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Eyewitness—An Occasional Series: Fall of the Berlin Wall and the DDR 

Note: Historians write about the past but some mes 

they witness important historical events. In prior is‐

sues of this journal, (then) GGC Historian Dr. Axel Cor‐

lu gave a first‐hand account of a coup d'état in Tur‐

key. History graduate Sarah Accardi‐Morgan wrote 

about the terror a acks in Paris. Dr. Michael Gagnon 

remembered the September 11 a acks on the World 

Trade Center.  In this issue, Dr. Richard Rawls writes 

about the fall of the Berlin Wall and East Germany.  

     Germany was divided into zones of occupa on a er 

WW II. The USA, United Kingdom, and France transi oned 

the western por on into what became the Federal Repub-

lic of Germany (FRG) or simply “West Germany.” The Sovi-

et-controlled eastern por on became “East Germany” or 

the DDR. By 1961 over 3.5 million East Germans - and 

countless others trapped in communist eastern Europe - 

fled to West Germany. To stanch the loss of people, the 

communist East German government surprised the world 

by building a wall not only dividing Berlin but also encir-

cling the en re city, which geographically sat within East 

Germany. The Wall consisted of a reinforced concrete bor-

der augmented with guard towers, land mines, an -

vehicle devices, guard dogs, and other an -personnel de-

vices meant to injure or kill anyone fleeing west.  People 

s ll a empted to flee, but hundreds were killed. The exact 

number of successful escapes may never be known.   

     People were resigned to the Wall. Hos li es became 

baked in. East Germans could not visit the West without 

permission, but West Germans were allowed to visit the 

DDR. East German border guards addressed you in the 

familiar “Du” instead of the more formal and polite “Sie.” 

While the DDR’s currency, the Ostmark (OM), was officially 

valued at parity with West Germany’s DeutschMark (DM), 

it was basically worthless. It traded on the black market at 

about 10 OM to 1 DM. You couldn’t exchange it back, so 

you had to spend it. The problem was that there was noth-

ing to buy. Store shelves were empty. Even basics like 

toilet paper were substandard. The paper was riddled 

with wood pulp, metal shavings, etc. The best one could 

hope for when visi ng the DDR was to eat a good meal.  

     I corresponded with the East German embassy in high 

school while in Model United Na ons. I represented the 

DDR at a conference and won first prize, the “gavel.” Since 

I had asked the embassy for informa on, it felt right to 

thank them. This correspondence unleashed a torrent of 

literature, including the magazine, The DDR Review. 

     Although I knew that the Warsaw Pact countries lagged 

behind the “West” in industrial output, I was nonetheless 

astonished the first me I visited East Germany. Their 

magazines led me to expect that the DDR was the “crown 

jewel” of the Warsaw Pact. But everything was gray. Most 

buildings looked as if they had never (Con nued p. 5) 

Top: Looking across the Spree River at East Berlin and the Wall. 

Chipping away at the Berlin Wall, with Dr. Janita Rawls, below. 

Photo by P. G. Fast and edited by GGC Grad Luis Montanez. 



Ex Libris: On Space, Place, Time, and History 

     In recent years I have collaborated with history col-
league Ryan Gaston on classroom projects tasking stu-
dents to apply both historical and geographic episte-
mologies to understand big concepts like 1) judging 
modernity in 2020 and 2) construc ng an ideal com-
munity for contemporary society. This has made me 
realize that beyond the obvious dis nguishing charac-
teris cs of me and place, our respec ve modes of 
disciplinary inquiry also differ in how we engage with 
the present.  
     Geography borrows from history an 
apprecia on for changing modes of 
thought across me. We some mes 
prac ce ‘history lite’ by privileging the 
present over the past. Geographers 
don’t ignore the past, but we ac vely 
engage and obsessively synthesize the 
present moment – not in a Buddhist sense, but in a 
contempla ve one. For example, China’s recent popu-
la on decline is incorporated into our class content 
because it directly relates to the demographic transi-

on model, China’s one—child policy, age dependen-
cy ra os, city planning principles, and the global sup-
ply of labor. Course prepara on requires constant up-
da ng and a en on to significant societal change 
within our subdisciplines of: popula on/demography, 
migra on, folk/pop culture, language, religion, ethnic-
ity/race, poli cal geography, development/poverty, 
agriculture, industry/manufacturing, urbaniza on, 
and environment. We thus rely heavily upon history 
to provide students with founda on and context that 
we simply can’t cover in geography.  
     Some of our disciplinary differences can be partly 
explained by examining human geography’s origin sto-
ry. Considered the founder of modern geography, Al-
exander von Humboldt established it as an ‘ac vist’ 

discipline with his groundbreaking 10,000km expedi-
on (a.k.a. fieldwork) through Central and South Amer-

ica by foot, horseback, and waterway (1799-1804). 
While he intended his research to collect flora and fau-
na samples and to map/measure landforms, it was his 
firsthand observa ons of La n American civiliza ons 
and the built environment that led him to ques on 
conven onal Eurocentric views on conquest, colonial-
ism, and slavery.  

     Thomas Jefferson, Ralph Waldo 
Emerson, Meriweather Lewis and oth-
ers sought his counsel. Charles Darwin 
described him as “…the greatest sci-
en fic traveler who ever lived” (Wulf, 
p. 43). Though the term geography 
(wri ng about the earth) originates 
with Eratosthenes and his famous ob-

serva ons along the Tropic of Cancer, the discipline 
didn’t yet exist when von Humboldt a ended the Uni-
versi es of Frankfurt and Gö ngen, where he studied 
botany, engineering, geology, and mining. Von Hum-
boldt’s achievements include a theory of plate tecton-
ics, tracing/mapping mean temperatures around the 
globe, and loca ng the magne c equator, but he is 
most remembered for his descrip ve travel narra ves.  
     Human geographers straddle a delicate line be-
tween social and physical sciences -- between the cul-
tural and the quan fiable -- and we embrace our ex-
ploratory tradi ons even as we run out of new places 
to ‘discover.’ In its most dis lled form geography s ll 
asks the same ques ons today that von Humboldt 
asked: 1) Where is that? 2) Why is it there? 3) What is 
its significance?  Please forgive our obsession with 
space and place. It’s just kind of our thing!  Reference: 
    Andrea Wulf. The Inven on of Nature: Alexander von 
Humboldt's New World. New York: Knopf, 2015. 

“...we ac vely engage 

and synthesize the 

present moment...” 
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Take a Bow!  Faculty Accomplishments 

Ellen Rafshoon spent fall 2022 on Academic Study Leave. She worked on an upcoming book, Pussy Hats to 

the Polls: How Women Turned Georgia Purple, part of which includes oral interviews with over 40 women 

involved in the Blue Wave protest movement of the Trump era.  Some interviews are published in the 

Georgia State University Women and Gender Archives. They can be accessed at this link: h ps://

research.library.gsu.edu/c.php?g=940619&p=6779267. She hopes to use her exper se in oral history and 

interviewing for scholarly purposes to teach a new course, "Oral History," to be offered in fall 2023.  

GGC History Professor’s Unedited Oral Interviews Available Online: 

Publica ons: 

Luke Ryan published the 

book Conflic ng Visions in 

Early North America: A 

Source Primer, with Kendall 

Hunt Publishers (January 

2023). 

Patrick Ludolph and Todd 

Lindley joined GGC col-

leagues Thomas Lilly, Pra ma 

Darr, Ma hew Schmolesky, 

Marieke Schilpzand, Rebecca 

Higgins, Young Shim, Aurelie Weinstein, Daniel von 

Deutsch, and Lior Burko in publishing “Intending to Teach 

Cri cal Thinking: A Study of the Learning Impacts over 

One Semester of Embedded Cri cal Thinking Learning 

Objects” in the Journal of the Scholarship of Teaching and 

Learning 22, 3 (2022). 

Richard Rawls published a lengthy review of Mary 

Beard’s Twelve Caesars: Images of Power from the An-

cient World to the Modern (Princeton: Princeton Universi-

ty Press, 2021) in H-Net/H-War (September 2022). 

Edward Simmons published a review of John Fea, Believe 

Me: The Evangelical Road to Donald Trump in Modern 

Believing 63, 4 (Autumn, 2022): 412-413.  

Academic Presenta ons: 

 

Wayne Ackerson presented “PTSD/Shell Shock in Downton 

Abbey” at The Great Lakes History Conference, held in 

conjunc on with the 12th Annual Conference of the Mid-

west World History Associa on at Grand Valley State Uni-

versity in Grand Rapids, MI, September 2022. 

Patrick Ludolph presented “Reac ng and Cri cal Thinking 

Pedagogy” in Bal more at the Southern Historical Associa-

on Conference, November 2022. 

Seth Kendall presented “Slaves in the Wars of the Romans 

and Allies, 91-87 BCE” in Bal more at the Southern Histori-

cal Associa on Conference, November 2022. 

Nathan Orgill presented “Reac ng with Research: Using 

Research to Facilitate a Role-Playing Game on the July Cri-

sis of 1914” at the Southern Historical Associa on Confer-

ence, November 2022. 

Ryan Gaston and Todd Lindley presented “Cross-dis-

ciplinary Teaching and Learning Projects: Reflec ons from 

a Historian and a Geographer on Content, Design, and Ped-

agogy” at the Southeast Division of the Associa on of 

American Geographers Conference, in Atlanta, Nov 2022. 

Luke Ryan presented “Moving Beyond War Memorializa-

on at the Liberty Memorial in the Post-Vietnam Era” at 

the conference Experiencing War Memorials: Feeling, 

Place, and Public Memory at the University of Alabama, 

February 2023. 

Faculty Service Off‐Campus 

Wayne Ackerson is serving on the Board of Directors of the Crawford Long Museum in Jefferson. 

Richard Rawls serves on the editorial board of Pacific Journal. 

Georgeta Connor was named a board member of the Southeast European Studies Associa on  
Nathan Orgill transi oned into being Chair of the program commi ee for the European History Sec on of the Southern 

Historical Associa on. Orgill coordinated the crea on of program panels for EHS-SHA conferences.  

Michael Gagnon serves on the Board of the Friends of the Georgia Archives and History (FoGaH).  

Edward Simmons is on the editorial staff as a consultant for The Middle Ground Journal: World History and Global Studies. 

Mazin Tadros has for the last 8 years served as a judge for Na onal History Day through the Georgia Humani es. 

 

 

 



Alumni/ae, Student, and Event News 

Michelle Samson, ’19, received the “CALI Award for Civil 

Procedure I” during fall semester 2022 at Georgia State 

University College of Law. CALI Awards are given to the 

highest scoring student in each law school class. 

Marcus O’Rear, ’21, is teaching world history at Berkmar 

HS and was admi ed to a graduate level teaching cre-

den al program at the University of North Georgia. 

Amelia Porter, ’17, is Gwinne  County Historian (an ac-

tual posi on) with the Gwinne  County Government. 

Vesna Kurspahic, ‘12, is the Deputy Director in Congress-

man Rich McCormick’s office, which represents Georgia’s 

6th Congressional District. 

Jessica Tatman, ‘17, was named “Teacher of the Month” 

for January 2023 at Richards Middle School in Lawrence-

ville, GA.  

CONTACTING History & Geography Department: 

Department Chair: Nathan Orgill : norgill@ggc.edu  

Geography Coordinator:  James Lowry: jlowry3@ggc.edu 

GGC HISTORY Editors:   

Richard Rawls: rrawls@ggc.edu 

Michael Gunther: mgunther@ggc.edu 

Patrick Zander:  pzander@ggc.edu 

News About our Grads  Fall 2023 Schedule 

Spring 2022 Commencement 

Georgia Gwinne  College held its 2022 Spring Com-

mencement ceremony in the Gas South Arena on May 

11, 2022. The keynote speaker was poet laureate Hank 

Stewart. The History and Geography Department grad-

uated one of its largest classes ever.  Those majoring in 

History with all of its emphases included: Morgan Allen, 

Bianca Balbuena, Jus n Best, Abigail Booth, Kobe Buck-

ley, Andrew Chabot, Donovan Dixon, Rosendo Fernan-

dez, Gabriel Hyche, Joshua Ledford, Neirlyn Mendez 

Ruiz, Jacqueline Meza, Morgan Miller, Michael Milstein, 

Jesse Moore, Patrick Moran, Samantha Morgan, Chris-

topher Mullaney, Chase Rehak, Aryn Ruiz, Arianna 

Spencer, Leo Tunich, Nahomy Valencia, and Jenny Vic-

tor. A geography minor was John Wiemals. 

Courses currently scheduled for Fall 2023.  

These are subject to change. 

The Fall 2022 Commencement Ceremony was held on 

December 1, at the Gas South Arena. Antonio Molina, 

Esq., delivered the commencement address. Those gradu-

a ng with a bachelors of arts in history included: Arie Au-

gus ne, Andrew Chamberlain, Macrina Durant, Bryan 

Hamlet, Eric Hunsaker, Elijah Jones, Dajla Kurbogevic, Sa-

mantha Morgan, Isaac Poole, and Caleb White. Eric Hun-

saker also minored in Geography. 

Fall 2022 Commencement 

Faculty and Students A er the Ceremony 

COURSE	
NUMBER 

COURSE	DESCRIPTION 

GEOG	3310 Military	Geography 

GEOG	3320 Geographic	Information	Systems 

GEOG	3340 Cultural	Geography 

HIST		2520 
Introduction	to	the	History	of	the		
Middle	East 

HIST		2550 
Introduction	to	the	History	Atlantic	
World 

HIST		3175 History	of	the	American	South 

HIST		3225 U.	S.	Social	and	Cultural	History 

HIST		3265 History	of	Georgia 

HIST		3310 Greece	and	the	Ancient	Near	East 

HIST		3340 Modern	Europe 

HIST		3427 Modern	Germany 

HIST		3535 Modern	India	and	South	Asia 

HIST		3721 
Ancient	and	Medieval	Science	and		
Technology 

HIST		4670 
Social	Revolutions	in	Modern	Latin	
America 

HIST		4860 Oral	History 

HIST		4900 Senior	Capstone	Seminar 

HIST		4920 Internship 
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News Con nued 

Berlin Wall, Con nued 
been painted. Streets were crumbling. Even in the 

1980’s one could s ll see damage from WW II.  

     What most astonished me in driving around parts of 

the DDR was the presence of Soviet troops on their daily 

business. Tanks frequently broke down. Soldiers 

stripped their uniforms and worked on the tanks as if 

they were backyard mechanics fixing cars. We met Soviet 

soldiers at the Sanssouci Palace in Potsdam. The dress 

browns of the troops were faded, frayed, missing 

bu ons, and none of them fit. The men looked malnour-

ished. Most missed some teeth.  

    My parents-in-law once walked all over East Berlin and 

then they fell asleep seated on a park bench. We joked 

that they were never safer since they likely had their own 

Stasi (the feared state security) detail following them. 

     In 1989 events surpassed the containment abili es of 

communist authori es. In an era of Soviet Glasnost 

(roughly translated as “openness”), Hungary removed 

some of its border barricades with Austria on May 2. East 

Germans heard the news and began traveling to Hunga-

ry. Overwhelmed guards allowed them through. By Sep-

tember a trickle of East Germans turned into a stream. 

Rumor also spread in Czechoslovakia that its border was 

going to open with West Germany. East Germans sought 

refuge in the West German embassy there. The East Ger-

man government closed its border with Czechoslovakia. 

The Czechs and Slovaks nonetheless turned a blind eye to 

East Germans escaping to the West. 

     With tens of thousands of East Germans fleeing to the 

west, and with over 500,000 pro-democracy people 

demonstra ng every night in East Berlin, the East Ger-

man government became paralyzed. Miscommunica on 

between various members led to confusing public pro-

nouncements. East Germans interpreted these as per-

mi ng travel to the West. On November 9, they crowded 

the border crossings along the Berlin Wall. Overwhelmed 

border guards knew nothing. Eventually, nobody in the 

East Germany government wanted to be blamed for 

shoo ng their own ci zens, and so they began allowing 

people through at approximately 11:30 p.m. Crowds of 

West Germans awaited their East German counterparts 

with flowers, chocolates, and cheering. Many Wessies 

(West Germans) gave money to the Ossies (East Ger-

mans) so that they could purchase items in West Berlin. 

Crowds of young Wessies and Ossies danced atop the 

Wall. People drove their Trabants (Trabis were  

cars with fiberglass bodies powered with the equivalent 

of a lawn mower engine) into West Berlin. Spontaneous 

celebra ons erupted. Rela ves trapped on either side of 

the wall quickly reunited. People hurried with the ques-

on: “how long will this last?” Police on both sides coop-

erated to make sure nobody was injured in the jubila on. 

It was a me of intense emo on and celebra on. Less 

than a year earlier the leader of the DDR, Erich Honecker, 

asserted that the Wall would s ll be standing 50 years 

later. Suddenly freedom and unity seemed possible. Per-

haps the last ves ges of WW II would disappear? 

     Events quickly moved towards German reunifica on, 

which happened within a year of the “Fall of the Wall.” 

S ll, the Wall represented more than just a poli cal di-

vide. Unan cipated cultural divisions emerged. East Ger-

mans wanted to be paid on par with West Germans, but 

Wessies complained that Ossies lacked the same work 

ethic. It cost millions, if not billions, more Deutschmark 

than an cipated to bring East Germany up to western 

standards. Germany struggled to reincorporate the DDR. 

East Germans complained that what was declared a 

“reunifica on” felt more like a forced takeover. They felt 

as if they had no say even in basic decisions affec ng 

their lives. Some Ossies developed “Ostalgie,” a nostalgia 

for the simpler mes in East Germany. Although reunifi-

ca on occurred in 1991, over thirty years later the differ-

ences occasionally emerge. West Germans complain that 

Germany has spent so much money on infrastructure 

improvement in the East that it has ignored basic mainte-

nance of rail systems in the West. 

     For those wan ng more visual and cultural references, 

I have three movie recommenda ons: 1) Nach dem Fall 

(A er the Fall) is a documentary from the East German 

perspec ve; 2) Goodbye Lenin is a humorous film about 

an East German young man who struggles with reunifica-

on (stars Daniel Brühl); and 3) The Lives of Others was 

about the Stasi in the years leading up to the Fall of the 

Wall, and it won an Academy Award. 

East German Trabants (Trabis) outside the DDR’s Jus ce 

Ministry, le . East German ceremonial guards, right. 


