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THE LAST DAYS
-first impressions of the last days of East Germany-

(Mecklenburg/Rügen, August 1990 [between the introduction of the
Dmark a n d  re u n i f i c a t i o n ] ) 

Entering E a s t  Germany h ad  a l w a y s  b e e n  d e p r e s s i n g .  Of t e n  t h er e 
w e r e  l o n g  waits. T h e  border g u a r d s  looked y o u  c l o s e l y  i n  th e
e y e s  t o  m ak e s u r e  y o u  m at ch e d y o u r  p a s s p o r t  p i c t u r e .  O n c e  t h e 
West G e r m a n  newspaper I c a r r i e d  w a s  deposited i n  a t r as h  b i n . 
I t  was the o n l y  t im e I r e m e m b e r  se e i n g  o n e  o f  t h e  b o r d e r 
g u a r d s  sm i l e .  T h e  mo od  was s o m b e r ,  c o l o r  i t  g r e y .  I n  1 9 8 3  I
s t a r t e d  t o  t r av e l  f ro m H e i d e l b e r g ,  We st  G e r m a n y  t o  M o sc o w  by 
t r a i n .  I mistakenly s a t  i n  a n  E as t G e r m a n  c o m p a r t m e n t  with
uncomfortable g r e e n  s e a t s  a n d n o t h i n g  t o  b r e a k  u p  t h e
monotony. When the c o n d u c t o r  c a m e  b y ,  h e  s u g g e s t e d  t ha t I s i t 
i n  a c o m p a r t m e n t f or  We st  E u ro p ea ns .  U n f o r t u n a t el y  I had  to g e t 
o f f th e train i n  W es t Ber li n  a s  I h a d  f o r g o t t e n  to g e t  a
t r an s i t  visa f o r  P o l a n d .  I en de d u p  fl y i n g  fr o m  Ea s t  B er li n  to 
M o s c o w .  T h e  f l i g h t  wa s cheap bu t the i m p r e s s i o n s  mos t d e e p l y 
e n gr a v e d were of  the a ir po r t an d  s u r r o u n d i n g  a r e a  tha t m at ch e d
th e E as t G e r m a n  compartment o n  the train. B ar be d  wi re  a nd 
s o l d i e r s ,  s i g n s  w a rn i n g  y o u  n ot  t o  s t r a y  o r  t ak e pictures, the
eternal g r a y n e s s .  It was a novel e x p e r i e n c e ,  t h en ,  after the
fall of th e Ber li n wal l to be a b l e  t o  proceed into a nd  through
E a s t  Germany unhindered. A friend f r o m  Heidelberg and  I too k
o u r  cy c l e s  o n  a train to S c h w e r i n  i n  M e ck l e n bu r g  and  s p e n t  a
w ee k cycling a ro un d  the l a k e s  a n d  c o a s t . 

I n  o n e  s m a l l  t ow n,  a w om an  o r d e r e d  eight ' A me r i k an e r '  in  a n ew 
E d u s c h o  c a f e ,  hal f apologetically, e x pl a i n in g  to the l a dy 
behind th e counter that it h ad  b e en  a long, lon g tim e s i n c e  s h e 
h ad  had  o n e . T h e  sa l e ' s l a dy  la ug hed  a nd  r e s p on d e d ,  " w e l l ,  t he n
y o u  should i nd ul g e. "

I n  th e traditional s h o p s  people w er e u n f r i e n d l y .  Once I h ad  th e
c h o i c e  o f  t h re e  k i n d s  o f te r ri bl e  looking c h e e s e ,  t h re e 
u n w r a p p e d  bl o c k s ,  ob v i o u s l y  a lo ng  way fro m b ei ng  f r e s h .  I
w ai te d  w h i l e  th e saleslady helped a no th e r c u s t o m e r  before I l e f t 
t o  r e t u r n  a fe w m i nu t e s  l a t e r .  T h e r e  w as  vet  a n o t h e r  cu s t o m e r 
a t  the counter, but th e c h e e s e  lady caught my e y e  s o  I a s k e d 
what k i n d  o f c h e e s e  the r i g h t - m o s t  and  l e a s t  r e v o l t i n g  o f  the
th re e blocks mig ht b e .  A ft er  g e t t i n g  t h e i n f o r m a t i o n  I t he n
a s ke d  for a s l i c e  bu t h ad  thrown a t  m e c o l d  a nd  s t e r n :  "Ich bin
nicht so weit!" ( ' i t ' s  not y o u r  t u r n  y e t ' ) .  T h e  symbolic f a i l u r e 
of  a sy s t e m :  a woman s el l i n g  th r e e  k i n d s  o f unappetizing ch e e s e 
w it h a n  a r r o g a n c e  s t e m m i n g  f r om  th e k n o w l e d g e  tha t in th e past
y o u  could lite r a l l y  t a k e  it o r  l e av e  i t. 

I n  th e r u r a l  areas o f M e ck l e n bu r g  and  R ü ge n  th er e i s a m o re 
relaxed a t m o s p h e r e  and  we we re  w a rm l y  r e c e i v e d .  At th e
c a m pg r ou n d ac r o ss  th e lake fr om Krak ow am Se e ,  the he a dm a st e r of
a n  O-level school n ot  fa r fro m there, w h o  s p o k e  E n gl i s h  wi th  an 
a u th e n t ic  B ri ti s h accent t h a t  h e  p i ck e d  u p  i n  a P O W  c a m p , 
invited u s  t o  breakfast a t h i s  c a m p s i t e  a n d  extended an 
invitation t o  u s  t o  v is it hi m a t  th e ca s t l e  h e  lived i n  s h o u l d 
w e  e v e r  v i si t  h i s  town. I learned t ha t o n  h i s  o w n  initiative
h e  had a r ra n g e d c y c l i n g  o u t i n g s  in  t h e  s u m m e r  w i t h  hi s  p u p i l s , 
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w h er e  t he y c y c l e d  a s  far a s  1 4 0  Km i n  a d a y ,  w h i c h  shamed a
little for o u r  m ax im u m d a i l y  j o ur n e y s  o f  50 k m .  I n  R ü ge n ,  west
of  Stubenkammer w h il e  c y c l i n g  al o n g s i d e  a l a k e  o n  a d i r t  ro a d 
in  the d i r e c t i o n  of Bergen, w e  s t o p p e d  t o  a sk  a farmer
d i r e c t i o n s .  H e  l ea ne d  o v e r  th e f e n c e  a n d  talked to u s  fo r a
q u a r t e r  o f  a n h o u r ,  s o  l on g i n  f a c t  t h a t  w e  m i ss e d  th e  train
w e  were h e a d i n g  f o r ,  bu t the e x p e r i e n c e  standing i n  th e f i el d 
adjacent t o  t h e la k e listening t o  this h i gh l y  educated farmer
h a d  t o  b e  prolonged. H e  s t a t e d  t ha t h e  h a d  d o n e  qu i t e  w el l
u n d e r  the o l d  sy s t e m ,  b e i n g a b l e  t o  r a i s e  s o ws  o n  th e s i d e  a n d 
g e t  1 , 0 0 0  D D R  marks e a c h ;  l a s t  y e a r  h e  h ad  ma de  1 0 , 0 0 0  marks
t h at  way. Now the y c o u l d n ' t  e v e n  sell t h ei r  g r a i n  a nd  ha d t o 
market i t  a t dumpi n g  pr i c e s  i n  H a m b u r g .  S u ch  pr iv a t e  g a i n ,  h e 
n o t e d ,  was a c t i v e l y  supported b y  th e s t a t e .  F o r  h i m ,  H o ne c k e r
c o ul d  h a v e  s t a y e d  i n  pow er a n ot h e r  th r e e y e a r s  a n d  h e  wo ul d
have b e e n  s e t  u p  (though h e  a d mi t t e d " w e  were i m pr i s o ne d 
h e re " ) .  Now h e  d i d n ' t  know w ha t was c o m i n g .  But s t an d i n g in h i s 
g a r d e n  n e x t  to  a v er y attractive h o u s e ,  h e  did  no t seem to b e 
in a b a d situation. I a s ke d  him if h e  would buy the p r o p er t y  a n d 
h i s  qu i c k  r e s p o n s e  was startlingly insightful: " a nd  wo rk  d a y 
a nd  n i g h t ,  wh at  f or ?"  As l on g a s  the p ro pe r ty  i s  c o l l e c t i v i z e d 
he  c a n  wor k h i s  e i gh t  h o u r  s hi ft  ( e x c e p t  for h a r v e s t i n g )  with
v a ca t i o n tim e and  m ak e h i s  o w n  mon ey o n  th e s i d e . 

H is  c o m m e n t s  o n  H on ec k er  contrasted w i th  the fir st political
o p i n i o n  w e h e ar d  in E as t G e r m a n y ,  o u r  f i rs t  nig h t  at a c a m p - 
g r o u n d  o u t s i d e  of S c hw e r i n w h e n  a 6 - y e a r  o ld  boy bl ur ted  o u t 
u p o n  h e a r i n g  I w as  an  American, " B u s h ,  how I h at e him!!" W he n
asked a b ou t  Gor b a c ho v  the v er di c t was not much better; a s  t o 
their o w n  p o li t i c al  l e a d e r :  " B ut  Ho ne c k e r i s  th e worst!!!"

T h e  o l d  and  t h e new c a n  b e  s e e n  in  the reaction of the peop l e 
e v e r y w h e r e ,  bu t w i th  th e s h o p k e e p e r s  and  'Beamter' m o st 
p a r t i c u l a r l y .  So m e  are remarkably r e l a x e d ,  o p e n  an d  f r i e n d l y , 
while o t h e rs  bark orders like drill sergeants and t h r e a t e n  w i t h 
f i n e s ,  o r  ex h i b i t  ho s t i l e  in d i f fe r e n c e .  T he r e  were still lines
at times -- for instance in Bergen while I could find no fruit
of vegetables in the grocery stores I w e n t  in t o ,  on e  st r e e t 
v e n d o r  o f f e r i n g  gr a p e s  ha d  a t  le a s t  15  p e o p l e  p a t i e n t l y 
w a i t i n g  th e i r  t u r n  f o r  as  lo n g  as  o u r  di n n e r  la s t e d  in  a
r e s t a u r a n t  op p o s i t e . 

A t  t h e  in f o r ma t io n de s k i n  th e  War i n  tr ai n  s t a t io n ,  in  a b u r e a u 
t h a t  r e s e m b l e d  m o r e  a  s u p e r v i s o r ' s  o f f i c e ,  I  w a i t e d  f o r  t h e 
w o m a n  i n  c h a r g e  w h o  h a d  g o n e  o f f  w i t h  a  w o m a n  s h e  was
h e l p i n g  t o  g e t  a c o f f e e  a n d  a breakfast r o l e .  When t h ey 
r e t u r n e d  I f e l t  l i k e  a n  intruder b u t was to ld  I could t a k e  a
s e a t .  A f t e r  a f e w  minutes th e woman looked u p  f r om  h e r 
b r e a k f a s t  a n d s m a l l  t a l k ,  a nd  i n  b e tw e e n  actually p r o v i d i n g 
i n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  t r ai n s  t o  h er  f r ie n d  a s k e d  me ,  a s  a n 
a f t e r t h o u g h t ,  w h a t  I wanted. S h e  g a v e  m e the i n f o r m a t i o n  I
n e e d e d ,  r e l u c t a n t l y ,  a nd  pr ov id e d further information a b o u t 
a l t e r n a t e  r o u t e s  o n l y  w h en  p r o d d e d .  O n  the l i ne  b e t w e e n 
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Stralsund a n d  Bergen w e  m e t o n e  conductor t w ic e  w h o  h a d  la u g h - 
w r i n k l e s  re f l e c t i n g  a c l e a r l y  j ov ia l  p e r s o n a l i t y .  H e  t ol d u s 
n o n c h a l a n t l y  to  pu t o u r  b i ke s  o n  the train, h e r e  o r  t h e r e ,  i t 
w o u l d  b e  al l  r i g h t .  O n  a n  earlier t r ai n  a g r a n d  matron m a d e  u s 
and  four o t h e r  people, in  c o n f o r m a n c e  w i th  the w r i t t e n 
r e g u l at i on s  it  i s  t r u e , t ak e o f f  a ll ou r  l u g g ag e  f r om  th e  b i ke s 
s o  that we just barely m a d e  th e train. H o w e v e r ,  o u r  v er y f i r s t 
experience l e av i n g  Lubeck was w i th  a y o u n g  c o n d u c t o r  w h o  v er y
p o li t e l y informed u s  tha t we h ad  m i s t a k e n l y  put o u r  bicycles in
a p a s s e n g e r  compartment instead o f th e luggage c a r r i e r ,  w hi ch 
this particular tra in h a d ,  b u t  t ha t it d i d  not matter to him a s 
l o ng  a s  h e  could pass t h r o u g h .  H e  told my f r ie n d  tha t i t  w as 
ha rd  to  g e t e x a c t  s c h e d u l e s  in t hi s t r an s i t io n  period and  that 
if he  had  ti me  a f t e r  ch e ck i n g the t ick e ts  h e  h ims el f  wo uld wri te
o u t th e  s c h e d u l e  w e needed t o  g e t  fr om  the f i r s t  l e g of o u r 
trip around t h e l a k e s  of Mecklenburg to R ü g e n.  And i nd ee d  at th e
e nd  of  o u r  j ou rn e y he  p r od u c e d a p a in s t a ki n g l y hand-written
s c h e d u l e  fo r  t r ai n s  from M a lc h i n  to S t ra l s u nd  wi th  c o n n e c t i n g 
t r ai n s  in  Neubrandenburg.

At a sm a l l  la k e  i n B ü t z o w  a  5 5 - y e a r - o l d  m a n  t o l d  m e  e x c i t - 
e d l y  th a t  it  w a s  hi s  l i f e ' s  d r e a m  to  go  to  t h e  We s t  co a s t  o f 
A m e r i c a .  H i s  da u g h t e r  s p o k e  pe r f e c t  En g l i s h ,  h a v i n g  s t u d i e d 
English and German at the university in Rostock. He had l i v e d  on 
t h e  l a k e  a l l  hi s  l i f e  a n d  li k e  ot h e r  p e o p l e  w e  m e t  f r om  th e
a r ea  co nv e y e d an  at t a c hm e n t  to  the  la nd .  Whe n  a s k e d  i f  t h e 
l a k e  w a s  c l e a n  h e  p o i n t e d  o u t  t h e  h i g h  a m o u n t  o f  al g a e  an d 
r e e d s  gr o w i n g  on  t h e  ed g e  of  th e  wa t e r  an d  sa i d  that they
indicated that the water was polluted and that too m u ch 
n i tr o g e n fr o m th e  lo c a l ag r ic u l t ur e  was  in  it :  "n o t  cl e a n  bu t 
s c hö n . "  Wo u l d he  ta k e  ov e r  th e  cam p g r ou n d  an d  make a running
enterprise out of it? Well it belonged to t h e co m mu n i t y an d 
m a yb e  t hey  wou ld  up g ra de  it ; h e  wa s too  o l d t o  ta k e  on  a n yt h i n g 
n e w  h i m s e l f  (! ) 

The  dyin g thr oes o f Eas t Ger many one m onth.  befo re it s inc or-
poration into former West Germany is one of diversity breaki n g 
i n t o  a  m o n o l i t h i c  s o c i e t y  o f  l i m i t e d  c h o i c e  g u a r d e d  b y 
p e o p l e  b a r k i n g  o r d e r s  w i t h  t h e i r  re g u l a t i o n s  a n d  t h r e a t s  o f 
f i ne s  in th e ir  po ck e t s . Wh a t st a nd s  out  in  t h i s  p a r t  o f  E a s t 
G e r m a n y  t o  W e s t  G e r m a n s  I  h a v e  t a l k e d  t o  i s  t h e  u n d i s t u r b e d 
q u a l i t y  of  th e  n a t u r a l  se t t i n g .  O u r  cy c l i n g  t o u r  w a s  hampered
by cobblestoned city streets but enhanced by the b e a u t i f u l 
t r e e - l i n e d  c o u n t r y  a v e n u e s  w i n d i n g  t h e i r  w a y  t h r o u g h 
f o r e s t ,  fi e l d  an d  me a d o w ,  no t  ca r e f u l l y  pa r c e l e d  ou t  a s  i n  the
W e s t ,  b u t sprawling u n i n h i b i t e d . 

S o m e t i m e s ,  to o  o f t e n ,  t h i s  natural b e a u t y  w a s  destroyed b y  the
g r a y ,  brown c o n c r e t e d  a nd  c o r r u g a t e d  st e e l  h o u s i n g  s t r u c t u r e s , 
w h os e  d e p r e s s i n g  a u ra  i s  o n l y  s t r u c k  h o m e  by  the c o n t r a s t i n g 
flower boxes w i t h  th ei r multicolored g e r a n i u m s .  T h e  system i n 
Eas t G e r m a ny  di d  no t succeed i n  c o m p l e m e n t i n g  th e b e a u t y  of  the
r e g i o n ;  o n  th e c o n t r a r y  it s  m o no l i t hi c  g r a y n e s s  s t o o d  o u t 
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against i t  l i k e  the b u i l d i n g s  t o  t h e  g e r a n i u m s .  S o m e  of  the
o l d  ho u s e s ,  i n  Binz and  S t r a l s u n d ,  for e x a m p l e ,  r e t a i n  th e
f l a i r  of  a f o r m e r  n o b i l i t y ,  b u t the n o b i l i t y  of a p as t a g e , 
n e g l e c t e d  a nd  i n  d i s r e p a i r .  Marx's principle that in s o ci a l i sm 
th e personality of  the individu a l  w i l l  fi r s t  f r ee l y  b e able t o 
unfold a n d  d e v e l o p  h a s  b e e n  co v e r e d  i n  g r e y  l i k e  th os e h o u s e s , 
b u t i s  b e i n g  heralded b y  the j ov ia l  f a c e s  o f  th e p o l i t e 
c o n d u c t o r s ,  th e benign, relaxed a ir o f  h e a d ma s t e rs ,  far m e r s and 
l a k e  attendants. C o l l e c t i v e  v a c a t i o n s  s p e n t  in  'objects' the
very s e m a n t i c s  o f w h ic h  according to my c o m p a n i o n  c o n j u r e s  u p 
something lacking a ny  s u b j e c t i v e  o r  h u m a n  q u a l i t y  ( i n  fact an
i nv ol u nt a ry  s h u d d e r  went t h ro u g h  h e r  w h en e v e r s h e  e n co u n t er e d 
the w o r d )  a r e  gi v i n g  w a y to a n ew  ag e o f i n d i v i d u a l  choice and 
(?) h o p e . 


