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Author Harvey Black’s Experiences with the British Military 
Mission in East Berlin in the 1980s

The Cold War era started very soon 
after the end of the Second World 
War, when the communist East, led 
by the Soviet Union, and the Western 
world, led by the United States and 
its NATO allies, faced each across 
what became known as the ‘Iron 
Curtain’. The capital of Germany, 
Berlin, was divided into four Sectors. 
The consequence being, that the three 
Western Allied powers now controlled 
territory deep within the Soviet Union 
Zone of Germany.

Over time, the tensions between 
the four Allied powers increased, 
eventually resulting in the Berlin 

blockade in 1948, when the Soviets 
attempted to starve West Berlin into 
submission and force the other three 
Allied powers out. This failed and 
the Soviets eventually relented, but 
an ever-increasing number of East 
Germans fled to the West; between 
150,000 and 300,000 a year during 
1951-1953.

 As a consequence restrictions were 
placed on movement between the 
divided country. From 1961, the 
border was closed and Berlin com-
pletely encircled, first by barbed wire, 
then bricks and finally a concrete wall, 
along with the infamous ‘death strip’. 

I had an Intelligence gathering role while serving in Berlin. We were in a ‘Cold War’ and it was imperative that we 
tracked the movement of Soviet and GDR forces at that time.
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Access was now restricted between 
Berlin and the West. A wall, 124 mile 
miles in length, was placed around the 
three sectors of West Berlin, cutting 
off the city from the rest of the world.

Passage was severely restricted. The 
British, US and French Governments 
refused to recognise the East German 
Democratic Republic, GDR, as a 
consequence all our dealings were with 
our ally, the Soviet Union. One of the 
three routes out of Berlin by train, 
was from Charlottenburg station in 
West Berlin to Braunschweig in West 
Germany. It ran every day, except for 
Christmas Day.



There were also three Autobahn 
routes, one for each of the western 
allies. Ours ran from Berlin to 
Helmstedt in West Germany. At each 
end, one of the car’s occupants would 
have to hand over their documents 
through a small hatch where it was 
inspected (You were photographed 
, but never saw the occupants). You 
then had to march to an armed Soviet 
sentry, salute, wait while he checked 
your documents, salute again and 
return to your car. The document 
had to match your credentials 
perfectly. They would check your 
identification letter by letter, and if 
there was an error, you would not be 
allowed to pass.

At the end of the day 
the GDR, and East 
Berlin, were occupied 
by the Soviet Union 
and their military 
were ever present. 
There were ‘Restricted 
Areas’ where the 
Soviets preferred us 
not to go. We natural-
ly ignored them.

The tensions steadily 
got worse. Don’t 
forget, we didn’t 
recognise the GDR 
government, let alone the police. West 
Berlin police had no authority over us 
either, as we were also an occupying 
power in West Berlin.  

One key event that occurred every 
year, was the military parade to 
celebrate the formation of the GDR. 
This was naturally a key concern for 
the western allies. A country we didn’t 
officially recognise, holding a military 
parade on our doorstep. It was also an 
opportunity to disguise the movement 
of troops for a potential attack.
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As I previously stated, I had an 
Intelligence gathering role while 
serving in Berlin. We were in a ‘Cold 
War’ and it was imperative that we 
tracked the movement of Soviet and 
GDR forces at that time. The rail 
ring-road that circuited Berlin was 
a major rail junction and we kept a 
close watch on all movement.

Once, we chased a train at night, 
down narrow lanes, wanting to see the 
load and where it was going. Doing 
over a hundred kilometres an hour, no 
lights, the driver missed the turning 
and went straight over a T-junction 
with a drop on the other side. Pushed 
the bonnet of the Range Rover right 
back as we hit the ground below. All 
shaken but alive, we had to be lifted 
and towed back.
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but the Soviets were on us too fast. 
We couldn’t call for assistance, so my 
partner did a runner, as we agreed, 
to call for assistance and guide our 
backup into the maze of streets we 
were in. No mobile phones in those 
days. In the meantime they had got 
into the Range Rover, dragged me out 
and basically went to town on me, 
the rest is history. It created a political 
issue, understandably, and elements of 
the Soviet regime were banned from 
the Queens Birthday Parade that year. 
I had myriad of bruises and a lovely 
black eye. For me, the scariest bit was 
the unknown. The fear that I would 

The Soviets, like the GDR, also liked 
to make life difficult for us. On one 
occasion we managed to get away 
from an aggressive ‘Box In’, by literally 
driving on top of a refuse tip and 
effectively surfing down the other side.

Getting caught came with conse-
quences. It happened very quickly. 
A white car (probably from the MFS 
(Ministerium für Staatssicherheit, 
Ministry for State Security commonly 
known as the Stasi) skidded across 
the back of our vehicle blocking our 
escape. The intention was to reverse 
into it and push it through the fence, 

be spirited away, but fortunately 
our back up was close by. That was 
unusual, as we generally operated as 
a single unit. Someone was watching 
over me that day.

My backup was also boxed in. Once 
assistance had arrived, my partner had 
escaped and called for backup, they 
boxed that vehicle in with a Gaz 66. 
Soviet senior officers eventually 
arrived, along with officers from the 
British Military Government and 
an Interpreter. We were eventually 
released and I was taken to the British 
Military Hospital for treatment.

Cold War Gone Hot SerieS
Harvey Black’s Cold War Gone Hot series is a great read.  
The series starts with the exploits of a Brixmis intelli-
gence officer on the eve of WWIII, before following a 
variety of NATO units through gruelling combat as they 
face a Soviet invasion. As well as great inspiration for 
Battlefront’s Team Yankee game, providing a different 
background to the game, there’s lots of exciting action 
here for real-life James Bond action!

SiGn Up and Join tHe FiGHt!

tHe World War iii MiniatUreS GaMe
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