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HISTORY OF THE BERLIN WALL 
Have you heard the quote, “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall”?
Do you know who said it and when?     
     United States President Ronald Reagan – June 12, 1987. 
Where was he when he said it?   
     He was at the Brandenburg Gate near the Berlin Wall which had been built to divide  
     the city of Berlin. One half was Communist and the other half was free. It had been  

     this way since 13 August 1961. (At the time of the speech, the wall had been in place  

     for 26 years.)
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Why was it built? 
     At the conclusion of World War II (in 1945) the victorious Allied forces divided   

     control among themselves of defeated Nazi German. America, England, and France  

     took possession of land in West Germany, while Soviet Russia took control of an 

     Eastern portion. The city of Berlin was geographically located in East Germany’s  

     Sector; but, like the country, the city itself was divided into four sections with one  

     designated as belonging to Soviet Russia. Therefore, the portions belonging to  

     America, England, and France were surrounded by Communist control. In fact, to get  

     to West Berlin, a person would have to travel on a road owned by Soviet Russia. 
     The Soviets demonstrated that though they had once been an ally of the West, they  

     were no longer willing to be friendly. In 1948, Soviet Premier, Joseph Stalin ordered   

     all American, British, and French personnel,  all along with all their communication  

     equipment out of the Eastern  sector. He then shut down all trains and all land and  

     water and road access to West Berlin. In other words, no supplies could get in or out  

     for the 2,008,943 Berliners or the military troops guarding them. During this time,  

     America air lifted food into the city so that her people would not starve to death,  

     literally.  
     (For more info and pictures :Google Berlin Airlift; or, go to www.spiritoffreedom.org/airlift.html)  
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   The blockade lasted 11 months, yet the courageous Berliners never gave up. 
Why did the Soviets want to secure the border?
     So many people, especially educated professionals and scientists, were leaving  
      the Communist regime in the East for the freedom of the West. A lot of people, in  

      fact, 3.5 million East Germans defected from or left East Germany by crossing  

      over the border until the borders were shut down entirely.
                                      


 This map shows the division of West Germany (blue) and East Germany (red). West          Berlin is in yellow. You can see free Berlin was surrounded by the Communists.
How did they shut the border?
     Imagine waking up one morning and having a wall divide your city! If you could  
      not reach your school, or your church, or even your job, how might this affect  

      you?  What if you had been travelling or spent the night with a friend? What if your             
     family lived on the other side of the wall … like an aunt and uncle, or grandparents,  

     What about a close friend? How might it make you feel to suddenly be separated  

     from them? … To wonder when or if you would ever see them again?
     This is what happened to the people of Berlin on August 13, 1961. In the dead of  

     night, without anyone knowing, the border was shut. When the people woke up— 

     there was a wall dividing their city. The East Germans had set up barricades of stone  

     barbed wire fencing, armed tanks, and guards with guns. Those on the East German  

     side were imprisoned and couldn’t get out. Those on the West German side could   

     only look over the wall at their friends and family in the East.
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Did anyone try to escape?
      It is estimated that 5,000 Easterners made it safely across the border. Attempts
       included: digging tunnels, hiding between two carved out surfboards mounted 

       on a car, and flying overhead from a makeshift pulley.  One time, two families
       sewed together pieces of nylon cloth to make a hot air balloon. They made it  
      . . . and the Communist government banned the sale of nylon cloth.       
                                             


                                


     Yet, not all escape attempts were successful. It is estimated that between 100 to 200  

      people lost their lives trying to escape.  In one particularly heart wrenching account,  

      a young man, Peter Fechter, and his friend tried to scale the Wall. His friend made it  

      safely over. Peter, however, fell back and was left to bleed to death, frightened and in  

      pain. The world watched on and was shocked. This happened in 1962.
      “Although the command to shoot fugitives who tried to overcome the border

      fortifications remained in effect, by the mid-1980’s the GDR [East Germany called  

      itself the German Democratic Republic] was making a certain effort to project a  

      more normal and benign image to the world. This included permits for East Germans  

      to attend family events other than funerals of next of kin” (Marianna Katona, Tales  

      From the Berlin Wall).
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      Foreigners and West Berliners could travel in through guarded Checkpoints,  

      (Checkpoint Charlie was for Americans) if they had all the right documents             

      including: passport or personal ID, car registration, driver’s license, visa crossing  

      papers, and DM 25 per person to be spent in East Germany.  Guards interrogated  

      each person desiring entrance and again upon departure. If any of these papers   

      were lost during a visit, the offender was considered a potential threat and treated as a          

      criminal.
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How many years was the wall in place?
     The wall was in place a total of 28 years. What had begun as a simple blockade grew    

      to become a complex system including: a 12 foot-tall— 87 mile wall made of  

      reinforced concrete with electrified wire, floodlights, 300 watch-towers, attack dogs,    

      buried mines, and a strip of soft sand (so footsteps might be seen) called “the death     

      strip.” All this was guarded by armed soldiers trained to shoot on site any East   

      Berliner who might try to escape to freedom in the West.
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What was the attitude in the West toward East Berlin?
     Almost two years after the Wall went up (on June 26, 1963), U.S. President John  
     F. Kennedy gave a now famous speech in West Berlin, clearly demonstrating U.S.  

      support for West Germany. According to a German language professor from   

      Occidental College who was a serviceman in Berlin at the time of the speech,  

      President Kennedy’s accent, grammar, and idiomatic expression were perfect as he  

      said, “Ich bin ein Berliner,” meaning, “I am a Berliner.” It was a clear and bold 
      expression of American identification with a city that lived in “hope” and  

      “determination” that someday their country would see the end of Communist  

      oppression. 
Here is a portion of that speech: 
            (Also, look for the speech on youtube: “Ich bin ein Berliner.”)
“Two thousand years ago the proudest boast was civis Romanus sum ["I am a Roman citizen"]. Today, in the world of freedom, the proudest boast is ‘Ich bin ein Berliner!"... All free men, wherever they may live, are citizens of Berlin, and, therefore, as a free man, I take pride in the words ‘Ich bin ein Berliner!’
“…There are many people in the world who really don't understand, or say they don't, what is the great issue between the free world and the Communist world. Let them come to Berlin. There are some who say that communism is the wave of the future. Let them come to Berlin. And there are some who say in Europe and elsewhere we can work with the Communists. Let them come to Berlin. And there are even a few who say that it is true that communism is an evil system, but it permits us to make economic progress. Lass' sie nach Berlin kommen. Let them come to Berlin.
“Freedom has many difficulties and democracy is not perfect, but we have never had to put a wall up to keep our people in, to prevent them from leaving us. …While the wall is the most obvious and vivid demonstration of the failures of the Communist system, for all the world to see, we take no satisfaction in it, for it is, as your Mayor has said, an offense not only against history but an offense against humanity, separating families, dividing husbands and wives and brothers and sisters, and dividing a people who wish to be joined together …”


 Why did the free people in the West care about Communist rule? 
     Like Nazi Germany had been, Soviet Russia was a totalitarian state, meaning “a    
     system where the “government is centralized and dictatorial,” and in which “a single  

     party, without opposition rules over political economic, social, and cultural life ”   

     (Encarta Dictionary). Those who lived in freedom (e.g. America, France, England,  

     West Berlin and countries they protected like the Philippines) were concerned that if  

     Soviet Russia continued to grow and become powerful, the free nations could   

     become overpowered by Soviet military strength and then they, too, would be forced   

     into Communism.  
     Also, those in the West cared about the people still under Communist rule. While  

     they, as citizens of a free nation, enjoyed the ability to think and believe the way they  

     chose without government interference, they realized not everyone was so blessed.          

     Today, those who have lived under Communist rule give startling accounts of human  

     rights abuses.  (Read Nic Nunez’s speech, our Medallion of Initiative Winner, who  

     told us what freedom means to him. His grandfather spent 3 years in a prison camp  

     until he could get his family out of Communist Cuba. See link to his speech on this  

     website.)
     In the 1980’s, President Ronald Reagan, and other world leaders such as Prime    

     Minister of England, Margaret Thatcher, and Pope John Paul II joined those  

     before them in a call for freedom. 
Who is Mr. Mikhail Gorbachev?  
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                                               Mikhail Gorbachev                                                             © Peter Turnley/Corbis
     In the 1980’s, Mikhail Gorbachev was the General Secretary (that means the top                        

   ranking official) of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. Gorbachev himself  

   said he wanted to increase freedom in all the countries, called The Eastern Bloc, who  

   were under Communist rule.  He spoke openly about “glasnost” which means  

   transparency, and “perestroika”  which means restructuring. In addition to these  

   desires for reform, Reagan believed Gorbachev knew the Communist East was not as  

   strong economically as the West, and therefore could not win an arms race.  
   Throughout the decade, Gorbachev and Reagan met in Summits or conferences to
   discuss peace. Both leaders genuinely seemed to like each other. Reagan said of

   Gorbachev, “There was warmth in his face and his style, not the coldness

   bordering on hatred I'd seen in most senior Soviet officials I'd met until then.” He

   sensed then “the moral dimension in Gorbachev.” Gorbachev, in turn, called

   Reagan “a great American and a great leader” (pbs.org).
     Reagan was whole-heartedly proud of American democracy and believed “American  

     strength was central to world peace” (www.reaganfoundation.org › R.R. ForeignPolicy).         
     He remained steadfast to his principles even when the meetings came to a stalemate.

     After one Summit which had ended at an impasse, he optimistically stated, 
     “Because the American people stood guard at the critical hour, freedom has

     gathered its forces, regained its strength, and is on the march. … We’re dealing

     now from a position of strength. Our ideas are out there on the table. They won’t

     go away …” Reagan directly communicated he was unwilling to compromise

     American safety or freedom (President Ronald Reagan, “President Reagan Discusses His  

      Meetings With Mikhail Gorbachev in Iceland, Making the History of 1989, Item #56,            

      http://chnm.gmu.edu/1989/items/show/56  accessed March 15 2013, 4:07 am). 

“…Tear down this Wall!” … When were those famous words spoken? 
     In 1987 when President Reagan was to give a speech in front of the Berlin Wall  
      which was still guarded by men with guns, Reagan was determined to speak up for      

      freedom. He debated whether he should be so bold as to challenge the Communists 

      Communists point blank to tear down the Wall. It was even a topic of discussion  

      as he drove in the limousine on his way to the Brandenburg Gate where the speech  

      was to take place. Several people in the State Department had advised him not to  

      broach the subject of the Wall directly as it might offend the Communists. But, he  

      chose instead to confront the issue head on because, as he put it, it was “the right         

      thing to do.”
     He said to all the people who were listening there at the Brandenburg Gate and to all
     the people listening around the world – including Mr. Gorbachev back in  Communist       

     Russia! …   
             “Mr. Gorbachev, Open this gate. Mr. Gorbachev, Tear down this wall!” 
                     

 
     The following is from his speech that day. Note, Reagan references Kennedy’s visit to   
     Berlin which occurred 24 years earlier.  (This is also available on youtube- ReaganFoundation.)

 “We must remember a crucial fact: East and West do not mistrust each other because we are armed; we are armed because we mistrust each other. And our differences are not about weapons but about liberty. When President Kennedy spoke at the City Hall those 24 years ago, freedom was encircled, Berlin was under siege. And today, despite all the pressures upon this city, Berlin stands secure in its liberty. And freedom itself is transforming the globe. 
“… In the 1950s, Khrushchev predicted: "We will bury you." But in the West today, we see a free world that has achieved a level of prosperity and well-being unprecedented in all human history. In the Communist world, we see failure, technological backwardness, declining standards of health, even want of the most basic kind--too little food. Even today, the Soviet Union still cannot feed itself. After these four decades, then, there stands before the entire world one great and inescapable conclusion: Freedom leads to prosperity. Freedom replaces the ancient hatreds among the nations with comity and peace. Freedom is the victor.

“… In these four decades, as I have said, you Berliners have built a great city. You've done so in spite of threats--the Soviet attempts to impose the East-mark, the blockade. Today the city thrives in spite of the challenges implicit in the very presence of this wall. What keeps you here? Certainly there's a great deal to be said for your fortitude, for your defiant courage. But I believe there's something deeper, something that involves Berlin's whole look and feel and way of life--not mere sentiment. No one could live long in Berlin without being completely disabused of illusions. Something instead, that has seen the difficulties of life in Berlin but chose to accept them, that continues to build this good and proud city in contrast to a surrounding totalitarian presence that refuses to release human energies or aspirations. Something that speaks with a powerful voice of affirmation, that says yes to this city, yes to the future, yes to freedom. In a word, I would submit that what keeps you in Berlin is love--love both profound and abiding. 
“Perhaps this gets to the root of the matter, to the most fundamental distinction of all between East and West. The totalitarian world produces backwardness because it does such violence to the spirit, thwarting the human impulse to create, to enjoy, to worship. The totalitarian world finds even symbols of love and of worship an affront. Years ago, before the East Germans began rebuilding their churches, they erected a secular structure: the television tower at Alexander Platz. Virtually ever since, the authorities have been working to correct what they view as the tower's one major flaw, treating the glass sphere at the top with paints and chemicals of every kind. Yet even today when the sun strikes that sphere--that sphere that towers over all Berlin--the light makes the sign of the cross. There in Berlin, like the city itself, symbols of love, symbols of worship, cannot be suppressed. 
“As I looked out a moment ago from the Reichstag, that embodiment of German unity, I noticed words crudely spray-painted upon the wall, perhaps by a young Berliner: "This wall will fall. Beliefs become reality." Yes, across Europe, this wall will fall. For it cannot withstand faith; it cannot withstand truth. The wall cannot withstand freedom.”                      
What was the surprising announcement on Nov. 9, 1989?
     Over the next two years the Soviet Bloc began to splinter apart from within. As  

      Communist countries demanded more independence, the world watched as borders  

      opened. But the announcement on November 9, 1989, was something no one was  

      expecting. The announcement was that people could now permanently leave through 

      any Checkpoint between the GDR (East Germany) or the FRG (West Germany).  

      People looked at each other in shock. Had they heard correctly? Were the borders  

      really open and guards really letting people cross? 
     Spontaneously, crowds of people gathered at the Berlin Wall on both sides. Reports  

     have said it was like a huge block party with people singing, cheering, and crying.  

     Some people even brought hammers to start chipping away at the Wall itself. 
        


     The Wall was eventually taken apart with some portions on display in museums and 

     parks around the world. 
     A large portion of the Wall, (pictured below) is on permanent display at the   

     Ronald Reagan Library in Simi Valley to commemorate Reagan’s part in standing  

     firm and helping to tear down “this most obvious and vivid demonstration of the  

     failures of the Communist system” (JFK).
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 (See also, Reagan Library Field Trip under -“What We Do” on this website and note the student’s t-shirts.)
               


      A little more than two years later, on December 25, 1991, Mikhail Gorbachev   

      resigned from his office and the next day, December 26, 1991, the Soviet Union  

      officially dissolved. Each state within the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (or   

      USSR) was declared an independently sovereign nation.
   ___________________________________________________________   
     In 2010, Friends of Ronald Reagan SP brought a portion of the Berlin Wall   

               to be displayed for a day, along with an educational exhibit, near the monument    

               site of the Ronald Reagan Sports Park, Temecula, CA.  
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     Renate Jefferson, former principal of Murrieta Valley High School recounted her        

     experiences as a native of Hamburg, Germany who had lived in West Germany as the  

     Wall was constructed. She related “her feelings of despair, as some members of her   

     extended family were trapped behind the Wall. She recalled the many lives lost in  

     escape attempts, and the harsh reality of her divided country at that time. “What we  

     saw tore our hearts apart, … For 28 years, that wall stood. When 1989 came … it was  

     a jubilant picture … I will never forget” (utsandiego.com).                                                                  

                   —For more info on this event Google: Temecula Berlin Wall.—
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     Mrs. Jefferson emphasized the importance of teaching young people about the lessons      

     of the past.  FRRSP agrees!   
                                        ______________________________________

This curriculum was written by Mrs. Susan Weaver for Friends of Ronald Reagan Sports Park and Geneva Press.
School Writing Intensives

“Writing With History” 2nd – 12 Grade… We will come to your school and teach a writing intensive with your students, using either The History of the Berlin Wall or, The Economic and Political History of Communism. – Allow 1- hour.  
Inquire: perrypeters2@verizon.net 
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