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Contributing author Charles Cram

During my 22-plus years of service at NASIC and its
predecessors, I had ample opportunity to travel to and

enjoy Germany.  In September 1989, I got to participate
in one of the unique experiences of the Cold War—travel
to or from Berlin on the United States Army Duty Train.

As it explained on the back of your orders, the daily
passenger service between Berlin and Frankfort was
initiated on 8 December 1945 and, except for a brief halt
during the Berlin Airlift, continued throughout the Cold
War.  For those riding the Duty Train, the trip from Berlin
to the exit of East Germany at Helmstedt was a haunting
experience. So that East Germans would not be polluted
by Western ideas and loose morals, passengers were sealed
within the train. Drinking alcoholic beverages, taking
pictures, and using binoculars were all prohibited. Even
looking outside, particularly while at the crossing points,
was frowned on.

My journey on the Duty Train was made on 10
September 1989, from Berlin to Frankfort. My companion
and I boarded the train in Berlin around 6:00 or 7:00 PM
and the train departed the station around 7:30 PM. Soon
after leaving, we entered East Germany into what seemed
to be an entirely different world.

I remember the first time I flew from West Germany
to Berlin, I knew when we crossed the East Germany
border because I could see the border fence from 30,000
feet and the color of green in the countryside was even
different. I had the same feelings crossing East Germany
on the ground.

With what little we were allowed to look at and having
even less to do, we turned in about 10:00 PM. I slept
soundly until around midnight when the train reached
Helmstedt, the crossing point into West Germany. Furtive
looks around the blinds covering the windows revealed
the crossing guards, the extended high border fence, and
the watchtowers.



Although the Allied Right to Free Access to Berlin
was tolerated, we were definitely not made to feel
welcome. Always, in the back of your mind was the tiny
fear that something would not be in order with your papers
and that you would be taken from the train. Maybe I just
watched too many spy movies.

After leaving East Germany, I again went to sleep. Only
the train conductor coming through and rousting us out of
our bunks at 6:00 AM kept us from missing our stop in
Frankfurt. In my memory, it seems that my Duty Train
experience occurred at the height of the Cold War. Little
did I realize at the time but it would soon be all over. Within
the next month, the Berlin Wall fell and the whole world
changed. Duty Trains continued for a short time thereafter,
but the need for Allied Free Access to Berlin was soon
obsolete. Although I may not have been literally on the
last Duty Train out, the speed at which things subsequently
changed sure makes it feel that way.


