


“TEAR DOWN THIS WALL!”
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The famed Berlin Brigade parades on July
4,1994. Gls of the 5th Battalion, 502nd
Infantry Regiment, were on duty then. The
brigade was deactivated that July 12 after
nearly 50 years of facing down the Soviet
Union in East Europe. Some 100,000
American soldiers served in the city.

after tens of thousands of East Berliners
had passed through the Wall into the
West, there was no denying that the end
of the Cold War was in sight.

Some 125 miles to the south of Berlin
in upper Bavaria, 2nd Lt. John Hillen, a
platoon leader of the 2nd Armored
Cavalry Regiment, was patrolling the
Iron Curtain along the German-Czech
border. Suddenly, toward midnight on
Nov. 9, he saw a remarkable sight—a

steady line of East Germans in their tiny
Trebants, belching black smoke, cross-
ing into the West. They went back and
forth across the border without a Soviet
tank following them.

“We watched them go into West
German towns over the next 48 hours,”
Hillen, a member of VFW Post 7327 in
Springfield, Va., recalls, “and stare into
the windows of the shops. They had
never seen such an abundance of food
and clothes. It was as though they had
just landed from Mars.

“It was clear that the fall of the Wall
was a lot more than a change of rules
about who was standing on which side
of a fence. The communist attempt to
construct an alternative reality and make
the people believe it failed.”

Collapse of Communism
Communism in East Germany and East
Europe collapsed like a house of cards
for several reasons.

To begin with, communist leaders
admitted they no longer believed in
Marxism-Leninism. Without the glue of
ideology, the communist facade of power
and authority crumbled, and the people’s
natural desire for freedom, dammed up
for four decades, burst forth.

Communism was literally unable to
deliver the goods. It promised the peo-
ple bread but produced food shortages
and rationing. It spoke of peace but sac-
rificed young men in wars in far-off
lands. It guaranteed the peasants land
but delivered them into collectives.

One of the great economic myths of
the Cold War was that under commu-
nism the German Democratic Republic
(East Germany) had become the 11th
most prosperous nation in the world.

But by 1989, life had become so
unbearable and the Stasi (the secret
police) so omnipresent that 1.5 million
East German citizens out of a popula-
tion of 16.5 million—9%—had applied
for exit visas.

Another reason for the demise of
communism was the impact of the mass
media. About 80% of East Germans
could receive three West German TV
channels. For nearly 40 years, the West
German media informed  East

Continued on page 26 2

— President Ronald Reagan, June 1987

“We had to defend the
city, but we were just
6,000 against 350,000
Russians and 150,000
East Germans. If they
invaded, we knew we
were only a speed bump.”

—Pfc. Lee Breaux, B Co., 4th Bn.,
502nd Inf. Breaux graduated from
infantry training on May 20, 1988.
Two weeks later, he was in Germany
with the Berlin Brigade.
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Fall of Berlin Wall

2 Continued from page 23

Germans—in their common language—
about the good life in the West, providing
a dramatic contrast to the deadening life
of the communist East.

Equally important were the resolute
men and women on both sides of the
Iron Curtain who led the historic strug-
gle against communism.

There was Ronald Reagan, the far-
sighted U.S. president who predicted in
1982 that Marxism-Leninism was head-
ed for the “ash heap of history” and who
challenged Soviet leader Mikhail
Gorbachev in June 1987 to “tear down”
the Berlin Wall.

Larry Flowers, a specialist four with C
Co., 5th Bn., 502nd Inf., was at the
Brandenburg Gate when President
Reagan spoke. Nobody knew what he was
going to say, Flowers, a VFW Department
of Massachusetts member-at-large,
remembers: “There was a big crowd in
front of the gate, and they cheered when
he said, “Tear down this walll’”

An unlikely East German leader in
the struggle against communism was
the actress Steffie Spira, who concluded
her remarks at an East Berlin rally in
early November 1989, by saying, “I want
the government to do what I am about
to do. Step down.” Three days later, the
Communist Council of Ministers
resigned and called on Parliament to
choose a new government. The death
rattle of East Germany was growing
louder and louder.

‘0ld Guard of Europe’
Another key factor in the collapse of
communism were the millions of
American military personnel who
served in West Germany and elsewhere
in West Europe between 1945 and 1989.
They provided the military muscle for
the policy of containment—initiated by
President Harry Truman in 1947—that
prevented the Soviets from gaining con-
trol of West Europe as they had East
Europe in the wake of WWIIL.

For four decades, American soldiers
did the hard training and conducted the
realistic military exercises that kept them
battle ready. They formed a sturdy line of
defense that the Soviets and Warsaw Pact
forces never dared cross.

One unit that epitomized the vigi-
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lance of the U.S. armed forces was the
Berlin Brigade, known as the Old Guard
of Europe. The brigade’s mission was to
maintain security along the Wall and
prepare for a possible invasion by the
Soviets and the rest of the Warsaw Pact.
That entailed winter exercises at bitterly
cold “Doughboy City” in West Berlin
that lasted as long as 72 hours.

“We had to defend the city,” says
Breaux, a member of VFW Post 2559 in
Quinlan, Texas, “but we were just 6,000
against 350,000 Russians and 150,000
East Germans. If they invaded, we knew
we were only a speed bump.”

Because there were restrictions on the
weapons that could be fired in West
Berlin—only M-16s and pistols—the
Berlin Brigade trained in West Germany
several times a year, traveling through
the East German corridor. At 1 a.m., the
duty train would always stop, and there
on either side, remembers Breaux, was
“a massive motor pool of Russian tanks
that stretched as far as you could see.”

Sometimes the Cold War turned hot as
when Maj. Arthur D. Nicholson, an intel-
ligence officer with the U.S. Military
Liaison Mission, was shot and killed on
March 24, 1985, by a trigger-happy Soviet
sentry in Ludwigslust, East Germany.

Nicholson is one of at least 382
American servicemen who was killed by
hostile enemy action along communist
borders in East Europe, Northeast Asia,
and the Caribbean. (See “Commemorat-
ing Cold War Casualties” on page 34.)

Jay Fink was just 18 when he joined
the 5th Bn., 502nd Inf., of the Berlin
Brigade in October 1985. It was a tense
time because of Nicholson’s cold-blood-
ed murder and the blowing up of a West
Berlin nightclub by Libyan terrorists.

Brigade members would routinely
run three to four miles every morning.
Fink remembers running along the
canal between East and West Berlin and
watching the East German patrol boats
looking for anyone trying to swim over
to the West. “Sometimes at night,” he
says, “you could hear gunfire. People
were still trying to escape.”

During the 28 years it stood, more
than 5,000 people successfully crossed
the Berlin Wall to freedom. About 3,200
people were arrested in the border area
attempting to do so. At least 136 people
were killed, another 120 were injured,

seeking freedom. Another 750 freedom
seekers lost their lives along the entire
length of the Iron Curtain.

And according to The Black Book of
Communism, some 1 million people per-
ished as a result of communist terror in
East Europe, dating back to the 1940s.

Paying a Price

American lives were lost, too, in waging
the Cold War in Europe. If those killed
around Berlin, those shot along the
Yugoslav border and killed in Greece,
those murdered by terrorists in Germany,
and those blasted out of the sky over
Armenia and the Baltic Sea are included,
America suffered at least 62 killed in
action on the European front. Also, at
least a few of the stars chiseled on the CIA
memorial in Langley, Va., may represent
losses in East Europe.

And don’t forget the thousands killed
on maneuvers and in training accidents
in Germany. They should be counted,
too. From the last quarter of 1979, when
the Defense Department began keeping
such statistics, through Sept. 30, 1991,
1,415 uniformed Americans died in acci-
dents in Germany. Multiply that figure
some four times for all the uncounted
deaths in previous decades, and the total
is substantial.

But with the fall of the Berlin Wall on
Nov. 9, 1989, the way to freedom opened
up for everyone. Communism’s attempt
to control a continent failed because of
the sacrifices of many people, known and
unknown, for more than four decades,
including the steadfast GIs of the vaunt-
ed Berlin Brigade. D)
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Editor’s Note: The Victims of Com-
munism Memorial Foundation will recog-
nize the Americans killed in action in the
Cold War in its online Global Museum on
Communism: globalmuseumoncommu
nism.org. The list of 382 names is taken
from VEW’s book, Cold War Clashes.





