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Fascinated, Birgit Schlicke stops short in front of a bookstore show-window which 

displays books about the US. An American friend groans: "Nothing and nobody will move 

her now from here. She seems to be more American than I am!" It is true: Birgit is an 

absolute fan of America. "Already at school I was interested in this country and I wanted 
to go there," says Birgit.  

For a long time, however, she could only dream 

of a visit to the US, because she comes from the 

former GDR. "My American pen pal Shani could 

not understand that I was forbidden to leave my 
country," recalls Birgit.  

As soon as the Wall was opened (November 

1989) the Schlicke family moved to West 

Germany. As early as 1985 father Schlicke had 

applied for an exit permit which, however, was 

denied to him.  

What followed were many oppressive measures executed by the GDR against the family: 

Jürgen Schlicke, academically trained engineer, had to suffer a salary cut and the total 

loss of all his responsibilities; Birgit, one year before obtaining her college entrance 
certificate, was expelled from school; her sister was not able to find any apprenticeship.  

Through friends Birgit’s family sent a letter to the International Association of Human 

Rights in Frankfurt (West Germany) in which they complained about the abuses and 
grievances in the GDR. 

"Who could have guessed that the Stasi (State Security Service) even had its agents 

there in Frankfurt, who immediately sent a copy of our letter to the administrative body 
responsible for our district?" 

When Birgit now speaks of the terrible events that this unfortunate letter triggered she 

does it with much humor and composure. She and her father were the prisoners of the 

Stasi for 21 months. Considered "traitors of the state", they were treated as 
"Schwerstverbrecher" and so put into the same category as murderers and robbers.  

The whole affair began on February 29, 1988 in Weisswasser, near Cottbus. A neighbor 

frantically rang Schlicke’s doorbell. Birgit was alone at home. "They have taken your 

dad!" She knew at once that "they" could only refer to the Stasi. For 48 hours the family 

did not know what exactly had happened to Jürgen Schlicke. Then the Stasi took Birgit as 

well. "Only for interrogation," as they said at first. For an entire day they bombarded her 

with questions. Birgit did not flinch: "No lawyer, no statement," but they did not want to 

grant her one. Preliminary proceedings had not been instituted yet, so they said, 
therefore she had no right to a lawyer.  

"Like a parrot I kept repeating ‘no lawyer, no statement’. They were really infuriated with 

me. I wasn’t actually afraid, but as they informed me in the end that I had to stay, I 
turned pale. And then I stated crying. For hours." 

Birgit spent half a year in detention for interrogation. She did not have any news 

concerning her father although he was just a few cells away from her. But this she was 
never to know during her stay there.  



Again and again Birgit was cross-examined. They tried to play her off against her father. 

"They even went so far as to forge my father’s signature beneath the testimony report in 
order to make me speak." 

The great psychological strain did not leave Birgit unmarked: She suffered from fits of 

choking, loss of hair and weight. "degradation" and "encroachment on state measures" 

and was condemned to four-and-a-half years in prison. His daughter Birgit received two-

and-a-half years for "aiding and abetting" (she had typed the letter on her type 

machine). Her lawyer Mr. Schnur thought it was a relatively mild sentence. "You would 

not have got away with less than two years anyway," he said. It was later revealed that 
Schnur was himself an inofficial member of the Stasi.  

Birgit was sent to the female penitentiary Hoheneck. "I knew from the West German 

media that only the worst criminals were sent there. The idea of sharing the same room 

with murderers scared me to death." 

The penal institution Hoheneck had already served Hitler as a prison for female convicts. 

As Birgit’s committal, 400 to 500 women were imprisoned; ten of whom had to share a 
30 m² sized cell.  

Birgit, who was 19, was the youngest among the convicts, the eldest was 74 years old. 

After her arrival in Hoheneck Birgit, pale and dressed in oversized prison duds, was led 

by a lieutenant colonel to her cell. The latter shoved Birgit into her 'guard room' (as the 

cells were officially called) and bared the steel door noisily behind her. Each cell had one 

prisoner who was in charge of it. This "eldest" surly barked now the order: "Rocky, show 

the newcomer how to make the bed!" Ill-humored, a seedy figure got up from her bed. 

"Which shoe did you get?" she asked Birgit. "Fortunately, I had learnt in prison on 

remand that there was something like an own jail jargon. So, for instance, 'shoe' means 

how many years do I have to serve," explains Birgit, "in fact, life in jail followed totally 

different rules than in freedom. It started off with the nicknames everyone had to take. 
There were names like Hamster, Mousy, Moritz and Elvis." 

Birgit quickly became friends with Bärchen, a 40-year-old 'Politische'. 'Politische' (political 

prisoner) was the name given to everyone who had been sentenced because of § 99 

(illegal transmission of news) or § 213 (absconding from the German Democratic 

Republic, planned or actual).  

Bärchen took Birgit under her wings and protected her many times against aggressive 

fellow convicts. Some of them were arrested because of infanticide or other acts of 

violence. They were mostly lesbians and did not spare Birgit either with their 

molestations. "Rocky was the most terrible one. She even looked like a man. Although 

she actually never laid hands on me, she tortured me with abuses and allusions. I was 

terrified by her threat to scratch my face with razor blades." Birgit becomes lost in her 

memories. Apparently some of them too cruel to tell. "After some months your senses 
become completely dulled. That’s the only way you can survive life in jail!" 

Sewing sheets in shift-work, breathing a little bit of fresh air in the court three quarters 

of an hour per day, being allowed to write three letters per moth (but if only one word of 

phrase happened to displease the censorship!), television only Saturdays (if you had 

worked over your target which meant drudgery): such was life for Birgit. "The hardest 

part on me was the monotony. Each day was the same as the one before: count roll call 

each morning and evening at 6:00 sharp, meals, shift-work. I used every single minute I 

was free either to write letters, to read or to sleep. Sewing the bed-linen was modern 

slave work. I needed 8 months to fulfill the quota of 287 plumeau or 600 pillow cases per 

shift. And this all for a minimal monthly salary of 90 East German Marks! Fortunately, my 

mother was allowed to see me every eight weeks for an hour. As any physical contact 

was severely forbidden, we could only shake hands and had to say the rest with our 



eyes. Even the conversation topics had been fixed. No words referring to the conditions 

in jail was allowed. Microphones and cameras made sure we behaved ourselves. Over the 

course of time, however, we developed a kind of secret code so that I could ask once in a 

while for the amnesty procedure on course." But week after week Birgit waited in vain to 
be bought free by the federal Republic of Germany.  

Then the events on the other side of the prison wall followed on rapid succession: rush on 

the embassy of Prague, opening of the Hungarian frontiers and finally the collapse of the 

Berlin Wall!  

The excitement in Hoheneck increased daily; the shouts for amnesty were getting louder 

and louder. At first the lieutenant tried to convince Birgit to stay in the GDR after her 

release which the latter refused vehemently. "When the date of my release had at last 

been fixed, I was suddenly afraid. How would life outside be? I was no longer able to 

imagine walking on a normal street. I realized that life in jail was totally different. You 

become afraid of people which is actually paradoxical, because in jail you are never 
alone. There is always someone watching or spying on you. Even on the toilet." 

On November 17, 1989 Birgit turned her back on what had been her 'home' for 21 

months. Her mother and her sister came to collect her. The emotions they felt at this 

reunion are difficult to transmit on paper. "We wept and laughed at the same time!" 

Used to strict prison diet, Birgit got very excited at the sight of all the food her mother 

had brought along: yoghurt, chocolate, bananas, grapes! It was like Christmas for her. 

When Birgit, for the first time after her sentence, walked through the city, her mother 
had to take her arm as she was shaking so violently.  

Four days later, November 23, 1989, father Schlicke was released from prison and on 

December 3, the family moved to West Germany.  

Birgit was able to pass her college entrance certificate after one year in Rottweil and 

since April 1991 she has been studying 'American Studies' and 'Business Administration' 
in Tübingen.  

Birgit’s merry personality has won her many friends. Her most favorite past time is 

writing letters to her pen pals who live all over the world. But how does she cope with the 

past? "Sometimes I suffer from nightmares, but fortunately they are never really bad. 

I’ve got a great longing to speak about my past to other people and to enlighten them on 

how things were in the former GDR. Meanwhile I’ve already given many interviews and 

have told excited West German students about my experiences in jail. There is another 

press conference coming up soon in Berlin. Some day I would also like to write a book 
about it all." 

Birgit has already started to write several pages, but right now she prefers not to invest 

too much time in her past but to enjoy living. "I have to make up for the 21 months I 

spent in jail. So I better get started now," says Birgit and give one of her hearty smiles.  
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