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Burned Bridge: How East and West Germans Made the Iron Curtain. By

Edith Sheffer. Foreword by Peter Schneider. New York: Oxford
University Press. 2011. Pp. xxl +357. Cloth $29.95. ISBN 978-019-973704-8.

The Berlin Wall has come to symbolize the division of Europe, and of Germany,

during the Cold War; its erection is taken to reflect the capriciousness and violence of the state socialist regimes, its fall the moment of liberation from dictator-

ship. The value of Sheffer's book lies in the way it turns from symbolism and high

politics to the actual function of a border in everyday life. Instead of looking at
Berlin, Sheffer shifts attention to the border between Bavaria and Thuringia,

and the two sister cities Neustadt and Sonneberg, interlinked sites of toy production connected by a small bridge originally made of charred wood that

would become the borderland between eastern and western Europe. Certainly
big power politics shaped the development of this border; but, the book convinc-

ingly shows, local people also acted on their own to shape, to give meaning to,
even to demand a wall between east and west. That "wall" remains, both politically and psychologically, even decades after the unification of East and West
Germany.

The details matter in a history such as this one, and Sheffer has assiduously
combed through fifteen archives and dozens of newspapers in addition to carrying

out some fifty interviews with local residents and gaining access to the private
papers of twenty-four of them. In addition, she mailed out a detailed survey to
500 residents of the two cities selected at random. With this impressive database,

she is able to reconstruct not only the details of events that remain in people's

minds, but also those that largely disappeared from public memory. Her book
organizes these details in three temporal parts.
Between 1945 and 1952, the populations on both sides of the border experi-

enced the chaos and violence of postwar occupation as well as the process of
forming new states. Rape, robbery, and murder were part of both occupation
regimes at first, though they persisted in the east for a longer time. And the
border aggravated the problems: Sheffer shows how either side of the border
became a site of violence, especially by the Soviet soldiers, how reports of
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The Firm: The Inside Story of the Stasi. By Gary Bruce. New York: Oxford

University Press. 2010. Pp. 264. Cloth $34.95. ISBN 978-0195392050.

Paper $24.95. ISBN 978-0199896578.
Gary Bruce's The Firm : The Inside Story of the Stasi is a well-written look inside the

Ministry for State Security (MfS, or Stasi) of East Germany. Combining archival
research with extensive interviews, The Firm focuses in particular on two Stasi dis-

trict offices, in Perleberg and in Gransee, north of Berlin. Neither district was in
theory terribly crucial to the GDR's national security, though Perleberg did abut

West Germany - this is not a cloak-and-dagger narrative about espionage in East

Berlin. It is the very quotidian nature of Perleberg and Gransee, however, that
allows us to formulate a new set of questions about the Stasi than have previously
been asked: how did the Stasi function in everyday life, apart from hotbeds of dis-

sidence or Cold-War intrigue?
Indeed, what is striking about Bruce's study of the two districts is just how
interpenetrated the Stasi was in everyday life in these places where there did
not seem to be a pressing need for state security. In particular, Bruce's work is illuminating when he discusses the vast network of informers recruited by the Stasi, as

well as when he explores the internal culture of camaraderie that was created and
sustained within the "Firm."

The first piece of this picture is Bruce's discussion of the methods used by the
Stasi to build their ranks. First of all, as Bruce notes, one did not apply to join the

Stasi - one had to be asked to apply for candidacy by the Stasi themselves. They
had a profile of the type of person they wanted: the person should ideally be from

a working-class background but show ambition, and his/her background needed
to be free of any political suspicion, such as past association with anticommunism
or relatives in the west. More than that, though, the ideal candidate was a model of

"mainstream" East German culture. Any questionable character traits or nonconformist behavior (excessive drinking, womanizing, homosexuality, drug use,
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