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Narrative

	The term “Schießbefehl” meaning “order to fire” was first used in the early 20th century. It gained popularity in the 1960s when used by the populace of East and West Germany to describe the German Democratic Republic’s order to fire on East German citizens fleeing from East to West Germany over the Berlin Wall (1961-1989). Due to the Schießbefehl, East German border guards were able to kill a number of people who attempted to escape over the wall. The exact number is difficult to pinpoint due to differences in what to include in the death tolls (border guards, suicidies, etc.) and a lack of transparency from the East German government about how many people were actually shot and killed. The number of deaths directly related to being shot at the wall has been estimated to be anywhere from 90 by the United States’ Central Intelligence Agency to 140 by Germany’s official Berlin tourism website.[footnoteRef:0] Between 1961 and 1982 there was no formal document declaring the Schießbefehl legal; it was given to border guards in various forms of instruction. It was formally written into law in the 1982 Grenzgesetze (Border Laws).[footnoteRef:1]  My source is one of these various documents. This document is a translation of the 1962 GDR instructions on when it is appropriate to fire on civilians of East Germany attempting to flee the country. It was reprinted in West Germany in 1984 in a German reader by Bernhard Pollmann. In Pollmann’s book he states that the document is from August 17, 1962, but he does not mention where he got the document from or if the original copy still exists. [0:  90 deaths: “A City Divided: Life and Death in the Shadow of the Wall,” National Archives and Records Administration, accessed May 21, 2019, https://www.archives.gov/files/research/foreign-policy/cold-war/berlin-wall-1962-1987/publication.pdf. 
140 deaths: “Victims of the Wall,” Berlin.de, accessed June 5, 2019, https://www.berlin.de/mauer/en/history/victims-of-the-wall/.]  [1:  “A City Divided: Life and Death in the Shadow of the Wall,” National Archives and Records Administration, accessed May 21, 2019, https://www.archives.gov/files/research/foreign-policy/cold-war/berlin-wall-1962-1987/publication.pdf. ] 

	My document is one of the many that historians and other researchers claim to be the one true order to fire. In reality there were multiple documents and other orders that were issued before the Border Laws of 1982 were established that legalized firing on fleeing East Germans. However, the mislabeling and misconception that there is a one true order to fire has made researching my document quite difficult because there are so many other versions in existence. For instance, there is a seven page Schießbefehl that was written in 1973 that was “discovered” in 2007 by major media outlets and hailed as the original Schießbefehl. While this document was the first written evidence that an order to fire existed, as Stasi officials had denied there ever was one, it was not the original Schießbefehl and this was not even the first time that this document had been discovered. 
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