the old border stones marking the 

province lines, they once again painted the tops and three of the sides white and then added 

a six-inch band of orange paint ringing around the middle.  The side facing East Germany 

remained unpainted.   

Trees and boulders on the line were again highlighted in a similar fashion.  Where the 

line crossed a paved road, it was marked with an eighteen-inch strip of white paint with a six-

inch orange swath running through the center.  In addition to efforts to mark the border 

itself, crews erected signs at regular intervals 300 hundred yards inside West Germany to 

warn that the border was in the vicinity.20 

 

We leave the abandoned, truncated railroad tracks and continue north, driving for 

several miles along the concrete slab patrol road, and finally reach Waddekath, where we 

decide to end our day of exploration of the Grenze.  The long, muddy days of the potato 

harvest are upon the farmers in the region, and they enlist their wives to ride the harvest 

machinery to cull the bad spuds as they pass on a conveyor.  The farmhouses here on the 

western side of the former border are made of bright red bricks, stately and strong.  Wooden 

wagons filled with sacks of potatoes stand near the road in front of many homes.  Cardboard 

signs with hand-scrawled messages indicate that the potatoes are for sale.  Entire families are 

probably out in the fields for the harvest, so nobody staffs the wagons and sales are on the 

honor system.  Dented cans act as cashiers. 

We return to Wolfsburg where twenty-three Volkswagens in a row wait at a stoplight.  

Different colors, different models, but each with the same logo V nestled in the same logo 

W.  Wolfsburg is a company town and the company is Volkswagen.  Wolfsburg sits about 

ten miles west of the old border, and like most towns in the borderlands, it suffered and 

struggled when it suddenly found itself at the end of the road, instead of a stopping point 

along it.  Fortunately for Wolfsburg, the VW factory provided a livelihood for thousands of 

workers in the post-war years.  
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On the drive to Wolfsburg we passed VW’s enormous test track facilities several miles 

out of town.  After spending the day along the vanishing remnants of the Iron Curtain I 

found it disconcerting to see VW’s test facilities ringed by a mound of earth and a ten-foot 

high, galvanized cyclone fence topped with a spiral of concertina wire.  Embossed, enameled 

metal signs hung from the fence every forty feet, or so, showing the black head of a snarling 

dog on a vicious yellow background.  A guard on the entrance road checked identity cards 

and controlled a boom, allowing authorized visitors to enter.  Obviously this was a fence to 

keep people out rather than keep them in, but I still found the image jarring.   

Once we arrive in Wolfsburg in the late afternoon we stroll through a downtown area 

that is punctured by a number of wide, busy streets, giving it a disjointed feeling.  A new art 

museum, constructed of glass and steel at impossible angles, hunkers in the middle of a 

pedestrian zone.  Chain stores, down-market local retailers and Turkish fast food joints line 

the square that runs up to the museum’s façade.  The museum creeps into the square with 

the sad, tentative feel of an out-of-place party guest nosing in on a clustered conversation.  

Inside the museum, uniformed guards stand with undisguised boredom in every room.  

They rotate positions every fifteen minutes or so, each guard moving into the next room.  

One guard barks into his cell phone.  Another gazes vacantly at a painting, as though he’s 

looking through it, occasionally glancing at his wristwatch.  For a moment I think guards 

may out-number the visitors, but then we bump into a group of maybe twenty people led by 

a solemn woman draped in black from head to toe.  She punctuates her monologues about 

the various paintings and sculptures with contemplative pauses that seem intended to give 

the impression she’s in the process of gathering wisdom from her depths and reformulating 

it in simpler, clearer terms for her audience.  With polite conversation and formal manners, 

the group has the stilted superficiality of an office outing. 

The current exhibit, titled “Blast to Freeze,” focuses on twentieth-century British art, 

with works by Damien Hirst, David Hockney and many others.  Hirst’s disturbing piece in 

the exhibition, entitled A Thousand Years, depicts the life cycle of flies inside a Plexiglas 

chamber.  A tray of feeding maggots squirms in the center of the chamber whiled hatched 

flies buzz and tap futilely against the transparent walls.  A bug zapper in one corner of the 

installation, suspended above a growing mound of bodies, brings a glowing blue, crackling 
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conclusion to the cycle for the flies that stray in its direction.  Despite (or perhaps because 

of) the curious pathos filling the museum we stay until closing time.   

It feels to me as though Wolfsburg cannot decide whether to embrace or to escape its 

industrial heritage.  The art museum is perhaps a vague attempt to revitalize cultural life and 

draw tourist money into the city, much as the Guggenheim museum in Bilbao, Spain injected 

that industrial city with a breath of modernity that continues to attract throngs.  It seems 

clear to me that this museum, while touching in many ways, will never act as a magnet for 

the masses. 

In terms of embracing the industrial heritage, the real gem of Wolfsburg, in the 

aspirations of the city planners and the honchos at VW, is Autostadt, a gleaming sixty-acre 

complex of hyper-modern architecture, plush green lawns and idyllic man-made ponds.  This 

civic embrace of the industrial history of Wolfsburg cost $400 million and opened to the 

public in June 2000.   

Autostadt, or Car City, has ambiguous ambitions.  It’s part museum, part theme park, 

part “brand experience,” and part car dealership.  Brochures advertising the Autostadt 

experience are filled with stock photography shots of dynamic couples with wind-blown hair 

celebrating the freedom of movement.  “Embark on your journey through the world of 

mobility,” urges the headline in one.  “110 years of car history are waiting for you.  What are 

you waiting for?” pleads another, subtly acknowledging readers’ presumed skepticism.  The 

grounds are sprinkled with pavilions based on the brands in the VW family (Audi, Seat, 

Skoda, Bentley, Lamborghini).  Customers who purchase a new VW anywhere in Germany 

can come to Autostadt to pick it up and watch it automatically retrieved from one of two 

fourteen-story glass towers, each filled with 400 new cars.21  Like a colossal, 150-feet-tall 

vending machine, automated elevators and forklifts pluck cars from honeycomb-like pods 

and place them in front of the new owner.  Up to 1,000 cars can move into and out of the 

towers each day.22  

Autostadt’s cavernous reception hall has the same eerily under-populated feeling we’d 

experienced in the art museum and I find it subtly disheartening.  The ticket booths are 

desolate and the woman at the counter in the gift shop looks as though she is on the verge 

of collapsing under the stifling weight of utter boredom.  I comfort myself thinking that it’s 
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probably busier on weekends and that all this effort and intention is paying off in one way or 

another.  If nothing else, the architecture of some of the pavilions is striking. 

Autostadt is situated in connection with the sprawling VW factory and next to a canal 

that leads to the Elbe River.  The factory itself has a grim history that is not detailed in the 

Autostadt brochures.  Hitler wanted the auto industry in Germany to create a mass-produced, 

affordable car.  “Volkswagen” means, literally, “People’s car.”  The factory that would 

produce these cars was modeled on the Ford production plant at Rogue River, Michigan, 

and was located based on the recommendation from a high-ranking Nazi official who flew 

over prospective locations in a plane and chose the most suitable one.  Hitler himself laid the 

factory’s cornerstone at a ceremony in front of 70,000 spectators in 1938.23  Assets 

confiscated from trade unions accounted for much of the funding of the factory, and 

construction workers from Italy were brought in to build it.  The company town associated 

with the factory was called Stadt des KdF-Wagens, or City of Strength Through Joy Cars.  Yes, 

these are the same Strength Through Joy people who concocted Prora, the monolithic resort 

by the sea.   

During World War II, the factory produced armaments and vehicles for the war effort.  

Seventy percent of the workers in the factory were from outside of Germany, many of them 

prisoners of war and concentration camp inmates.  The Allies bombed the factory near the 

end of the war, and when the war concluded, the British assumed control of the facilities.  

The town lost its clunky City of Strength Through Joy Cars title and was renamed 

Wolfsburg.24 

Today, the facades of tan brick built by the Italian masons and four towering 

smokestacks remain as a legacy of the architecture of industry meeting the architecture of 

fascism to form an enormous, muscular complex expressing ominous industrial might.  VW 

logos the size of church tower clocks now glow on the austere, functional facades.  When 

night descends on Wolfsburg and the traffic slows and the noise of the city fades, the 

underpinning sound of the factory, working without respite, grows more pronounced; a 

churning that feels as though it moves the earth.  The sound permeates the ground and the 

air, and even when one grows accustomed to it, it remains in the subconscious.   

Though it does not seem terribly downtrodden economically, I find Wolfsburg a 

profoundly depressing town.  In the evening we see groups of teenagers wandering the 



 

Disturbed Ground       © 2005  Eron Witzel       ewitzel@gmail.com 58 

streets.  One young man walks drearily, scuffing his heels in long scrapes across the sidewalk 

as though tethered to this turf.  Does he see his future before him, all paths leading, in one 

way or another, to that same brown-bricked façade and glowing logo?  It’s not a future 

factory work that makes me feel sad for the teenager grating the soles of his shoes on the 

concrete, it’s my perception of the despondency one can feel when faced with a lack of 

choices, when one’s future seems inescapable, when one’s movements are somehow 

constrained.  

 

After a night in the Wolfsburg youth hostel, we set out for our second day back on the 

Grenze, and reach it again near Mackendorf, southeast of Wolfsburg.  In July 1957 an 

American named Garry Davis rented a bicycle in Velpke, a West German town just a few 

miles north of here, and started pedaling towards East Germany at the first light of dawn.  

Davis was on his way to Berlin and was not fond of the notion of borders.   

In 1949 Davis founded the International Registry of World Citizens in France, and 

within two years he had registered 750,000 “citizens” who shared his ideas of a world 

government and a globe without borders.  He issued thousands of passports for world 

citizens and carried one himself.  Through the years, Davis’ persistent challenging of borders 

landed him in prisons as far flung as Switzerland, Japan, the U.K. and France.  Other career 

curiosities included being shot down over Sweden in a B-17 bomber in 1944 and having a 

part in a Broadway production of Stalag 17 in 1953.  In 2004 at seventy-seven years old, 

Davis conducted a campaign for “World President.”  One plank in his platform asked for 

“The legal recognition of and protection for the de facto world citizenship enjoyed by every 

member of the human race by virtue of the physical reality of one world and one 

humankind.”25 

So, there was Garry Davis pedaling into the rising sun in July 1957, his sights set on the 

church tower of Oebisfelde in East Germany.  West German border guards intercepted him 

on a small road and warned him not to go any farther towards East Germany.  He obliged 

and instead rode parallel to the border until he was out of sight of the guards, at which time 

he turned down a narrow road between cornfields and directly towards the Grenze.  He came 

upon the plowed strip of the Grenze running north to south and flanked by barbed wire 

fences on either edge.  Davis ditched the rented bike, threw his backpack ahead and found a 



 

Disturbed Ground       © 2005  Eron Witzel       ewitzel@gmail.com 59 

place where he could slip beneath the strands of barbed wire.  He started across the plowed 

strip, but before he could reach the second layer of fence he heard voices yelling and was 

apprehended by East German border guards in gray uniforms. 

The guards took Davis to a nearby barracks, where they held him for several hours.  He 

explained that he was a World Citizen and was on his way to Berlin, but they seemed 

perplexed by his statements and by his peculiar passport.  They brought him some bread and 

a cup of coffee while they tried to decide how to handle the situation.  Two guards 

eventually arrived and escorted him into the courtyard of the barracks, where three bicycles 

awaited.  The guards each took one of the bicycles and instructed Davis to ride on the third.  

The three of them, with Davis in the middle, pedaled down the street to the train station in 

Oebisfelde where the guards placed him on the next train.  It was not, as Davis assumed, the 

train to Berlin, but a train heading back to West Germany.26  In West Germany, Davis told 

authorities he was a “world citizen” and offered to prove his identity using a “world citizen 

pass.”  Authorities ruled the world citizen passport invalid for entry into Germany and Davis 

destroyed it saying, “I can write out a new one any time.”27 

Davis offers an intriguing challenge to our notions of borders.  I like to think of him 

cycling towards the Grenze, his head filled with what must be one of the most basic of 

human intentions, moving from point A to point B.  I love the absurdity of the situation he 

finds himself in, the perplexed East German soldiers bringing him coffee.  His self-issued 

passport highlights a curious question: Why must our ability to identify ourselves be based 

upon a physical nation or state bounded by borders?  Could there be other ways to legitimize 

and affiliate ourselves?  Davis’ defiant act at the Grenze in 1957 was not a lark, but part of his 

lifelong protest.  He will tell me later in an email that a Hollywood producer is considering 

making a film of his life. 

Davis would be pleased to see what the border looks like now at the point where he 

tried to cross.  Today, few visible traces of the old fortifications remain on the road into 

Döhren, a tiny village that was just 100 yards east of the Grenze and several miles south of 

where Davis attempted to cross into East Germany.  Farmers’ fields have taken over the 

ground where the border installations stood.  The concrete slabs from the vehicle track have 

been wrenched from the ground near the Grenze and repositioned as access roads through 

muddy fields.  The first farmhouse on the way into the village, a dilapidated red-brick home 



 

Disturbed Ground       © 2005  Eron Witzel       ewitzel@gmail.com 60 

that was probably once stately, includes a chicken run next to the road, fenced to waist 

height with metal mesh salvaged from the Grenze.  Dozens of chickens and geese wander on 

the bald ground enclosed by the zigzagging fence and several white geese charge, squawking 

angrily, when we step out of the car to take a photo. 

Across the road is what appears to have been a community center.  The glass has been 

shattered in a display case that could once have held announcements of meetings or 

marriages.  Thumbtacks in the plywood message board bleed halos of orange rust.  Grass 

and weeds grow up to the windowsills of the building.  Eight empty flagpoles spire upwards, 

silent in the breeze.  The streetlights hovering above the parking area have black, vacant eyes 

where the bulbs should be.  

The smokestack of an abandoned factory casts a shadow across the pitched roof of the 

building.  The factory sits quiet now, guarded by a pair of uninterested dogs that bark half-

heartedly at the sight of Jochen and me.  A brushed aluminum sign at the entrance identifies 

the building as a plastics molding facility.  Tractors, plows and other farm implements shelter 

under an awning where trucks were once loaded and unloaded.  A security camera, housed in 

a plastic shell, teeters in the breeze atop a length of pipe.  Someone clearly tried to continue 

the business after the dissolution of East German communism, but the improbable location 

combined with the improbable economic situation must have conspired to make survival 

unlikely.  

We see not a soul in Döhren.  Small towns anywhere in world can diminish and dissolve 

as economies change or populations shift, but in Döhren, perhaps because it was just yards 

from the fences, I sense that it is the legacy of the Iron Curtain which is sucking the 

community under.  The village has the feel of a fading photograph, light and life stealing 

away, leaving only shadows.  Later I will learn that many East German villages so close to 

the border faced a fate worse than the slow, struggling death of Döhren. 

We continue south, heading back towards Marienborn, the border crossing where we 

began our first journey along the border.  We come to Beendorf, a village in the former East 

Germany that abutted the Grenze, and find a small marker next to the road, hewn from the 

local quartzite.  Carved below the title Knollenquartzit, a short poem in old German, laden 

with pathos reads:  

From sands of this homeland, 
Emerged this stone millions of years ago. 
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Let it serve as reminder to us for all time,  
Of freedom, justice, and unity. 
 

Mrs. Hoffmann stands at the end of the sidewalk in front of the last home on the road 

out of Beendorf.  She tilts her weight on a wooden cane and cranes as though she is waiting 

for someone to appear.  She sees us park our car at the edge of town and she sees us walk up 

the steep road of concrete slabs.  She squints and watches as we vanish around the bend into 

the trees.  We continue on the concrete slabs as they curve higher up the hill.  I make forays 

into the forest looking for ruins or rubble or whatever else might remain.  Jochen stays on 

the track of concrete and waits for my return. 

When we emerge from the trees, Mrs. Hoffmann is still standing at the end of the 

sidewalk.  Her posture shifts expectantly when she catches sight of us.  Jochen approaches 

her to ask about the Grenze.  

“The border was right there, just past that tree,” she says, pointing to a twisted and 

weathered elm next to the road less than a hundred feet away.  “We weren’t allowed to go all 

the way to the fence.  This was as far as we could come.” 

She is eager to talk and settles into a repose that suggests she is prepared to speak at 

length.  “That tree had a telephone attached to it,” Mrs. Hoffmann continues.  “The guards 

would come over on foot from Schwanefeld, and when they reached Beendorf, they’d use 

that telephone to call back and say they’d made it.” 

Beendorf sits at the beginnings of a small valley, where the V pinches off and heads 

over the hills.  The elevation affords a view of forests in the foreground and sprawling 

farmlands in the distance.  Mrs. Hoffmann says that during the years of the Grenze a guard 

tower stood at the crest of the hill overlooking the town.  The first one toppled in the wind, 

she explains, and had to be replaced with a sturdier tower.  

“All the grass along the stream was cut away and they came through every Spring with 

airplanes to spray poison along the fence so the trees wouldn’t grow,” she says.   

She is eighty-eight years old.  Her voice is heavy and slow, her words lilt with a wistful 

weight.  She talks about spending a winter fleeing in front of advancing Soviet troops during 

the last days of World War II.  She took her son and together they fled from their home in 

East Prussia as the Russians advanced.  They ran and ran, and they made it as far as 

Beendorf. 
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“It was a terrible winter.  Lots of snow and nothing to eat.  The Russians shot at the 

train.  My son was wounded in the hip.  We had to leave our luggage behind,” she says, her 

memories coming in jolts and flashes, some of them repeating.  

“I had to leave my suitcase on the train.  It had all my papers in it.  The police asked me 

many questions about my parents and grandparents.”  

Her house in Beendorf was just fifty yards from what would become the border.  She 

would have seen how the Grenze evolved from a few placard signs into strands of barbed 

wire and eventually into a metal barrier.  She was allowed to cross into the West occasionally 

for day trips and would often smuggle back items that were difficult to get in East Germany.  

“My son was an electrician in a factory and they didn’t have anything.  I smuggled nails 

for him.  It was never clear what they would confiscate at the border.  The things they did 

confiscate, I would sometimes see for sale in the government shops over here.  Once they 

took my whole suitcase apart.  But they didn’t take my ‘Heidi’ record.  Most books and 

music were forbidden, but ‘Heidi’ was for children, so I got to keep it.” 

She smiles as she talks about the Heidi record.   

The sun warms the concrete of the sidewalk and thins the autumn air where we stand.  

Mrs. Hoffmann removes a floral-print apron, the kind every German housewife seems to 

wear.  Underneath she wears a blue button-up sweater with silver buttons embossed with 

ship’s anchors.  Her glasses have hints of horned rims.  An opaque, cloudy clot hovers above 

the iris of her left eye.  Cars rumble past on the cobblestone road.  The road turns to asphalt, 

black and fresh, the moment it passes the elm tree.  

“They’ll probably turn this old cobbled road to asphalt soon, but there isn’t any money 

in this town.  I suppose the Westerners will pay for it,” Mrs. Hoffmann says.  “Hitler was the 

one who had this old cobbled road built in the first place.”  

When a car drives past too fast, her attention is distracted from her stories and she 

follows the trail of the car with her eyes.  “This goof thinks he’s cool,” she says.  “Every year 

it’s a different color that gets popular for cars.  Alles Mist.”   

Alles mist translates roughly as: “It’s all bullshit.”   

Her son runs a small shop in town but is struggling these days.  

“Everyone has a car now, so they don’t need to go shopping in Beendorf.  They just 

drive over to the West and shop there.”  
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Her eyes shift to the distance and she goes silent.  The salt mines Jochen and I saw on 

the edge of town were leased to the German air force in 1937.  Laborers from concentration 

camps were sent to build weapons for the war, and 3,000 laboring women and 1,300 men 

were evacuated when American forces arrived on April 12, 1945.  When the American 

retreated back to the line that would become the Grenze, the Soviets shipped the machinery 

from the pits and tunnels to Russia as part of war reparations.  Under East German rule, one 

of the pits was converted into a storage facility for radioactive waste, a function it still fulfills 

today. 

“I could fill a book,” Mrs. Hoffmann murmurs, her eyes coming back to the present 

tense.  “Oh, I could fill a book,” she repeats more softly. 

Jochen conducts the conversation, and I listen with my rudimentary German, catching 

the gist of what is said.  Jochen is a patient listener.  He is unafraid of silence in a 

conversation and leaves long, inviting pauses that one cannot resist filling.  I sense that the 

urge to avert silence means that people divulge more to Jochen than they would to someone 

with an inquisitive, aggressive line of questioning.  I wonder also if the impulse to fill silence 

conjures responses less contrived, less guarded.  In any case, Mrs. Hoffmann willing fills the 

silences Jochen leaves for her. 

She interrupts herself in midstream and her eyebrows knot into concern.  

“You’re not policemen, are you?” she asks. 

Jochen and I chuckle at the suggestion and assure her that we are nothing like 

policemen. 

Mrs. Hoffmann seems relieved and digs her hands deep into the pockets of her sweater, 

stretching the yarn with her knuckles.  She says it was nice to talk to some young people.  

She is going to eat lentil soup for lunch.  She flirts with us in the way that only the elderly 

can. 

“You are very handsome,” she says to Jochen, clutching at his arm.  “He is, too,” she 

says speaking of me but not shifting her eyes from Jochen.  “He must be in his twenties, but 

he’s not taking very good care of his face.” 

She disregards signals that we are ready to depart and continues, clinging to 

conversation.  She wants Jochen’s phone number.  She insists that we write down her name 

and address.  Her eyes turn liquid when we finally depart.  Her lips tremble.  As we drive off, 
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she waves, her arm straining to raise half way, her wrist limp, her hand bobbing.  She is still 

standing at the end of the sidewalk, as though she can go no farther.  She continues waving 

as we drive around the farthest bend. 

An unsettling abruptness--doors closing, figures turning away--have marked many of 

our encounters in the borderlands up to this point.  I had expected, or perhaps just 

imagined, we would meet more people like Mrs. Hoffmann, people who wanted to share 

their stories and experiences.  My mind returns to the image of the Navaho man in New 

Mexico who seemed as eager to talk as he was to guard the abandoned house and its secrets 

of the dead.  Stories long to be told; the past longs to be passed on.  I remind myself that 

many people’s experiences with the Grenze are perhaps too troubling or too much a part of 

whom they have become to be shared casually with strangers.  Mrs. Hoffmann has touched 

Jochen and me with her warmth and openness and saddened us, in a way, with her faint air 

of desperation. 

We leave Beendorf and head south just a few miles to Highway 1, what was once the 

main route to and from Berlin through northern Germany.  In the period following World 

War II tens of thousands of weary refugees trudged westward along this road.  During the 

final days of the war Russian forces were said to have bombed a bus full of German soldiers 

on Highway 1.  The burned out wreckage of the bus sat almost precisely on the demarcation 

line and served as a landmark for refugees; if they made it to the twisted hulk of the bus 

they’d made it to the British occupation zone.  The remains of the bus sat rusting on the line 

for decades and in 1983, scraps could still be found where East and West Germany met.28   

Highway 1 is now a newly surfaced ribbon of black asphalt with bright, reflective, white 

and yellow lines to guide the few passing cars.  As a route to Berlin, it has been replaced by 

the nearby Autobahn a hundred yards away, which rattles the trees with a dull, ceaseless 

rumble.  A watchtower still stands next to Highway 1, covered to the height of an 

outstretched arm with graffiti.  “Frog Posse” reads one line.  “Julia, Ich liebe dich!” reads 

another.  After having read about the bus wreckage I’m curious if we’ll be able to find some 

pieces still scattered along the road in the underbrush.  We part clumps of grasses with the 

tips of our shoes and venture into the darkness of a pine forest, but find nothing.  Next to 

the road, on a gentle mound of earth covered with high grasses we find an old border stone, 

a pillar of squared stone that rises waist high ornately carved with the names of the two 
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provinces it separated.  Stone has survived where iron and steel have not.  The bus that 

served as a landmark for so many has vanished completely and its absence reminds me that 

the piece of history we are exploring is fading slowly away. 

We are just a few hundred yards now from the Marienborn border crossing.  We 

explore the area between the Autobahn and Highway 1 and find indications (concrete blocks, 

mounds of bricks, wide, flat spaces) that the area was once covered with installations of 

some kind.  Considering the strategic importance of this location next to the main route to 

Berlin, the installations were almost certainly military.  We clamber up a mound and have a 

view over the roaring Autobahn and across the Marienborn checkpoint.  The flow of cars and 

trucks, people and goods has a certain hypnotic effect.  With the backdrop of the abandoned 

checkpoint, which once slowed the flow of traffic to a fearful crawl, the endless flow of 

vehicles strikes me as a triumphant contrast.  We watch wordlessly from the grass-covered 

mound for a spell before returning to the car. 

We drive over the Autobahn on a narrow bridge and stop at the Marienborn museum to 

ask about the bus.  The woman sitting behind the reception counter at the museum says the 

bus can be seen briefly in the film played in the glass-enclosed room, but that final scraps 

near the edge of Highway 1 were removed years ago.  We watch the film but never catch a 

glimpse of the bus.   

Footage shows East German soldiers working to improve the Grenze fortifications, 

something they did steadily through the 1950s.  They used bulldozers to demolish homes 

built close to the line.  They created dugouts in which soldiers could hide and monitor the 

border.  They blocked roads and paths with concrete-block barricades.  They dismantled and 

destroyed bridges that led into West Germany.  They regularly plowed the control strip, 

commonly known as the “death strip,” so it could sharply record footsteps.  They installed 

signs telling people to keep out and stay away.  They checked identity papers and issued 

documents to those living near the border.29  By 1958, the East German soldiers were 

constructing new wooden watchtowers, each twenty-five feet high and topped with a green-

roofed observation room.  They built observation platforms in trees, but these were rarely 

manned.  They dug echeloned positions for troops and vehicles near the border, with the 

end of each row projecting farther than the one in front.30 
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Soldiers with rifles watched and watched and watched.  In December 1955, East 

Germany officially assumed complete control of patrolling their side of border, taking over 

this duty from the remaining Soviet soldiers.  The language of the declaration ceding the 

border patrols to the East Germans did not talk about the “demarcation line,” a reference to 

the temporary border, but to the “national border,” indicating its permanent status.31 

The western side of the border too was becoming increasingly fortified.  Western forces 

patrolled the entire border twice daily; once during the light of day and once at night.  In key 

locations, guards and soldiers monitored the border twenty-four-hours a day.  At dawn, 

midday and dusk, Western air patrols scanned the border from end to end.  High-power, 

portable spotlights positioned at points on the western side of the border shot up into the 

sky, providing reference points for nighttime air survey operations to ensure that the planes 

did not violate East German airspace. 

U.S. soldiers were sanctioned to use reasonable force use against East German soldiers 

found on the West German side of the border.  Weapons could be used if the East German 

forces failed to respond to the command “Halt!” or if they attempted to flee or resist 

detention.  At the same time, Western forces along the border were careful not to frighten or 

discourage civilians who escaped from East Germany by crossing the Grenze.  These 

escapees were valuable sources of information about what was happening on the other side 

and were held for questioning before being allowed to begin life in the West.32 

A line sketched upon a map becomes a line upon the ground.  The past impresses itself 

upon the present.  We are discovering that tracing the Grenze through Germany reveals the 

past of a region, and of a nation, not only the past of a border.  Venturing farther south 

from Marienborn, Jochen and I cross the former Grenze on the road between Hessen and 

Roklum.  This point remains the provincial border between Wolfenbuttel and Halberstadt.  

An open-air museum preserves several versions of the border fence system and a 

watchtower still stands next to the road.  A glass display case houses pictures of the day 

when the wall came down and maps of the area.  In one photo the mayors from neighboring 

villages shake hands on the border.  The flesh colors have nearly evaporated as the photo 

has aged in light. 

A white-painted, hip-high stone pillar is set in concrete next to the road.  The paint is 

bright, glowing white.  Fine, delicate black letters spell out the names of provinces the 
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border stone is meant to delineate.  A thin, feathered arrow painted below each name points 

towards where the province lies.  Beneath the layers of paint on top of the pillar is a scar 

where hands with hammer and chisel cut distinct lines into the stone.  Tendrils of lichen and 

moss are beginning to obscure the lines, but sunlight defines in shadows the shape of the 

carving.  With my index finger I trace the grooves and broken angles.  It is a swastika. 

A chill washes over me, as though a ghost of the past has stepped into the present.  I 

follow the lines again with my finger and wonder about the hands that chiseled this stone.  

The lichen and moss suggest that the carving is quite old, and not a recent addition to the 

border stone.  Jochen is sickened by the sight and shakes his head wearily, as though he 

doesn’t wish to look at it. 

What is to be done with a past impressed in stone upon the present?  It would have 

been easy, I find myself thinking, to fill those barely visible grooves with paint or putty; to 

conceal them, grind them down, whitewash them and let them be forgotten.  But that 

wouldn’t alter the past and all that the symbol stood for, all it destroyed.  Perhaps the past 

teaches us more when we are confronted with it, when we leave it visible and open.  The 

danger, of course, is that symbols and relics from the past can stir a wide range of emotions 

in the present; from sadness and shame to pride and defiance. 

As we travel along the borderlands it is becoming clear that communities have different 

ideas about how to deal with the past.  Some choose museums, others not more than a 

display case with fading photos.  Still others decide that what is gone is better gone, and 

prefer no markers, remains or reminders.  I like the idea of communities claiming the right 

to express the past in a way in which they feel comfortable, but the ghostly swastika reminds 

me how difficult, how complex is the confluence of past and present. 

 

We continue south, crossing the Grenze where we can and, in general, traveling on the 

eastern side of the line.  We are now in our second day of travel along the border in this trip 

and are getting a good taste of the remaining differences between East and West Germany.  

In the former East Germany, many of the small roads that run from village to village in the 

area of the old border are made of heavy cobblestones.  These are not the pleasing, fist-sized 

cobblestones that pave quaint village streets, but cranium-sized blocks of basalt, roughly 

hewn and strewn, it seems, haphazardly.  The upper face of each stone has become slick and 
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smooth, polished by passing cars.  Every nut and bolt of a small car, and every bone in the 

bodies of the driver and passenger, rattle as stone and vulcanized rubber meet.  Slow down 

and the jolts become more pronounced.  Speed up and they follow each other with more 

jarring rapidity.  The farmers who cruise along the inter-village tracks have apparently found 

that the most comfortable passage is granted with the accelerator pressed firmly to the floor.  

They fly past at maximum speed, their tires seeming only to skim the surface of the stones 

with a sticky smacking sound.  In the West, most of the roads wear a fresh coat of asphalt; 

so smooth that one easily underestimates one’s driving speed.  Mercedes whisper around 

bends.  BMWs purr as they power past slower cars. 

We leave the cobblestone road near one village in the former East Germany to explore 

a stretch of remaining vehicle track that cuts through muddy fields and along hedgerows.  

We quickly lose sight of the nearby villages and find ourselves lost among crops.  We see no 

sign of the Grenze, apart from the patrol road we drive, and even the patrol road dead-ends at 

a canal overgrow with bushes and reeds.  Just as we give up and decide to head back the way 

we came, two men appear riding slow and steady toward us on bicycles, each on one of the 

parallel ribbons of concrete.  

“The farmers don’t like you driving out on these roads,” says one of the men, straddling 

his bicycle and leaning towards Jochen’s rolled-down window. 

“Yes, if you get caught by a farmer, just tell him you’re out here looking for Farmer 

Schultz, or something like that,” says the other, smiling. 

Mountains of harvested sugar beets sit at the edges of the fields.  The vehicle track is a 

gray streak through the dark, turned soil.  The two men look like they are in their sixties and 

thus they might be old enough to recall the first time that barbed wire cut through the 

region. 

“Where you are standing right now, all of this was off-limits,” says one of the men with 

a sweeping arm gesture.  “The border itself was over there, where we were just riding our 

bikes.” He points to a long row of low, scrubby trees between fields.  If they were not here 

to tell us, there would be no way of knowing precisely where the line had been drawn. 

The men tell us they have lived their entire lives in the nearby village of Ohrsleben.  

They talk about the old railroad station and how the tracks leading to it were torn out when 

the border was constructed.  A long mound, thick with wiry trees and brush indicates where 
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trains once sped past.  The mound comes to a halt where the border cut through, beginning 

again in the distance on the western side of the line.  The gap between mounds is where the 

tracks were obliterated. 

In September 1952, the U.S. Army recommended destroying the thirteen rail links 

running across the border between East Germany and the American occupation zone.  The 

Americans wanted at least 500 yards of the tracks and roadbed removed within one mile of 

the border to prevent the rail lines from being used for aggressive troop movements.33  This 

is probably what happened here, outside Ohrsleben. 

A line of movement interrupted by a line of stasis.  My eyes re-connect the two mounds 

and I imagine a train cutting through the fields, goods and people on their way from one 

place to another.  They have not reconstructed the train tracks after the fall of the Wall and, 

judging from the size of the towns out here, it is probably not a priority to rebuild this 

connection between East and West. 

Following directions given by the two men, Jochen and I drive again along the concrete 

vehicle track, make turns down several muddy roads and come to the vacant railroad track.  

It has become a road, rough with the fierce stones of a railway bed.  We follow it, bumping 

along, thin branches of overgrown trees reaching out to squeal along the sides of the rental 

car.  The abandoned railroad bed leads us toward Gunsleben, in the former East Germany.  

A four-story abandoned warehouse beside the railroad bed dominates the immediate 

surroundings with a brick façade and dark-eyed windows running in rows.  The windows 

have a single rectangular pane of glass in the center, surrounded by twelve smaller square 

panes, held together by steel skeletons.  Nearly every pane in every window is broken.  A few 

virgin panes in the higher windows still await the strongest and most accurate of the 

Gunsleben teens armed with stones. 

The interior of the warehouse smells of pulp and rot.  The concrete floor is soft with 

sawdust.  The wooden floors of the three levels above have been removed so that when 

standing on the ground, one can peer all the way up to the underbelly of the roof through a 

haze of dust so fine it refuses to settle.  The ribcage of beams and rafters casts woven 

shadows in the broken light that blossoms through the windows of each floor. 

What has become of the wooden floors that once shouldered loads?  Why has the 

interior become a skeleton?  The answer is in the layer of moist sawdust on the ground.  
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Someone has sawn the floors away from beneath their feet, let the planks fall to the ground 

and carted them out the front door, maybe for firewood or construction.  Beams and 

columns remain in place.  Narrow, undulating paths of abbreviated floorboards wing out 

from support beams and create a squared network of access.  Precarious work, and the job is 

not yet finished.  A section of the fourth floor remains, the fringe of planks showing the 

yellow innards of freshly sawn wood.  Fresh tracks into and out of the warehouse suggest 

that the task will be completed soon.  The missing floorboards suggest desperation to me.  

The value of the wood seems insignificant compared to the amount of labor and time I 

imagine has been invested in removing it.  But perhaps it indicates nothing more than 

industrious, frugal locals. 

We explore the warehouse with the uneasy teamwork that characterized our forays into 

abandoned factories in Leipzig.  Jochen has no fear of being caught by owners or angry 

neighbors, the thoughts that trouble me in these abandoned places.  I, on the other hand, am 

less worried about the physical dangers of the building and am the one more likely to 

challenge a set of precarious stairs or a rotten floor.  

We reemerge into the light, return to the car and drive past an abandoned train station 

at the edge of Gunsleben, one more reminder that the town was cut off due to the Grenze.  

We head out of Gunsleben and into the flats along the Grosser Graben River.  Outside the 

village of Göddeckenrode, a collection of small homes set back from the main road and less 

than a mile east of the old border, an elderly woman clips currants from a wild tree next to a 

quiet country road.  The passenger-side doors of her car are open, and Baroque music pours 

forth from a radio station at the edge of its broadcasting range.  The music quavers and 

threatens to dissolve into static.  The tree’s branches arch towards the ground under the 

weight of black currant clusters and spring towards the sky as the woman shears away the 

fruit.  She tosses the currants into colorful plastic buckets that look as though they were 

intended for shaping sand into castles at the beach.   

Jochen asks if she knows about the Grenze in the area.  Although she grew up and lived 

in the West she speaks knowledgeably about the local history of this part of the former East 

Germany.  She is especially interested in the local churches (even the tiniest of villages seems 

to have one), but she also knows about nearby scar of Grenze.  She chuckles when we tell her 

that have driven on the abandoned vehicle track where it is still passable, despite the signs 
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indicating that it is off limits.  “I have, too!” she says, grinning.  She says she will take her 

grandchildren to Helmstedt to visit the old border crossing at Marienborn.  It’s important 

that they see it and understand, she says. 

She suggests that we visit a nearby village that has fewer than fifty inhabitants but three 

churches, and then she talks excitedly about a village with an abandoned cloister.  She tells us 

that the Grosser Graben River, which the border paralleled for a good five miles, was 

dredged and expanded by Frederick the Great in hopes that it could bring boat traffic to the 

region.  Today, “river” is a misleading title for this swampy channel, and certainly no boats 

ply its stagnant, murky waters.  

The woman’s fingers are stained purplish black with the juice of the fruit she harvests.  

She wears a billowing, cream-colored nylon blouse, now speckled with tiny, symmetrical 

crosses where drops of currant juice have fingered their way along the synthetic, 

crisscrossing threads.  We leave her with her music, her fruit, and her speckled blouse.   

We are unable to find the village with three churches, but we do find the town with the 

cloister.  Except for the sturdy bell tower, the cloister has collapsed into ruins.  The stained-

glass windows in the apse of the old church have been shattered, leaving only bent lead 

skeletons in the slender, stone-arched windows, shards of bright blue glass still held in the 

soft metallic grip.  Even religion, it seems, is in a state of decay in the lands of the former 

East Germany. 

Where the Grenze ran parallel to the Oker River, a section of preserved Grenze fence is 

now obliterated by a mass of knotted vines.  Only a corner of the fence remains visible, and 

vines will soon swallow this too.  The Oker River, now swirling silently, flooded recently, 

leaving a muddy residue over the surrounding fields and depositing plastic grocery bags, 

flotsam and other detritus in chest-high tree branches.  Walking along a high bank parallel to 

the river, I am well away from the road and from the preserved section of the Grenze when I 

discover a metal post driven deeply into the ground, from which hang several strands of 

barbed wire.  It must have stood in the ground for decades, because rust has nearly dissolved 

the barbed wire in places and has pocked the surface of the post.  A single strand of spider’s 

silk runs at an angle from the top of the post to the ground below.  I feel sure I’ve 

discovered a remnant of 1952’s “Operation Anvil,” a piece of the original Grenze, the first 

strands of barbed wire to stretch along the border.  The post connects me to the past, to the 
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very beginnings of the Grenze.  And yet, it connects me simultaneously to the end of the 

Grenze; the rusting futility, the memory being swallowed.  Jochen has remained at the car so I 

am alone, kneeling next to the fence post, a haunting monument all my own. 

 

While border fortifications continued to tighten along the Grenze in the 1950s, they 

remained porous in Berlin.  An East German wishing to head west could easily slip into the 

Western zones of Berlin.  From West Berlin, one could take advantage of the right of 

passage granted to the powers occupying Berlin, and use one of several corridors through 

East Germany to reach West Germany or head farther into Europe.  As the Grenze became 

more fortified, most refugees funneled through Berlin rather than take the riskier route 

across the Grenze defenses. 

Escaping in Berlin was almost as easy as hopping on the subway or elevated train 

system and riding over the border.  Thousands of East Germans had jobs in West Berlin and 

crossed to and fro daily, returning to their homes in East Berlin each evening.  East German 

guards watched for suspicious behavior and would detain people who looked as though they 

were planning to escape, such as passengers carrying suitcases or burdened with numerous 

possessions.  Despite the guards’ efforts, many thousands escaped.  In March 1953, an East 

German with his wife and son crossed into West Berlin along with the man’s entire traveling 

carnival, including a merry-go-round, two circus homes on wheels and two flatbed trailers 

loaded with equipment.34  In August 1953, two girls, aged nine and ten, roller-skated over the 

border into West Berlin.35 

The border in Berlin was so porous that as part of a plan by U.S. President Eisenhower 

to give $15 million in food aid to East Germany, 100,000 East Germans poured into West 

Berlin on July 27, 1953 to receive ten-pound food packages containing condensed milk, 

flour, lard and dried beans or peas.  East German border police stood watch as people 

crossed back into East Berlin carrying the boxes of food they had retrieved in the West.36 

In 1949 West Germany began keeping records of the number of Easterners seeking 

refuge in the West, most of whom came through Berlin.37  Sometime in the summer of 1959, 

the three millionth person fled East Germany.38  Though they did not keep records, officials 

estimated that roughly seven percent of all refugees returned to East Germany, perhaps 

having found it difficult to establish a life in the West.39  People at the time must have seen 
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that the situation was peculiar; increasing fortifications along the Grenze but a porous border 

in Berlin.  Some of them, I think, must surely have understood that conditions would have 

to change dramatically, one way or another, in the coming years. 

The barracks that housed the East German border guards along the Grenze still stand in 

many places in the former East Germany.  Jochen and I begin to recognize the compounds, 

roughly every ten or fifteen miles along the borderlands, generally set back two or three 

miles from the border.  The buildings are plain and functional.  Some of the barracks we find 

are abandoned, the perimeter fences sagging, weeds pushing through tarmac tracks and 

parking lots with white lines almost vanished.  Swirls of graffiti and broken windows indicate 

that local kids have penetrated the now porous defenses. 

Other barracks have found a new life, apparently as housing for asylum seekers.  

Between 1992 and 2000, Germany received 1,605,623 requests for asylum from the people 

of ravaged nations around the world.  In one barracks compound, the barbed wire has been 

removed from the top of the fencing.  The edge of the compound facing west is made of 

solid concrete slabs rather than fencing, perhaps originally intended to prevent viewing of 

the facility by prying Western eyes.  Bright plastic swings and slides sprout from the ground 

where morning reveille may once have been called.  Swaths of grass beneath the swings have 

vanished into dusty ovals, the product of childhood energies.  The ledge of nearly every 

window in the drab, three-story building hosts a satellite dish roughly two feet in diameter.  

They clutter the façade, attuned for images and sounds of home, each rigid and aligned, like 

the ears of a startled cat.  Colorful clothes hang on lines to dry in front of some of the 

windows.  No cars are parked in the parking lot, only a few derelict bicycles.  A dark-skinned 

face appears behind one window, obscured by the semi-reflection of the surrounding 

landscape in the glass.  As we drive away from the re-purposed barracks we see a man of 

middle-Eastern appearance, perhaps in his 50s, cycling up the road towards the complex.  

The last homes of the village drop away behind him and vast fields stretch out on either side 

of the road.  He is cautious on the pedals and weaves gently, suggesting that he is not 

confident with this mode of transport.  I find it fascinating and somehow ironic that the old 

guard barracks, relics of oppression, now represent some modicum of freedom and 

movement for people from troubled places of the world.  At the same time, I wonder how 
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well a small community in rural Germany can absorb a housing complex full of refugees 

from distant corners of the globe. 

We continue south to where the Harz Mountains begin welling up out of the landscape.  

A woman repairing a hip-high fence ringing a yard next to the road at the edge of Stapelburg 

seems reluctant to talk to us at first, but she relaxes and opens up after Jochen explains our 

journey.  

“This land belonged to my grandfather,” she says. 

She grips a screwdriver in her hand and a rainbow scarf wraps around her neck.  She 

appears to be in her sixties, with gray hair and wrinkled skin.  A man, presumably her 

husband, continues working, his gloved hands bending wires, his back hunched, while 

Jochen and I listen. 

“My grandfather and his family fled just before the Russians came.  They settled in the 

West and that’s where I grew up.  We thought we would never see this house again.  We 

thought that maybe someday our daughter might, but we never imagined it would happen in 

our lifetimes.  And yet, here we are.” 

The house was just yards from the Grenze.  As a child, she explains, she was brought to 

the border on the western side several times.  She says that they couldn’t see the family 

home because the fence had been supplemented with sheets of plywood to prevent people 

from the West looking in and those in the East from looking out.  They could see the church 

tower of Stapelburg, but that was it.  

“This house was in the ‘death strip,’ and the people who lived in this area had to be 150 

percent committed to the East German ideals,” she explains.  Her lips tighten as she says 

this and her eyes shift for an instant towards the neighbor’s house across the street.  

“The people here were very controlled.  You had to have special papers just to enter 

this zone.  You weren’t even allowed to leave a ladder standing around.  Some of these 

people lived just two meters from the fence!  It would have been easy for them to open their 

window and jump over.”  

Again, her eyes lift to the house across the street before she continues.  

“In the days just after the war, it was easy to cross the border.  You just took off your 

shoes and socks and walked across the river.  But by the time they put up the wall in Berlin 

in 1961, it was nearly impossible to get over.” 
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Her husband straightens his back for a moment and gives an impatient and disinterested 

look at the strangers bantering with his wife.  

“When the wall came down, it all happened very quickly.  Within a few days we were 

able to come over and see the house.  Coming through the old wall was quite frightening.  It 

consisted of so many layers.  Just when we’d passed one layer, we’d see another.  Imagine 

those people trying to escape!  Every time you’d think you’d made it, but then there was 

something else you had to climb over.”  

She looks back at the house, the well-tended rose beds and the fence they are repairing.  

“Now here we are, working in our garden.  It’s ours again.” 

The river she mentions is the Ecker, which cuts through a dense copse of slender trees 

between Stapelburg (former East Germany) and Eckertal (former West Germany).  Eckertal 

was once a well-known location for Westerners curious about the Grenze and interested in 

seeing it up close.  A wooden viewing platform granted good views of the ribbon of 

concrete and steel mesh.40  It was probably from this viewing platform that the woman 

mending her fence would have, as a child, seen the church tower of the neighboring 

Stapelburg along with a watchtower.  I try to imagine the feeling of being cut off from a 

family home, standing on a wooden viewing platform and wondering if the house was still 

standing and who might be living in it now. 

The woman’s suspicious glances at the neighbor’s home are telling.  She seems to be to 

be suggesting that her neighbors across the street had the opportunity to flee but did not, 

thus implicating them in the regime that kept her away from the family home for decades.  

Her bitterness must run deep.  But what of these neighbors?  How must they feel when 

someone who fled returns to claim the home across the street?  Someone who did not 

experience the pressures, fears and deprivations common in East Germany?  Their 

resentment must also run deep.  Now they live across the street from one another, quietly 

angry perhaps, exchanging suspicious glances.  And this must be repeated throughout 

Germany, causing one to wonder just how long re-unification will really take. 

I’m curious if the wooden platform in Eckertal remains standing, so we start asking 

people in the streets on the other side of the river.  A woman walking on the sidewalk next 

to the main road doesn’t know what we are talking about.  Another seems to remember the 

platform but says that it was removed years ago and she’s not entirely sure any longer where 
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it once stood.  One man doesn’t recall the platform at first, but then it hits him, and he 

points to a grassy patch next to the road and says, “That’s where the viewing platform was.  

But that’s been gone for a long time.” 

Nothing remains of the viewing platform.  The area the man pointed to is overgrown 

with weeds and bushes.  We wander through the brush to the edge of the Ecker River.  It’s 

not much of a river, having long ago been sapped of character.  It now funnels politely 

through an arrow-straight channel probably twenty feet wide.  We walk several hundred 

yards downstream looking for indications of the Grenze.   

In the dark shade of the trees, we find no paths and no undergrowth, just rounded river 

stones and tree trunks.  The stones teeter and rock under our feet, clunking hollowly.  At the 

water’s edge, angled like bones and rusted beyond function, I discover a mound of tools.  A 

pipe wrench.  Bolt cutters.  A screwdriver with a blade as wide as a thumbnail.  Muscular vise 

grips with rust-locked jaws.  A metal file with jagged rows of teeth.  A chisel.  The handles of 

the bolt cutters are coated with bright blue plastic.  Where the plastic thins, it has faded to 

limpid opacity.  Ochre flecks of rust.  Flashes of green moss on river-smoothed stones.  

Fallen leaves.   

Why haven’t these tools washed downstream in high water, I wonder.  Why haven’t the 

local children discovered them and hauled them away like treasure?  The sound of cars 

passing on the bridge flows muted through the trees, mixing with the sound of water 

washing around stones, and for a moment it feels like Jochen and I are the only people who 

have stood in this place since these tools were abandoned.  Maybe the tools were discarded 

after an escape attempt.  Maybe they were used when dismantling the Grenze. 

Part of me wants to take the tools, take them to remember. 

Another part wants to leave the tools, leave them to remember. 

I leave them, and as far as I know, they remain at the edge of the Ecker River, waiting 

to be discovered or remembered or washed away.  I have come from so far away and the 

history I explore is so distant from my own, and yet discovering the rusting tools makes me 

feel as though I have walked where those from the villages on either side have not.  Our own 

history, the one on the near shore of our memory, is sometimes the one that fascinates us 

the least.  Watching the waters of the Ecker River slide past, I think of what the woman said 

about taking off one’s shoes and socks and walking across, the feel of one’s toes as they 
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splash through the water and curve around slippery stones, the gentle pull of current.  That’s 

how easy it was at one time to cross Strang’s line, and that’s how easy it is once again.  But 

the pile of forgotten tools suggests to me that perhaps nobody from these villages ge their 

feet wet and crosses the line that cost them so much. 

 

From Stapelburg and Eckertal, we head into the Harz Mountains.  Perhaps they were 

once mighty peaks, but the Harz Mountains are now little more than rolling hills, ancient and 

settled as though they have worn away with the ages.  We skirt the edge of Brocken, the 

highest point in the Harz (3,747 feet).41  The swirling madness of the witches’ gathering on 

Walpurgis Night, a legend described vividly in Goethe’s Faust, takes place on Brocken.  

Today no fires or witches or cloven-hoofed devils haunt the slopes of the mountain.  The 

bald crest is studded with radio towers, bulbous transmitters and parabolic antennae.  

Brocken was in East Germany, and much of this equipment was erected to monitor radio 

frequencies in West Germany.  The West listened too, from a mirror-image hill on the other 

side of the Grenze, equally bristling with apparatuses.  

Cross-country skiers in the West German areas of the Harz Mountains often skied 

along the edge of the Grenze as it rippled over the hills.  In one of the many absurdities of the 

Grenze, if a West German’s ski popped free, perhaps during a fall, and slid across the line 

marking the border it would have been dangerous to attempt to retrieve it.  Instead, the 

process for getting the ski back involved West German border patrols using a special 

telephone link to guards in East Germany who would retrieve the errant ski.  If all went well, 

the ski could be collected four weeks later at the official border crossing near Helmstedt, 

more than thirty miles away.42 

In another example of the curiosities and inconvenience caused by the line, a gypsum 

processing facility in nearby Walkenried had its water and electricity connections from East 

Germany.  In the 1950s if trouble occurred in the water or electricity mains just thirty feet on 

the other side of the border, repairs would require negotiations and the shipment of spare 

parts through official border crossings.  This meant that a part needed thirty feet away would 

end up making a trip of more than 100 miles.43 

On the southern flank of Brocken, we come to Benneckenstein, about five miles east of 

the former border.  A series of small-scale, abandoned coalmines, most of them active in the 
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late 1800s, honeycombs one of the forested hills.  Signs near the highway advertise 

“Coalmine tours!” and point to a track leading to a parking area.  Jochen and I decide to take 

a respite from our Grenze tour to explore underground.   

We shell out about $4 each for the forty-five minute tour.  After equipping Jochen and 

me and the two other guests with hard hats and flashlights, the guide leads the four of us 

through a narrow entrance tunnel swarming with mosquitoes.  He explains that many of the 

original tunnels were only large enough to crawl through, and that this entrance tunnel has 

been enlarged to make it easier for tour groups.  

We wander through a maze of forks and turns and hollowed-out cavities, the guide 

pausing to explain how coal was mined.  To demonstrate the working conditions in a 

chamber deep in the hill, the guide turns on fluorescent lights powered by compressed air 

that hisses through tiny generators.  The compressor sits somewhere on the surface and 

sends air underground through pipes and rubber hoses.  The guide demonstrates the pulsing, 

shattering sound of a rock drill that also runs on compressed air.  The cavern shivers with 

the grinding and pounding.  I burrow my fingers into my ears, but the sound rattles my brain 

and body.   

The working conditions, the guide reminds us repeatedly, were appalling.  The band of 

coal that all these tiny tunnels traced, a low-grade, brown variety, was only three inches thick.  

Most miners began working in such tunnels at ten years old, while they were still small 

enough to shimmy through the tiniest of tunnels.  Women and younger children worked on 

the surface sorting coal from waste.  Most of the miners died before they turned thirty. 

The tour guide admits he’s never been a miner.  He was a truck driver for thirty years, 

he tells us, but he’s sixty now, and that is no age to be on the road constantly.  He is also a 

trained mason.  His job leading tours in the mine is part of a government-sponsored 

program to get unemployed people back to work.  The former East Germany has continued 

to suffer serious economic difficulties after reunification, particularly long-term 

unemployment.  The irony of an unemployed truck driver working in an abandoned 

coalmine, when thousands of actual miners are also unemployed, is presumably lost on the 

bureaucrats administering the program. 

On the way out, the guide laughingly threatens to shut out the lights and leave us to find 

our own way to the surface.  When he turns his flashlight back on, the beam falls on a 
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mannequin dressed in miners’ garb sprawled on the floor.  “Oops!  Here’s someone who 

didn’t make it out,” he says, chuckling and without a hint of weariness in his voice, despite 

delivering this punch line perhaps dozens of times daily. 

A tail of dust kicks up behind us as we drive out of the coalmine’s gravel parking lot and 

head back towards the Grenze.  It’s not far to Sorge, a village surrounded by the rolling hills 

of the Harz.  We take a long walk along the scar of the Grenze outside of town.  The path of 

the border is especially visible here because it cuts through forests.  To accommodate the 

Grenze, workers cut a swath of the forest, varying between about fifty and 100 feet wide.  

The fence itself usually ran twenty feet in from the tree line, with the official border generally 

at the outer tree line. 

We come upon a group of workers planting trees in the long meadow of disturbed 

ground.  Six of the dozen or so are actually working.  The others rest and chat.  I find myself 

wondering if this is another “back-to-work” program dreamed up in a distant office.  The 

crew is planting a row of trees near the base of a remaining watchtower.  The ladders inside 

the watchtower have been removed and local foresters are using the ground floor to store 

tools and cans of fuel.   

The workers seem to gather the saplings, tiny pine trees by the looks of them, from 

other places in the meadow.  A woman, her hands muddy from transporting uprooted trees, 

explains that these trees, although no more than a foot high, are eight years old.   

“The ground in the old death strip is still soaked with the herbicides they sprayed to 

keep the vegetation down.  The trees grow incredibly slowly there.  Eight years old,” she 

says.  “These trees are eight years old and they’ve hardly grown at all.”  

We continue past the workers, the watchtower and the row of stumpy saplings.  Farther 

along the scar, where the Grenze made a bend of nearly ninety degrees, the death strip widens 

to perhaps a hundred yards.  This remote location is home to an art installation called “Circle 

of Remembrance,” created by artist Herman Prigann in 1992.  By haphazardly stacking dead 

trees, Pringann has created a jumbled, chaotic ring, probably fifty yards in diameter.  Four 

gaps in the ring allow entrance into the center where grasses and low brush grow.  Inside the 

circle stands a row of concrete fence posts from the Grenze.  The fencing that once stretched 

between the posts is gone.  Isolated and naked, the posts stand in rigid contrast to the 
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confused wall of surrounding tree trunks.  Five stone slabs inside the ring are marked with 

the words: TERRA, FAUNA, FLORA, AER, AQUA. 

Prigann is an environmental artist who is interested in transforming damaged 

landscapes.  He has, for instance, created large-scale restoration projects on the sites of 

open-pit coalmines and other former industrial landscapes.44  On his website he declares, 

“Destroyed landscapes are activity fields available for creative remodeling…The aesthetic 

reshaping of the landscape is always oriented around ecological relationships, for this is the 

aesthetic canon.”45 

Not far from the Circle of Remembrance, near where the Grenze rolled past the West 

German resort town of Hohegeiss, in August 1963, in full view of stunned vacationers and 

tourists, East German border guards gunned down a pair of would-be escapees.  Witnesses 

said guards shot a fleeing woman in the leg and apprehended her while a man continued 

running toward the border.  A burst of machine gun fire cut the man to the ground but, 

despite his wounds, he struggled through a barbed wire fence.  Before he was able to drag 

himself completely out of East Germany, guards shot him dead.46 

Such violence feels distant inside the Circle of Remembrance.  Barbed vines of 

blackberries creep between the bleached trunks of the dead trees.  Nature consumed by 

nature, memory consumed by time.  I like the idea of transforming disturbed ground, of 

transforming a scar into a work of art.  Jochen, on the other hand, is unimpressed with the 

log pile.  He says nothing, purses his lips and shrugs.  We see another pair of people strolling 

toward the piled wood circle, both of them walking with the hesitance of the perplexed. 

 

We walk back to the car and continue driving south.  By now we are in our fifth day of 

the trip.  With several hundred miles remaining between the Czech border and us, it is clear 

that we will not make it to the end of the Grenze on this trip.  We have just one day 

remaining before Jochen has to return to his university and I have to return to work.    

We head slightly east of the Grenze, and for the second time in a single day we find 

ourselves underground.  A college-aged German man with long hair stands with a group at 

the entrance of the tunnels of Kohnstein, a complex used for manufacturing V2 rockets 

during World War II and associated with the Mittelbau-Dora concentration camp.  The 

guide has opted out of mandatory German military service and is serving his time instead as 
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a community servant.  His voice is slow and grave.  He is annoyed that Jochen and I have 

missed his tour of the concentration camp on the surface and only reluctantly allows us to 

join the group of roughly thirty people that he will take through the tunnels, saying that the 

tunnels are just a small part of the story of Mittelbau-Dora.  He is calmed somewhat by our 

assurance that we will take time after the tunnels to see the rest of the grounds and visit the 

museum.  In these tunnels there will be no worn one-liners or flashlights highlighting 

abandoned mannequins.  

The air slows as we enter.  The thin, warm air of a sunny autumn day gives way to the 

still coolness of underground air that feels thicker and seems to offer a faint resistance.  The 

guide leads us down a tunnel with fresh concrete walls and modern lighting.  Although 

cavers had probably surreptitiously entered through ventilation shafts, visitors were not 

allowed in the tunnels until a new access route was drilled in 1990.  The new tunnel we walk 

through now circumvents the collapsed entrances and allows groups of visitors into a tiny 

portion of the original complex. 

After 150 yards in the confines of the new tunnel, we reach the original tunnels and 

open into a long, cavernous space. The soaring dimensions make one suddenly feel smaller, 

surrounded by walls of stone.  The rough-hewn ceiling arches at least forty feet above the 

concrete-covered floor.  The tunnel feels wide enough for a four-lane freeway, and runs 

straight and rigid; unlike the coalmine we’d seen where the tunnels ferreted a vein of coal in 

whichever direction it led.  A dark smudge of odor seeps from the walls.  The remnants of 

diesel?  Of dynamite?  Of death?   

Much of the tunnel system was constructed in the 1930s to serve as an underground 

fuel depot.  As Germany became increasingly desperate towards the end of World War II, 

the tunnels were seen as an attractive location for weapons production.  The complex 

includes more than forty miles of tunnels in the mountain of Kohnstein, of which less than a 

quarter of a mile are open to the public. 

An elevated walkway leads over rubble fallen from the ceiling and rusting hulks of 

machines.  Ground water has seeped into a lower-level tunnel visible from the walkway.  The 

water is clear and un-rippled, lifeless.  Lights peer into the depths and reveal jet engines and 

nosecones, fins and gyroscopes, a clutter of rusting mechanisms.  Iron beams angle through 

the water and disappear into darkness.  The tunnels were used for producing Hitler’s V2 
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rockets, 1,600 of which eventually rained down on Antwerp and another 1,300 on London.  

This flooded cavern was part of the production lines. 

The guide says in a hushed voice that labor in the tunnels was provided by 

concentration camp inmates.  Twenty-thousand of them died in the labyrinths of Kohnstein 

or in the Mittelbau-Dora concentration camp on the surface.  In 1943, concentration camp 

inmates and forced labor convicts were put to work clearing and expanding the fuel depot 

tunnel system and preparing the rocket production lines.  The laborers were locked in the 

underground caverns and slept in bunks stacked high along the walls.  The dead were hauled 

to the surface.  The dying were forced to continue working.  V2 rocket production began in 

1944, and eventually a concentration camp was constructed on the surface to house the 

workers.  

Walking back from the flooded production line, the guide points out the brick walls of a 

structure hugging the tunnel edge.  In places the walls have collapsed.  Looking through the 

holes reveals a row of white ceramic toilets.  They are naked but for a patina of dust, no 

stalls to separate them.  Rough brick, smooth porcelain, slack jawed and silent. 

Four parallel steel lines in the floor indicate a pair of tracks used for rail in and out.  

They disappear into the rubble that blocks one end of the tunnel.  When the Americans 

arrived at the end of the war, they gathered all the useful technology and skilled scientists 

they could find before retreating to what would become the Grenze, less than five miles away.   

After the Russians arrived, they attempted to destroy the entire complex, just as they 

had at Prora, the resort on the sea.  They demolished the V2 production and assembly lines 

and began blasting the tunnels into rubble, but the task was too enormous, so they 

eventually settled on sealing the entrances with massive cave-ins. 

One man in the group remarks that the scrap metal and rocket parts could be removed 

to clean up the caverns a bit.  The tour guide, who has just completed a monologue about 

the horrors of the working conditions here and the need to remember those exterminated, is 

unimpressed by the suggestion and replies flatly, “There are technical museums where you 

can see rockets on display.  For me, this place is a graveyard, and we can leave it like it is.”   

And indeed, it does feel like a graveyard.  The tragedy of the place, the suffering, seems 

to linger in the air, numbing and sickening.  I think also of the terror and destruction spat 

from the mouth of these tunnels that eventually ripped through homes and lives in London 
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and Antwerp.  If anything inspiring at all escaped the tunnels, it is the evidence that some of 

the laborers risked their lives to sabotage the rockets they constructed. 

We reemerge on the surface, blinking and breathing easier in the thinner air.  Jochen 

and I wander through the remains of the concentration camp on the surface.  Virtually no 

structures remain, but plaques point out foundations and describe the functions of the 

buildings that once stood here.  The guide from the tunnel tour, with his long hair and 

relaxed style, is working in the museum building.  At times during the tunnel tour, his 

descriptions and explanations turned into a contrite lecture, with him assuming a vaguely 

guiltier-than-thou attitude.  He referred repeatedly to a conversation he had with a Dutch 

prisoner who worked in the tunnels, survived and returned to visit, as though he and the 

Dutchman shared a bond that was impossible for anyone else to understand.  In the 

museum, he tries to sell me a magazine in English about the military history in the region. 

It is late in the afternoon and we are the only ones remaining on the grounds.  Our car 

is solitary in the parking lot and shadowed by a sign warning against leaving valuables in cars.  

We leave Kohnstein and Mittelbau-Dora feeling drained. 

 

The following morning we get back to the Grenze at Kella, a former East German village 

that once sat in a salient, or bulge, of the border and whose residents were hemmed in on 

three sides with the iron stitching of the Grenze.  I spotted Kella on the map and figured that 

with the Grenze nearly encircling the town it would be an interesting place to visit.  We’ve 

skipped ahead, missing a stretch of the Grenze to get here, because this is our final day for 

this trip. 

Forests and fields interlock in the rolling hills around Kella, each pushing into the other 

wherever topography allows.  The single-lane roads are flanked by rows of trees, creating 

green ribbons through the fields.  It seems that any time two roads converge in this part of 

Germany, a gruesome, nearly life-sized crucifix watches over the intersection.  The crucifixes 

are graphic and unsettling, with Jesus’ in bloody anguish, head lolling, wound gaping, 

tendons taunt.  Jochen cringes when I point them out and murmurs; “They are very religious 

and conservative out in these parts.”  I find the crucifixes disturbing and worry that their 

placement at intersections is a suggestion that one should exercise extra caution before 

turning into traffic. 
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A small chapel sits halfway up the hill that creates a crescent around Kella.  A worn path 

cuts through scrub oaks and sporadic conifers as it snakes its way up to the chapel.  Along 

the way it passes carved granite alcoves atop pillars, each of which hosts a painting depicting 

one of the Stations of the Cross.  The paintings, with brash colors and heavy outlines, were 

provided by school children just after the Wall came down, when the faithful of Kella could 

once again return to the hillside chapel.  The chapel sat less than twenty feet inside East 

Germany and was off limits during the time of the Grenze.   

The chapel was built in the 1800s, but after 1952 worship there was forbidden because 

the chapel sat too close to the border.  The only use it served after 1952 was sheltering East 

German border guards if they got caught in a rainstorm while on patrol.  Today the vehicle 

track and the death strip’s scar wrap around the hill directly in front of the chapel, disappear 

in a bend, reappear on the next hill, and vanish again. 

The proportions of the chapel are minuscule.  It can accommodate not more than thirty 

worshippers.  Carved wooden figures with flowing robes and steely stares line the walls and 

the altar.  A plaque next to the locked metal grate doorway says that the keys can be 

collected from the Döring family in Kella.  

Wooden benches around the exterior of the chapel, each sponsored by a local family 

and marked with a plaque recognizing a donation, give a chance to catch one’s breath after 

the climb and to enjoy a view of Kella and its surroundings.  The sounds of the village drift 

easily through the air and up to the chapel.  Children playing hide and seek.  Hammers 

pounding out repairs.  Roosters.  Passing cars.  In contrast to the grim and dreary feel in 

many of the villages we’ve passed through in the former East Germany, Kella feels like it has 

vibrancy and life.  Most of the houses in Kella have a fresh coat of paint.  The black cross-

timbers are crisp in contrast with the whitewashed sections between them.  The red clay roof 

tiles have a post-1989 vibrancy.  Fresh people and fresh money have found their way here, 

probably because Kella is within easy commuting distance of Eschwege, a larger nearby 

town in the former West Germany.   

During the time of East Germany the 600 residents of Kella needed special passes to 

enter their town, and all the road signs pointing to the village were removed to discourage 

outside people from even attempting to get there.  The hill Jochen and I walked up to reach 

the chapel had once been forested, but the trees were cut down to provide a better line of 
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fire for guards when the Grenze was installed.  The chapel was slated to be demolished, but 

the residents of Kella resisted and eventually managed to preserve this symbol of their 

community, even if they were still not allowed to visit it. 

In the early 1950s the basement of one home in Kella was used for detaining people 

who were caught trying to cross the border.  The basement walls of the home are still 

covered with names and graffiti scrawled by those detained inside.  At the time it was 

forbidden to cross the border, but it was not considered a severe offense, and many people 

from Kella worked during the week in the West and crossed over to Kella for the weekends.  

It turns out that the Soviet border guards in those early years were willing to ignore or even 

assist border crossers for a bribe.  In a bovine incident that reminds me of the herd of cows 

wading the Elbe back near Rüterberg, an East German farmer, his wife and his two 

daughters crossed the border near Kella in August of 1959 along with a herd of fourteen 

cows.47   

The family and the herd of cattle that crossed the border near Kella had been 

unconvinced by 1950s propaganda efforts encouraging the East German population to 

remain in East Germany.  Government bureaus churned out messages, booklets and leaflets 

to discourage flight from the country.  “How should one evaluate those who leave the 

German Democratic Republic?” reads one question in a 1955 booklet titled He Who Leaves 

the German Democratic Republic Joins the Warmongers.  The answer: “There can be only one 

answer.  – Both from the moral standpoint as well as in terms of the interests of the whole 

German nation, leaving the GDR is an act of political and moral backwardness and 

depravity…Does not leaving the land of progress for the morass of an historically outdated 

social order demonstrate political backwardness and blindness?”  Posters also played an 

important role in propaganda campaigns.  An East German poster from 1953 titled “The 

World’s Policeman” illustrates a hapless American military policeman standing atop a 

cartoon world, his helmet off-kilter, and his body out of balance as he raises one foot to 

inspect rose-red burns.  His other foot sizzles, hotfoot style, on the red-hot globe.48  As the 

Grenze became increasingly fortified the need for propaganda to dissuade escape attempts 

diminished.  From Kella, just a dozen people attempted escape during the years of the 

Grenze, the last of them in 1986.   
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On the western side of the border stood a viewing area known as the “Window to 

Kella.”  Buses and carloads of tourists would come to peer through the metal mesh fencing 

and into the village in the East.  After the fall of the Wall, many people in Kella wished to 

keep a section of the fence standing as a memorial.  Villagers talked about the “symbolic 

importance” of the border and the need for “preserving the border structure for future 

generations because even the young children won’t remember it years from now.”  Others 

said that it should be erased.  One resident said at the time, “We don’t need to be reminded 

of that.  We had to live with it for forty years, and now we don’t want to see it anymore.”   

The village’s mayor tried to mobilize the community to protest the wall’s removal, and 

together they painted signs reading “This fence shall remain standing,” placing the signs on 

the sections they wished to preserve.  But their efforts were futile: In 1993 the border was 

removed.  The patrol road remains intact and is used as a walking path skirting the village, 

but all other physical remnants of the Grenze are indeed gone.  Here again was the struggle 

between the desire to remember and the will to forget.  It seems to me that the will of the 

community should be respected in such cases and if the people of Kella wished to preserve 

pieces of the fence they should have been allowed to do so. 

We drive out of Kella and loop back onto the Grenze a few miles to the northeast.  The 

scar remains fresh here, with only the fence missing.  Despite the signs forbidding it, we 

drive on the vehicle track once again.  It’s a smooth ride, but in places the soil between and 

on either side of the concrete blocks has worn away, creating a hazardous drop if a wheel 

were to slip off its ribbon of concrete.  Naturally, I’m nervous about driving along these 

forbidden roads.  I’m afraid we’ll come upon some hikers or forest workers who will contact 

the authorities.  Jochen’s patience with my nervousness is stretched.  He insists I’m paranoid, 

pulling out his now-standard sigh of “What could they possibly do to us?” 

We decide to drive this stretch partly because we talked to some people near the signs 

forbidding traffic who mentioned that a few miles away there was a secret tunnel that 

burrowed under the border.  This was our final day on the Grenze and we felt we wouldn’t 

have time to walk so far, but we were both curious about the tunnel. 

After at least thirty minutes of driving, me with teeth clenched, Jochen with his window 

down looking for indications of the tunnel, we spot an off-kilter metal sign indicating the 

tunnel.  The Stasi, the East German secret police, installed the pre-fabricated concrete pipe 
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so they could discreetly insert espionage agents into the West, rather than sending them 

through one of the closely monitored official border crossings.  Newspapers in the 1980s 

reported that there were four such tunnels under the border.49   

The tunnel remains passable today, though nets of cobwebs dangle from the walls and a 

layer of dirt coats the floor.  The concrete pipe is barely shoulder wide and the only way 

through is by shuffling on one’s knees.  Looking through the tunnel to a crescent of light 

shooting through from the far end, the imagination wanders to visions of slithering spies and 

the crackle of radios tuned to secret frequencies as the tensions of the Cold War played out 

across the Grenze, one of the front lines.  

The tunnel strikes me as such a simple circumvention of all the defenses of the Grenze.  

All the barbed wire, all the land mines, all the vigilant guards, all of fortifications pierced 

from below with a simple concrete tunnel.  But rather than providing an escape route, the 

tunnel was part of the power mechanisms that kept the Grenze in place.   

We continue on the patrol road and eventually connect with authorized pavement, 

where the stress of breaking the rules drops from my shoulders.  We head north to one of 

the twenty-five museums highlighting the Grenze.50  The man behind the desk at the 

Schifflersgrund Border Museum manages to sell tickets and count change without diverting 

his eyes or his attention from a conversation with his colleague.  The museum sits on the old 

border where it divided the German states of Thuringia and Hessen, outside Allendorf.  

Rather than attempt to preserve an intact section of the border, this museum has 

collected border relics such as tanks, patrol vehicles, helicopters, military motorcycles and a 

watchtower, and encircled them for protection with materials salvaged from the old fence.  

A brochure in English mentions that the members of the association responsible for the 

museum, “spent innumerable hours dismantling the former border fence, where the car park 

is now situated, and re-erecting it around the museum.”  Prominent display cases are 

reserved for showing photos of the president of the association greeting politicians, 

welcoming dignitaries to the museum, and accepting honors bestowed by the community. 

The exhibition rooms of the museum were originally buildings used by customs officials 

and border guards.  They were dismantled from a nearby border crossing and re-installed at 

the museum.  They house photos and yellowing newspaper clippings and mannequins in 

rigid military poses wearing border patrol uniforms.  A computer displays a 3-D rendering of 
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the old border installations, complete with fly-throughs and somber voice-overs.  A pair of 

boots with spikes sticking out of the toes is lodged in a sample of metal mesh fencing to 

show how one apparently successful escapee made his way over the fence. 

Commerce and history collide uncomfortably in this museum.  A CD-ROM with a 

multi-media border experience is for sale at the ticket counter, along with paperweights and 

reproductions of signs embossed with the words, “Halt! Hier Grenze!” which means, “Stop! 

Here is the border!”  

The displays and memorabilia seem preoccupied with the mechanics of repression.  The 

past is displayed, distilled, labeled and archived.  But it doesn’t move me.  I think back to a 

long walk Jochen and I took in the woods some miles north of here yesterday.  We were 

searching for signs of the border, and we strayed farther and farther from the road where we 

parked.  Between tree trunks in the thick pine forest, between knitted branches, between the 

fall of pine needles emerged a single concrete fence post.  The post was leaning at an angle, 

at odds with the rigid parallel lines of the tree trunks.  My heart leapt and I called for Jochen, 

who was lower on the hill. 

“Wow,” he murmured when he saw the post.  As we moved closer, a second post came 

into view.  My eye created a line between the two and skipped farther into the distance to 

discover a third post among the trees, and another.  The posts continued sporadically, some 

missing, for forty yards or so, and then all signs of the Grenze vanished once again without a 

trace.  Each of the posts wept stains of rust from a dozen iron hooks along its length where 

strands of barbed wire had been attached.  A square hole punctured the ground where a post 

had once stood halfway between two of those still standing.  Barbed wire had been wrapped 

around its base like thread on a bobbin.  Rust had melted the wrapped strands of barbed 

wire into a nearly solid mass with the square of the missing fence post cutting through the 

center.   

The trees around the standing fence posts were too large to have grown up since the 

wall was removed, so it seems unlikely that this fence ran through the cleared death strip.  

Perhaps it was part of an early version of the Grenze or it was a signal fence set back from the 

actual border. 

There, deep in the forest, off the road between Hohegeiss and Rothesütte, the concrete 

fence posts of the old border have been forgotten.  They are not part of a museum or a 
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monument.  No trail leads to them.  They are not there as a reminder or to carry a message.  

They remain only for the curious, the intrepid, the fortunate. 

Back at the museum, Jochen is equally unmoved by the memorabilia, and we don’t 

spend more than thirty minutes browsing before leaving.  We make a final stop where we 

cross the old border near Duderstadt.  Remains here include border checkpoint facilities, as 

this was an official crossing point.  The facilities are much smaller than those at Marienborn 

because this was a minor road into East Germany.  Next to the road, between the 

checkpoint and the actual borderline, sits a metal contraption attached to a massive steel 

beam.  In the event that someone tried to escape by car, perhaps by crashing through the 

checkpoint facilities, guards could trigger this steel beam to shoot instantly across the road, 

blocking it.  Once again, just when one thought one had made it over, another obstacle 

appeared.  Today, paint flakes away under bubbles of rust and, traffic roars past on the road 

a few feet away. 

We walk along the patrol road and a row of light poles that once illuminated the final 

few yards of East Germany.  Long sections of preserved fencing wrap around a gentle hill 

and up to a watchtower.  A low, gray sky presses down on the horizon and Jochen and I 

barely speak as we wander up the hill.  We’re tired now from days of following the Grenze 

and numb, somehow, to what we see.  We are not astonished now by the dog runs or the 

one-man concrete bunkers.  The watchtower on top of the hill does not seem as ominous as 

the first ones we saw.  Looking through the mesh fencing gives an almost pleasing blur to 

the landscape on the other side.  How easily, it seems, one can become accustomed to a 

border.  We walk slowly back to the car and end our second adventure along the border.   

 

By now, the Grenze has become something of a companion.  Following this line, 

exploring the borderlands, was taking us through the heart of Germany.  Here was the 

history of Bismarck carved in border stones still standing.  Here was the history of the Nazis 

in scenes of slave labor and the ghost of a swastika.  We have been through rolling fields in 

the north, sprawling and immense, to the hills of the Hartz.  We are seeing a Germany more 

vulnerable, and somehow more real, than the beer tents of Munich or the well-maintained 

villages of half-timbered houses where tourist busses disgorge passengers at the ends of 

cobblestone streets. 
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In tracing the history of the wall, I begin to sense an inevitable, oppressive momentum.  

The Grenze overcame the inertia of the old border stones and steadily gathered speed 

through the 1950s, readying itself for the explosion of activity in 1961 that would astonish 

the world and give the Grenze a new confidence.  Jochen and I have taken on a momentum 

of our own, and with this trip we have come closer to reaching the Grenze’s end.  We will 

return to finish the journey we began. 
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Chapter 4 

Granny Hoffmann 

 

“Like other symbols…meaning is not inherent in boundaries  
but is invested in them through cultural practices.” 

--Where the World Ended, Daphne Berdahl 
 

 

Mrs. Hoffman called several days after we’d met her. 

She was the elderly woman in Beendorf.  Jochen had given her his address and phone 

number.  We were still exploring the Grenze when she called, so Jochen’s roommate took the 

call. 

On the phone Mrs. Hoffman was agitated.  She had said too much to Jochen and me.  

A neighbor was listening and had threatened her.  She told Jochen’s roommate that, as a 

refugee, she had been through so much; she had to be very careful what she said.  “Please,” 

Mrs. Hoffman said, “don’t reveal too much.”  

Jochen’s roommate, bewildered by the mysterious call, reported it to Jochen almost 

breathlessly the moment he returned home. 

What was Mrs. Hoffman so afraid of?  Why had she asked if we were policemen?  We 

didn’t wear uniforms.  Why would she try to call Jochen to tell him not to reveal too much?  

What was there to reveal from our conversation? 

 

The Grenze was also a wall of fear.  Without authority and power to make them 

function, walls cannot act as barriers.  In the case of the Grenze, much of the authority of the 

barrier was rooted in fear generated by the Ministry for State Security, commonly known as 

the Stasi.  The aim of the Stasi was a general “decomposition” of the population, meaning 

that through surveillance, intimidation, quiet coercion and fear, people would feel convinced 

that everything was monitored and under control.  The atmosphere was intended to leave 

the population paralyzed and unable to act to change the situation.1 
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The Stasi was one of the largest employers in East Germany, with a full-time staff of 

nearly 100,000 at its peak.2  On top of that, up to 100,000 informers assisted the Stasi by 

spying on neighbors, friends, colleagues and relatives.3  In 1986, when the East German 

population was estimated at sixteen million, that would have meant roughly one informant 

for every eighty citizens.  By comparison, the equivalent Russian agency, the KGB, had 

roughly one agent for every 5,830 people.4  The informers were insidious, and in towns 

flanking the border, like those Jochen and I had been visiting, they were probably especially 

prevalent and kept close watch for residents who might be thinking of slipping out or 

assisting the escape of others. 

The Stasi collected, collated, filed and analyzed information, down to the most mundane 

and trivial details of the lives of the people it monitored.  The agency tried, for example, to 

collect handwriting samples of everyone who sent letters abroad.  Its agents could select 

from generic disguises, such as “Arab” or “construction worker,” to help in monitoring 

suspects.5  If stacked, Stasi documents would soar more than 100 miles into the sky.  The 

documentation collected by the Stasi included photographs, videos and more than thirty-five 

million index cards with personal details related to hundreds of thousands of people.6  The 

Stasi even surreptitiously collected and catalogued personal body odors, storing them on 

fabric swatches in sealed glass jars should the smell ever be needed for setting bloodhounds 

on a trail.7   

In addition to this careful surveillance of the East Germans, the Stasi also secretly 

infiltrated government and social institutions in West Germany.  The tunnel Jochen crawled 

through was one of the ways the Stasi inserted agents into the West.  The Stasi also had 

many friends among their enemies on the other side of the Grenze.  As many as 30,000 West 

Germans acted as Stasi informants.   

Today, individuals can ask to see the files the Stasi collected on them.  For some, this 

has meant the heartbreaking discovery that close friends or family were monitoring their 

activities and reporting them in detail to the Stasi.   

 

The Grenze was more than a physical barrier; it included a culture of fear that 

encouraged suspicion of one’s neighbors and one’s friends.  No one could be trusted.  
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Suspicion and fear cannot be dismantled as easily as barbed wire and watchtowers.  Forty 

years of fear and suspicion remained in Mrs. Hoffman’s blood. 

She sent Jochen a Christmas card. 

  

December, 2002 

Dear Jochen Kleres,  

I wish you a merry Christmas.  Here, everything is all right, the agitation was 
not necessary.  The neighbor woman from the high white house looked out 
of her kitchen window and saw us saying our friendly good-byes.  In the 
afternoon, I met the woman and she asked me if I was related to those two 
men.  “No” said I.  “Well maybe they are men from the police,” she replied.  
I left her standing there and thought, how can a human talk that way and was 
really agitated and called you, which was really unnecessary. 

My husband was lost in the war and I remained alone with my three-year-
old child without money.  Bitter was that time.  You dear Jochen gave me 
back a feeling of my homeland.  When you come through here again, please 
come into my house, we have to tell each other very much!  Please say hello 
to your dear parents from me, I wish you all the best, and think a lot about 
you, 
 

Granny Hoffmann 
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Chapter 5 

The Landscape of Memory 

 

“Darkness and light divide the course of time,  
and oblivion shares with memory a great part even of our living beings.” 

-- Urn-Burial, Sir Thomas Browne  
 

 

  
A blanket of snow covers the scar.  It is February 2003, and we have begun our final 

trip along the remnants of the Grenze. 

We return to the Grenze near Wanfried, on the road between Eschwege and 

Mühlhausen, south of where our previous journey came to a close.  The Grenze’s familiar 

face peers back at us from a hillside.  It flanks a field and cuts through a stand trees at the 

crest of the slope.  Seeing it with a coat of February snow is like seeing an old friend in an 

unfamiliar suit.  

The air is sharp with a winter chill, but bright sun fills the clear skies.  Standing on the 

scar of the Grenze, I look north in the direction of the areas we explored on the previous two 

journeys.  All our experiences on the Grenze thus far, all the characters, places and images, 

are connected to the line that wriggles over the hill in front of me.  Looking south now, the 

last stretch of Grenze that we have not yet explored is a ribbon of snow arching over the hills 

and vanishing into the distance.  Somewhere, still more than a hundred miles away, the line 

will lead us to the point where the border ended in Germany and where Czechoslovakia 

began, today the Czech Republic.  And somewhere between here and there a road running 

out of Bad Königshofen crosses the remnants of the Grenze, the place where Chris 

introduced me to this long and rippling scar in 1993 during our trip through Germany. 

The layer of snow makes the scar of the Grenze more pronounced, a crystal ribbon 

stretching through the bristling green of pine.  At this same location in the summer, one 

could drive past the Grenze and hardly notice it, the green of a wide meadow mixing with the 
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green of the surrounding trees and fields.  With snow, however, the white band and its 

disregard for the conventions of topography (a natural clearing would never run in a straight 

line with straight edges all the way over a hill), becomes distinct and prominent.  The snow 

absorbs and conceals the minor topography of the ground while amplifying other features.  

A molehill that would go unnoticed on naked ground becomes a promontory casting an 

arched shadow across the surface.   

As we walk farther up the hill and farther away from the road, one such shadow catches 

my eye.  It leads away from the sun, beginning at the base of standing stone at the edge of 

the cleared ground, only a few yards from where the fence must have stood.  The stone 

wears an off-kilter cap of snow that slides down one side of its rounded top and a tuft of 

green moss that fingers its way along the hewn corners.  It stands rigid and perpendicular to 

the ground.  Jochen and I kneel in the snow to look more closely.  We brush the snow away 

and peel back a skin of moss on the face.  Numbers reveal themselves carved into the stone.  

A 1, an 8, a ghostly 3 and what appears to be a 7.  1837.  We have found one of the original 

border stones that marked the line between the separate German states.  The letters KP are 

carved on one side and the letters KH on the other, which Jochen suggests could have been 

references to Prussia and Hessen.  As our eyes search the tree line, the line cut by the Grenze, 

another stone appears, probably fifty yards away, and another farther in the distance and 

another farther still.  For a long moment we stand silent, our eyes connecting the stones 

where they dot the snow.  We discovered old border stones on our previous trips, but they 

were next to the road or on display as part of exhibits about the Grenze.  These forgotten 

stones are all our own. 

The Grenze now feels as ancient and heavy as stone.  Reaching through the past, the 

stone sentinels suggest the beginning of the Grenze.  Like seeds, once sown, the border 

stones sprouted from the ground, sucking strength and nourishment from the soil.  They 

sent out tangling barbed-wire tendrils, shot up in the shape of watchtowers and basked in 

the long beams of searchlights.   

 

Although it was concrete rather than stone, the Berlin Wall came to epitomize this 

nature.  It might have been a West German in 1956 who first mentioned the idea of a wall 

through the middle of Berlin.  At a meeting of NATO leaders in Paris following the bloody 
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Hungarian revolution, the West German foreign minister said that if similar unrest broke out 

in East Germany, West Germans would likely flood into the area to assist the rebellion, 

possibly sparking a much larger conflagration.  He suggested that in such an event, NATO 

troops should seal off the border, first with troops and then with a physical barrier, to 

prevent West Germans from entering the fray.1  Such a scenario never became necessary, 

and the flow of people remained headed from east to west. 

East German leader Walter Ulbricht was increasingly concerned about the flow of 

refugees through Berlin, and by June 1961 he indicated in conversations with Soviet-bloc 

diplomats, that he wanted to take measures to prevent East Germans from entering the 

Western zones of the city.  At a news conference, Ulbricht said he had no intentions of 

building a physical wall.  He spoke instead of administrative measures that would stem the 

flow of refugees.2  Many East Germans perceived a threat in Ulbricht’s words, and concern 

grew among the population that the exit door of Berlin would soon slam shut.3 

A wall was probably not Ulbricht’s first choice for a solution.  He probably would have 

preferred to assume control of West Berlin or have it transformed into a neutral zone that 

would not allow refugees to enter West Germany.  In a televised fireside chat with the nation 

on June 25, 1961 President Kennedy made it clear that the U.S. would not relinquish any 

rights in West Berlin.  Kennedy said, West Berlin “has now become—as never before—the 

great testing place of Western courage and will, a focal point where our solemn 

commitments stretching back over the years since 1945 and Soviet ambitions now meet in 

basic confrontation… We cannot and will not permit the Communists to drive us out of 

Berlin—either gradually or by force.”   

Kennedy’s primary concern appeared to be maintaining a presence in West Berlin, and 

although he referred it as “an escape hatch for refugees,” he made no indication that the U.S. 

would oppose or prevent a wall dividing the city.  “Today, the endangered frontier of 

freedom runs through divided Berlin.  We want it to remain a frontier of peace,” he said.4 

Several days following the president’s speech, William Fulbright, chairman of the U.S. 

Senate Foreign Relations Committee, said publicly that he didn’t understand why the East 

Germans did not close their borders to prevent the flow of refugees.  He said that they had 

the right to do so whenever they pleased and “without violating any treaty.”  Ulbricht 

understood the statement to mean that a wall through the heart of Berlin would not provoke 
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substantial Western response.  He spoke to Soviet leader Khrushchev and, at a secret session 

from August 3 to 5, Ulbricht won approval the Warsaw Pact states to construct a wall 

through Berlin.5 

Amid swirling rumors that Berlin would be sealed shut, panic gripped East Germans 

who wished to escape.  In June 1961, authorities in West Berlin registered 20,000 refugees.  

In July, 30,000 arrived.  During the first two weeks of August another 47,000 fled.6  The 

refugees represented a staggering drain on the East Germany labor force and economy.  

Fifty-nine percent of them were of working age and left jobs in order to flee.7 

The hemorrhaging would be stopped. 

One minute after midnight on August 13, 1961, alarms sounded in military barracks 

throughout East Germany.  Ulbricht did not completely trust the East German police or the 

local border guards, so he summoned units from Saxony to ensure that the operation, code 

named “Rose,” would be carried out according to plan.8  Within two hours, 20,000 East 

German soldiers were on their way to Berlin.9 In Berlin, by 1 a.m., troops unloaded barbed 

wire, stone blocks, concrete posts and other supplies along the border snaking through the 

city.  By 4 a.m. the last hole in the Grenze was nearly sealed.10  The city and the world awoke 

to an astonishing divide that was to become a defining symbol of the Cold War. 

In some sense, the Berlin Wall may have prevented a much more destructive 

confrontation of superpowers.  Kennedy told an assistant at the time that the wall in Berlin 

was, “not a very nice solution but…a hell of a lot better than a war.”11  The Berlin Wall 

guaranteed the status of West Berlin and prevented a possible showdown with the Soviet 

Union.  East Berlin may have been sealed, but West Berlin remained in the hands of the 

West.12 

The construction of the Berlin Wall in 1961 would go on to dominate all future talk of 

the Iron Curtain.  In the public consciousness of most of America, and perhaps much of the 

world, the Berlin Wall became the Iron Curtain and the Grenze was increasingly forgotten.  In 

American news reports from Germany during the rest of the 1960s, the inner-German 

border is mentioned rarely and often only as a footnote to discussions about the wall in 

Berlin.  Eight hundred miles of fortifications, divided villages, severed farmlands and broken 

contact was replaced, in the minds of many, forevermore by ninety-six miles of wall through 
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Berlin.  The division of this single city came to embody the division of the entire country, 

expressed as a single, a powerful icon.    

 

We turn our backs on the row of forgotten stones, the seeds of the Grenze, and trudge 

through the snow back to the car.  Our final trip to the Grenze began last night when Jochen 

and I met in Bad Salzungen, a town tucked into the edge of rising hills, and filled with half-

timbered houses and narrow streets.  I’d rented a car and driven from the Netherlands, while 

Jochen took the train from Leipzig.  Bad Salzungen is nearly charming but doesn’t escape 

the sense of patched-over decay common in the former East Germany.  We were the only 

guests at the youth hostel, a cluster of separate cabins atop a hill past the edge of town, the 

under-population of which perhaps contributed to the forlorn impression the town made. 

We drive south to Obersuhl, where a watchtower rises from flat fields next to the train 

tracks.  The fresh-metal shine of the worn tracks creates parallel streams of silver running to 

the horizon.  The rust of disuse coats another set of tracks that dead end near the base of the 

abandoned watchtower.  The Grenze crossed the railroad here, and the tower was probably 

built to monitor and search passing freight trains. 

Somewhere near here, on March 3, 1951, even before Operation Anvil, U.S. soldiers 

shot and killed two East German border policemen.  The U.S. claimed the East Germans 

opened fire on U.S. soldiers who discovered the East Germans on the western side of the 

border.  The Americans said their soldiers fired back, killing both of the East Germans.  The 

Soviets insisted the incident took place on the eastern side of the border and that the bodies 

were dragged across the border to make it appear they had been shot in West Germany.13 

A small section of fence still stands among over-grown grasses next to the tracks.  

Lengths of iron rails, roughly six feet long, have been welded together to create “dragon’s 

teeth” that spike from the ground at angles and which were designed to prevent passage by 

cars trying to escape or military vehicles attempting to enter.  Though overgrown, the anti-

vehicle trench is visible as an indent running parallel to the fence.  Graffiti rings the base of 

the watchtower, and sheets of plywood cover the observation windows. 

A couple who walk with the leisure of the retired have ambled down to the train tracks 

and are taking pictures of passing trains with a digital camera.  The woman’s skin, still taut 

across her cheeks, is a deep, glowing brown either from a vacation in regions sunnier and 
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warmer than Germany or, more likely it seems, from a membership at a local tanning salon.  

She wears over-sized white-rimmed glasses, chosen presumably because the contrast of 

white on brown tends to make each look brighter.  Her teeth, startlingly white, are revealed 

by an easy smile.  The man has a trim moustache and a green wool coat.  His fingers explore 

for the camera’s buttons, and he squints at it quizzically, as though he’s still learning its 

possibilities and marveling at its technology.  The rumble of a high-speed train shivers the 

ground, and he hurries toward the tracks to snap a picture as it blurs past.  He checks the 

result on the digital screen of the camera and nods approval.  The woman smiles to 

acknowledge his success, but her interest stems more, it seems, from companionship than 

from a desire for more photos of trains.   

“There were only four or five trains coming through here each day while the border was 

up.  Now there are lots.  All the time,” the man says with a satisfied smile. 

They are from the West, and they talk about the border with a detachment that we have 

not encountered with the Easterners we have spoken to along the Grenze.  The barriers, just 

a few hundred yards from the couple’s home, placed their town at the edge of the map 

rather than in the middle where it had once been.  The Grenze turned the road into a dead 

end just a few yards away and cut the town off from towns on the other side.  The couple 

speaks of the Grenze, however, as a curiosity, an inconvenience, rather than as an instrument 

of repression. 

“It was really something,” the man says, shaking his head, a smile pushing at his lips.  

He tells a story of a local man who photographed the border from the western side.  The 

border cut at an oblique angle across the road leading out of Obersuhl, and the 

photographer, not realizing that the official border was generally forty feet or so in front of 

the fence, set up his tripod with one leg across the line and, technically, in East Germany.  

East German border guards armed with machine guns rushed out of a steel door in the 

fence and confiscated the camera.  

“It was unbelievable,” the man says.  “Some of the things those guys would do was just 

unbelievable.” 

The couple lives in a row of homes in the West set back a hundred yards or so from 

where the Grenze came through.  From their home, while the Grenze existed, they 

occasionally heard peculiar sounds from activities on the other side of the fence.  



 

Disturbed Ground       © 2005  Eron Witzel       ewitzel@gmail.com 100 

“At night we would sometimes hear explosions caused by rabbits and deer setting off 

the land mines,” the woman said, her eyes moist pools in a sea of unlikely brown.  

The man scurries back toward the tracks at the sound of an approaching train while the 

woman waits, arms folded, for his return.  

 

We continue heading south from Obersuhl, winding through tiny villages in the former 

East Germany.  The same dismaying brown color dominates each village, as though 

everything is coated with the residue of coal smoke.  On the wooded crest of a long ridge in 

the distance, we spot a concrete tower standing taller than the surrounding trees.  We drive 

toward the ridge, crossing back into the former West Germany, and make our way to the 

base of the tower.  It is not a watchtower but a viewing tower, the platform of which fans 

out between two wings of concrete that sprout from the ground.  A spiral of stairs leads up 

to the platform.   

The viewing tower was built in 1963 and allowed people from the West a vista into East 

Germany.  Arrow-shaped copper plates, covered with verdigris and attached to the guardrail, 

point toward towns in the East.  Names like Vitzerode, Gospenroda, Dankmarshausen, and 

Wünsche are embossed in the copper along with the distance between the town and the 

viewing platform.  The copper plates have eroded since 1963 and are nearly impossible to 

read today.   

People who stood here, looking east before 1989, could see little towns hugging rivers 

or sitting in the troughs between hills.  They could see black ribbons of roads connecting the 

red-roofed settlements.  They might have seen smoke streaming from chimneys, tractors 

tilling fields.  They could have seen almost exactly what Jochen and I see today, except that 

between them and those sights was the Grenze.  What a curious feeling it must have been to 

see this world as though it were behind glass, a diorama of sorts, off-limits and forbidden. 

The parking area is empty but for our car, the novelty of the viewing platform having, 

presumably, lessened in the post-Grenze years.  Frantic, crisscrossing trails left by children at 

play fill the snow-covered meadow in which the platform stands.  The footprints loop and 

arch where children dodged snowballs or played tag.  An off-balance snowman, his surface 

blemished by wads of pine needles, sits at the hub of a series of trails. 
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Farther south, a watchtower still stands outside the town of Butlar.  A local farmer has 

just dumped a truckload of cow manure at the tower’s graffiti-covered base.  Judging from 

the fields we passed on the way here, the farmer will spread the manure on the surrounding 

field, flecking the snow with black clots.  A wall of ammonia, shrill and piercing, pulses in 

the air around the pile.  It clings to the cotton fibers of my shirt and follows me like a halo.  

Below the broken windows of the watchtower, where vigilant soldiers monitored every 

movement, a local construction company has installed an advertisement saying:  

“Construction beyond borders.” 

We reach Point Alpha, a former U.S. Army observation point next to the Grenze at 

Rasdorf, at the end of the day, leaving us little time to explore the museum that now 

occupies the site of the camp.  The red stripes of an American flag glow in the sun’s last light 

and flap lethargically in a breeze skimming the treetops.  Near the base of the flagpole, a 

knee-high metal fence post with a knot of barbed wire stands rusting away.  It’s one of the 

original fence posts of the Grenze and is much like the one I’d discovered near the banks of 

the Oker River.  Engraved plastic plaques in German and English identify other Iron Curtain 

artifacts preserved on the grounds: a typical American military tent from the 1960s, an olive 

drab Jeep, a pumping station.   

An observation tower stands next to the perimeter fence of cyclone and concertina 

wire.  It was staffed twenty-four hours a day and had a clear view of an East German 

watchtower that still stands on the other side of the Grenze.  Several sections of metal mesh 

fencing remain in place between the two watchtowers.  Dotted lines of footprints cut 

through the snow, converge at an opening in the fence and disperse in a tangle on the other 

side, with a heavier, more trampled path heading for the base of the Eastern watchtower.  

The sun, on the verge of sinking entirely, has given the watchtower a shadow many times 

longer than the tower is high.  The shadow stretches gray across the snow, hugging the 

gentle slope of a hill and crossing a row of brambles a hundred yards away. 

 An indoor museum fills a narrow, white building near the entrance of the Point Alpha 

grounds.  As in the other museums we’ve seen, mannequins model uniforms and display 

cases house newspaper clippings, maps and relics of daily life.  A pair of administrators sits 

near the entrance of the building chatting with a patron whose car is the only one, apart 
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from ours, in the parking lot.  We slip out the door just before closing time and end our day 

on the Grenze. 

 

We return to Bad Salzungen for the night where the couple running the hostel seems 

somewhat resentful of guests, a trait that one could feel tempted to link to the bureaucratic 

culture of the former East Germany.  In the morning, they place baskets of bread and butter 

before us at breakfast with hardly a word of good morning.  We eat quickly and head to 

Merkers, just a few miles east of the old border where mountains of gray, low-grade salt 

loom hundreds of feet high around the town.  Vast underground salt mines are the source of 

this waste and the source of continuing employment for the town. 

We arrange to take a tour of the mines, along with about eighty school children, aged 

between ten and twelve, and a handful of their supervisors.  Guides in white lab coats and 

hard hats lead our tour.  An industrial three-level elevator, capable of holding up to 100 

workers, drops the tour group down a shaft with the spinning whir of well-oiled wheels.  

The descent is fast enough to produce a faint, disconcerting sense of falling.  The air warms 

during the descent, from freezing on the surface to shady summer warmth below, and the 

changing air pressure pushes at eardrums.  At 1,500 feet below the surface, the elevator 

comes to a bouncing halt and the steel mesh doors clatter open into the darkness of the salt 

caverns.   

We pass through a curious air-lock system where the entire group huddles in a chamber 

and not until the outer door is closed can the inner door be opened.  The airlock is part of 

the mine’s ventilation system, which ensures a flow of fresh air to all corners of the mine.  

The bare brick walls, dim lights, and tight quarters in the airlock make it an uncomfortable 

experience.  When the doors open, we load onto wide, low-slung trucks with benches in the 

back and begin the tour through more than twelve miles of tunnels.  The grumbling diesel 

engines of the trucks roar when the incline is steep and retreat to a whine on descents.  The 

trucks stop at exhibitions of old mining equipment in hollowed-out caverns.   

During World War II, Nazis hid gold coins, looted art and sacks of money in one 

chamber carved from salt.  As Berlin came under heavy attack towards the end of the war, 

German officials began transferring gold, currency, and artwork to the mine at Merkers for 

safekeeping.  In early 1945, trains carried most of the Reichsbank’s reserves of gold and 
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money, along with unprocessed assets seized from concentration camp victims by the 

Schutzstaffel (SS), to a vault in Room No. 8 at the mine.  In addition, officials sent one quarter 

of the major holdings of the fourteen museums to Merkers, along with a curator to ensure 

proper maintenance and storage conditions for the works of art. 

Before noon on April 4, 1945, Merkers fell to American forces.  Room No. 8 was 

discovered and blasted open a few days later.  Inside troops discovered 198 gold bars, fifty-

five crates of bullion, hundreds of bags filled with foreign gold coins, 1,300 bags of gold 

Reichsmarks, 2,300 bags of other Reichsmarks, hundreds of bales of currency and 189 

boxes, crates and suitcases filled with artwork. Generals Patton and Eisenhower came to 

personally inspect the treasure room.  Patton would later write that the room contained “a 

number of suitcases filled with jewelry, such as silver and gold cigarette cases, wrist-watch 

cases, spoons, forks, vases, gold-filled teeth, false teeth, etc.”  Eisenhower later wrote, 

“Crammed into suitcases and trunks and other containers was a great amount of gold and 

silver plate and ornament obviously looted from private dwellings throughout Europe.  All 

the articles had been flattened by hammer blows, obviously to save storage space, and then 

merely thrown into the receptacle, apparently pending an opportunity to melt them down 

into gold or silver bars.”14 

The tour stops at the Room No. 8, and the group mills around the room.  A display 

case in the room shows black and white photos, fuzzy with grain, of American soldiers 

breaking into the room after liberating Merkers.  The soldiers made maps of the room 

detailing the location of the hundreds of bags of gold coins, the chests full of artwork and 

the crates of bills.  Blocks of wood painted to look like gold bars fill one display case. 

Leaving Room No. 8, the tour trucks pull into a cavernous, hollowed-out space 

probably 300 feet long, 200 feet wide and 200 feet high.  The guide says sometimes concerts 

are held in this salt cavern.  An enormous mining machine, equipped with tank-like treads, 

conveyor belts and an arm of mechanical teeth for chewing through salt, sits near one wall.  

The guide says the machine is for sale for one Euro, but that the buyer must remove it from 

the mine.  There are no takers, and the trucks rumble into action once again as the tour 

continues. 

The network of tunnels has all the complexity of a network of highways ringing a city.  

Intersections and divides.  One way.  Stop.  Yield.  Road signs feel incongruous thousands of 
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feet underground.  The driver of the tour truck pays little attention to the signs, and insists 

on taking curves at maximum speed and slamming on the brakes hard enough to slide the 

passengers along the vinyl-covered benches into an uncomfortable mass.  He grins and 

chuckles.  The children aboard find it like an amusement ride and laugh with glee.  The 

adults cast wide-eyed glances at one another, alarmed by the reckless driving and, perhaps, 

by the levity brought to mining, one of the most dangerous enterprises in the world. 

The underground world feels separated from the world of the surface.  The crushing 

weight of thousands of feet of salt is lighter, somehow, than the endless weight of 

atmosphere.  This world has a conclusion.  All of these tunnels at some point end in a wall 

of salt or stone.  This world is contained and knowable. 

The grand finale of the visit is a light show in the “Crystal Cavern,” where salt crystals 

the size of crouching cats cling to the walls.  They glow in the shifting shades of colored 

spotlights, red and green and purple, as crackling classical music tumbles from cheap 

speakers.  A bar near the entrance of the “Crystal Cavern” serves Coke and German beer, 

sells postcards and has a small display case full of salt crystals for sale.  It is, a sign claims, the 

deepest bar in the world. 

We pass back through the airlock, and the elevator whisks us upwards to the surface 

world, ears popping along the way.   

 

Although American troops liberated Merkers and the treasure room, they retreated back 

to the line that would become the Grenze, just several miles away, at the end of the war.  The 

events in Berlin, in August 1961, echoed out along that line and would have been clearly felt 

in a town like Merkers.  Authorities knew that constructing the Berlin Wall would put 

increased pressure on the Grenze, as those hoping to escape would then be more likely to 

probe for weaknesses along its 865-mile length.  In September 1961, just a month after the 

Berlin Wall went up, East German authorities issued a secret order titled: “Preservation of 

Security in the Forbidden Zone along the western Frontier of the German Democratic 

Republic.”  Among other things, it ordered: 

 
Roads and paths that cross or run along the 10 m. control strip shall be 
barred to regular traffic, torn up and made impassable by engineer-
constructed roadblocks.  These roadblocks shall be so constructed that it is 
impossible to by-pass them…In order to secure visibility for the frontier 
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sentries on duty, the territory immediately along the 10 m. control strip shall 
be cleared of undergrowth.  Thick copse wood shall be thinned out…The 
Vice-Chairman for Internal Affairs of the Kreis Councils [local government 
bodies] are responsible for ensuring that no tall-growing vegetation or plants 
grown for profit are planted closer than about 100 m. to the 10 m. control 
strip…Work of any kind in the direct vicinity of the 10 m. control strip shall 
be permitted only between one hour after sunrise and one hour before sunset 
by the competent company commander…All ways of access to the 500 m. 
protective strip shall be barricaded and made impassable by the German 
border police with the exception of such roads as are needed for the dispatch 
of supplies to and communication with the population of the 500 m. 
protective strip. Inside the 500 m. protective strip roads and paths shall be so 
barricaded at intervals that transport is restricted to the carrying out of farm 
work and other activities important to the national economy.15 

 

Much of this work had already been done in previous years, but now it was secured in 

executive order.  The population living in the farms and villages of the restricted zone were 

further screened to ensure that they posed no risk of escape and that they would willingly 

collaborate with border security units and report any strangers in the vicinity.  Border guards 

were granted authorization to shoot anyone attempting to enter the West who disregarded 

orders to halt.   

The number of official border crossing points was reduced, and reports indicate that 

some villages astride the border were destroyed.16  Witnesses reported large-scale evacuations 

along a sixty-mile stretch of the Grenze around Boizenburg, near where the Grenze ran along 

the edge of the Elbe River.  West German truck drivers saw columns of moving vans 

hauling furniture and household goods out of the area and herds of sheep and goats being 

driven away from the zone along the Grenze.  Near Coburg, West Germans reported seeing 

residents of the East German village Wiesenfeld driven away in cars as East German border 

guards loaded personal belongings into trucks.  The village was then sealed with rings of 

barbed wire and other barriers.17 

 

We continue south from the salt mine at Merkers, crossing the old border at several 

points.  Along the Werra River, a tower spikes up from the edge of a rocky outcrop atop a 

ridge.  We park the car and wander through a forest on tiny, muddy trails until we arrive at 

the base of the tower.  What we thought was going to be a watchtower is instead an East 

German radar tower.  Local villagers converted the tower, which was once topped by an 
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ominous gray dome, into a viewing tower with a long vista into what was once West 

Germany.  They have dubbed it the “Tower of Unity.” 

Display cases depicting the history of the tower surround the base.  Pictures show 

people shaking hands through holes in the border when East Germany collapsed and of 

heavy-set, perspiring local men donating their time and energy to give the radar tower its 

wooden-clad new life as the Tower of Unity. 

We enter the tower and climb the steel stairs that wind upward through a crisscrossing 

steel beam structure.  When it was a radar tower, this steel structure was open to the 

elements.  In its conversion for civilian use, the entire structure has been given a façade of 

light-green painted wood planks that blend with the surrounding forests.  A wood-encased 

viewing room with circular, plastic windows has replaced the gray radar dome.  High-tension 

cables stretch from this box atop the tower and anchor into rocky outcrops 150 feet or so 

below.  A fuzz of scratches in the plastic windows blurs the view of miles of rolling 

landscape.  The line of the Grenze, however, is clearly visible, cutting a snowy swath through 

the trees below.  

Despite the steel structure and high-tension cables, the tower sways gently on a sea of 

wind.  It doesn’t seem to concern Jochen, but I find the sensation of wobbling atop this 

needle discomfiting.  I’m struck that a symbol of unity feels so precarious. 

More interpretations of borders and unity highlight the Grenze a few kilometers farther.  

A 200-yard stretch of the fence still stands where the border cut the road between Ifta and 

Cruetzburg.  An artist has sandwiched the preserved fencing between rows of saplings 

planted on each side.  He has titled his work “Tree Cross,” and someday the trees will be 

large enough to entirely obscure the barrier, but for now they are barely as tall as the fence 

and their winter branches are naked wires. 

The parking area for this section of preserved Grenze and the accompanying artwork is 

could hold about thirty cars but is utterly empty, as though the expected crowds simply 

didn’t turn up.  A derelict shack stands on one side of the parking area.  The intense 

emotions that demanded the creation of this space have diminished.  A plaque near the road 

shows a map of the art installation, along with a text suggesting that visitors stroll along the 

fence and the rows of trees using the time to reconsider boundaries and ideas of “labor, 

division of labor, art, economy, ecology, democracy, capital and money.”  Even these words 
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seem curiously out of time, words that would have carried a more complex meaning in the 

context of 1989 than they do in the context of 2003. 

I think about the circle of dead trees we found on our previous trip to the Grenze.  I like 

the idea of art reclaiming disturbed ground.  It seems that in the years immediately following 

the fall of the wall, with the scar still fresh, art was one of the ways communities found of 

dealing with this past.  The Tree Cross doesn’t challenge my perceptions of money or the 

division of labor, but it does make me wonder how we reclaim spaces that are freighted with 

meaning and memory.  Art can be one of the ways. 

 

We head back to Bad Salzungen for the night.  On the outskirts of town, I spot a drink 

market.  In Germany one comes across, with comforting frequency, shops devoted to selling 

nothing more than beverages.  These drink markets can be as large as a small warehouse and 

carry scores of varieties of beer, dozens of soft drinks, wines, fruit juices and various kinds 

of bottled water.  The sticky, sweet smell of malt and hops dominates the air.  High stacks of 

plastic beer crates, each holding twenty large bottles of beer, create colorful walls with 

narrow paths between them.  Customers arm themselves with a flat-bedded wagon near the 

entrance and stack their purchases on top.  The wagons clatter over the concrete floor and 

bottles of beer shiver and clink on their way to the checkouts. 

I love the German drink markets.  The unabashed celebration of volume allows one to 

feel no shame in carting multiple cases of beer, all for personal consumption, to the 

checkouts.  The wide variety of local beers, nearly all of them in generous half-liter bottles, 

can be mixed and matched in a single case creating, at least in me, a confounding kid-in-a-

candy-shop indecisiveness.  As someone whose face knots in contorted disgust at the taste 

of beer, Jochen is less enthralled with the drink market phenomenon.  He tends to roll his 

eyes when he sees me gravitating toward one but remains patient and supportive during my 

shopping.  I convince him that we should pull into this drink market at the edge of Bad 

Salzungen.  

I make a modest selection of four bottles of local beer and as I pay for them Jochen 

asks the woman behind the counter where we can find some bratwurst in town. 

“After the wall came down, there were stands selling bratwurst everywhere,” she 

explains. “These days you just don’t see them.”  
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Bad Salzungen sits at the edge of Thurnigia, one of the German states.  Thuringia is 

known for its rolling, forested hills, its natural beauty and its bratwurst.  The woman doesn’t 

want to talk about bratwurst; she wants to discuss where Jochen and I come from. 

“My husband said he would like to see New York and all the things there,” the woman 

says when Jochen explains that I am from America.  “I’m sure we’ll never get to the U.S., 

though.  I’ve always wanted to go to Bavaria, too.  I suppose we’ll get down there someday, 

but you can’t go everywhere.  My son met a Bavarian girl on the internet.  She was a very 

sweet girl, but he didn’t like her.  You know, these young people have their own will.  You 

can’t tell them what’s good for them.  I told him, ‘She’s so nice.  She’s not pretentious.  Why 

don’t you take her?’  She was probably not quite his type, but I kept telling him, ‘You’re not 

exactly an Adonis yourself!’  I tried to keep in contact with her.  I sent her some letters, but I 

felt a bit guilty because my son rejected her, so I stopped having contact with her.” 

No other customers are waiting to pay, and the woman seems content to chat.  Smiles 

come easy to her round, heavy face.  Sitting on the counter near the cash register is a bottle 

of blue liqueur.  The bottle is painted and molded to look like an enormous spermatozoon.  

On a shelf behind the counter, bottles of sparkling wine stand in a row.  The labels have 

playful cartoons of frolicking nude adults, and a complimentary condom accompanies each 

bottle. 

In a room behind the checkout counter a television flickers and whispers.  The woman 

leans her head through the open door and asks about bratwurst stands in the area.  A man 

her age shuffles into sight and offers directions to the only bratwurst stand he knows of in 

town.  He sighs and says, “There aren’t many bratwurst stands left.  Not many left these 

days.” 

We are never able to find the bratwurst stand the man mentions, and we end up eating 

pizza in a roadside joint with soccer on the television and a steady stream of booted and 

fatigued soldiers coming through the door from a nearby military base. 

The next day we pack up and head out early.  The rental car has proven to be unreliable 

in even the smallest amount of snow.  In trying to reach the patrol road the previous day, we 

got stuck on nothing more than a modest, snow-covered incline.  A group of four or five 

people walked past, looking on with concern.  When they asked if we needed assistance, I 

insisted that Jochen tell them that we could manage on our own.  To my horror, they 
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stopped and watched as I gunned the engine and spun the wheels, digging our tires deeper 

into the snow.  Eventually I relented and accepted the help of one of the men.  The man 

peered at the license plate of the car, and, registering the fact that it was from the 

Netherlands, he arched his eyebrows with skepticism, as though making a mental note about 

Dutch drivers.  He and Jochen pushed from the front, rocking the car back and forth, until it 

broke free and slid back onto flat ground.  We decided not to try to reach the patrol road 

and headed away, humiliated.   

We set out on this day knowing that we will need to steer clear of thick snow.  

Somewhere in the distance to the south, outside Bad Königshofen is where Chris showed 

me the Grenze for the first time.  Depending on how our journey takes us today, we should 

reach this place that loomed large in my memory for a nearly a decade.   

Near Grossensee, a village that sat at the end of a spindly finger of East Germany 

protruding into West Germany, a preserved section of the old border stands next to the 

road.  A small stream cuts through green fields and runs parallel to the remains of the 

border.  On the banks of the stream stands one of the original border stones.  It is part of an 

open-air depiction of the Grenze and is intended to show how the Grenze ran along old 

provincial lines.  The date carved into the surface, with thin, precise lines, is 1776. 

We continue through tiny villages and wide fields, slowing and stopping whenever we 

believe we’ve come across the remains of the Grenze.  At the edge of one village a man walks 

along the road with a dog, and I prod Jochen to ask the man what he knows about the 

Grenze.  As Jochen steps out of the car, it becomes clear that something is amiss with the 

man.  He walks in the middle of the road, and his balance struggles to keep up with his steps.  

He lurches and nearly spins.  The dog tugs at her leash, and the man’s hand charges forward.  

An abandoned watchtower hovers on the horizon in blackened silhouette.  

“It was all border along here,” the man says flatly, gesturing to the surroundings with a 

flip of his wrist. “All of this was Grenze.”  

He’s wearing a thin, red nylon windbreaker.  He says he doesn’t know anything about 

the watchtower.  He continues toward the cluster of houses just around the bend in the 

road, the dog tearing at the leash with enough force to constrict its panting into a hoarse, 

wheezing croak.  
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Where the road turns, a track leads away in the direction of the watchtower.  Parked on 

the track is a bruised and worn old Toyota.  The driver’s seat is tilted back as far as it will go, 

and sprawled across it, knees wrapped around the steering wheel, is a sleeping man.  His 

mouth lolls open.  His radio thumps muffled beats against the windows.  A plastic tag 

dangling from the rearview mirror says that that this automobile belongs to an authorized 

forest worker.  Jochen, still curious about the watchtower, peers into the car and looks as 

though he’s about to rap on the window with his knuckles.  I backpedal toward our car, 

making gestures to Jochen that he too should pull out before the man awakes.  I’m relieved 

when Jochen abandons his attempted inquiry, and we speed away. 

In the next village a pair of men stand on a bridge.  They wear boots coated with mud 

the same color as the surrounding fields.  They watch the winter’s melt flow swiftly beneath 

their feet.  One of the men seems to be in his thirties and the other in his sixties.  They lean 

on the rail of the bridge, their shoulders hunched.  Jochen and I approach to ask them about 

the Grenze. 

“Normal people couldn’t come to this village,” says the younger one, pointing to the 

rooftops of the village, obscured by trees.  “You had to have a special stamp in your 

passport just to come here.  Other people could apply for a stamp, but it took four weeks to 

get one.” 

The older man watches with a half-vacant look in his eyes and murmurs agreement.  His 

lips tighten and his jaw drops gently as though a thought has formed and he’s about to 

speak, but he says nothing. 

“There was a social tightness in the village,” the younger man says.  “If I needed 

something repaired, there was always someone to come over in the evening and do it for me.  

Even today, we don’t have much contact with the villages in the West.”  

The steeple of a church punctures the horizon to the west, not more than a mile away. 

“The Westerners have a different mentality.  They think about money more and they are 

more individualistic.  We care more about each other over here,” the younger man says. 

They both peer into the melt water moving downstream.  

“He’s seen a lot more than I have,” says the young man, gesturing toward the old man.  

The old man smiles faintly and nods but his eyes remain fixed on the swirls and murmurs of 

water beneath his feet.  He says nothing. 
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The two men standing on the bridge probably lived and worked within view of the 

Grenze and its increasingly complex apparatuses.  I wonder what it looked like to them?  I 

wonder if they ever studied the movements of the soldiers or mentally probed for 

weaknesses in the fence?  The propaganda permeating East German society may have 

discouraged daydreams of escape.  “It all worked without a hitch!” read an East German 

propaganda document after the construction of the Berlin Wall.  “The measures to ensure 

peace caught our enemies entirely by surprise…the militarists suffered a defeat!  That is good 

since they are the cause of the misfortunes of the German nation.”18 

In a document from 1966 titled A Wall of Peace, the East German government says the 

Berlin Wall prevented a civil war in Germany, a war that could have spiraled into a world 

war.  “The building of the anti-fascist defense wall thwarted plans for aggression of the West 

German militarists,” it says.  The booklet claims that West Germany used tunnels to insert 

agents into the East and it shows a grainy photograph of East German soldiers gripping a 

man by his coat and dragging him out of a hole in the street.  The caption reads, “Arrest of a 

border provocateur who tried to break through the state frontier of the GDR with West 

Berlin through the sewage system.”  

Responding to West German allegations that the construction of the Berlin Wall was an 

act of aggression, a 1962 East German brochure asks readers, “Have you ever considered it 

to be a sign of aggressiveness when someone builds a fence around his property?”19 

East Germans targeted villages in the West with some of the messages.  Eighty small 

rockets containing propaganda leaflets whistled over the Grenze one day in 1965.  The 

rockets traveled a third of a mile into West Germany, and discharged their payloads near the 

villages of Grafhorst and Bahrdorf, just south of the Great Moor and not far from 

Wolfsburg.  The East Germans discontinued the rocket launches following protests by West 

German authorities.20 

 

We leave the two men standing on the bridge and continue driving through the 

borderlands, both of us wondering what kinds of stories the old man could have told had he 

been willing to talk.  We decide to leapfrog ahead and skip a length of the Grenze, heading 

straight to Bad Königshofen and the neighboring village of Althausen, near where I first saw 
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the old border with Chris and his mother during our daytrip to the former East Germany in 

1993.  Of the three roads from Bad Königshofen toward the Grenze, we choose the one that 

seems to be the largest, and thus the most likely route that Chris would have driven.  The 

road has a layer of fresh asphalt, black and sticky.  The car floats over the smooth road, and 

bright yellow and white lines leap from the black background.  We skirt the edges of hills 

and arrow between fields.  As we draw closer to where the map shows we should find the 

Grenze, a curious anxiety overtakes me.  I feel nervous somehow.  Will the passing of a 

decade have produced a gap between the image I have preserved in my mind and the image 

that will confront me a few miles down the road? 

The fresh yellow lines in the center of the highway strobe past and we angle up an 

incline.  Jochen spots a sign indicating we are leaving one province and entering another.  As 

the Grenze was often placed along these same lines, we know that this should be it.  And sure 

enough, we spot the vehicle track heading up the hill on both sides of the road.  I pull over 

and get out of the car to survey the scene.  My eyes flow from gullies to thickets to the edge 

of fields, searching for something familiar upon which rest; an anchor to tie me to the past.   

I find nothing I know.   

Maybe I have never been here at all.  Maybe Chris took one of the smaller roads out of 

Bad Königshofen.  Maybe.  But something here is right.  The brown of the grasses on the 

hills is right.  The snake of the vehicle track is right.  The feeling is right even if the scene is 

wrong.  The absence of the watchtower troubles me most.  It is gone or missing or was 

never there, a creation perhaps that I inserted into my memory and neglected to remove, 

giving it a place of permanence. 

I look up the slope and suggest that if there were a watchtower here, based on what 

Jochen and I have observed in our experiences along the Grenze, it would have been placed 

part way up the hill on a carved-out ledge.  Maybe it was pulled down after I saw it.  We get 

back in the car and drive up the vehicle track to look for the remains of a watchtower.  The 

tires clatter rhythmically over the concrete slabs.  It looks like local deer hunters and farmers 

still use the patrol road to access remote stands of trees and the far corners of corn and 

wheat fields.  We find no indication that a watchtower was ever anywhere on the hill; no 

foundations, concrete slabs or mounds of rubble. 
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We return to the main road, sliding over patches of snow that cover the vehicle track.  I 

climb out of the car and take a half-hearted snapshot in each direction in an attempt, once 

again, to preserve this scene, this time on film.  My strength is sapped somehow and I don’t 

feel like checking the remaining two roads out of Bad Königshofen to determine if they lead 

to a more familiar scene.  I feel betrayed and discouraged by my fallible memory.  

 

The wide swath of disturbed ground running parallel to the vehicle track was probably 

once laced with landmines.  East German soldiers began sowing the ground along the Grenze 

with anti-personnel land mines beginning in October 1961.  The first stretch of border 

fortified with mines and highlighted with warning signs was a swath of land north of the 

Marienborn border crossing.21  A little more than year later, the mines in the area prevented 

a family from escaping to West Germany.  In the fading light of evening as they attempted 

to flee, the father stepped on a landmine and was seriously injured.  The explosion alerted 

East German border guards and about twenty rushed to the scene.  The guards apprehended 

the man’s sobbing children and wife and carried the man away.  The light of daybreak 

revealed, amidst the minefield, scattered suitcases, packages and an abandoned baby carriage.  

East German guards appeared and removed the items.22 

The minefields had the desired deterrent effect, and by 1963, the East Germans had 

laced roughly half of the entire length of the border with anti-personnel landmines.  

According to Western observers, the standard East German minefield was sixty yards wide 

and twenty yards deep, sown with thirty Russian-made anti-personnel land mines set to 

explode with pressure of as little as an ounce.23  Hares, deer and wild pigs often ended up 

victims of the landmines along rural sections of the Grenze.  Occasionally carcasses littered 

minefields so thickly that East German border guards had to drag the bodies out with long 

wooden poles to prevent the stench of rotting flesh.24  

  Trip wires crisscrossed some of the minefields.  If triggered, the trip wires ignited a 

powerful magnesium flare bright enough to momentarily blind a person and bright enough 

to alert border guards where an escape attempt might have been taking place.  The reliance 

on minefields meant that in some places along the Grenze, the plowed death strip was 

abandoned and left to weeds.25 
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Although threatening, the minefields were not impassable.  In 1963, a two-and-a-half 

year old boy wandered aimlessly through a minefield and crossed into West Germany after 

slipping out of the eye of his uncle while taking a walk in the East German woods.  Police 

from the West German town of Coburg reported the incident and returned the child to his 

parents at the border the following day.26 

A father attempting to escape with his two children near Hof in 1964 was less fortunate.  

Just before reaching the last line of barbed wire, the man stepped on a land mine that 

detonated, blowing off his left leg and flinging his body onto a barbed wire fence.  The man 

urged his children, aged twelve and thirteen, to crawl across the border and into West 

Germany.  The children made it across and, after finding a Western border patrol station, 

they returned along with West German border guards and a physician to where their father 

hung, tangled in the wire and bleeding.  The Western border guards, who were not allowed 

to cross into East Germany to assist the man, urged him to summon his remaining strength 

and struggle free.  With his children watching, the man slowly disentangled himself and 

clawed his way completely into West Germany.  He’d been dangling in the wire for more 

than an hour.27  Oddly, no East German border guards showed up during that time. 

Someplace near where Jochen and I are now driving, three hundred muffled blasts 

rocked the rolling hills in 1978 when a blanket of heavy snow weighted the ground so much 

that it set off landmines.28   

 

We wind our way through the hills to Rottenbach, north of Coburg and discover still 

another way that a community has attempted to come to terms with its past.  The 

watchtower that once watched over the transit crossing between East and West Germany at 

Rottenbach still stands next to the road, but now a steady stream of cars and trucks flows 

freely in both directions.  Siphoning off some of this flow is a sleek, newly built gas station 

with backlit plastic signs and a convenience market inside.  Cars on their way to the pumps 

drive past the base of the watchtower.   

The watchtower wears a new, textured concrete façade and a fresh coat of paint.  A sign 

on the door says that the public is welcome, but that the key can be retrieved from the gas 

station.  The watchtower houses a small museum highlighting local fauna, environmental 

issues and the history of the Grenze in the area.  We climb the stairs and explore the rooms of 



 

Disturbed Ground       © 2005  Eron Witzel       ewitzel@gmail.com 115 

the museum.  The observation room, with windows on all sides, is warm with winter sun.  

Newspaper clippings, splayed with thumbtacks, show celebrations of the border’s end.  They 

fade and curl in glass display cases mounted on the walls.  Desiccated houseflies with 

iridescent bellies and wings of powder lie feet up in corners of the display cases.  A vase 

printed with pastel roses in blue and pink stands on a window ledge, full of plastic flowers 

and dried stalks of wheat.  Feathers of gray dust collect on the plastic petals of the flowers 

and on the whisker thorns of wheat.  

From the sunroom warmth of the observation room, we descend to the basement, 

where a chill radiates from the walls.  In one corner of the ceiling, a thicket of severed wires 

dangles from a tube that appears to head upwards.  Where did the wires go and what 

impulses did they carry?  Were they part of sophisticated observation mechanisms?  Perhaps 

they were nothing more sinister than power lines for radios and floodlights. 

A curiously meticulous display on one wall describes several rolls of black and white 

film that were discovered after the Grenze came down.  Someone had tried to destroy the 

film in a small fire along with audiotapes and other remnants of Stasi espionage.  The 

discovery of this mound of melted plastic somewhere in the woods nearby is documented in 

a series of photographs, along with photos of the rolls of film discovered in the debris.  

Someone developed the film and made prints from the singed negatives.  They show what 

seem to be ordinary scenes around the watchtower: daily life, people in conversation, people 

shaking hands on the western side of the border and people walking from one place to 

another.  Some of the photos have been taken from locations in or around the watchtower.  

“Why did they try to destroy this film?” reads the caption. 

The display seems infected with anger and indignation.  Photos like these demonstrate 

the compulsive desire of the Stasi to document and maintain records about even the most 

inconsequential details of daily life.  

Though the museum in the watchtower has a fresh façade, the original impetus and 

emotion that drove the community to remember the Grenze in this way seems to be abating.  

The dust, the plastic flowers, the dead flies, the fact that nobody else is here, the lack of any 

clear idea of what should be displayed in the museum, all contribute to a sense that the 

museum itself will probably vanish in the coming years, the same way the border has 

vanished.   
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I saw how completely the Grenze could vanish during a stop we made yesterday.  At first 

glance, where the border cut across the road it looked as though nothing remained.  I parked 

the car and started exploring in a stand of brush and aspen.  The vehicle track had vanished 

entirely.  Vegetation had overtaken the death strip.  No plaque or marker described what had 

once stood here.  The Grenze was gone.   

I made my way up a slope covered with aspen and scrub oaks reclaiming life in the 

death strip.  Cars zipped past on the highway below.  I saw no sign of the Grenze until I 

looked more closely.  Below the moss, below the loamy surface soil, underneath the tangle 

of roots, the remains of the border were being sucked into the earth.  A twisted finger of 

iron bar sprouted from the ground like a broken branch.  Moss grew on the unlikely 

perpendicular angles of a concrete fence post.  Dried creeper vines tangled around the trunk 

of a tree and danced with twinned strands of barbed wire.  The faintest trickle of melting 

snow snaked through a gentle trough heading for lower ground.  The banks of this budding 

stream had a cover of soil that in one place wore thin enough to reveal a gray slab of 

concrete that was once part of the anti-vehicle trench running parallel to the wall.  Roots and 

branches and melting snow and feathers of moss and the passing cars were all unaware.  The 

Grenze was forgotten there among the trees, as it will someday be forgotten here at the 

watchtower hovering in the glow of gas station lights and the drone of passing cars. 

We lock the door behind us, Jochen returns the key, and we head off again.   

 

The Grenze was certainly not in a state of decay during the mid-1960s.  In 1964, workers 

began replacing some of the wood and barbed wire fencing with two parallel barbed-wire 

fences strung between concrete posts.  Spirals of concertina wire filled the space between the 

two fences.  In some places, the fences were moved farther into East Germany, sometimes 

up to 500 yards, to make the line easier to monitor due to topography or local conditions.  

The East Germans also stepped up construction of anti-vehicle trenches running parallel to 

the Grenze.  The trenches were between five and six-and-a-half feet deep and five feet wide.29  

In September 1964, Western observers noted that the East Germans had begun 

supplemented the Grenze with guard dogs, tied to 300-yard long sliding leashes.30   
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By 1965, East German guards were thought to have killed 121 people as they attempted 

to escape.31  Those who were captured attempting to escape were generally sentenced to two 

years in prison. 32  The number of successful escapes fell from 2,329 in 1965 to 901 in 1970.33   

With their knowledge of the fences and patrol patterns, successful escapes were 

especially common among East German border guards.  Many of them were young and did 

not yet have families of their own that they would be reluctant to leave behind in East 

Germany.  Between 1961 and 1968, 2,350 East German border guards escaped.34  To reduce 

the chance that guards would assist one another, supervisors did not inform guards in 

advance where or with whom they would patrol.35  Not far from Kella, a border guard 

disarmed his colleague on patrol and tied him up.  He then jammed the barrel of his 

Kalashnicov rifle into the ground near the fence, stepped atop the butt and clambered over 

into West Germany.36  In another elegantly simple escape in the mid-1960s, an officer on 

patrol with the newest and youngest member of the company halted the pair’s patrol and 

asked to inspect the young man’s weapon.  When the new recruit handed him the weapon, 

the officer removed the clip of ammunition, returned the weapon to the soldier, shook the 

young soldier’s hand and said, “Thank you, and give my regards to everyone in the 

company.”  The officer, knowing he could not be shot by his fellow guard, walked through a 

minefield having memorized the locations of the mines and vanished into West Germany.37 

Often ingenious escape attempts revealed weaknesses in the fortifications that the East 

Germans would then promptly strengthen with additional security measures.  Where the 

Grenze ran along the Saale River, not far from Hirshberg, an East German with 

mountaineering experience successfully escaped in 1965 by sliding down a cliff face using 

ropes and then wading across the Saale into West Germany.  He slid down the rope so 

quickly that it severely scorched his palms.  Less than a month after his escape, East German 

soldiers rigged the cliff face with crisscrossing wires to trigger alarms and flares if touched.38 

Back where the Grenze met the sea near Lübeck, officials implemented measures along 

the entire northern coast of East Germany in an effort to prevent escapes.  They established 

a three-mile wide forbidden zone along the Baltic coast in 1962.  Anyone wishing to enter 

the area required special permission.  Forbidden actions along the coast included all sailing in 

small boats, camping outside of designated areas, and swimming more than 150 yards from 

the shore.  In the sixty miles closest to the border with West Germany, guards tightly 
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monitored a line 550 yards from the sea to prevent potential escapees from approaching the 

beaches.39 

Despite the measures at the sea, some still managed to slip through.  In 1968 a twenty-

seven-year-old East German in a wetsuit swam across the Baltic Sea to Denmark with the 

assistance of a miniature engine to propel him through the water.40  In 1976, a passing 

Swedish ferry in the Baltic Sea picked up a twenty-nine-year old East German physician who 

swam for eighteen hours in a wetsuit.41 

Although they were pleased to welcome East Germans who managed to escape, 

Western military officials were less keen on the idea of Westerners crossing the Grenze to 

enter East Germany.  In 1963, twelve soldiers defected from the West and headed over the 

border to East Germany.  This was up from three in 1962 and four in 1961.  In response, 

security clamped down along the three-mile restricted zone in the West, making it much 

more difficult for military personnel to enter the area.  The measures proved effective, and in 

1964 only one defection to the East was recorded.  However, the manpower necessary to 

guard the three-mile zone proved difficult to sustain, and in 1968 commanders decided to 

reduce the restricted zone to one two-thirds of a mile from the border.   

Despite the security measures, an American soldier used a truck to smash through the 

Grenze north of Bayrueth in 1971.  Military policemen did not believe the soldier was 

attempting to defect to East Germany to begin a new life, but rather they were inclined to 

believe his reckless driving was the result of inebriation.42  Civilians also occasionally crossed 

the Grenze heading east.  In 1965, a twenty-three year old West German tried to cross into 

East Germany while fleeing from his wife following an argument.  An East German 

landmine vaporized his right leg up to the knee.  He was able to pull himself back across the 

line and into West Germany.43 

In 1968 a sixteen-year-old West German boy living in a shelter for children from broken 

homes decided to run away from the shelter.  He said he had been beaten at the shelter and 

wanted to return to his hometown.  The youth shelter was close to the Grenze, north of 

Ebern, and the boy became disoriented as he made his way through the woods.  When he 

arrived at a barbed wire fence, he believed he had reached the edge of a game preserve and 

climbed over.  He stepped on a landmine in East Germany, blowing away his right leg below 

the knee and mangling his left leg.  He writhed in pain, bleeding in the middle of the 
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minefield for two hours before East German border guards were able to clear a path 

through the minefield to extract him.  He was treated in an East German hospital.44 

In one of the more curious footnotes in the history of the Grenze, in 1965 West German 

defense planners quietly shelved a proposal for installing nuclear landmines along the border 

with East Germany.45  The peculiar plan may have been a Cold War bluff, or it may have 

been related to British schemes in the 1950s.  In 1957, the British military ordered ten 

nuclear landmines to bury along the East German border to counter the threat of a Soviet 

invasion.  The plan was to bury nuclear weapons and detonate them from three miles away 

in the case of an invasion, thus causing mass destruction and radioactive contamination 

along the Grenze.  Each mine was to be ten kilotons, or about half the power of the bomb 

dropped on Nagasaki in 1945.  The British plan, codenamed “Blue Peacock,” was 

abandoned in 1958.46  

In addition to the imposed security measures, the western borderlands along the Grenze 

also faced difficult economic conditions.  The fences severed connections with trading 

partners, turned roads into dead ends, consumed former farmlands and isolated once-vibrant 

towns and villages.  For example, Hof, a West German town just a few miles from the 

Grenze, and not far from Point Alpha, had ninety percent of its trade with nearby Plauen, in 

East Germany, cut off by the border.47  Along the western side of the Grenze, unemployment 

levels were invariably higher than the national average.  By the mid-1960s, the West German 

government injected $20 million annually into the border zones in an effort to boost the 

economy.48  By 1980, the economic injection had reached $580 million annually, primarily in 

the form of housing and cultural assistance.49 

 

After a night’s rest at a youth hostel perched atop a hill in a ski area, a bright and 

breezeless morning greets us when we return to the Grenze at Massenhausen, a village in the 

former East Germany.  On the road through the village, we stop to talk to a woman on the 

sidewalk who appears to be in her seventies.  She speaks with a steady calm, and her hair is 

disheveled, as though her morning routine has not yet progressed to the point where she 

puts it in place.  When her thin lips pull back, a fleck of gold shimmers on an eyetooth.  Sun 

wears away snow on rooftops, and the village of Massenhausen is still but for the music of 

thousands of melted drops falling from the eaves and splashing into grooved puddles. 
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“I could have gone away, I guess,” she says.  “It would have been easy for us to get 

away, at least in the beginning.  But I was born here.  We had property here.  A future in the 

West would have been uncertain.  That’s why we didn’t leave.” 

Massenhausen, a collection of perhaps thirty homes, hugs the side of a hill at a bend in 

the road just yards from where the Grenze cut through. 

“The border was just on the other side of those houses,” the woman says.  “You could 

watch the movements of the guards and the cars coming and going.  If you were clever and 

observed those people, you could figure out when it was easier to get over.  After they put 

up the mines it would have been tougher to escape.  But some people made it.  See the new 

house up there?” she says pointing to a house up the hill with smoke lolling lazily out of the 

chimney.  “They escaped.  They came back now and built that house.” 

She says that many homes in Massenhausen, including a large farmhouse, were 

destroyed in the weeks after World War II ended. 

“There used to be a well-known horse stable here.  Up on the hill, just near where the 

forest starts.  The ground in Massenhausen is good for horses.  Those horses were even sent 

to Berlin for races.  They took all the horses away when they collectivized the farms.  They 

had other animals up there for a while but they got rid of them, too.  Later they destroyed 

the entire farm.” 

She explains that it became increasingly difficult to have visitors in the town because it 

was so close to the border and was inside the forbidden zone.  In the end, only close family 

members could come to Massenhausen and could visit only for special occasions like 

birthdays or family reunions.  If someone from the town married someone from outside, the 

couple would not be allowed to settle in Massenhausen.  However, anyone with permission 

to live in the forbidden zone, like the people of Massenhausen, was allowed to visit other 

villages in the forbidden zone.  Populations so close to the border were monitored closely 

and were often infested with informants.  

“It was impossible to say anything,” the woman says.  “If you said something wrong, 

you would immediately be transferred somewhere else.  On May Day and Revolution day, 

we had to display our flags, just like everyone else.  It was just something you did.” 

The woman shrugs and begins walking away.  Her legs are frail and weak.  She walks 

carefully and slowly along the street that glistens with melted snow.  She wears blue polyester 
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pants that flare at the ankle.  She halts after a few steps, as though a thought has struck her, 

and returns to where Jochen and I stand. 

“After the wall came down in 1989, we found out from secret documents that they were 

planning to demolish the entire village in 1990.  We were too close to the border.  They 

never invested any money in this town after the 1960s.  The windows in my house were 

from the 60s, but they didn’t want to invest anything because they wanted us to leave, and 

they knew they were going to demolish the town anyway.  A farmhouse near the Grenze was 

destroyed just weeks before the wall came down.  They were already starting.” 

Her eyes have sunk into retrospect.  A muted sense of discovery has invaded her voice, 

as though she has never encountered someone who wished to listen to her stories about life 

with the Grenze.  She speaks more quickly now and with an emotion that was absent when 

she started. 

“Our land extended all the way through where they put up the fences.  My father even 

had some land in the West.  We were allowed to work it for a few years after the war, but 

then they stopped us and he sold the land.  Do you see that cellar out there,” she asks, 

pointing to a potato cellar dug into a hillside just below a long rippling scar where the fence 

was placed.  “That was ours, but it was too close to the fence.  We weren’t allowed to go out 

there.  The authorities sealed it up so people couldn’t hide inside.” 

“When the wall first came down, there were lots of people who wanted to move back to 

Massenhausen, but the town didn’t have any kind of planning for new homes.  It has taken a 

few years to agree on how to handle new buildings, but people don’t seem interested in 

coming back here anymore,” she says flatly. 

Again she shrugs and again she walks away, down the hill, toward the scar of the Grenze.  

She disappears into the last house in the row, the house closest to the border.   

 

The East German government may not have invested in upgrading the housing in 

Massenhausen during the 1960s, but it certainly invested in improving the Grenze.  Hoping 

for a further reduction in the number of escapes, East German authorities decided to 

modernize and improve the entire length of the Grenze beginning in 1967.  Along many 

stretches they replaced barbed wire fences with fences made of rigid metal mesh.  The sheets 

of metal mesh gave the Grenze a less menacing, more clinical look than the knots of barbed 
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wire, but the metal mesh was a more effective barrier.  Tiny diamond-shaped openings in the 

mesh were sharp and too small for fingers or toes to find a grip.  Cutting a hole in the mesh 

was difficult and time-consuming because so many small cuts had to be made in order to 

create an opening.  Bolts pinned the mesh sheets to concrete fence posts and connected 

overlapping sections.  In locations considered high risk for escape attempts, a spiral of 

barbed wire topped the ten-foot high mesh fencing, or corrugated metal sheets replaced the 

metal mesh altogether.  In some places, particularly in villages that could have a clear view 

across the border, cranes hauled in concrete slab walls like those snaking through Berlin.  

These walls were difficult to scale, and they had the added benefit of obstructing the view of 

West Germany, thus preventing communication with those on the other side of the border 

and ensuring that life on the other side could not be observed and envied. 

To help secure the forbidden zone, stretching back from the Grenze several miles, the 

East Germans installed a signal fence.  The signal fence threaded through the country a few 

kilometers east of the border fence and acted as a first-layer barrier to those attempting to 

escape.  Anyone on the inside of the signal fence needed to have the appropriate permits and 

papers.  In many places, electrified wires ran along the top of the signal fence.  If touched, 

the wires turned on spotlights to illuminate the location of a possible breach of the 

fortifications, or triggered alarms.   

In the 1960s, the muddy patrol roads along the Grenze were upgraded to year-round 

concrete tracks.  The roads were constructed of pre-fabricated concrete slabs laid in parallel 

rows far enough apart for truck tires.  Most of the slabs had rows of rectangular holes in 

them that allowed them to sink partway into the ground.  This inexpensive and flexible road 

system has proven to be remarkably robust.  Jochen and I had found it in passable condition 

in many places during our trips along the Grenze. 

In the late 1960s, East German officials granted border guards the freedom to shoot 

without warning any unauthorized person seen within the death strip immediately in front of 

the final border fence.  Previously guards were authorized to fire if a person disregarded 

warnings to “Halt!”  Vegetation in the area before the death strip was kept trimmed to 

ensure a clear line of fire.  Camouflaged, pre-fabricated concrete bunkers with observation 

slits on all four sides allowed guards to keep watch at strategic locations.   
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Guard towers made of pre-fabricated concrete replaced the wooden predecessors.  The 

new towers had a round, pipe-like base topped with an octagonal, enclosed observation 

deck. An entrance door faced away from the border and opened onto a metal ladder leading 

up to the observation deck.  Windows gave guards a 360-degree view from the tower while 

gunports offered a line of fire in any direction.  The roof was equipped with a high-power 

spotlight that could be directed from inside the observation room.  

Other improvements in the Grenze at this time were often amplification of previous 

strategies:  an increase in the number specially trained guard dogs, more anti-personnel land 

mines (now made of plastic), and more lengths of anti-vehicle trenches.  The improvements 

in the late 1960s were also intended to reduce the manpower necessary for patrolling the 

Grenze.  The feeling was that this manpower could be used more efficiently if it were directed 

at monitoring movements, spying and questioning suspects to detect and apprehend those 

considering escape before they even reached the Grenze. 

 

The woman we spoke to in Massenhausen must have been able to watch all this activity, 

probably perplexed, as she peered out the windows of her home, the home closest to the 

border.   

We continue driving to the tiny town of Fürth on the western side of the Grenze, home 

to the Hotel Grenze Guesthouse, suggesting that at some point the trade in border tourists 

was sufficient to merit a hotel.  Today the parking lot at the Hotel Grenze Guesthouse is 

spotless and empty.  The grass and hedges are trimmed and tended.  The stillness and 

sterility hint at the idle hours of the elderly.   

The Grenze nearly abutted the back of the hotel, which has the stern, practical lines of 

early 1970s architecture.  The scar of the fences and the death strip is now a pleasant walking 

path.  In a pool of grass near the entrance stairs the hotel has installed a small sample of the 

barbed wire signal fence and one of the concrete pillars painted golden yellow, red and black, 

complete with an East German plaque.  Plastic signs promoting local beers and Pepsi clutter 

the façade of the Grenze Restaurant, across the street from the hotel. 

Outside of town we stop to talk to a woman walking along a gravel road riddled with 

potholes and mud puddles. 
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“We were at the end of the world,” she says.  She is perhaps fifty and wears an orange 

coat with pockets half way between the shoulders and hips.  A man in his eighties stands 

silently behind her, supporting himself with a walker.  She tells us that she lives in a town on 

the western side of the Grenze.  The road she’s walking on now ran parallel to the fence, 

which was about forty feet away.  

“We were confronted with it everyday,” she says, digging her hands into the high 

pockets of her coat, her elbows at an awkward angle.  “For the older generation it was more 

of a problem,” she says nodding almost imperceptibly to the man behind her.  “They had 

many family relations in villages over there.  They lost their fields.  Younger people, they 

grew up with it and were used to it.” 

Her feet are poised in a V like a boxer’s and she stands with rigid caution, as though she 

doesn’t entirely trust Jochen and me.  She chooses her words with precision and speaks them 

out slowly.  

“Our relation with the next village over there is not as good as it could be.  Maybe we 

Westerners were arrogant when the wall came down.  The Easterners came over here to take 

jobs and we paid them less than the Westerners.”  

The old man looks on silently, his wide eyes flickering with vacancy.  He pushes at his 

walker, rattling the gravel of the road. 

“In the East, they say that we Westerners are from ‘over there,’” she says as she turns to 

walk on.  Taking the arm of the man, they continue down the muddy road towards the 

village in the West.  To the east, a church tower juts through the trees and pierces the 

horizon less than a mile away.  Perhaps it is the graying sky or the immense muddy fields or 

the flatness, but this place still feels like it’s at the end of the world, forlorn and lost.  The 

two of them shuffle down the road and we continue along the Grenze.   

 

By the early 1970s, the mechanical deterrents to escape had evolved into even more 

fearsome defenses.  Nearly all of the barbed-wire fences had been replaced with the more 

effective metal mesh fencing, and to make these fences even more difficult to breach, crews 

installed SM-70s beginning in 1972.  The SM-70 was described as a “self-firing device,” or a 

“fence-mounted shrapnel mine.”  The SM-70 had a cone-shaped muzzle that looked like the 

funneled cone of an air horn.  Eighty steel pellets and 3.8 ounces of explosive filled the cone.  
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To guard a section of fence, three SM-70s were attached at different heights on a fence post, 

with the cone-shaped muzzles pointing parallel to the fence.  Thin steel trip wires ran the 

length of the fence section and into a box below the muzzle of each SM-70.  Disturbing the 

trip wire would detonate an explosion and fire a cloud of steel pellets in the direction of the 

disturbance.  The SM-70 could shred anything within twenty-five yards and was powerful 

enough to blow gaping holes in the mesh fencing.  The twenty-five-yard measurement was 

known as the “killing radius.”  Two hundred SM-70s could protect a mile of the Grenze.  

East German officials were so confident in the abilities of the SM-70 to deter illegal border 

crossings that in some places, after installation of the fence-mounted mines, they ordered the 

removal of land mines hidden in the ground. 

The idea behind the SM-70 began in the mind of one of Hitler’s Schutzstaffel (SS) officers 

who was trying to find an economical, manpower-friendly way to prevent escapes from 

concentration camps during World War II.  He drew up plans for a wire-triggered device 

that could be mounted to the perimeter fences of the concentration camps.  The end of the 

war came before the idea could be put into practice, and his plans ended up in the hands of 

the Soviet army, which took them back to Russia.  The Soviets gave the plans to the Stasi in 

1955.  The original idea was improved, tested and refined.  It went into production and was 

eventually installed along the Grenze.   

In just one of the stories related to the SM-70, not far from the Marienborn border 

crossing an East German attempting to escape was caught in the shrapnel of an SM-70.  

West German customs officials heard the blast and could hear the wounded man screaming, 

“Help me!  I’m dying!  Let me across!”  The West Germans could do nothing.  Eventually 

East German soldiers arrived and removed the victim.50 

Michael Gartenschläger, a thirty-two-year old West German with astonishing nerves, 

succeeded in dismantling and removing an SM-70 from the Grenze in 1976 by climbing part 

way over the fence with a rickety wooden ladder at night and carefully unbolting the device.  

He was not fond of the border or the brutal mechanisms, like the SM-70, that reinforced it.  

His antics were recorded in German newspapers and magazines at the time, and he 

eventually returned to the same location and stole a second SM-70.  West German 

authorities warned him against removing any more SM-70s from the Grenze, but during the 

night of April 30, 1976, he went back to steal a third one.  This time as his placed his ladder 
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against the fence a spotlight flashed on and bathed him in a circle of light.  “Halt!” yelled 

East German border guards, but before Gartenschläger could make his retreat a burst of 

machine gun fire cut him from his perch.  He fell dead before he could reach the West 

German line.  The East German border guards had camped out in sleeping bags waiting for 

Gartenschläger to return to this location for another SM-70.  They fired 120 shots at him 

from less than fifteen feet away.51 

The SM-70 proved to be one of the most lethal, fear-inspiring, and effective border 

control measures ever devised.  With the help of the SM-70, the Grenze evolved into a 

modern, efficient mechanism, far from its barbed wire origins.  By 1972, a colonel for the 

20,000-strong West German Federal Frontier Guard told a reporter, “The border is 

cemented.  Nothing more can happen.”52 

 

We drive through the forested hills of Thuringia, skirting the Grenze here and crossing it 

there.  Next to a freshly paved road, where fields and construction have consumed every 

trace of the Grenze, we discover a tiny chapel built in the former death strip.  Wooden 

shingles scale up the sharp angle of the roof, nearly an A-frame.  Inside, a slit of vertical 

windows lets a strip of light fall through the apse and across the back of a stylized bronze 

crucifix.  An altar no larger than an end table stands near the feet of the crucifix, appointed 

with a bible, several candles, and a wooden box.  A section of metal mesh fencing from the 

Grenze curves around the back of this tiny altar, standing slightly higher than the altar itself.  

A cross against one wall, behind a tray of half-burned candles, wears a circle of barbed wire 

and a veil cut from the Grenze’s metal mesh fencing.  The chapel is only large enough to 

allow maybe six simultaneous worshipers and is clearly intended as a place for individual 

reflection and meditation.  A rope dangles near the door, and as we walk out I pull it, ringing 

the bell and sending an echo across the empty fields. 

Along the road running into Heinersdorf, we find a forty-foot-long section of concrete 

wall topped with a horizontal round pipe, nearly identical to the wall in Berlin.  Nothing 

explains what it is or why it is standing there.  It is as though the town wished to preserve 

this piece of the past but without fanfare or celebration.   

On the other side of the road stands a long wooden structure painted dark brown.  The 

windows have turned an opaque gray with splashed mud and winter grime from passing cars.  
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The building houses a tiny museum of Grenze-related memorabilia.  A communist flag hangs 

on the wall along with a color picture of the last East German head of state, Erik Honecker.  

The rooms are sparse, carpeted with institutional brown and paneled with wood-grained 

chipboard.  A sign on the door gives a local phone number and indicates that the museum is 

open by appointment only. 

We continue along the Grenze, following a finger of former West Germany that 

protruded into East Germany.  Outside of Lehesten, a few miles east of the Grenze, a slate 

quarry eats a yawning black hole into the ground.  Dump trucks and front-end loaders 

rumble on a ledge halfway up the pit, dwarfed by the black wall looming over them.  A 

loader stabs at a pile of blasted rubble.  Distance forces sound and image out of sync, so the 

groan of earth and the shiver of stone arrive with a muted echo after the loader is already 

backing away. 

The gray-black of the slate is the same color as the surrounding villages, with every 

house clad in an armor of slate shingles from the quarry.  Slate cascades down the roofs and 

hugs all four walls in patterns of curves and angles until it reaches the ground.  On some 

homes the slate shingles are cut with rounded ends giving the look of reptile skin.  On 

others, intricate clover patterns are achieved with varying shades of shingles and overlapping 

curves.  Others have sharp corners pointing at the earth in jagged, shark-tooth rows.  One of 

the neighboring towns is home to a slate-working school.  The name of the school is spelled 

in slate across the roof of the largest building, which breaks the horizon on top of a hill.   

Oertelsbruch sits at the end of a tiny road on the lip of the slate quarry.  The focal point 

of the collection of homes and structures is a long, rectangular building with doors large 

enough for machinery to enter and exit.  Tended, bright green lawn surrounds the building 

and pokes through a layer of snow in patches.  The structure has the glow of earnest 

caretakers and what looks like a recent injection of generous restoration money.  Slate 

shingles dress the structure from head to toe.  The shingles on the sides have the texture of 

muddy, ancient ripples compressed into stone.  Decoration on the side of the building, 

painted in cut slate from a pallet of gray and brown stone, depicts a slate quarry worker, his 

pick resting on his shoulder.  

A memorial erected in 1979 tells the story of Oertelsbruch.  Below the building a warren 

of tunnels once rumbled with the sound of rocket engines.  In September 1943, 209 
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prisoners arrived in Oertelsbruch from the concentration camp at Buchenwald.  They 

worked to expand and extend tunnels and create a testing facility for V2 rocket engines.  The 

bodies of those who died due to the appalling conditions were returned to Buchenwald in 

wooden boxes for disposal.  More prisoners arrived every week to replace the fallen.  Up to 

700 prisoners lived in the long, slate-covered building.  By December 1943 there were 1,194 

prisoners working at Oertelsbruch.  The camp had the administrative name of Laura.  Camp 

Laura consumed the lives of 510 prisoners before 1945.  In the final, desperate hours of the 

war, 600 prisoners still working at the camp were forced to march to Dachau.  Many of them 

died during the march, and many of those who made it to Dachau were killed when they 

arrived. 

In 1948, having taken what was useful for their own rocket programs, the Soviets 

destroyed the V2 facilities at Oertelsbruch and blasted the tunnels shut.  They remain 

impassable today.  There are said to be V2 engines still below the ground in caverns, rusting 

and disintegrating.  

The growl of machines working in the pit rolls through the surrounding trees planted in 

rows.  The parking lot is vacant.  The homes are silent.  Jochen rings the bell of a building 

that appears to be part of a museum, but nobody answers.  As we drive away, Jochen notices 

a sign saying that we are passing through the heart of Fröhliches Tal, The Merry Valley. 

 

Developments in the Grenze’s fortifications continued in the 1970s.  In 1973 the East 

Germans installed a more sophisticated communications network, with telephone poles 

along the patrol road carrying a landline system to make it easier for separate watchtowers 

and patrol groups to communicate.  In places, the mesh fencing was replaced and upgraded.  

A firm in West Germany manufactured some of the new fencing installed along the Grenze in 

1976.53  Guarding the Grenze at night became more efficient in 1976 when watchtowers and 

patrol vehicles were equipped with infrared searchlights.  By 1980, patrol soldiers were 

issued infrared field glasses for nighttime guard duty.54 

Even crossing the Grenze legally from west to east could be a dangerous affair.  In 1976, 

Benito Corghi, a thirty-eight-year-old Italian truck driver, crossed into East Germany at an 

official checkpoint near Hirschberg and then realized he had forgotten his passport on the 

western side.  He parked his truck and walked back to retrieve it.  An East German border 
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guard, perhaps thinking the man was attempting to escape, shot him to death as he 

approached the border.  The East German Deputy Foreign Minister expressed regret over 

the incident, and indicated that the regret was deepened by the fact that the truck driver was 

a member of Italy’s communist party.55 

A handbook for East German Grenze troops from 1972 details techniques for patrolling 

and securing the border.  One section uses rigidly posed photographs of soldiers to 

demonstrate the best way to approach and apprehend a suspect.  Another shows how to 

effectively search an area where a suspect could be hiding.  It suggests that troops should 

walk either in a spiraling circle around the area, closing towards the center with each 

revolution, or by using a zigzagging trail to cover the entire zone.56 

Although not a regimented part of training for East German border guards, the military 

published books of poetry aimed at helping elite troops understand the need and nature of 

the Grenze.  Before putting pen to paper, poets were invited to spend time in barracks and 

along the Grenze fortifications to understand the life of a border guard.  One poem, titled 

“Over there stands a man with a gun,” warned against sympathetic feelings for those on the 

other side. “What is a brother?” the poem asked.  “Cain slew Abel,” it noted.57 

Border guards themselves were invited to write about their experiences along the Grenze 

during workshops organized by the “Circle of Soldiers from the Border Guard Detachment 

Interested in Writing.”  Their stories were published in collections in 1967 and 1969.  The 

stories are said to have offered little in the way of literary value but much in the way of 

artistic military propaganda.  In thrilling tales of duty at the Grenze, the soldiers described 

how their service helped keep peace and protect the values of the homeland.  The 

introduction to one of the collections began with a list demonstrating the dangers of duty on 

the Grenze: 438 shots fired against the border guards, five dead and thirty-three injured; 

25,000 acts of provocation; twenty-seven bomb attacks; twenty-eight tunnel plots; ninety 

secret service agencies and sixty-six fascist/military organizations targeting the Grenze.58 

 

We are closing in on the end of the Grenze, and we expect we will reach it the next day.  

We end this day of exploring and continue through The Merry Valley toward a youth hostel 

north of here.   
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At some point during the drive we pass the point where one of the most daring escapes 

across the Grenze took place.  The exact location is difficult to pinpoint because the escapees 

were airborne, and we did not find a marker or monument.  On September 16, 1979, at 2:40 

in the morning, a pair of East German families crowded into the basket of a homemade hot-

air balloon.  The seven passengers included children aged fifteen, eleven, five, and two.  The 

balloon was made of bed sheets and scraps of nylon stitched together.  Their previous 

attempt had resulted in a crash landing due to poor weather conditions just 200 yards shy of 

the Grenze.  They fired the propane flames, swelling the sack of bed sheets and bits of nylon, 

and ascended into the darkness.  The makeshift balloon drifted lazily overhead, shrouded in 

pre-dawn darkness.  After drifting twenty-eight miles, the craft crash-landed in West 

Germany after the four fuel canisters ran empty.59  The story of this dramatic escape was 

made famous in Walt Disney Pictures’ “Night Crossing” (1981). 

 

We reach the hostel after getting directions that involved taking a short cut on a 

farmer’s road between fields.  The rental car was unable to cope with the layer of snow and 

we got stuck.  The arching halo of the headlights beamed onto the snow while we gathered 

twigs and sticks to jam underneath the tires.  With plenty of engine gunning and wheel 

spinning, we broke free and went slipping and sliding back onto clear pavement.  After 

checking in at the hostel, we head to Plöthen for dinner. 

Plöthen is a tiny farming town surrounded by dark stretches of fields that cower in the 

moonlight.  Plöthen’s only restaurant is on the lower floor of a family-run hotel in what 

looks like a converted farmhouse.  The windows glow at night from the light of pendant 

lamps with bright plastic shades.  Jochen and I step inside and are the only guests thus far in 

the evening.  A man appears and shows us to a table.  A woman, presumably his wife, hovers 

with a vague air of impatience in the kitchen awaiting our order. 

The moment the plates of schnitzel and bratkartoffeln (home fries) arrive, the door 

swings open and another patron steps in.  He says hello to the man who welcomed us and 

then walks directly to the table where Jochen and I are sitting.  He raps his knuckles 

emphatically on the outer corner of the table, as though knocking on the heavy doors of a 

mansion, and says “Grüß Gott.”  
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We are just north of the Bavarian border, which also marked the Grenze, and this is 

“Grüß Gott” country.  The rest of Germany is satisfied with a simple “Guten Tag,” or good 

day.  Here they say, “Greetings to God.”  Jochen and I nod hello, concealing our discomfort 

at being greeted by a stranger. Moments later another man pushes the door open.  He has a 

round, farmer’s body and a face of soft features.  He shouts a hello to the owner and walks 

purposefully to our table.  He knocks on the wood of the table and offers his own “Grüß 

Gott.”  We once again return this greeting with a nod, but this time I cast a confused glance 

to Jochen after the man has turned to walk away.  

“It’s their way of saying hello,” he says almost impatiently.  “They knock on the table.  

They do that in some parts of Germany.  It’s easier than shaking hands with each person at 

the table.”  His expression is somewhere between exasperation and embarrassment.  

“But we don’t know them.  Why are they saying hello to us?” I ask, still confused by the 

scene. 

Jochen shrugs.  He’s not sure and it doesn’t seem like he wants to discuss the matter. 

A steady flow of male patrons arrives.  Each comes first to our table, looks us in the 

eyes, knocks on the table, says “Grüß Gott” and then joins the large table where the others 

are gathering.  Before sitting down at the large table, each man knocks his hello to the group 

by rapping on the table where they sit.  This convenient method of saying hello means that 

one need not individually greet everyone at the table. 

Jochen overhears their conversation and determines that this gathering is Plöthen’s 

singing group for men.  Most of the men order a small beer or a coffee while waiting for the 

rest of the group.  They trickle in until nearly fifteen men sit at the table, all of them wearing 

the rugged skin of a life spent in the fields surrounding town.  Some of them give the table 

where Jochen and I are sitting only the most cursory of knocks as they enter, stretching their 

arms to full length and catching only the edge of the table with their knuckles, their 

momentum already re-directed toward the large table filled with their friends and neighbors 

and colleagues.  I find it fascinating and amusing, so I offer a hearty “Grüß Gott” in response 

to each man.  Jochen finds this friendly rural tradition a little too quaint and squirms 

uncomfortably with each greeting, managing only a gentle nod and a murmured “Grüß Gott.” 

At last the choir conductor arrives, with fitting flourish and tardiness.  She bursts 

through the door, her sheaf of music spilling pages, her hair agitated.  She collapses into the 
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last remaining chair and instantly has the attention of the entire table.  She fusses and 

fumbles to arrange her papers.  Her black hair falls across her round glasses, and she dashes 

it away with an exaggerated flip of her wrist.  She is youthful and has the simple, elemental 

beauty that begs not to be disguised with makeup or accoutrements.  The rounded, ruddy-

faced farmers with vanishing hairlines and shirts only half-tucked in sit transfixed.  One of 

the men orders a coffee for her. 

Then with a clatter of chairs and sighs of determination, the choir that has been 

agglomerating for the past twenty minutes moves into the main hall of the dining room.  

The choir director brings up the tail of the flock, ushering the stragglers into the room.  She 

turns and dramatically slides the wooden doors shut to seal the main room from the rest of 

the dining area. 

Feet shuffle, muffled behind the wooden doors.  The choir doesn’t begin the evening’s 

practice with the acrobatic vocal exercises choirs generally use to warm up the vocal chords.  

Instead, they burst straight into their first song.  With only men, the choir is rich with 

rumbling baritones and the cool vibrations of bass.  They are a ragtag choir and draw their 

charm not from the beauty of their singing but from their exuberance.  Notes don’t end on 

time or don’t begin at all.  Tones are shifted.  But a passion fills their voices, coming not 

from grand ambitions but from simple pleasures. 

Jochen explains that it is quite common for each small town to have its own choir or 

singing group.  They will perform at local festivals and town events.  The canon generally 

consists of local folk songs celebrating the town or region.  Jochen translates some of the 

lyrics we hear muffing through the doors. 

Our land of lakes and cottages. 
It’s a wonderful work of nature. 
The beauty of our forests is unmatched. 
 

Empty beer glasses, foam gently sliding down the sides, litter the table where the singers 

had been sitting.  We finish eating, and as we depart, we hear the choir director giving 

encouragement as her team restarts one of the numbers from the beginning.  We return to 

the youth hostel and fall asleep knowing that our journey along the Grenze and through the 

heart of Germany will end the following day. 
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The exact placement of the line of the Grenze that we have been following all this time 

and will follow for one more day was often a point of contention in the history of the Iron 

Curtain.  The old provincial borders Strang followed with his line were often imprecise, and 

despite previous survey attempts and the painted rings around trees, that imprecision, 

coupled with the ground exchanges and line changes agreed on by commanders during the 

establishment of the occupations zones at the end of World War II, meant that the exact 

location of the line was unclear in places.   

In the 1960s, the East Germans erected concrete pillars five feet tall a few yards into 

their territory to aid in identification of the border.  The pillars were painted with black, red 

and golden-yellow stripes, and near the top they carried a metal emblem of the DDR.  In 

areas where snowdrifts were common, tall white poles topped with red or blue stripes helped 

to indicate the border.60  Even these efforts were not sufficient to establish the precise 

location of the border. 

To resolve border disputes and to define the exact, definitive location of the line, East 

and West Germany together established the Border Commission (Grenzekommission) in 1972 

with representatives from both countries.  In 1974 the Border Commission began a precise 

and professional survey of the entire border to settle once and for all the line’s location.  

Survey crews installed new border stones precisely on the line.  The stones were carved of 

plain granite and engraved with the initials DDR on the eastern-facing side. By the end of 

1975, the Commission had completed the border survey, apart from a disputed section 

running for fifty-eight miles through the middle of the Elbe River.61  A map from 1944 

drawn up by the United States, Britain and the Soviet Union gave the entire river to the 

West, but in practice the line had always run down the middle of the river, allowing boat 

traffic for both sides as is common between two nations divided by a river.62  Even as late as 

1984, West Germany was unsatisfied with the demarcation line on the Elbe and wanted the 

line to run along the old provincial boundary, which was marked on the far, northeast bank, 

but the change was never made.63 

In Lübeck Bay, near where the Grenze continued into the Baltic Sea, survey crews 

installed a three-mile line of buoys to delineate shipping routes and fishing areas.  West 

German fishermen in the area were angry about the sea-based demarcation because it cut 

into waters they had fished for generations.  One fisherman fumed that his rights to fish 
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those waters had been bestowed on the freemen of Lübeck by the Holy Roman Emperor, 

Frederick I Barbarossa in 1188.  All that remained of those old territorial waters for the 

Western fishermen was a narrow strip off the East German coast.  The Border Commission 

stipulated that West German fishermen were no longer allowed to fish these waters after 

sunset and their boats had to be equipped with keels deeper than usual to prevent them from 

approaching the shore of East Germany.64 

After completing the survey, the Border Commission continued meeting eight times a 

year, alternating locations between East and West Germany, to discuss any issues that 

arose.65  For example, after two years of negotiation, in 1976 the two sides agreed to 

temporarily shift the border where it zigzagged across a coal deposit south of Helmstedt so 

that fifteen million tons of lignite could be mined.  Both East and West Germany mined this 

deposit and both could benefit from the additional reserves.  The East Germans dismantled 

the Grenze fences where they crossed the coalmine, and removed the landmines so that the 

border could be re-positioned.  They installed a simple six-foot fence along a straight line to 

demarcate the border, and mining continued.66 

 

We leave the youth hostel early in the morning and follow along the line of the Grenze, 

which was so precisely measured and placed by the team at the Border Commission, until we 

come to Mödlareuth, which, like Zicherie, the town we saw on our first trip to the Grenze, 

was a divided village.  A stream bisected Mödlareuth, and at the end of World War II, the 

stream, calm and flaccid, became the line separating two occupying armies, cutting the town 

in half.   

The Grenze evolved steadily in Mödlareuth.  Troops erected barbed wire fences.  Then 

they built a wooden fence with steel spikes clawing from the top.  They destroyed a restored 

flourmill that straddled the stream after someone escaped by jumping out one of the 

windows and over the stream into the West.  A photo from 1952 shows the mill, a wide, 

muscular building with a center section extending a floor higher than the wings to the sides.  

Obscuring the base of the structure and running just a few feet from one corner is a fence of 

wooden planks roughly six feet tall.  Each plank is about four inches wide.  In the photo, the 

wood in the fence looks as though it was freshly sawn.  Another photo taken in Mödlareuth 

at the same time shows four workmen in the Eastern part of town straining and tearing the 
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roots of a cut tree from the ground.  The tree had been planted following the Franco-

Prussian War and was called the “Peace Oak.”  It stood too close to the border and was 

removed.67  Then came the steel fence with spools of barbed wire.  In 1964 soldiers hauled 

in pre-fabricated concrete blocks, eight feet high, and replaced the older fences with half a 

mile of wall, much like the one in Berlin.68  A crown of wide asbestos pipe too big and 

smooth to grip, topped the wall.69  

The Grenze was not the first divide through the heart of Mödlareuth.  Before Bismark 

unified Germany in 1871, the stream through the middle of the village separated the 

Thuringian fiefdom to the north from the Kingdom of Bavaria to the south.  Soldiers 

stationed in the village monitored the border and travelers were forced to pay a toll to cross 

from one side to the other.70 

Today the stream flows heavy and clear with the winter’s thaw.  The town has an 

extensive museum that has preserved a 200-foot section of the original concrete wall.  The 

wall is painted gray and is in pristine condition, free from bubble-lettered graffiti or scars 

where souvenir hunters pounded out a piece of concrete.  The museum also preserves 

sections of the signal fence and metal mesh fencing.  A shortened, round watchtower is open 

for visitors willing to climb the treacherous steel ladder that leads to the observation room.  

A full-height watchtower that can be seen from anywhere in town looms in the background, 

but is locked shut.  

The Eastern half of Mödlareuth has largely vanished.  Before 1952, the entire town had 

a population of 250.  By the late 1960s, the number had dwindled to a total of sixty, with 

roughly thirty on each side of the Grenze.  Those in the Eastern part of town were mostly 

border guards and their families.71  East German authorities destroyed structures when 

people moved away, or were forced to move away.  The Eastern half of the town is now 

mostly fields interspersed with the remaining homes and barns.  In the western part of town, 

government money has been at work in an attempt to prop up the local economy and 

preserve a moment of history.  They’ve built a sleek, concrete structure to house an indoor 

exhibition dedicated to the border.  A wide walkway leads to the entrance through 

manicured lawns.  The museum sits across a muddy street from a farm building with 

wooden walls and creaking gates.  The sound of chickens and the smell of cows drift in the 

air.  The steel and glass doors of the museum have the heavy, smooth, swing of government 
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funding.  Inside, the only sound is the soothing purr of a heating system.  A woman in her 

thirties, idly clicking a pen, sits behind a reception counter.  

A hodgepodge of maps, documents, uniforms and stories of escape attempts lines the 

walls of a square exhibition room.  A diorama in the middle of the room shows an overview 

of a section of the Grenze.  Tufts of moss painted green and attached to toothpicks represent 

trees.  Sculpted plastic foam takes the shape of hills.  The Grenze cuts through the middle of 

the scene.  Tiny plastic German shepherds snarl at the ends of thread tethers.  Molded 

plastic soldiers monitor the situation with plastic binoculars.  Military vehicles patrol the 

fence, their plastic wheels frozen in congealed pools of transparent glue. 

The woman from the reception enters to commence a DVD presentation on a 

television in the corner.  She exits the room silently, closing the double doors behind her.  

The DVD begins with grainy photos of Mödlareuth at the conclusion of World War II and 

ends with colorful scenes of jubilation as the wall is knocked over by a backhoe.  The 

reunited village celebrated with a barbecue.  Smoke from bratwurst swirled through over-

sized hairdos and around the distended bellies of men clutching steins of beer.  The DVD 

shows a motley brass band milling through the crowd and passing, one by one, through a 

man-sized hole in the wall.  “Trabbies” clatter through town, a ribbon of blue-gray exhaust 

trailing out behind them. 

We are the only patrons thus far today at the Inner-German Border Museum in 

Mödlareuth.  Apart from a few farmers who walk with a relaxed, winter stroll that says they 

have little to do until the snow melts and it’s time to plant again, the town is suspended in 

stillness. 

 

Maneuvering through the minefields, outwitting the guards, evading the dogs and 

scaling the fences, like those in Mödlareuth, was not the only way for East Germans to 

escape into West Germany.  Though both governments denied it at the time, a bartering 

system was in place that bought freedom for about 1,500 people a year.  By 1965, freedom 

for more than 4,000 had been bought.  In 1976 alone, the West German government was 

believed to have spent $50 million securing the release of East Germans, most of them 

political prisoners.  Rather than pay cash, offering goods such as fertilizer, drugs, coffee, 

radios, and even shipments of tropical fruits often secured releases from East Germany.72  In 
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total, between 1963 and 1989, the West German government spent billions (3.5 billion 

Deutschmarks) to purchase freedom for 33,000 East German prisoners.  The financial 

incentives offered by West Germany were great enough that in 1984 the West Germans were 

able to pressure East Germany to remove some of the SM-70s along the Grenze.73  Although 

East German leaders announced that all of the SM-70s would be removed from the border 

fence, there were indications that a newer and more sophisticated version of the self-firing 

device (the SM-701) would be installed along the signal fence running deeper within East 

Germany.74 

In addition to the West German government purchasing freedom for East Germans, a 

network of private helpers in the West would, for fees up to $30,000, secure escape from 

East Germany.  For that price, schemes included counterfeit passports or plucking people 

from locations in Czechoslovakia with helicopters.75 

 

Such helicopters may have flown directly overhead of where we are now, nearly at the 

former Czechoslovakian border.  The end of the Grenze is approaching.   

After Mödlareuth, we skirt the eastern edge of where we expect to find the Grenze, 

heading toward the Czech border.  We spot no signs or indications to mark the end of the 

Grenze, so we continue until the road curves along a ridge dotted with homes.  We know the 

Czech border must be close, so we find a small road and angle back toward where we think 

the three countries must have once joined. 

We follow a small, snow-covered road bound by fields.  The number of homes 

diminishes, and we find ourselves among rolling fields coated in snow.  Next to the one-lane 

road is a metal plaque, still fresh and glowing from its installation the previous summer.  

Grainy photos show a town hugging the very hill where we stand.  Scattered homes and 

buildings climb up the slope in the photo, but before us is nothing more than an empty field.  

Another photo shows smoldering piles of rubble where the homes once stood.  The town 

had been destroyed, the plaque explains, because it was too close to the Grenze.  A village 

vanished here, erased from existence. 

This is not the first vanished village we have come across in our journey.  Buildings, 

homes and entire towns located close to the Grenze were systematically destroyed by the East 

Germans to provide a buffer zone between the border and inhabited areas.  Residents of 
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towns and farms close to the border were sometimes forcibly moved to regions in the 

central part of the country and their homes destroyed as soon as they left.  In some 

instances, the towns were allowed to die more slowly.  No new residents could move in and 

the ones living there were encouraged to move away.  When a town was finally empty, 

bulldozers would move in, level the buildings, and cover the rubble with soil so it could be 

farmed.  This is what the woman with the gold-flecked tooth from Massenhausen was 

referring to when she talked about learning that there were plans to demolish her town. 

Dozens of villages vanished in East Germany.  Some of them were little more than a 

cluster of rural farm buildings; others were entire towns with churches and shops and 

schools.  The towns were obliterated completely and methodically.  Their locations are 

haunting in their emptiness and heavy with a silence that seems to run deeper and speak 

louder than an abandoned building still standing.   

Jochen and I did not discovered the obliterated villages until this, our third and final trip 

to the Grenze.  The images of the dead towns we’ve seen along the Grenze flow back to me as 

we look at this fresh plaque out in the fields near where the Grenze ended in Germany. 

 

Sihmerbach: Looking at our map from the 1970s, we discovered a tiny town that was so 

close to the border that we were sure the residents there would have some interesting stories 

to tell.  To get to Sihmerbach, we drove on a slender road that punched through a dense 

pine forest and broke into a wide clearing that flashed brilliant white under a blanket of 

snow.  The road, just wide enough for a single car, cut a black track through the clearing, 

reached a solitary tree in the middle and angled up to vanish once again into the woods.  

According to the map, this is where we should have found the village of Sihmerbach.  But in 

this clearing there were no sloped rooftops with snow edging down the eaves.  There were 

no snowmen rolled into being by children.  There were no lines of dotted footprints or 

smoke edging out of chimneys.  Only the tree put a dark punctuation mark on the field of 

snow where Sihmerbach should have stood.  

We pulled over to double-check the map and noticed a display case erected 

inconspicuously near the base of the tree.  Behind the glass were grainy black and white 

pictures of Sihmerbach, a small village that looked as though it had been little more than a 

cluster of farmhouses along with assorted out buildings.  The village had been there for 300 
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years before it was demolished because it was too close to the Grenze.  Only this display case 

and the town cemetery remained.  We looked around for the cemetery, thinking that the 

humps of headstones would put bumps in the layer of snow, but we found no indications. 

A car was parked at the far edge of the meadow, next to the woods.  A chainsaw, 

muffled by layers of pine, chewed through timber somewhere in the forest.  

Billmuthhausen: Back in Bad Colberg, we met a woman who remembered one of the 

villages from before it was destroyed.  We saw her walking along the road and thought she 

looked like someone who would know about the local history.  Her legs were so bowed, that 

as she walked her upper body swooped with each step from side to side.  She was fragile and 

old.  She wore an apron with light blue stripes and kept a tattered tissue in one of the 

pockets.  She wore a heavy brown hat and brown leather gloves.  She spoke slowly and 

surely. 

“That town is gone,” she said, when Jochen asked her how to get to Billmuthhausen. 

“There is just a transformer and a graveyard out there now.  The people who lived there 

were sent away.  I know one of the families moved to Bad Colberg.  One went to Suhl.  The 

Grenze was very close to here.” 

A complex of glass and steel buildings sparkled on the hillside in the background.  This 

was Bad Colberg’s new clinic, the woman explained.  In the parking lot, families unloaded 

themselves from cars, solemn, determined looks hanging from their faces. 

“There’s always been a clinic in Bad Colberg,” the woman said.  “During World War I, 

they used the clinic to keep British prisoners of war.  Once, three of those British men tried 

to escape.  They made it to Heldberg, but they got shot there.  They were buried near here in 

Bad Colberg.  In the 1950s, the British came here and retrieved the bodies.” 

She had been to the clinic a few times herself.  She was not allowed to swim any longer.  

She had problems with her hips and problems with her heart.  She was born in Bad Colberg.  

She told Jochen that if we stayed on the road, we’d find the remains of Billmuthhausen.  She 

said she was on her way to the graveyard up the hill.  She smiled, waved and continued on 

her way. 

She was right about Billmuthhausen.  There was nothing left but a concrete transformer 

tower and a graveyard.  A line of shin-high shrubs marked the outline of the town’s church.  

Where the apse once stood, now a wooden cross rose from the ground.  A halo, cut from 
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the Grenze’s metal mesh fencing, circled the intersection where the horizontal arms of the 

cross intersected the vertical trunk.  The church was destroyed in 1965.  The last remaining 

buildings in Billmuthhausen were destroyed in 1975.  The transformer tower, surrounded by 

a muddy field, was topped with red-tiled roof.  No power lines ran into or out of the tower.  

Pigeons roosted under the eaves.  On the next hill a watchtower stood gray and still, 

abandoned.  Fragments of shattered glass in the windows sparkled from a distance.  The 

watchers and the watched have all vanished.  At the base of the hill, halfway between the 

watchtower and the remains of Billmuthhausen, three men in orange raincoats cleared 

underbrush from the edges of a stream with grumbling chainsaws and gas-powered weed 

whackers. 

Erlebach: Where the town of Erlebach once stood, we found a plaque detailing the local 

history.  In 1952, seven families packed what they could carry and deserted the village, which 

was just yards from the Grenze.  They went west and never came back.  The East German 

government relocated some families from the central part of East Germany to work the 

collectivized farms in the area and inhabit the abandoned homes around Erlebach.  They 

also established a youth retreat in the area.  In 1961 two families were forcibly removed from 

the town after being denounced by their neighbors.  In 1963, one family managed to escape 

to the West.  

The last burial in Erlebach took place in 1973, the same year that the townspeople were 

informed that the village would eventually be destroyed.  Families began leaving in 1974.  

People who moved out of the village were only allowed to return for family gatherings or 

birthdays.  The moment homes were vacated they were destroyed.  By September of 1978, 

the last inhabitants departed and the town was razed and covered with dirt, creating several 

acres of new agrarian land.  The families of those buried in the Erlebach cemetery convinced 

authorities not to level the headstones and plough the ground of the graveyard.  

Korberoth: All that remained of Korberoth was a pond and a handful of oaks in the 

middle of a sea of fields.  Blocks of hewn sandstone, probably from foundations, poked 

through the soil around the pond.  Fragments of life, probably ploughed out of the 

surrounding fields, sat in a mound at the base of an oak tree.  Metal dishes, enameled steel, 

iron grates, posts and pipes, gears and wheels, all tangled in wreckage.  Former inhabitants, 

friends, relatives and other locals hold a church service in Korberoth every September.  The 



 

Disturbed Ground       © 2005  Eron Witzel       ewitzel@gmail.com 141 

church and the rest of the town were demolished in 1984, so the service is held in the open 

air. 

Liebau: There is no church still standing in Liebau either.  Leibau sat at the end of a 

salient finger of East Germany that crooked into West Germany.  During “Operation Anvil” 

in 1952, authorities plowed the barrier strip across the top of the salient, cutting Liebau off 

from its contacts in East Germany.76  The entire town of Liebau packed up and left in 1952, 

heading west.  We found a metal map the locals had erected showing how the town looked 

and was laid out.  The town itself was destroyed in 1975.  Several mounds of rubble, brick 

and stone and steel and tile, arch their backs from the sea of surrounding fields.  The black 

soil of the fields, ridged with rows of melting snow, carries a cargo of rusty red brick shards.  

Tatters of fabric, maybe from curtains, have been ploughed to the surface.  Flecks of enamel 

bathroom tiles and fragments of porcelain teacups ride in clots of dirt. 

Mogger: We got lost near Liebau trying to find Mogger, another tiny village that showed 

on our map.  A road should have lead south out of Oerlsdorf, but we found none.  We 

drove through town several times and saw no indications of the road to Mogger.  We 

stopped to ask a man walking from his car to his front door.   

“Can you tell us where we can find the road to Mogger?” Jochen asked. 

The man wore a round leather hat, the brim of which had a glossy patina of wear.   

 “Mogger?  That’s a dead town,” the man said.  “The border troops tore it down.” 

A sweater hung loosely over his belly.  His beard was thin and wispy with pale cheeks 

shining through in patches.  

“You can’t drive there.  The road is gone,” he continued.  “You can walk if you want, 

but it’s a dead town and there’s nothing to see.”  

With that, he turned and disappeared into his home. 

 

Standing at the plaque in the midst of the snow-covered field, so close now to the end 

of the Grenze, I think of the woman in Massenhausen with her gold-flecked tooth and the 

story she told about discovering the secret papers indicating that the town was slated for 

destruction.  Her home would have been destroyed; her life would have been displaced to 

someplace far from the Grenze.  The history of her town would have vanished.  The stories 

of the Massenhausen horses sent to Berlin for races would have disappeared.  Her village 
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was spared, but so many others were not.  The vanished villages we had stumbled upon were 

so remote and desolate that few will ever find them.  Despite the plaques and yearly church 

services, they will truly vanish in time. 

 

By the 1980s, partly due to the systematic destruction of villages, the Grenze had 

developed into one of the most advanced and ambitious border systems the world had ever 

known.  In 1983, 800 miles of the Grenze employed the metal mesh fencing, generally nine 

feet tall and extending three feet underground to prevent escape by burrowing under.  Forty-

one miles of the fortifications still consisted of the older double rows of barbed wire fences.  

Sixty-thousand SM-70s had been installed along 256 miles of the border, while 131 miles 

remained guarded by buried land mines.  Other fortification included 836 shelters of various 

kinds, 670 concrete watchtowers, 112 observation platforms, 52 miles of cable runs for 1105 

watchdogs (increased to 1429 by 1986) and twenty-four patrol boats on the rivers and lakes 

along the border.77   

Many of the watchtowers on round bases were replaced with more stable square 

watchtowers.  A report from 1986 indicated that the East Germans were no longer manning 

all of the watchtowers along the Grenze.  Instead they sometimes installed life-size cardboard 

soldiers to create the perception of manned watchtowers.  A spokesman for the West 

German border patrols said, “Sometimes they are placed in the towers for only a few hours.  

The idea is to give the impression that the towers are occupied.” 78 

By this time, escaping East Germany by illegally crossing the fortifications of the Grenze 

had become nearly impossible.  Only thirty people managed to escape in 1985, down from 

fifty-four in 1984.79  The first and perhaps most daunting obstacle would have been to 

overcome the general “decomposition” in the society and re-compose oneself into a citizen 

who believed in taking action in opposition to government powers.  One would have felt 

certain the Stasi was listening and watching, so any planning could be done only with the 

most trusted conspirators.  Then one would need to get to the borderlands and be able to 

adequately bluff any officials making random stops and document checks in the region.  

Then one would have to successfully cross the signal fence topped, in many places, with 

electrified barbed wire.  In covering the ground between the signal fence and the actual 

border, one would have to be sure not to be spotted by any residents in the area, as they 
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could be informers who would alert guards.  One also had to be wary of the possibility of 

trip wires in the area.  Then one would have to contend with the irregular and unfamiliar 

patterns of the border patrols along the patrol road of concrete slabs.  In addition, border 

guards could be hiding in concealed bunkers.  Then came the death strip with its landmines 

and guard dogs.  The anti-vehicle ditch, provided one was not in a vehicle, could be easily 

jumped.  Then came the plowed strip, the possibility of mine fields and the metal mesh 

fence, too tall to climb easily and too time-consuming to cut.  And how could one 

circumvent the SM-70s with hair-trigger trip wires?  Depending on the location, one could 

have been within view of a watchtower with one-way glass windows making it impossible to 

tell if it was manned or not.  Even if one managed to reach the other side of the fence, the 

freedom of West Germany remained ten or twenty yards away, due to the fence being set 

back from the actual border.  Border guards were allowed to shoot people escaping if they 

had made it to the other side of the fence and not yet crossed into West Germany.  All of 

this would have to be done with little or no knowledge of what exactly comprised the border 

fortifications or their exact location. 

 

We drive on through the vacant fields and come to a place where the snow is ominously 

deep.  We know we are within several hundred yards of the end of the Grenze, but it’s not 

clear how to get there.  We decide that it’s best to turn back.  We drive back past the plaque 

marking the vanished village and up the hill onto the ridge where new homes stand.  We try 

another fork in the road and see a sign pointing to a small track dropping down a forested 

hill.  The sign points to the Three Country Corner (Dreilandereck).  Trees and a blanket of 

snow somewhere down the hill shroud the end of the Grenze.     
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Chapter 6 

Where Streams Converge 

 

Something there is that doesn’t love a wall,  
That sends the frozen-ground-swell under it,  
And spills the upper boulders in the sun,  
And makes gaps even two can pass abreast. 

--Mending Wall, Robert Frost 
 

 

By now we have traced more than 800 miles of the Grenze in Germany.  With the 

winding roads and detours, we have driven many hundreds of miles more, and have almost 

reached the end: the Dreiländereck (Three Country Corner).  The weight of our journey and 

the weight of the long, steady evolution of the Grenze presses down upon us as we follow the 

arrow on the road sign, turn off the main road and drive down a track cutting through a 

pine-covered slope.  It’s late in the day, and after nearly a week of exploring the Grenze we’re 

quite tired.  Neither Jochen nor I say a word as we pull into the parking lot where the road 

levels out at the bottom of the hill.  The parking area has space enough for half a dozen cars, 

but as has been so often the case in our journeys along the Grenze, we are the only visitors.  

When the muffled echo of our slamming car doors has vanished, the silence of a forest 

underneath a blanket of snow surrounds us.   

We follow a trail that leads away from the parking lot and edges along the side of the 

slope.  The snow lies perhaps half a foot thick, and the trail is little more than several sets of 

footprints.  After a few minutes of walking in silence we come upon a makeshift monument 

for an unknown soldier.  A wooden cross three feet tall marks the grave, crafted from 

lengths of aspen logs, and topped with a metal battle helmet painted yellow. 

Rhododendrons, with no signs yet of blossom buds, drape thick, waxy leaves from spindly 

branches around the base of the cross, and a pair of shrubby cedars lean over it from either 

side.  The little plot, surrounded by a knee-high lattice fence, has a tenderness that suggests 

someone from a nearby village comes to tend it from time to time.  A German iron cross 
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and embossed metal laurels decorate a metal plaque nailed to the lower part of the cross.  

Rust has eaten away the edges of the plaque and is encroaching on the painted text, which 

says that in July 1945, an unknown solider was buried here. 

The date transports us back to the beginning of the Grenze at the end of World War II.  

Strang’s line, drawn a year before this unknown soldier was buried, passed through these 

trees just a few hundred feet from here.  The soldier’s body stood watch, as it were, over all 

the curious events of the rise and fall of the Grenze. 

 

This is how the Grenze fell: 

It was not the pulling of a single thread in 1989 that unraveled the underpinnings of the 

Iron Curtain, but rather the conspiracy of many threads being pulled at the same time.  

Soviet leader Mikhail Gobachev demanded efficient economic management in Soviet-bloc 

countries, Perestroika, and called for an open and frank discussion, Glasnost.  The Solidarity 

trade union movement in Poland gathered momentum and power.  Liberalization in 

Hungary, Poland and Czechoslovakia meant that East Germans could use those countries as 

stopover stations in transit to the West (15,000 East Germans fled to the West via the West 

German embassy in Prague, 10,000 via the embassy in Budapest, and 5,000 via the embassy 

in Warsaw).  East German church groups provided an improving and increasingly powerful 

platform for popular resistance.   

The most moving moments in the fall of the Wall were the mass protests in the form of 

Monday evening services for peace at the Church of St. Nicholas (Nikolaikirche) in the East 

German city of Leipzig.  Numbers at the church swelled with each passing week and with a 

growing sense of empowerment.  After the service, the crowds marched peacefully through 

the streets of Leipzig armed with flickering candles.  On October 9, 1989 70,000 flowed 

through the streets.  The following week 100,000 gathered for the service and peaceful 

protest.  Then 300,000 showed up on October 23 to demand reforms and true democracy.  

The conductor of the Leipzig orchestra, Kurt Masur, appealed for an open exchange of 

opinion and a peaceful dialogue.  In a city that took its culture seriously, Masur’s words 

carried profound popular weight and the protests remained nonviolent.  The Soviets, for 

their part, refused to commit troops or weapons to stabilize the situation in East Germany. 

The final thread was pulled on November 9, when East German ministries drafted a 

new law to ease travel regulations.  It would allow for private trips to West Germany 
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following an application process.  When word escaped, primarily through Western media 

outlets, the application process was misunderstood or not mentioned at all, creating 

expectations that the population could travel without hindrance.  Word spread to East 

Germans around the country and by nightfall thousands gathered at the Grenze, particularly 

at the wall in Berlin where, on the other side of the wall, thousands of West Germans had 

also congregated.  East German border guards had heard nothing of the new law, partly 

because it was not to go into effect until the following day, but the crowds swelled and 

eventually the guards saw the futility of the situation and began letting a trickle of people 

through the barriers.  The trickle naturally turned into a flood, and by two minutes after 

midnight, every opening between East and West Berlin allowed traffic in both directions, 

with border guards watching mutely.  As thousands surged through the openings the 

atmosphere turned to that of a celebration, a reunion, and a sense of indescribable triumph.1   

The next day, on November 10, cranes and bulldozers punched 18 holes in the wall 

through Berlin.2  West German leader Helmut Kohl called George W. Bush to say, “The 

frontiers are absolutely open.  At certain points they are literally taking down the wall and 

building new checkpoints…This is a dramatic thing; an historic hour.”3 

And indeed it was.  The Grenze, though still in place physically, could no longer act as a 

barrier.  The mechanisms of power that had propped it up were crumbling, and the fear it 

inspired was dissolving. 

Celebrations all along the Grenze mirrored those in Berlin.  In fading photos placed in 

wooden display cases at countless crossings, Jochen and I had had seen the mayors of once-

opposing towns exchanging wreaths and shaking hands through holes in the metal mesh 

fencing.  One photo from the time shows a square watchtower invaded by civilians.  They 

stand on the railed roof deck, waving and celebrating almost with disbelief. 

For years one 188-mile section of Grenze had only two heavily guarded border crossings 

for legal traffic.  By January 1990, two months after the Wende, as Germans have named the 

fall of the Wall, the same stretch of border had thirty-two openings, and these were loosely 

guarded if at all.  In the West German town of Rasdorf, villagers held a candlelight vigil at 

the end of December 1989 asking the East Germans to remove the fence still in place at the 

edge of the village.  The East German guards watched the vigil until nearly dawn, and finally 

relented and began dismantling the inner line of fencing.  Those from the vigil rushed 

forward and began removing the outer line of fence.  Several days later the route was entirely 
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open and road signs went up in Rasdorf for the first time in decades, pointing to cities in the 

East.4 

It would be impossible to provide a comprehensive understanding of the demise of the 

Iron Curtain or the end of the Cold War within the scope of this book.  It is more 

interesting, perhaps, to see the end of the Grenze in the context of its own evolution.  From 

old stone markers between the kingdoms and domains of Germany, to a line etched across 

the surface a map by someone called Sir William Strang, to oil-soaked oak posts driven in the 

ground, to stretching spools of barbed wire to soldiers and watchtowers and floodlights and 

dogs and ditches and metal mesh, landmines, patrol roads, self-firing devices, trip wires and 

flares.  The Grenze had claimed the lives of more than 900. 

So enormous the effort, so inevitable its undoing.   

The two Germanys legally became one on October 3, 1990. 

The population of the former East Germany, the population the Grenze tried so hard to 

contain, shrank by 800,000 in the decade following the Wende.5  The old woman sweeping 

her sidewalk in Rüterberg, the double-fenced town on the Elbe River, had been right when 

she said, “There were too many of us leaving, so they put up an extra fence.  They took it 

down and look at us now, still leaving.” 

The mammoth task of dismantling the Grenze began in earnest in 1990.  Heavy 

equipment trudged along the former border removing the barriers and rolling up the fencing, 

an operation that continued until January 1994.  Crews removed twenty miles of walls, 1,600 

miles of fences (almost twice total length of the Grenze because of the multiple layers of 

fortifications), 430 miles of anti-vehicle ditches, 350 miles of patrol roads, 168 underwater 

barriers and hundreds of other fortifications. 

By the time the Grenze came to an end, 5,000 guard dogs had been installed along the 

line.  What became of all those ferocious dogs?  Rumors swirled that they would be sent to 

Spain for use in the pharmaceutical industry or shipped to the U.S. for adoption.  In the end, 

animal protection groups in Germany offered 2,500 of them for adoption in 1990.  The dogs 

turned out to be less ferocious than perceived.  Only 1,000 of them were trained to attack, 

the rest were decoys, so to speak.6  The perception was more effective than the reality.  Some 

of those who adopted the animals hoping for a guard dog were disappointed to learn that 

they were docile and friendly.7  Dogs adopted from the Berlin Wall were said to charge away 
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from their owners and attempt to retrace the lines they had patrolled, even long after the 

wall had disappeared.  

One of the more pressing tasks was clearing the minefields along the Grenze.  Though 

the East Germans had begun removing the 1.3 million mines in 1984 due to international 

pressure and the payments by the West German government, they had not always been 

thorough.  The armed forces of the reunited Germany established a central effort to ensure 

that all the mines were removed.  An investigation team pored through East German 

documents related to the installation and removal of the landmines and discovered that up 

to 34,000 were unaccounted for and could still be in the ground.  Environmental forces like 

snow, frost or animals may have detonated many of these missing mines, but the danger that 

they were still active and in place forced the German military to classify 340 miles of the 

Grenze as “mine hazard areas.”   

The German government contracted civilian companies that employed former border 

guards to assist in clearing the minefields.  The task was complicated by the fact that when 

the East Germans began removing the mines in the 1980s, they removed the orientation 

marks used in minefields as reference points from which the placement of the mines was 

measured.  Without the orientation points, it was impossible to know the exact perimeter 

lines of each minefield, requiring more extensive and careful search efforts.  Fourteen teams 

with a total of 270 workers cleared the Grenze of landmines with the target of having the task 

finished and the Grenze safe for civilians by 1995.  By 1994, the teams had discovered and 

destroyed 714 antipersonnel land mines.8 

In the 1990s, German environmental and conservation groups dubbed the scar of the 

Grenze the “Green Band” and made efforts to prevent development and farming along its 

length.  The groups claimed that more than one hundred endangered plants and animals 

inhabited the swath of land, which offered connections between moors, mountains and 

forests.  From black storks to bee orchids, the death strip was teeming with life, the groups 

said.  In some places, for example at places where the Grenze skirted Bavaria, sections of the 

line have become designated nature conservation areas.  The Grenze once severed traffic on 

twenty-two railway lines and 180 major roads.9  Reestablishing those links in addition to five 

new Autobahns and a high-speed rail link crossing the remains of the Grenze meant there was 

little chance of preserving the “Green Band” in its entirety.  Complicating efforts to find 

new uses for the strip of land was the fact that ownership of much of the former Grenze was 
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disputed.  Families and farmers evicted by East Germany struggled to reclaim land that had 

once belonged to them.10 

  The Grenze was gone.  As Jochen and I saw during our journeys, a little more than a 

decade after it collapsed, the scar of the Grenze, though still vivid in places, had entirely 

vanished in others.  Germans speak often about the Grenze in the mind that still, in many 

ways, separates the two Germanys due to the differing ideologies experienced on either side 

of the divide for nearly four decades.  Even that scar is surely fading with passing time. 

 

At the Dreiländereck, where the Grenze physically ended, we continue past the grave of 

the unknown German soldier and follow the trail as it curves down into a flat between the 

hills.  The trees change from evergreen to deciduous in the flats, and gray light from a low-

clouded sky presses through the naked branches.  The path comes to an end at the 

confluence of two streams where a wooden rail suggests one should go no farther.  The 

streams converge, creating a channel that would require a running start to leap across.  On 

either side of the stream stand chest-high stone markers.  Neither floods nor frost cycles 

have managed to budge these staunch border stones.  Both are carved with the date 1844.  

The stone south of the stream indicates Bavaria, while the stone on the northern shore 

indicates Saxony.  These are the sturdiest border stones we’ve found in all our trips along the 

Grenze and would not be out of place as monuments in a graveyard. 

A sign on a metal pole says Staatsgrenze (National Border), indicating that Germany ends 

and the Czech Republic, which is the V between the two converging streams, begins.  

Through the trees and several hundred feet into the Czech Republic is a small, snow-covered 

parking area with no cars.  We wander downstream, tracking through untouched snow, and 

finding more border stones, smaller than those at the confluence of the streams.  The 

profusion of snow-capped stones suggests that this quiet valley has served as a boundary for 

centuries, with the borders pushing one direction or the other, perhaps as alliances shift, or 

as the course of the stream changes.  Streams make natural boundaries, wrapped in ripples, 

flowing and forever changing. 

I expected somehow that reaching the Dreiländereck would synthesize our journeys along 

the Grenze, that it would be the place where all the impressions and characters we 

encountered along the way would coalesce into some grand epiphany.  It’s not.  I expected 

that somehow the Dreiländereck would focus and distill all the fear and power of the Grenze.  
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It doesn’t do that either.  The concrete and wire have vanished here without a trace.  

Nothing at all indicates the line sketched upon a map, the line that ended up consuming the 

lives of more than 900, the line that divided people from one another for almost forty years. 

Instead of epiphanies or deep discoveries, the feeling at the Dreiländereck is one of the 

trees growing taller around Jochen and me, the valley falling deeper and the hills swelling up 

around us.  We are entirely alone, enveloped in nature, in what feels like a small and distant 

place.  Snow, heavy with the beginning of melt, muffles the ground and the sound of the 

rustling stream.  The edges of the stream have iced over, but the middle flows with the fat, 

lapping lips of winter melting into spring.  Shards of ice crack away, swallowed by the waters.  

Bubbles press beneath the frozen skin in undulating forms.  Vast stretches of snow without 

footprints, punctuated only by tree trunks, give the sense of ground that has never been 

disturbed. 

And that is it.  Our journey is over.   

The Grenze ends where two streams converge.   

 

Back in the reading room at the Institute for Military History in The Hague, I find the 

Dreiländereck on one of the military maps set before me by Mr. van Gils.  Nearly three 

months have passed since Jochen and I completed our final trip along the Grenze.  Jochen is 

back in Leipzig studying sociology, and I am back in the Netherlands working.  The maps 

I’m looking at speak more than a language of space.  They suck me into the past, and 

become a language of time. 

I think of the people we met along the way.  So many of our conversations had a 

curious abruptness and ended with people turning and walking away.  We were travelers.  

We were strangers talking to strangers, and we were asking questions that did not always 

offer comfortable answers.  We were also traveling through remote areas of Germany where 

tourists are not a common sight.  I wish I knew more about the people we met, especially 

those like the indomitable Granny Hoffman, who had stories to fill a book.  I wish we had 

stopped and talked to more people and spent more time.  Our fleeting encounters raised 

more questions than they answered, but they left a haunting impression on me.  Like leaving 

the rusting tools on the riverbank, some memories are best preserved just how they are, 

without delving deeper or digging for more. 



 

Disturbed Ground       © 2005  Eron Witzel       ewitzel@gmail.com 151 

Reading the maps’ abstracted language of space and time, looking down on Dreiländereck 

where Jochen and I ended our trip, I trace the Grenze with my finger.  It is a line as arbitrary 

as any one could draw on a map and it makes me think of the Navaho man and his 

comment about sovereignty.  He was wrong, at least according to my understanding, about 

Noah Webster working for the Queen, but what struck me was his own definition: “To me, 

sovereignty can be the drop of water from my eye, or the way my body smells.  Because 

that’s a part of me,” he said.  We become the lines we sketch between ourselves.  Our bodies 

watchtowers, our eyes searchlights.  Our tongues spin ribbons of tangled wire.  But, perhaps 

sovereignty is within us, in our sweat and tears, in our skin, our nature.  Maybe our arbitrary 

lines and borders can never truly divide us if sovereignty exists within us. 

In describing my journeys along the Grenze to friends and acquaintances, I have 

discovered that the prevailing opinion is that this particular divide was unjust because it 

divided a single people.  Certainly dividing a country is unjust, tearing families and friendships 

apart, separating lives and histories.  And I will concede that dividing a “single people” is 

perhaps more unjust.  But I am uncomfortable with this notion because it feels as though this 

would imply that a wall, say, between France and Germany, two “separate people,” would 

somehow be just.  Something there is that simply doesn’t love a wall, wherever it may be and 

whoever it may restrict. 

I think back to the original image I had in my mind of the Grenze, the one from outside 

Althausen in 1993, the one I’d kept for all those years, the one with the watchtower that 

didn’t exist, the one framed by the rubber gasket of Chris’ car window as we drove to the 

former East Germany for a day.  I’m uncertain when it happened, but somewhere along the 

Grenze I finally understood the beauty of that image.  It was never what was in the image that 

propelled me, though I searched for meaning in the concrete tracks and the rolling hills and 

the invented watchtower.  I looked for answers in the ripple of disturbed ground where it 

crested the hill, but it wasn’t there either.  The journeys along the Grenze revealed to me that 

the meaning of the image came from what was missing.  All the fences and alarms, all the 

barriers and watchtowers, they had all failed.  They had all vanished.   

The beauty is the absence of a wall. 
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