
The case of the East German military is different from those of all other

members of the former Warsaw Pact.1 The NVA (Nationale Volksarmee,

or National People’s Army) was the only armed force disbanded in the

aftermath of the collapse of communism. In every other instance, the old

army remained in place and underwent a process of democratization and

reform. In East Germany, however, several thousand former NVA officers

and enlisted personnel were offered the option of joining the Bundes-

wehr, the West German military, while the vast majority were given their

walking papers.

Because the East German experience was so different from the experi-

ences of the other eastern European militaries, it is both important and

instructive. It is important because it provides a unique opportunity to

look at the process of integrating former NVA officers into the Bundes-

wehr and at the kind of individual produced by one of the most rigidly

controlled and ideologically committed of all of the Warsaw Pact mili-

taries. It is instructive because in the process of integrating these former

members of the NVA into the Bundeswehr, the Germans have had an

unparalleled opportunity to deal with the kind of professional produced

by a communist political system. Some adjusted to the new democratic

environment and some did not, but all came to the Bundeswehr heavily

influenced by their past in the East German army. A close look at the NVA

professionals and the many problems they encountered while being inte-

grated into the Bundeswehr speaks volumes about the difficulties all of the
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former communist polities have encountered in attempting to resocialize

members of their armed forces. I doubt that any former communist mil-

itary has not encountered similar problems to varying degrees.

The Problem

On October 3, 1990, the Bundeswehr faced a task unprecedented in

recent European military history: dealing with members of a formerly

hostile army that neither had been defeated on the battlefield (as had been

the case with the Wehrmacht) nor had collapsed as a result of internal

strife (as occurred in a number of other countries during the twentieth

century). Not only did the Bundeswehr have to figure out what to do with

some sixty thousand former members of the NVA, along with their for-

midable stocks of equipment and munitions, but Bonn was also forced to

find a way to integrate many of its former opponents into its own armed

forces at a time when Germany was reducing its military—a result of an

agreement reached by Helmut Kohl and Mikhail Gorbachev in July 1990

on Russian preconditions for the unification of Germany.

When it came to the NVA, West German Defense Minister Gerhard

Stoltenberg wanted as little as possible to do with those who had served

the East German communist party (the SED). How could they be ex-

pected to be loyal now to a democratic polity? In time, however, it became

clear to the military leadership that at least some former members of the

NVA would be taken into the Bundeswehr as part of Kohl’s overall

attempt to show East Germans that they were welcome in this new, united

Germany. The task then became one of organizing the practical details

of the transition. Although it was clear that political officers, officers over

fifty-five, and those who had worked with the Stasi would be excluded, a

large pool of potential candidates remained.

Kommando-Ost Is Created

On August 14, 1990, Stoltenberg informed Lieutenant General Jörg

Schönbohm that he, Schönbohm, would be taking over as commander

of Kommando-Ost, as the new East German structure was to be called.

From Stoltenberg’s standpoint, assigning the highly capable and politi-

cally sensitive Schönbohm to the former German Democratic Republic
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(GDR), where there was a serious danger that the NVA could completely

disintegrate, took precedence over the command he had been scheduled

for.2

It was at this point, after considerable discussion, that Stoltenberg laid

out the basic rules that were to guide the transition process. On October

3, former NVA members would become part of the Bundeswehr, subject

to the Federal Republic of Germany’s constitution and expected to follow

the provisions of the Bundeswehr’s policy of “innere Führung.” On that

date the Bundeswehr would take over command responsibility for all

personnel and equipment that formerly belonged to the NVA.3 Each unit

would be reconstituted with both Bundeswehr and NVA personnel. Fur-

thermore, beginning on September 1, all NVA conscripts undergoing

basic training would be trained by Bundeswehr personnel in accordance

with its precepts. Finally, starting on October 15, all forces in the former

GDR would come under Kommando-Ost, which would administer two

military district commands (Leipzig and Neubrandenburg). Kommando-

Ost was placed directly under the command of the Ministry of Defense in

the person of the general inspector of the Bundeswehr.4 Kommando-Ost

would exist for a six-month transition period—from October to April,

1991, though in fact it lasted until June 31, 1991, when it was succeeded by

the Korps and Territorial Kommando-Ost.

To implement this plan, the military decided that all key positions in

the former GDR would be taken over by Bundeswehr officers.5 There

would be no doubt about who was in charge. To quote one senior West

German officer who was directly involved in the transition process: “We

want complete responsibility; we are not here as advisors but as leaders.

That goes not only for commanders but for staff officers as well.”6

Bundeswehr personnel arrived in the GDR on September 17 to begin

their work. The task was urgent. With the end of the GDR on October 3,

the size of the Bundeswehr rose to about 590,000 soldiers. In order for the

West Germans to meet the criteria outlined in the agreement Kohl had

concluded with Gorbachev, the Bundeswehr had to be reduced to

370,000 soldiers by December 31, 1994.7

Schönbohm laid out in his memoirs what he saw as his major tasks at

that time:



In short, [they] consisted of taking over the NVA, guaranteeing its

security and control, dissolving troop units platoon by platoon,

releasing the overwhelming majority of soldiers, concentrating the

mass of material, weapons, and munitions, building new units of the

Bundeswehr, and working together with Soviet troops in order to

facilitate their withdrawal.

In the meantime, Schönbohm’s greatest problem was to prevent chaos—

the NVA had almost collapsed, and the West Germans were worried that

unless the East German military had a better “sense of clarity for its

future, . . . Kommando-Ost would face very serious problems.”8 In addi-

tion, the Bundeswehr was concerned not only that some of the soldiers

themselves might do something stupid but also that some of the radical

left-wing groups in the former GDR might move to seize NVA weapons.

Kommando-Ost would have a combined staff of 240 commissioned

and noncommissioned officers from the west and 360 officers and NCOs

from the former NVA. By the time he reported at Strausberg in October,

Schönbohm was overseeing some 93,000 former members of the NVA as

well as 1,300 Bundeswehr soldiers who were involved in the transition

process,9 including training the 15,000 conscripts who had been called to

the colors on September 1 and retraining NCOs and company or platoon

commanders (estimated at between 15,000 and 17,000 for the following

year). It is hard to overstate just how difficult the task facing Kommando-

Ost was. Not only did it have to come up with a new infrastructure to

replace the NVA’s, but also painful personnel reductions had to be carried

out, facilities had to be rebuilt according to much higher West German

standards, environmental damage at many NVA facilities (not to men-

tion former Soviet bases) had to be overcome, and a massive amount of

equipment and munitions had to be guarded as well as disposed of. At the

same time, Schönbohm and his colleagues had to find a way to reach out

to the former NVA professionals—the vast majority of whom felt they

had been betrayed and were initially very suspicious of the “Wessis.”10

Another problem was uniforms. What kind of uniforms should the

former NVA soldiers wear? Obviously, they could not expect to become

part of the Bundeswehr while still wearing their old NVA uniforms.
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Acutely sensitive to the psychological aspects of the unification process,

Schönbohm persuaded Stoltenberg to use the NATO olive-green uniform.

These uniforms were available in the necessary numbers and sizes and

would be sufficient to outfit both officers from the west and former mem-

bers of the NVA. Indeed, Schönbohm underlined the importance of this

decision when he noted,“It was of decisive psychological importance that

soldiers in a single German army should wear the same uniform.”11

How to Handle Former NVA Personnel?

Militaries the world over have certain characteristics in common. One of

the most important is a willingness to carry out orders—once a political

decision has been made. And make no mistake, the decision to incorpo-

rate former members of the NVA into the Bundeswehr was not a military

decision. From a military standpoint it made no sense—the Bundeswehr

was being reduced, and many career officers and NCOs were being forced

to leave. If anything, taking former NVA personnel into the Bundeswehr

would hurt morale.

In spite of their personal feelings, however, once the federal govern-

ment made a decision to include former NVA personnel in the Bundes-

wehr, the country’s military leaders quickly fell into line. For example,

despite his earlier opposition, Stoltenberg worked to facilitate the

process. On October 3 he issued an order to Bundeswehr personnel that

stated, “We want to give as many of them [NVA soldiers] as fair a chance

as possible, to test their suitability for the soldierly profession or as a civ-

ilian employee”.12 All together, approximately fifty thousand members of

the NVA would join the Bundeswehr, including twenty-five thousand

short-term regular and professional soldiers. All former NVA soldiers

over fifty would leave the armed forces by December 31.

To bring some order into the process of incorporating former NVA

professionals into the Bundeswehr, Bonn divided them into two main

categories. The first was the conscripts. They immediately became full-

fledged members of the Bundeswehr and received the same pay as their

western counterparts. The second category was the short-term regular

and professional soldiers, who were further divided into four subcategor-

ies. The first included those who would serve for an additional period

DALE R. HERSPRING16



FROM THE NVA TO THE BUNDESWEHR 17

(the Weiterverwender). They would remain in their current positions,

receive a temporary rank, and be paid at a rate to be decided by the Bun-

deswehr. The second subcategory consisted of those who were in “reserve”

(Wartestand)—individuals for whom no position was currently available.

They would receive 70 percent of their former pay on a temporary basis

and would be released at the end of six months, if not before. The third

subgroup consisted of short-term regular soldiers (Soldaten auf Zeit)

who would serve on contract for two years, with a rank in accordance

with Bundeswehr regulations. The fourth subgroup consisted of short-

term regular soldiers and professional soldiers who would serve for more

than two years. Such assignments would be made on the basis of the

needs of the service as well as the capabilities of the individuals con-

cerned. When it came to officers, decisions would be made only after they

had passed an examination by an independent committee concerning

their suitability (a process very much like that used to determine the

suitability of former Wehrmacht officers for service in the West German

military when the Bundeswehr was first set up).13

According to a Bundeswehr officer who was directly involved in the

absorption process, for practical purposes Bonn divided former NVA

personnel into three additional categories. First, there were those whom

the West Germans wanted to see leave the military within three months

(that is, by December 31, 1990). They were promised a lump sum gratu-

ity of between five thousand and seven thousand deutsche marks, based

on their rank and service. The second category included officers whose

services the Bundeswehr needed until most of the units to be disbanded

had been dissolved. Finally, there were those who would be offered the

chance to stay for a longer period.14 Any from the last group who wanted

to serve for an additional two years and then become a professional sol-

dier had from October 1 to December 15 to apply. Original plans called

for accepting up to twenty thousand professional and short-term regular

soldiers, who would be offered a two-year contract. During that time they

would go through a “testing period”:

On the one hand, it gives the NVA soldier the possibility to consider

thoroughly the finality of his decision (further service or a release
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from duty), and on the other hand, it gives superiors and the person-

nel leadership, who are running this test, time for evaluating a soldier

who was socialized in another system and in another army.15

Once the evaluation was complete, individuals could be accepted for

conversion to regular Bundeswehr officers at any time. The rank a former

NVA officer would be assigned in the Bundeswehr would be decided by

the West Germans. As the relevant document noted: “The Federal Minis-

ter of Defense determines which rank [officers] may temporarily hold.

He will take into account their conduct, training, length of service, career

path, and function within the NVA and will place them in an appropriate

rank in the Bundeswehr.” Furthermore, it was made clear that profes-

sional or short-term regular soldiers would be released for a number of

reasons: if they requested it, when their term of service ended, if they had

violated human rights or the law, or if they had worked for the Stasi. Such

individuals could also be released under other circumstances: if a profes-

sional soldier had served the minimal required time, if a soldier lacked

technical qualifications or personal aptitude, if he was not needed, or if

his position was eliminated.16

Schönbohm and his colleagues faced a difficult situation. On one

hand, they needed former NVA soldiers—the number of Bundeswehr

troops allocated to Kommando-Ost was insufficient to man the units

they were taking over. One Bundeswehr officer who was sent to the east to

reorganize an artillery division wrote:

My main problem was manpower, or rather the lack of it. In all, I had

more than 120 officers, 100 NCOs, 400 soldiers, and 100 civilians.

My mission—to reorganize and transition the ex-NVA artillery

organization into a Bundeswehr division artillery—could not be

accomplished by myself. In addition to the ex-NVA manpower

already mentioned, I had a team of West German officers: three lieu-

tenant colonels, all of whom had already been artillery battalion

commanders; one major; three captains; and one lieutenant. I also

had two teams, each consisting of a captain and two warrant officers,

who were responsible for basic training.17
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In November, Stoltenberg stated that just to guard the munitions and

weapons depots in East Germany, he would need more than the fifty-

thousand-man limit imposed by the Bundestag’s Budgetary Committee

on October 24.18

In spite of the Bundeswehr’s need for the services of these men, no one

could promise them that if they stayed, their future would be guaranteed.

Only a few would eventually be taken into the Bundeswehr permanently.

Indeed, although an individual could apply to become a temporary soldier

for two years, he had to be accepted by the Bundeswehr. Further service

also would be decided by West German authorities. Schönbohm was in a

quandary. As he himself said, “We needed the help of officers and NCOs

from the NVA, but we couldn’t deny that over the long haul we could take

only a limited number of them into the Bundeswehr.”19

Former NVA Members Respond

As October 3 approached, Admiral Theodor Hoffmann, the last com-

mander of the NVA, was embittered by the whole process. Bonn had spo-

ken about equality, but it was far from evident.“There was no longer even

a hint of equal partnership, [and] also no reference to the right of former

NVA members or institutions to have a say.All decisions were in the hands

of the Minister of Defense and his deputies.”20 While one can understand

Hoffmann’s bitterness—which was shared by many other NVA officers—

the fact was that the East Germans and their political system had lost.

Why should the Bundeswehr permit former NVA personnel or the now

nonexistent Ministry of Disarmament and Defense to have a say on such

a touchy subject? Considering their former loyal service to the hated SED

state, they were lucky that they were being given a chance to serve in the

Bundeswehr at all.

Within the NVA morale continued to sink. On September 13, for

example, Defense Minister Ranier Eppelmann went out of his way to

deny reports that up to 60–80 percent of professional soldiers had

resigned. At the same time, he admitted that if the current wave of res-

ignations were to continue, that percentage could be reached by the end

of the month.21 The reasons for this low morale were not hard to find.

Despite reports that the West Germans would take a number of NVA
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officers into the Bundeswehr, the average officer and NCO knew only too

well that this was problematical.

Former NVA soldiers faced a crisis. The prospect of being thrown out

on the street with little or nothing to do at a time of high unemploy-

ment was especially sobering. A former NVA naval officer serving in the

Bundeswehr toward the end of November captured the precariousness of

the situation when he observed,“Soldiers may not stand on the streets be-

cause they know where the weapons and munitions are currently stored.

I have a stomachache releasing soldiers and officers here in Rostock with

an unemployment rate of 30 percent. They have to be employed, regard-

less of where.”22

Schönbohm was fully aware of the problem and was earnest in his

efforts to resolve it. He wrote: “Those soldiers who were forced to leave

the armed forces should, to the degree possible, be given the opportun-

ity to improve their transition to civilian life through career training

programs.23

The Bundeswehr’s approach to this problem was twofold. On one

hand, Bonn continued to make it clear that it would not countenance

any attempt on the part of its personnel to treat former NVA officers as

second-class citizens. On September 24 the general inspector issued an

order that stated:

In accordance with the principles of the Unity Law, from the day of

unification we are all soldiers of the Bundeswehr. I expect the duty of

comradeship to be taken seriously. Our different backgrounds

[werdegänge] and differences of opinion cannot be permitted to

endanger the unification process. There may not be any sweeping

judgements or prejudices. Radical forms of speech and behavior by

individuals cannot be justified. . . . We can only bring about reorga-

nization and change together.24

Defense Minister Stoltenberg reiterated this point in a speech he gave

in early October, when he promised that there would be no Bundeswehr

soldiers of “first and second class.” Concerning differences in pay—Bun-

deswehr personnel from the west received higher pay than those from the



east—he assured his listeners that this would only exist during the transi-

tion period.25

Schönbohm would repeat this message over and over throughout his

tenure at Kommando-Ost. He called for patience and “above all, under-

standing for the former soldiers of the NVA, who are under tremendous

psychological pressure.”26 He never tired pointing out that former NVA

soldiers—many of whom had lived for forty years under a communist

dictatorship—“have the right to make a mistake.”27

Operationalizing this lofty sentiment would not be easy. It required

important concessions on the part of both sets of officers. It would also

necessitate considerable understanding and patience as the East Germans

became members of a democratic armed forces—at a time when they still

harbored deep suspicions of their new colleagues. They would have to

perform their duties in an exemplary fashion while learning to live in a

new and confusing environment.

From the standpoint of the former NVA officers, no better person

could have been chosen to carry out this difficult task than Jörg Schön-

bohm. Despite his earlier expressions of dislike, if not disdain, for what

the NVA represented, once he had been given the task of incorporating

former members of the NVA into the Bundeswehr, he devoted all of his

efforts to ensuring that they were given a fair chance. He worked hard to

make certain that their living conditions (which were abysmal) improved,

while taking on those in Bonn who wanted little or nothing to do with for-

mer NVA personnel. Indeed, had it not been for Schönbohm, the world

these officers and NCOs entered on October 3 would have looked and

developed quite differently.

One of the first things Schönbohm did was to visit as much of the GDR

as possible. He was determined to change the public attitude toward the

military—fostered by many years of life with the NVA and the Soviet

armed forces. Both militaries were closed to civilians. Military personnel

kept to themselves, and there was minimal contact between the two

groups. Schönbohm was out to change all of this. He and his fellow offic-

ers visited every town and spoke to every civic leader they could find. He

wanted to convince the East German populace that the Bundeswehr was

different from the NVA they had known—and he had some successes. For
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example, on October 19, 1990, Schönbohm arranged for the oath taken

by new recruits to take place in the center of a small town called Bad Sal-

zungen.A few thousand people attended, and Schönbohm noted later that

he had spoken with an Evangelical pastor who declined his invitation to be

present on the platform while the ceremony took place. The pastor said

he did not want to be part of a military “spectacular.”After the ceremony,

the pastor approached Schönbohm to say that the ceremony had been

conducted much differently than he had expected. He remarked that per-

haps everyone should be more flexible in dealing with each other.Accord-

ing to Schönbohm,“for me that was an encouraging experience.”28

The Spoils: Equipment and Munitions

Few westerners, including many specialists, realized just how much

equipment and what a large supply of munitions the GDR possessed

prior to unification. Indeed, the liaison teams sent to the GDR soon dis-

covered that the NVA had more firepower—including almost 300,000

tons of munitions—than the entire Bundeswehr, even though the latter

was four times as large. The Bundeswehr also inherited 2,272 tanks, 7,831

armored vehicles, and 2,460 artillery pieces. In addition, the air force had

about 400 planes and the navy around 60 ships. Finally, the Bundeswehr

was now the proud owner of an additional 1.2 million hand weapons and

around 100,000 motor vehicles.29

Even more impressive was the way in which this equipment was main-

tained: it received far better care than the military personnel who serviced

it. For example, although there were problems with the heating systems

in barracks, the equipment was kept in heated halls. As one article put it,

“in the NVA technology and weapons were taken care of in a first-class

manner; however, people played no role.”30 Schönbohm’s most immedi-

ate task was to find a way to guard this massive acquisition.

The problems it would face in trying to guard NVA equipment should

not have come as a complete surprise to the Bundeswehr. NVA officers had

warned several weeks earlier that in view of disciplinary problems, they

could not guarantee that weapons dumps were being guarded. Indeed,

they spoke of increased thefts of weapons.31 Bundeswehr officers assigned

to the former GDR reported that “often munitions were not only in
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bunkers, but since they were filled to capacity, munitions were stored in

the open.” In addition, electricity was often turned off to the high-tension

wires surrounding the bunkers—a situation that required the assignment

of greater numbers of soldiers as guards. The guardroom itself was in

horrible condition.32 It was soon discovered that just to secure the muni-

tions would take far more men than anyone had expected. One source

reported that the Bundeswehr had stated that eleven thousand soldiers

were needed just to guard munitions.33 In terms of morale, this made

conditions worse. Conscripts were spending 40 percent of their time on

guard duty—in contrast with the situation in the west, where a conscript

spent only 5 percent of his time that way. The situation was so bad,

according to Schönbohm, that not only were officers through the rank of

captain being assigned to watch duty, but even staff officers found their

names on watch lists.34

Things would get worse. Schönbohm’s deputy, General Werner von

Schewen, told of news he received at Christmas to the effect that all the

qualified officers who were guarding munition and fuel dumps in the

former GDR would leave the Bundeswehr by the end of the year.35 There

was a mad scramble to find enough Bundeswehr officers in the west to fill

the gap.

The problems facing the Bundeswehr were made more difficult be-

cause the munitions were unstable and were not in the FRG’s inventory.

Thus there was a certain irony in Schönbohm’s comment that “for the

first time in my life as a soldier, I have too much ammunition.”36 Not only

could he not use the ammunition, but given the limits placed on Ger-

many by the Conventional Force Agreement, Bonn also had to find a way

to eliminate munitions.

The East Germans had recognized the problem early on and had tried

to give some of their weapons and munitions back to the Russians. The

latter, however, were faced with their own problems and refused to accept

them. The NVA made an effort to cut back the size of its inventory by

donating some equipment to Third World countries. On September 1, for

example, the Ministry of Disarmament and Defense reported that the

GDR had given 65 heavy trucks, trailers, smaller trucks, and water-tank

trucks, as well as camp kitchens and mobile homes, to Ethiopia, Angola,
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and Mozambique.37 In view of the amount of equipment on hand, how-

ever, such actions represented a drop in the bucket.

Bonn got rid of some of the NVA’s equipment by passing it on to the

United States for use during the Gulf War. Most of it consisted of trucks,

water tanks, generators, engineering equipment, and chemical and bio-

logical warfare protective equipment. Altogether it was worth some $1.2

billion.38

One of the few weapons systems that the Bundeswehr decided to put

into its inventory—on a temporary basis—was a squadron of 24 MIG-

29s. The planes used more fuel than their western equivalents, but the

opportunity to obtain world-class aircraft, together with the pilots and

technicians to fly them and keep them in the air, was too good to pass up.

Bonn then decided to sell, give away, or destroy the thousands of

tanks, helicopters, ships, and other items of equipment from the NVA.

Transportation and armored personnel vehicles were sold to Sweden.

Berlin gave armored personnel carriers to Pakistani peacekeepers in the

former Yugoslavia, and other combat vehicles to Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,

and Mongolia. Bonn also supplied a considerable amount of equipment

to relief agencies. According to one report, “in reply to 13,000 requests,

some 7,000 well-mounted vehicles of all kinds, 3,000 trailers, a consider-

able amount of fire-fighting and disaster equipment, and 19 million

pieces of clothing”were given to relief agencies.39 Meantime, civilian con-

tractors were employed to destroy the bulk of the equipment. By 1995, the

process of getting rid of East German military equipment was nearly

complete.

The NVA Professionals’ Background

NVA officers came from a very different world from that of their West

German colleagues. To begin with, it is worth emphasizing that the for-

mer NVA officers had been the sworn enemies of the Bundeswehr. As

one former NVA air force officer put it, “Only a year and a half ago, I had

Bundeswehr personnel in my radar sights. Now they’re inviting us over.”40

In this sense, both former NVA officers and their Bundeswehr colleagues

had been taught to view each other as potential enemies. There was an

important difference, however. Former NVA professionals were being



asked not only to join but actively to support a system they had sworn to

oppose for their entire service lives. Many Bundeswehr officers were fully

aware that this placed the NVA professionals in a difficult situation. As

one West German NCO observed, “How lucky I am to be standing on

the right side.”41

Most of the NVA officers claimed that although the party leadership

had not succeeded “in creating a genuine hatred [Feindbild] toward the

soldiers of the Bundeswehr,” they would have been prepared to do their

duty if they had been called upon. “I did not know whence the enemy

would come, but if he were to cross our border, he would then be my

enemy. That concept was clear.”42 At the same time, if there was one feel-

ing toward the FRG that was prevalent among NVA professionals, it was

jealousy—the “Wessis” had everything while the NVA officer had lived in

a world of need for many years.

It is important to keep in mind that NVA personnel were far more

isolated from everyday life than were their Bundeswehr colleagues. Not

only was hatred of the West—and the FRG in particular—pounded into

their heads almost daily, but they also were barred from watching West-

ern television or listening to Western radios, from having contact with

individuals from the West, and even from possessing Western currency.

This does not mean that no one listened secretly to forbidden sources of

information or that a soldier ran out of his apartment when a relative

from the FRG came to visit. But a career military officer had much to lose.

“The risk that one accepted in order to be better informed was not worth

it to the officers.” Everything in his life was directed toward the Soviet

Union—his advanced education, his tactics, his strategy, and his force

structure. In short, little information was available that would permit an

officer to develop ideas in opposition to those advocated by the party

leadership. Indeed, one source claimed that NVA officers were more

poorly informed politically than the civilian population and on many

occasions were “even less aware of what was going on in the outside world

than those who lived in the same apartment house.” Even trying to learn

English could lead to unpleasant questions. Why does the officer want to

go that route? Is he planning to defect?43

Another reason for the isolation of the NVA officer was the severe
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military obligations that were placed on him. Combat readiness was

much higher in the NVA than it was in any Western military, including

the Bundeswehr. To gain some idea of just how prepared the NVA was for

combat, consider the following. The NVA had eleven motorized divisions

—six active and five in reserve. All could be in the field and ready to go

within two to three days.44 Or, as a former East German officer put it with

regard to the active divisions, “each unit had to be ready to have 85 per-

cent of its personnel and material fully combat ready and to be able to

leave its base in 45 minutes, regardless of whether it was a weekday or a

weekend or over Christmas or over Easter.”45 By contrast, the most the

Bundeswehr ever had on alert (in the 1960s) was 30 percent of its

troops.46 On average, this meant that NVA officers put in more than sixty

hours a week, and in some cases more than seventy-two.47

The NVA’s high level of combat readiness began to slip in 1986 because

of the increasing use of NVA troops in the civilian economy. Neverthe-

less, the important point is that the vast majority of officers (certainly

those at the level of army captain or above) had spent most of their lives

under these extreme conditions. Indeed, some would find it difficult to

adjust to the much more lax life of a soldier in the Bundeswehr.

Another sign of how prepared the NVA was for the next war was the

existence of medals already struck and ready to be awarded for a cam-

paign in the west. The East Germans had even created shoulder boards

for a “Marshall of the GDR”—a rank to be awarded to Erich Honecker,

Interior Minister Erich Mielke, and Defense Minister Heinz Kessler.48 In

addition, East Berlin had created “doomsday” complexes to protect the

country’s political and military leadership.49 Senior party officials also

carried reserve commissions in the NVA, ready to assume their duties in

a crisis.50

The crippling hours worked by NVA officers meant that time with

their families was limited. The normal work day lasted at least ten to

eleven hours and often was longer. For most, the idea of a Sunday after-

noon free after two o’clock was the most that could be expected.51 For the

average soldier, the situation was even worse.“He had permission to leave

the base once per week. A third of the air defense forces were in a constant

state of combat readiness. The units of the air force had to be ready to
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leave their base with completely loaded weapons systems and support

equipment within two hours.”52

Perhaps one of the most telling contrasts between the East German and

West German military systems was the different way each handled duty at

Christmas. During the holidays, 85 percent of Bundeswehr soldiers were

at home on leave, while 85 percent of NVA personnel were at their bar-

racks. Hans-Peter von Kirchbach, who commanded a former NVA divi-

sion after October 3, wrote that the division he took over could be under

way in less than sixty minutes. He also noted the presence of a Soviet

alarm system right in the East German unit, which placed this unit under

the direct control of the Kremlin in the event of a crisis.53

In short, the NVA was an “Army for war—a war machine. While in the

Bundeswehr the individual occupied center stage, in the NVA everything

was sacrificed for combat readiness.”54 From a political standpoint this

meant, as a former NVA officer put it, that “all of our thoughts and

actions were measured by combat readiness and combat capability.”

There was no time to worry about political issues, except at higher levels

of rank or on a military staff. The same was true of ethical questions.“We

had no time to think about things such as a soldier’s truth or career

ethics.”55 Duty came first.

There were at least two reasons behind this high level of combat readi-

ness. First, from a political standpoint, it helped convince the Russians

that the NVA was an indispensable ally in the event of war—after all, no

other eastern European military force could have reacted so fast with

such a formidable military force during a crisis. The GDR’s military

prowess, combined with its economic strength (when measured against

other eastern European states) was aimed at convincing the Russians not

to make a deal with Bonn at the expense of East Berlin. The second reason

was that it kept officers from having time to think about political ques-

tions, while convincing the rank and file of the danger presented by the

imperialistic West. After all, the NVA would not be in such a high state

of alert if it were not being threatened by NATO and the FRG. Unfortu-

nately, from the party’s position,“these arguments stood on weak feet and

on occasion were really primitive.”56

In addition to imposing a very busy work schedule, the NVA was one
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of the most heavily indoctrinated militaries in the entire Warsaw Pact.

But it would oversimplify matters to assume that the average NVA officer

was only “a loyal instrument of the communist dictatorship.”57 While

some joined for ideological reasons, many young men became members

of the NVA because they were enamored of the technology, the chance for

adventure, or the opportunity to improve their standard of living. The

party was always present, but it was not the all-consuming organization

that many in the West believed it to be. There was a tendency to assume

that the party was right, however, probably because that was the only view

of reality these overworked officers encountered.

At the same time, the SED’s ideology did not impregnate every aspect

of an NVA officer’s life. What the average NVA officer seems to have taken

away was a belief in the rightness of socialism, and a commitment to a

system that he believed was actively working for peace in Europe. Accord-

ing to one NVA officer,“to be a good soldier, one had to be a good social-

ist.” Certainly there was the occasional “hundred-percenter”—the “SED

Party Functionary in Uniform”—but as one West German observer put

it,“I never encountered conviction in the sense of the ‘real existing social-

ism, ’ [but] rather the belief that socialism was better than capitalism and

that the NVA had contributed to peace through its contribution to the

balance of forces.”58 For practical purposes this meant that the NVA

officer was trained to go along with the general goals outlined by the

party. He was a party soldier in the sense that he accepted the party’s gen-

eral guidelines, not because he was a fanatic communist. The longer he

served, the more he accepted the party’s presence as a fact of life—as

something that was as much a part of military life as cleaning a rifle.

Regardless of how much an individual might have resisted fully accept-

ing communist ideology, he was subject to party discipline. One East Ger-

man officer who participated in a number of the events of 1989–1990 at a

very high level hit the nail on the head when he observed that the reason

NVA officers did not react creatively when the situation began to change

prior to unification was “found in the policy of the SED, which, when it

did not suppress independent thinking, still channelized it and offen-

sively fought critical thinking.”59

Anything that might create a sense of ideological pluralism—a situa-

tion in which a soldier might owe psychological allegiance to anything
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outside this narrow party-military environment—was strongly discour-

aged. I have already spoken of the SED’s efforts to isolate NVA officers

from external influences. The situation was the same when it came to

what the party considered “unhealthy” internal factors. Religion serves

as a good example. The party leadership made it clear that such ideas

“stopped at the door of a military facility.”60 Fewer than 10 percent of NVA

officers were baptized. The party apparatus carried out an aggressive

campaign against religious membership of any kind. No NVA officer

could openly proclaim his allegiance to a religious community; if he did,

he risked having his military career cut short. Indeed, the civilian popula-

tion often viewed the military as a hotbed of anti-religious feeling. This

strong sense of public mistrust of the NVA created serious problems for

Schönbohm and Kommando-Ost. When the Bundeswehr first arrived in

the east, many of the clergy and believers in the former GDR saw little

difference between the NVA and the Bundeswehr when it came to hos-

tility toward religion.

Another factor that served to isolate NVA personnel from their sur-

rounding environment was the all-pervasive sense of secrecy. Everything

that went on within the NVA was a secret—civilians often knew very little

of what was happening in the military.As one former East German officer

put it: “Every NVA facility was more or less viewed as secretive.”61 Con-

tacts with the civilian world were also limited. A Bundeswehr officer

wrote: “One lived mostly in residential areas built especially for NVA

members. Contacts with the civilian populace were limited; one discovers

in many places a state within a state. The press and public relations lim-

ited themselves to nice official statements.”62

Life within the military was strictly regulated by the “need to know”

philosophy. If a soldier did not require information to do his job, it would

be withheld from him. Indeed, information was highly compartmental-

ized. Naval officers knew nothing about ground force capabilities, and

even officers who were part of the ground forces had limited knowledge

about a unit’s operational plans. NVA officers were not trained to ask

questions. After all, asking for information you might not be authorized

to see could get you into serious trouble. Better to keep your mouth shut

and mind your own business.

The result of this situation was that discussions—especially political
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discussions—were more limited than they were in other communist

militaries. NVA personnel were so atomized that the idea of discussing

politics with fellow officers almost never arose. This was part of the rea-

son, according to one study conducted in the GDR, why—in contrast to

Poland and Hungary—military reform did not really take hold in the

NVA. “Forces from the SED willing to consider reform were neither

conceptually nor organizationally able to negotiate, to formulate the fur-

ther development in the GDR of a politically relevant reform wing.”63 It

seemed as if the majority of NVA officers were locked in a state of politi-

cal unconsciousness. They were used to having others do their thinking

for them.

Leadership Style

Another major difference between the NVA and the Bundeswehr was the

relationship between superiors and subordinates. In the NVA, superiors

were not approachable. When it came to dealing with senior officers—

or officers at all if one were enlisted—“discussions . . . were a one-sided

affair. Personal opinion was not a matter for debate.”64 Schönbohm ran

into this sense of isolation in speaking to a number of former NVA offi-

cers. His open, easy-going, approachable style was new to them. As he

described the situation: “And then one of the officers said to me, ‘I have

been an officer for eighteen years. The fact that I can talk so freely with

a general is for me completely new.’”65 This sense of isolation on the part

of senior officers may have contributed to their different approach for

dealing with subordinates.

Not only were NVA officers less approachable than their West German

counterparts, they were also more numerous and carried out different

functions. In the NVA, the ratio of officers to enlisted personnel was one

to eight; in the Bundeswehr, it was one to forty.66 As von Kirchbach put

it: “In a division staff of the NVA, which controlled about 10,000 men,

there were more officers than in a corps staff of the Bundeswehr, which

was in charge of 70,000 men.”67 When it came to NCOs, the ratio in the

NVA was one to one; in the Bundeswehr it was one to three. One observer

estimated that 50 percent of the NVA officers were doing what NCOs did

in the Bundeswehr.68 Where the Bundeswehr delegated authority, the NVA

DALE R. HERSPRING30



FROM THE NVA TO THE BUNDESWEHR 31

did not. In terms of an NCO corps, the NVA had nothing approaching

the situation within the Bundeswehr. To quote another observer: “With

the exception of warrant officers and senior NCOs, who had served for a

long time, both in their own eyes as well as in the eyes of the officers they

were a special kind of ‘senior soldier’—they took on command and lead-

ership positions only in exceptional circumstances.”69 By contrast, NCOs

in the Bundeswehr were well known for their independence and self-

confidence, something that was severely lacking in the NVA.

This top-heavy officer corps led to a much faster promotion rate in the

NVA than in the Bundeswehr. Both factors made it necessary for the Bun-

deswehr to take two special steps: one to create an NCO corps and the

other to equalize the officer rank structure between the two military forces.

Another area of considerable difference between the NVA and the

Bundeswehr was discipline. In the NVA, the catchword was “blind obedi-

ence”; in fact it was part of the oath taken by every NVA soldier. As Gen-

eral Ulrich de Maiziere, the former inspector general of the Bundeswehr,

put it, “The oath left no room for a conscience”—a situation which con-

trasted sharply with that in the Bundeswehr, where “conscience stood

above an order.”70

Indeed, life in the NVA was considerably more brutal than it was in the

Bundeswehr. Von Kirchbach told the story of a man who came into his

office after he had taken over in Eggesin. The man told of shoveling snow

when two NVA officers approached. Because he was wearing an NVA

jacket, he was mistaken for an NVA soldier. The two officers beat him so

badly that he was hospitalized with serious injuries. Von Kirchbach said

that he investigated the matter, and much to his surprise, he discovered

that the man was telling the truth. The NVA officers thought the man was

a soldier intentionally missing from a returning formation.71 A Bundes-

wehr officer caught hitting a soldier in such a manner would have been

dismissed from the service.

Life in the NVA was also characterized by a dual sense of morality.

There was an officially accepted morality, and there was an individual’s

private morality. Applying the rules of private conscience to aspects of

public life could be dangerous to one’s career. For example, everyone

recognized that the five-year plan was a joke. Statistics were notoriously
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inaccurate, and no one seriously believed them. Nevertheless, officers had

little choice but to parrot the official party line. If the party lecture, which

soldiers had to attend, said that the GDR was ahead of the FRG in a par-

ticular area, the fact that the claim was inaccurate was irrelevant. After

all, the idea of a free press was completely unknown. “In this climate,

opportunistic personalities were created, which made it very difficult to

build genuine comradely relationships.”72 Besides, if an individual did

not play the game correctly, he had to deal with the possibility that his

“incorrect” ideas would be reported to the so-called Abteilung 2000, pop-

ulated by Stasi officers. Over the long run, those officers who were best at

deception were often the most successful in their careers.

Another result of the aloof leadership style in the NVA was the harass-

ment of junior conscripts by more senior ones. Called dedovshchina in

the Russian military, this was a way of helping officers maintain disci-

pline. More senior conscripts kept more junior ones in line by threats,

promises, and intimidation. This permitted officers to remain above the

fray—after all, the junior conscripts could always take comfort in the fact

that they would eventually be senior conscripts, and then they could in-

flict their wrath on their own juniors. To quote one former East German

officer: “In units filled with conscripts of varying service years, there was

always discrimination and repression of the more junior ones. Neither

discussions nor punishment helped. We were never able to deal correctly

with this problem.”73 Indeed, the whole idea of law as it was understood in

the West was something the NVA could never come to grips with. Law

was for maintaining order and ensuring that the party’s or government’s

wishes were carried out. “There were no legal principles that gave the

member of the military any . . . political, social, cultural, or juridical rights

vis-à-vis the state.”74

From a military standpoint, the NVA’s leadership style, in addition to

the way it treated subordinates, was harmful because it stifled initiative.

Since the leadership did not trust the rank and file, everything that was

done was determined from above. This created a hopeless situation, as

a former NVA officer noted: “The real absurdity came about because

the same command authorities who drew up the littlest detail constantly

demanded that all tasks be carried out creatively and with initiative.”75
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The NVA leadership—like their Soviet colleagues—never understood

that overmanagement destroys initiative. Criticism was tolerated, but

only to the degree that the facts and opinions were in agreement with the

prevailing point of view.76

Creature Comforts

Another area in which the NVA and the Bundeswehr differed signifi-

cantly was that of living conditions. Considering the incredible hours

that NVA personnel put in, one might have expected NVA officers to go to

great lengths to ensure that their people were treated properly. This cer-

tainly has been the approach taken in most Western militaries. In fact, the

living conditions afforded enlisted NVA personnel were horrible. These

were conscripts (as opposed to professional soldiers) about whom no one

seemed to care. According to one report, a barracks had eight showers for

more than 2,000 men!77 As another put it, “the bathrooms and the toilets

were at the level of 1936.”78 And Schönbohm noted,“We had to close all of

the 141 kitchens”—they were all far below Western standards.79 Von

Kirchbach’s description of the NVA’s barracks was especially graphic.

“The rooms, washrooms, toilets are almost all completely in disrepair.

They stink horribly. In spite of sometimes recognizable efforts to improve

the situation with the means at hand, in general total structural and tech-

nical neglect is visible.”80 Other observers came to the same conclusions:

“The living standards for soldiers were even worse. They had to be con-

tent with extremely old furniture, filthy washrooms and toilets and show-

ers. There was a central shower building in the barracks, but it was closed

for hygienic reasons and because the building was unsafe.”81

Conclusion

Whether for good or ill, former members of the NVA were now part of

the Bundeswehr. For some, the relationship would be short: they would

be leaving for lives in the civilian world at the earliest opportunity. The

seven thousand deutsche marks collected by those who left looked good

to a lot of men, who saw the money as a way to start a new life.

Others, however, would opt to stay on in the Bundeswehr, to try to

continue their military careers. It would be no easy undertaking. Not only



would they have to convince the West Germans of their military exper-

tise, but they also would be required to prove that in spite of their very

different background they could and would adapt to the world of the

Bundeswehr. Making this transformation would be difficult and at times

even humiliating. These were competent officers who had proved they

could function in one of the world’s most demanding military environ-

ments. Now they had not only to admit that much of what they had

learned was wrong but also to learn to do things in a very different fash-

ion. What was once right was now wrong—and vice-versa.

Not surprisingly, the post-1991 period was hard for the West Germans,

too. At a time when the Bundeswehr itself was being downsized, they

had to work with East Germans who had been their sworn enemies only

months before. In spite of their years of learning to hate everything the

NVA, as a party army, had stood for, these West Germans had to be pre-

pared to defend their new colleagues against continued attacks from those

in the Bundesrepublik who found the presence of former NVA personnel

in the Bundeswehr an abomination. Indeed, there would be occasions

when Schönbohm was locked in what seemed to an outsider to be mortal

combat with the defense ministry in Bonn over how these newcomers

were treated.

Patience would also be at a premium on the part of Bundeswehr offi-

cers serving in the east. When it came to bringing about the transition, it

was these men who were on the front lines. They were the ones who

would spend countless hours trying to reshape the remnants of the NVA

into Bundeswehr soldiers. They did this knowing full well that many of

their new colleagues would be forced to leave the unified German mili-

tary regardless of how well they performed.

By 1998 there were only 4,797 former members of the NVA serving in

the Bundeswehr.82 Of this total, 1,343 were officers, the rest NCOs. Two

officers were serving in senior command positions. And although there

were few reports of conflict between Bundeswehr officers and those who

had served in the NVA, a new problem had arisen that put former NVA

professionals at a serious disadvantage. One of the keys to a good assign-

ment was having friends and colleagues in the personnel department,

but here were no former NVA professionals in such positions. There were
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also signs that former NVA officers were being excluded from certain

positions—such as teaching at Bundeswehr educational institutions—

because of their background. Finally, senior officers such as Schönbohm

and von Schewen, who had worked hard to help former members of the

NVA adapt to the Bundeswehr, had left the military. Only von Kirchbach

remained, but it was questionable how much assistance he could provide

to these men.

If nothing else, a close look at the East German experience shows

clearly the kinds of problems one can expect to encounter in “democra-

tizing” former members of a communist military: a lack of initiative, an

unwillingness to ask questions, a failure to understand Western ideas of

leadership and discipline, an inclination toward brutality in handling

subordinates, a tendency to leave politics to the politicians, a penchant

for secrecy, a failure to treat enlisted personnel the way officers do in the

West, and a tendency to accept the idea of a dual morality. Not all former

communist militaries have encountered these problems to the same

degree as the NVA, but it would be surprising indeed if a large number of

them did not.
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