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Baltic Sea watchtower, Kühlungsborn, near Rostock 
(Image by Malchen53: http://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Benutzerin:Malchen53) 
 



Some citizens of the GDR found life in East Germany unbearable, especially after the Berlin 
Wall went up in August 1961.  For them, the intrusions and restrictions of an existence under a 
dictatorial and, at times, inhumane regime were unacceptable. Those who decided to leave 
could do so through a long-drawn-out official application process which was by no means 
always successful and also brought with it the dangers of social ostracism. Or they could 
attempt an illegal escape. Those who did often came up with ingenious ways of trying to get 
out over the GDR’s increasingly secure and deadly borders. The official term for this was 
‘Republikflucht’ (desertion from the GDR). Those who attempted it and failed faced years in 
prison. Of the many thousands who tried, around a thousand were killed; at least 130 of them, 
but probably more, were shot dead trying to get over the Wall in Berlin.  
 It is easy to find stories of adventurous and nerve-racking escape attempts by 
increasingly desperate GDR citizens. For them, getting smuggled over the frontier in a 
suitcase in a car, rushing through a tunnel under the Wall patiently hollowed out in 
exasperating months, or flying in a self-made contraption over the border became a more 
attractive option than staying on. And some attempted making their way – by any means  – 
across the Baltic to the Danish coast, a stretch of water of about 50 km. Getting out of the 
GDR via the Baltic was the third most popular way of trying to escape, after trying to cross the 
death zones of the inner German border or the Wall. But you had to get away from the coast 
first, and there were sea watch towers along it like the one in the photo, in Kühlungsborn near 
Rostock, from which the East German border troops cast their watchful eyes out over the 
waters at all times. Generally, of those who attempted to get out via the Baltic only about a 
fifth made it; others were caught before they even had put out to sea, or were drowned.  Some 
were still missing 20 years after the fall of the Wall. Escape attempts with rubber dinghies or 
paddle boats were common; only few people decided to face swimming for many hours 
through the cold waters; it required not only huge stamina but also more unusual equipment, 
such as a wetsuit, not an inconspicuous item, and not one easily come by in the GDR.  
 There is much, often heart-breaking human drama in all these stories. A quick internet 
search on ‘Flucht über die Ostsee’ brings up a number of publications, such as a collection of 
escape stories by Christine and Bodo Müller, Über die Ostsee in die Freiheit. Dramatische 
Fluchtgeschichten (1996).  One of them, which became very well-known, is that of Peter 
Döbler, a young medical doctor in the GDR, who in July 1971, having trained and prepared 
for years, swam from Kühlungsborn 45 kms across the Baltic and was picked up after about 
24 hours by a sailing yacht off the island of Fehmarn, part of west Germany. What had been 
his motivation? A dream: he wanted to fish for ‘Blue Marlin’, like Santiago, the hero of 
Hemingway’s story ‘The Old Man and the Sea’. And this he did. After a spell as a practising 
doctor in Hamburg, he moved to the Cape Verde Islands where he set up a company offering 
fishing trips for tourists. One night he got talking to one of them: it turned out he had been the 
GDR coast guard deployed to coordinate the massive search operation after Döbler’s escape.  
	  


