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I. Introduction
The 1960s was the decade when the post-war baby-boomer generation found 
its voice and a new form of idealism swept the world. Peace, love, flower- 
power and revolution were the watchwords of an all-encompassing youth 
philosophy which exploded into action on the streets of Prague, Paris and 
Chicago. Almost forty years on, the period has been mythologised as a 
movement which found expression in the latter part of the decade when both 
free love and the ripping up of paving stones became popular pastimes for 
the post-war generation.

But one of the main tenets of the 1960s youth movement, the concept of 
peace and international brotherhood, blossomed in the first half of the 
1960s. It was nurtured, not by the new generation which reached maturity in 
the second half of the decade, but by those who had themselves experienced 
war and brutality. These men bore the scars and wanted to see a better world 
for their children. They espoused the cause of peace at a time when the 
world seemed to be on the brink of self-annihilation. Their idealistic aims 
held out the hope of a peaceful future, in sharp contrast to the shadow of nu­
clear war which loomed over the globe, reaching critical points in 1961 and 
1962 with the building of the Berlin Wall and the Cuban Missile Crisis. 
Their beliefs crossed the divide of the Iron Curtain. The concepts of peace 
and international brotherhood were shared by capitalists and communists. 
Equally there were those in both East and West who were eager to use these 
ideals for their own political purposes.

Governments and politicians have long recognised idealism as a poten­
tially powerful weapon. The trick is to find a way of manipulating it to serve 
the interests of those in power. This chapter deals with a particular instance 
of this sort of manipulation which took place in the first half of the 1960s 
when both the British and the East Germans attempted to use the forces 
unleashed by the ideal of international reconciliation for their own purposes. 
It examines what those purposes were and in doing so reveals something of 
the unofficial interaction between Britain and the GDR which was concealed 
beneath the official and public relationship of hostility and non-recognition.

The manifestation of this particular ideal of international brotherhood 
was a construction project which emanated from Coventry Cathedral and
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which involved young British volunteers working in East Germany. In itself 
this project was a tiny event in the context of Cold War history. Its signifi­
cance, however, lies in the fact that governments on both sides of the Iron 
Curtain perceived it to be important and potentially useful, became em­
broiled in its planning and execution and sucked up individuals and institu­
tions which would otherwise not have been involved. In historical terms the 
project was significant because of the fact that it impinged upon both British 
and GDR foreign and domestic policies, highlighted some of the contradic­
tions contained within these policies and illustrates the manner in which 
some policies took precedence over others.

II. Bill Williams, the Project and Negotiations
The man who personified the ideal at the centre of this study and who has 
been credited with the organisation of the reconciliation project was the 
Very Reverend Bill Williams. In 1965, as the Provost of Coventry Cathe­
dral, he stood before his congregation and spoke about his belief in the need 
to heal the wounds of history. He was speaking at a Coventry Cathedral ser­
vice held just before the young British volunteers departed for the GDR.

Three years later, in 1968, in a foreword to the play Soldaten by Rolf 
Hochhuth, Williams wrote of the 'never-ending tragedy of treachery in­
flicted upon the hopes of mankind’, of the way in which people were be­
trayed by the lies and half-truths told by those in power. Whereas in 1965 
the Provost had preached the message of hope, faith, international recon­
ciliation and brotherhood, by 1968 he was speaking of betrayal and treach­
ery. What had brought about this apparent disillusionment? The Provost 
died in 1990 and did not leave an official record of his innermost thoughts. 
During the 1960s, while pursuing his mission of reconciliation, he had be­
come deeply entangled in Cold War politics. It seems more than likely that 
he had been singed by the experience.

It has not been a simple matter to unravel events behind the Coven- 
try/Dresden project. Although there is sufficient documentary evidence in 
both Britain and the GDR to trace events during the early months of the ne­
gotiations leading up to the project taking place, once the initial stages were 
completed the paper trail in official government files tends to peter out. The 
archives of the British and GDR foreign offices and of the GDR Staatssekre­
tariat für Kirchenfragen are notable for their lack of material on the subject. 
It is only by perusing the more private files of Coventry Cathedral and the 
German organisation Aktion Sühnezeichen, as well as the (at one time even 
more private but now relatively public) files of the Stasi, that clues about 
what actually happened during 1964 and 1965 in relation to the project can 
be found. In addition, most of those who were involved and are still alive 
universally claim to have poor memories.
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In 1965, a group of young British volunteers spent up to eight months 
living and working in the GDR, helping to rebuild a part of the Dresden 
Diakonissenkrankenhaus which had been partially destroyed during the 
bombing raid of 1945 and which, 20 years later, still lay in ruins. The pro­
ject emanated from Coventry Cathedral (Coventry city being twinned with 
Dresden) and was organised within the GDR by Aktion Sühnezeichen, an all- 
German Christian organisation which was founded in 1958 in order to pro­
vide a vehicle for young German volunteers to carry out acts of atonement 
in countries which had suffered during the Nazi period. The founder of the 
organisation was Lothar Kreyssig, an East German lawyer who was also a 
prominent lay figure within the hierarchy of the Evangelische Kirche. The 
project was intended to be seen as a symbol of non-political reconciliation 
from the British people to all the people of Germany, both East and West.

Official negotiations, which preceded agreement that the project should 
take place, were conducted by Williams and the GDR Secretary of State for 
Church Affairs, Hans Seigewasser. The story of the negotiations from the 
British side was that the Provost had succeeded, through the strength of his 
personality and his personal conviction, in persuading Seigewasser to allow 
the project to proceed, on the understanding that the scheme was accepted as 
an act of reconciliation from the British people to the whole of Germany, 
that it would be conducted entirely through the Churches of both countries, 
and that no government would make political capital out of it.

In retrospect that was an unlikely tale. For one thing, Seigewasser did 
not have the power for that sort of decision making. There were, in fact, 
three levels of negotiation within the GDR: State, Party and Stasi. The Brit­
ish government, despite initially distancing itself from project, also became 
deeply involved. Although most British people were prepared to accept Wil­
liams' version of events,1 there was considerable scepticism at grass-roots 
level in the GDR where people were amazed that the project had been per­
mitted. They were particularly puzzled by the freedom given to the British 
group. The normal procedure for most Western visitors at that time was to 
restrict their movements to specific named cities or towns, usually accom­
panied by a trusted Party member, and with strictly regulated itineraries. By 
contrast, the British volunteers had open visas which allowed them to travel 
the country at will and in total freedom.

The question which has to be asked is what did the GDR regime hope to 
gain from allowing this project to take place, in the manner that it did? And 
what was the British government's interest? In order to answer these ques­
tions it is necessary to examine the four policy areas which impacted upon 
the project:

1 Williams, Unpublished memoirs.
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- GDR Church/state relations;
- Ulbricht's domestic policy and, in particular, his short-lived period of re­

form between 1963 and 1965, which almost precisely overlapped the life 
of the project;

- British foreign policy and the question of GDR recognition; and
- intelligence operations and the manner in which they related to the for­

eign and domestic policies of the two countries.

III. The British Agenda
Documentary evidence reveals that in Britain the conception of the project 
was a many-headed affair, vastly more complicated than the simplistic ver­
sion of events which was produced for public consumption at the time. The 
archives of the British Foreign Office reveal that the idea for the Dresden 
project did not, after all, originate with the Provost of Coventry Cathedral. 
The very first suggestion for a symbolic act of reconciliation in Dresden ap­
pears to have come from the historian David Irving, who was recently ac­
cused of Holocaust denial and lost his libel case in the British courts. In 
1963, however, he was at the centre of another controversy. His book, The 
Destruction of Dresden, suggested that terror bombing was an official part 
of British government policy during the Second World War. It was the first 
most British people knew about the horror of the Dresden raid.

Irving put his ideas for a symbolic act of atonement in Dresden to the 
leading socialist politician, Richard Crossman, a Labour MP for the city of 
Coventry.2 Crossman was a frequent visitor to the GDR, highly valued by 
the regime. He was a German expert with links to the British intelligence 
services, having worked for the British Political Warfare Executive during 
the Second World War feeding propaganda to Germany.3 He was recognised 
as an expert in the black art of propaganda. Crossman was not politically na­
ive. But he had a reputation as a maverick with his own agenda to pursue. 
One plank of his agenda was recognition of the GDR. In May 1963, 
Crossman put Irving's suggestion to Williams who responded enthusiasti­
cally.4 Irving then outlined the plan to a contact on Dresden City Council, 
this letter finding its way to Politburo member Albert Norden5, while 
Crossman entered into discussions with the British Foreign Office.6 The 
West German ambassador to Britain was also informed of the proposal by

2 Public Record Office (PRO), FO 371/169329, Irving to Crossman, 10 May 1963.
3 Howe, Black Game; Howard, Crossman; Dalyell, Dick Crossman; Stenton, Radio 

London; Lemer, Psychological Warfare.
4 Coventry Cathedral Archive, Williams to Crossman, 21 May 1963.
5 Stiftung Archiv der Parteien und Massenorganisationen der DDR im Bundesarchiv 

(SAPMO-BArch), DY 30/IV A2/20/481, Irving to Lange, 25 May 1963.
6 PRO, FO 371/169329, file labeled Crossman and Dresden Memorial, 1963.
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both Crossman and Williams.7 Thus, at this very early stage in the proceed­
ings, the governments of three countries had been drawn into this so-called 
non-political act of reconciliation.
The initial reaction of the British government was hostile on three counts:
- firstly it was not prepared to support a scheme based on a desire to repu­

diate British wartime policy8;
- secondly it feared that any scheme would be exploited for propaganda 

purposes by the East German regime;9 and
- thirdly it did not wish to offend the West German government, which, in 

view of its strong line at that time on the Hallstein Doctrine was opposed 
to any act which had the whiff of official contact with the GDR.10

The West German government did not want to veto the scheme itself and 
looked for a way of forcing the East Germans to reject it. It believed that one 
way of doing this would be to take up the suggestion that the scheme should 
be worked out entirely through Church channels.11 The British supported 
this tactic and believed that it would achieve its purpose.

At this stage, therefore, both the West Germans and the British believed, 
with some justification, that the mere fact that the proposed scheme would 
be organised by the Christians of Britain and Germany would be sufficient 
to cause the East Germans to reject it. Through the West German ambassa­
dor to Britain, Hasso von Etzdorf, they therefore set out to encourage the 
Provost of Coventry Cathedral to proceed with his scheme and specifically, 
to make contact with the leaders of the Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland 
(EKD). Etzdorf wrote to Williams:

’W e feel [...] that it may be difficult to carry out this action in such a man­
ner as to make it clear to the whole world, and in particular to the British 
and the German public, that the proposed gesture is intended as an entirely 
non-political act o f reconciliation. In particular the danger cannot be e x ­
cluded that the authorities o f the Soviet Occupied Zone o f Germany in 
which Dresden is situated, will try to exploit the proposal and its im plem en­
tation as a British effort towards the establishment o f normal relations with  
the so-called German Democratic Republic [...] In order to ensure that the 
non-political character o f the action w ill be respected, my Government sug­
gests that the realisation o f the project be transmitted to the Christian 
Churches o f  both our countries, and to them only [...] As soon as agreement 
on principle with Praeses Scharf [chairman o f the EKD] is reached the Pro-

7 Richard Crossman Papers, Modem Record Centre, University of Warwick Library, 
MSS.154/3/DR/17, Crossman to von Etzdorf, 9 July 1963 and Coventry Cathedral Ar­
chive, Trumpf to Williams, 31 May 1963.

8 PRO, FO 371/169329
9 Ibid.
10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
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vost should try to obtain from the competent authorities in the Soviet Occu­
pied Zone of Germany a written answer that they will not interfere with the 
realisation of the project entrusted to the Protestant Church in Germany.’12 

In effect, the West Germans were encouraging Williams to enter into nego­
tiations with someone who was anathema to the East Germans. Kurt Scharf 
had been expelled from the GDR following the building of the Berlin Wall 
in 1961 and was regarded as a supporter of the right-wing bishop of Berlin- 
Brandenburg, Otto Dibelius. In addition, as Etzdorf was quite well aware, 
the GDR regime's policy at the time was to split the Eastern Church from its 
Western cousins, not to enter into a project which had the seal of approval of 
a united German Church. The West Germans must, therefore, have been 
convinced at this stage that their advice to Williams would prove to be the 
final nail in the coffin of the project.

It was at this point that Irving and Crossman dropped out of the picture. 
Crossman wrote to Williams in January 1964 to say that he had just been in­
vited to go and talk to the GDR Politburo about unspecified matters.13 But 
after that his involvement appears to end. Later that year he became a Cabi­
net Minister in Harold Wilson's Government and his visits to the GDR 
ended. Crossman's motives for promoting the Coventry/Dresden project are 
unclear. He admitted in a brief entry in an unpublished section of his diary 
in which he referred to the project to wanting to create what he called ’fis­
sionable material’ in the Cold War.14 Precisely what he meant by ’fission­
able’ is not clear as he did not elaborate. But it can probably be safely as­
sumed that he was alluding to his well-known predisposition for stirring 
things up. The Foreign Office suspected him of mischief-making, describing 
his actions as a ’calculated tease’ of the East Germans.15 Given Crossman's 
British intelligence contacts and his closeness to those in power in the GDR, 
there may well have been more than that at stake.

British and West German efforts to kill the project at an early stage were 
unsuccessful. The GDR did not refuse to negotiate with Williams. During 
the course of the next few months, British attitudes altered. There is no 
documentary evidence to explain this change. But, by the beginning of 1964, 
Williams and the British Foreign Office were working in partnership. Wil­
liams, despite his repeated protestations that there should be no political in­
volvement, was debriefed in West Berlin and London by representatives of 
the British Foreign Office and the West German government throughout his 
involvement with the GDR. The first such recorded session was on 21 Janu­

12 Coventry Cathedral Archive, Etzdorf to Crossman, 13 August 1963.
13 Coventry Cathedral Archive, Crossman to Williams, 20 January 1964.
14 Richard Crossman Papers, MSS. 154/8/28, diary entry dictated between 6 September 

and 19 December 1963.
15 PRO, FO 371/169329 CG 1851/4, Ledwidge to Tomkins, 24 July 1963.
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ary 1964 when Williams had dinner in West Berlin, a few hours after his 
first meeting with Seigewasser, with, among others, the British Foreign Of­
fice representative in West Berlin, Paul Holmer, Gräfin Matuschka of the 
West German Foreign Office, Frau Pieser of the Ministry for All-German 
Affairs, Bishop Scharf, Professor Reif, chairman and vice-president of the 
House of Representatives in West Berlin, and Dr Franz von Hammerstein, 
of Aktion Sühnezeichen,16 These contacts continued and, in September 1964, 
it is recorded that Williams was in direct contact with the British Foreign 
Secretary, Richard (Rab) Butler, about the Coventry/Dresden project.17 
Thus, there appears to have been a dramatic shift in official attitude from 
one of opposition to a form of co-operation that ran directly contrary to offi­
cial foreign policy, a policy which persisted in upholding the myth that the 
GDR did not exist. There is a suggestion in British Foreign Office archives 
that in 1965 there may even have been some form of unofficial agreement 
between the British and the GDR. A brief report sent from West Berlin to 
the British Embassy in Bonn and from there to the Foreign Office towards 
the end of the life of the project in September 1965 reads in part:

’This statement [that the East Germans had not used the Coventry/Dresden 
project for propaganda purposes] continues to be true, so far as the printed 
word is concerned. Neither the national press nor the local Dresden press, 
neither the SED press nor the church press have, so far as w e can trace, 
published anything at all on the project [...] one can, therefore, I think fairly 
conclude that Seigewasser's promise [author's underlining] on this point 
(paragraph 4 o f my letter) [this letter is not contained within the archive] 
has been kept.’18

Any unofficial British contact at this time would have found some sympathy 
in Western quarters. Although official Ost-Politik was still many years 
away, the seeds were already being sown. In July 1963, the influential SPD 
politician, Egon Bahr, made his famous ’Wandel durch Annäherung’ speech 
at Tutzing in West Germany. The British attitude towards the Coven­
try/Dresden project indicated that Britain's line on the GDR was not as rigid 
as it liked to maintain in public. Further evidence of Britain's ambivalent at­
titude towards the GDR can be seen in reports of the repeated visits made by 
Crossman to the GDR. Crossman had close links with Politburo member 
Albert Norden, as well as other leading East German politicians. Records 
show that he visited East Berlin and Dresden in 1957, 1960, 1961 and 1962. 
There are references to invitations to the GDR in 1958, 1959, 1963 and

16 Coventry Cathedral Archive, Williams’ report of his meeting with Seigewasser, 24 
January 1964.

17 Coventry Cathedral Archive, Williams to Butler, 8 September 1964, and Butler to 
Williams, 17 September 1964.

18 PRO, FO 371/183002 RG 1016/34(A), report from Buxton to Bullard, 27 September 
1965.
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1964.19 ln August 1961, he left East Berlin only hours before the construc­
tion of the Wall began, having had a lengthy meeting with Norden in which 
Crossman encouraged the GDR to erect a barrier against the West.20 Was 
Crossman acting alone, or was he a messenger for the British government? 
It is a grey area which Crossman himself did very little to illuminate in his 
copious diaries. However, he did make one reference which indicated he 
was reporting back to Britain about his GDR meetings. Following a meeting 
in 1962 with Otto Winzer, who in terms of influence was the effective if not 
the actual GDR Foreign Minister at the time, Crossman noted on tape that 
after Winzer had remarked that he liked a ’real discussion’, he (Crossman) 
had told him: ’I valued it too and thought it most important for me to report 
faithfully to those at home’.21

That Williams was by 1965 moving in deep waters is evident from an 
incident which he recounts in his brief and often inaccurate unpublished 
memoirs. As well as referring to his regular contact with the British Foreign 
Office, Williams reported the fact that Wolfgang Vogel, the East German 
spy swap negotiator, made contact with him in Berlin and used him as a 
means of transmitting a message to the British Foreign Office in connection 
with the Kroger spy swap.22 Williams says that Vogel also handed him a list 
of British agents known by the Stasi to be working in the GDR at that time. 
It is not known if any of those names were in any way connected with the 
Dresden project, but the date of the meeting coincided with the Provost's 
visit to Dresden in September 1965 to mark the end of the project.

Given the marked change in the official British attitude towards the 
Coventry/Dresden project, the close links which developed between Wil­
liams and the British Foreign Office, the possibility that there was actually 
some form of co-operation between the British and East Germans, and the 
involvement of Crossman, who was known to have had close links with

19 Richard Crossman Papers. MSS. 154/8/29, reference to visit in 1962. MSS. 154/10/46, 
reference to visit in 1961; M SS.154/8/24, reference to visit in 1960; MfAA A 13043, 
reference to visits in 1956 and 1957; MfAA A 13044, reference to proposed visit in 
1958 delayed until 1959; SAPMO-BArch, NY 182, reference to visits in 1957, 1960 
and 1961; DY 30/TV A2/20/481, reference to proposed visit in 1963 and cancelled vi­
sit of 1964.

20 SAPMO-BArch, NY 182/1317, Notizen über eine Unterredung des Mitglieds des Po­
litbüros des ZK der SED, Gen. Norden, mit dem Vorsitzenden der Labour-Partei Ri­
chard Crossman am 11. August 1961,14.00 Uhr.

21 Richard Crossman Papers, MSS. 154/8/29/10, transcribed tape of visit to GDR, 6-9 
August 1962.

22 PRO, FO 371/183144 RG 1622/73, meeting between Williams and Paul Holmer at the 
British Foreign Office, 14 October 1965. The subject of the meeting, ostensibly, was 
to discuss the possibility of the Dresden Kreuzchor visiting Britain, but there is a brief 
reference to the fact that during the conversation Williams mentioned his meeting with 
Vogel.
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British intelligence, the question has to be asked as to whether British intel­
ligence did not see the project as an opportunity which could be used to ad­
vantage. It would have been strange if it had not. This was certainly the view 
on the other side of the Wall.

IV. The East German Agenda

Recognition
The most obvious answer to the question as to why the GDR should have 
agreed to the project taking place was that the regime saw it as a means of 
furthering its campaign for recognition. How far does this theory stand up to 
examination?

The quest for recognition was the main plank of GDR foreign policy at 
this time. Faced with the brick wall of the Hallstein Doctrine, the regime had 
decided to concentrate its efforts on influencing people and winning friends 
at grass roots level. A GDR Ministerium für Auswärtige Angelegenheiten 
(MfAA) report, drawn up in June 1963, on the importance of contact with 
Britain at local government level stressed the following points:23
- Firstly, existing local government relations must be used to give the Bri­

tish an insight into life in the GDR.
- Secondly, it must be made clear to the British people that the GDR is an 

independent, peaceful state with a lively intellectual and cultural life and 
that recognition would be a significant factor in the maintenance of 
world peace.

- Thirdly, people from all walks of life should be invited to the GDR, not 
just those on the left politically, and the criteria for invitation should be 
the public influence the person possessed.

- Fourthly, the relationship which already existed at a city council level 
between Coventry and Dresden was to be held up as an example to be 
followed by others.

Therefore, on some levels the Dresden reconciliation project appeared to fit 
in well with the larger plan. But there are also reasons why it did not, a ma­
jor one being the involvement of the Church.

It is noticeable that although policy documents at that time stressed the 
need to include people from all walks of life -  sport, culture, education, in­
dustry and so on -  it is never suggested that links should be forged with 
British Church leaders or their congregations. This is the one area which, in 
foreign policy terms, would appear to have been out of bounds. Addition­
ally, 1963 was not a good year for GDR Church/state relations, particularly 
in the diocese of Saxony which was regarded as a trouble spot.

23 MfAA A 18732, report on Kommunale Auslandsverbindungen, 10 June 1963.
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In any case, documentary evidence shows that the MfAA was flatly op­
posed to the Coventry/Dresden plan. A report to Politburo member Albert 
Norden from the SED Abteilung Internationale Verbindungen in 1963 out­
lined a version of the project, as described by Irving in his letter to Dresden, 
under which young British people, with the support of Coventry Cathedral 
and Crossman, would erect a memorial in Dresden.24 The MfAA had rec­
ommended a simple rejection. The more considered and complex plan put to 
Norden by the Abteilung Internationale Verbindungen remained that the 
scheme should be rejected but went on to suggest that, instead of outright 
rejection, the GDR should make a concrete counter-proposal. In this way, 
responsibility for refusal would not fall on the GDR. In the unlikely event 
that the GDR's counter-proposal was accepted, it was noted that the new 
plan contained ’elements which could be well used in the service of the 
GDR's Arbeitsgruppe Auslandsinformation’. The counter-proposal would be 
that young Dresdeners should undertake a construction project, such as the 
creation of a memorial park in Coventry, and young people from Coventry 
would do the same in Dresden. The whole project would be organised under 
the auspices of the respective city councils. This fact alone would probably 
be sufficient to ensure that the project did not find favour in Britain. The city 
links between Dresden and Coventry were intensely political. Contact be­
tween the two cities had first been established in 1956, and there were rela­
tively low-key contacts thereafter, but the relationship became more active 
in 1961 when two forceful personalities were elected Lord Mayors of their 
respective cities -  William Callow in Coventry and Gerhard Schill in Dres­
den. Callow was a left-wing activist and supporter of GDR recognition who 
sought a wider stage for his political views. After the building of the Berlin 
Wall, he organised an international peace conference in Coventry which was 
attended by the mayors of cities such as Warsaw, Volgograd and Lidice.25 
Williams aimed to keep Callow at arm's length. He wrote in his memoirs:

’Callow was most active in relaying and promoting the ’’pro-recognition” 
propaganda of East Germany. Inevitably I found myself in disagreement 
with him as to the kind of involvement Coventry ought to have with Dres­
den. I felt he was politically naive, and easily manipulated.’26 

The GDR regime was opposed to the Coventry/Dresden project as suggested 
by Irving on two counts, neither of which was directly connected to the in­
volvement of the Church. Firstly it was noted that Crossman had described 
the bombing of Dresden as a crime against humanity for which its authors 
would have been prosecuted at Nuremberg if that court ’had not been per­

24 SAPMO-BArch, DY 30/IV A2/20/481, report to Albert Norden, 18 July 1963.
25 Richardson, Twentieth Century Coventry.
26 Williams, unpublished memoirs.
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verted into a mere instrument of Allied vengeance.’27 This, in the eyes of the 
GDR, was a line that played into the hands of West German ’revanchists’ 
who would be able to argue that they were not the only war criminals and it 
was, therefore, time to draw a veil over the events of the Second World 
War.28 29

Secondly, it was the expressed wish of those behind the project that it 
should cause no offence to West Germany. This was a condition which, in 
GDR eyes, could not be met. The report to Norden noted that ’it is well 
known that the Bonn government is only not offended when there is open 
discrimination against the GDR.’ In addition, the West German government 
had had a close association with the new Coventry Cathedral. At its conse­
cration and later, the Bonn government had claimed to be participating in 
the name of 17 million Germans who were not able to be involved, and 
Crossman had welcomed this official involvement, whereas now he was 
practically demanding the ’elimination of the GDR authorities’ from the 
proceedings.

It is worth noting here that, in GDR eyes, the scheme had become the 
’Crossman project’. It was not referred to as the ’Irving plan’ or the ’Coven­
try Cathedral scheme’. The recommendation put to Norden in 1963 that the 
Coventry/Dresden project was unacceptable demonstrates that the GDR re­
gime was not prepared to countenance it on foreign policy grounds but, in­
terestingly, it was not the involvement of the Church which, at that stage at 
any rate, was the stumbling block. Rather, it was communist ideology and 
the GDR's relationship with West Germany. The regime was prepared to 
look at ways of hijacking the Coventry ideal for other purposes, but it was 
not sufficiently tempted on recognition grounds alone by the carrot held out 
to it.

Church/state relations
Relations between the regime and the Evangelische Kirche had reached a 
low point in the summer of 1963, despite the fact that in 1960 Ulbricht had 
initiated a period of relaxation in the state's policy towards the Church when 
he spoke of the common humanitarian goals of communism and Christian­
ity.25 Against the background of the building of the Berlin Wall and the re­
gime's attempts to split the all-German administrative body of the Church, 
the EKD, the bishops of the East German dioceses had drawn up a series of 
guidelines upon which both clergy and laity could base their behaviour in a 
hostile environment. The Ten Articles called, in general, for more obedience

27 Crossman, War Crimes, New Statesman, 3 May 1963.
28 SAPMO-BArch, DY 30/IV A2/20/481, report to Norden, 18 July 1963.
29 Ulbricht's speech to the Volkskammer, 4 October 1960.
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to the instructions of the Church and a distancing from the obedience de­
manded by the state. Theologians and historians have argued about whether 
these guidelines moved the Church closer to the state or further away.30 
However, the view of British GDR watchers at the time was that the Ten Ar­
ticles would strike ’a communist reader as being, in essence, intensely sub­
versive’ and that they were ’a courageous restatement of the Christian's duty 
vis-â-vis the State’.31 This reflected the view of the GDR regime, which at­
tacked the Ten Articles, saying they were contrary to the principles of the 
1958 joint declaration and a call for Christians to distance themselves from 
the construction of a socialist state and the GDR's quest for 
peace.32

Relations in the diocese of Saxony were particularly poor. The Saxony 
synod had taken matters a step further than the Ten Articles by issuing a 
declaration instructing Christians not to allow themselves to be used for po­
litical propaganda purposes or become involved in the making of political 
statements. The declaration was known as the Order for Silence.33 The re­
gime mounted a concerted attack against Gottfried Noth, Bishop of 
Saxony34, whose continued unpopularity was confirmed in January 1964 
when Williams had his first meeting with Seigewasser to discuss the Coven- 
try/Dresden project and was told that Noth was persona non grata and was 
not to be involved in negotiations in any way.35 The British representative in 
West Berlin reported to the Foreign Office that Noth ’has repeatedly shown 
great reserve towards the regime and towards the East German CDU in par­
ticular, and has, on past occasions, demonstratively kept aloof from propa­
ganda.’36

On the surface, therefore, this did not seem to be a propitious time in 
which to initiate a Christian project of reconciliation which would bring 
Western Christians into close contact with colleagues in an area of the GDR 
regarded as a particular trouble spot by the regime. Nevertheless, the project 
was allowed to take place, indicating that there were other considerations 
which took precedence over the objections which could have been raised 
against it on the grounds of the Church's involvement.

30 Goeckel, Lutheran Church; Besier, Der SED-Staat.
31 PRO, FO 371/169324, British Foreign Office report on Church/state relations in the 

GDR, 10 August 1963.
32 SAPMO-BArch, DY 30 IVA 2/14, Church affairs report, 23 July 1963.
33 SAPMO-BArch, DO 4 369, report on the Order for Silence, 27 March 1963.
34 Sächisches Hauptstaatsarchiv Dresden, SED Bezirksleitung Dresden, report on measu­

res to be taken following the Order for Silence, 5 April 1963.
35 Coventry Cathedral Archive, Williams report on Seigewasser meeting, 21 January 

1964.
36 PRO, FO 371/169324, CG 1781/6, report on the Order for Silence, 24 June 1963.
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Ulbricht's domestic policy and its impact on British policy
What were these grounds, which were strong enough to overcome the 
GDR's objections to the involvement of the Church, the problems that were 
raised in the report to Norden, plus the perceived security risks which would 
result from allowing a group of young Western people to live freely within 
the GDR for several months? The most plausible explanation for the seem­
ingly contradictory attitude, not only of the GDR regime but also of the Brit­
ish government, towards the much manipulated Coventry/Dresden project 
lies in Ulbricht's domestic policy at that time; a domestic policy in which 
limited reform and the concept of Christian/Marxist dialogue were the two 
key elements.

The period of negotiation concerning the Coventry/Dresden project and 
its actual execution almost exactly matched Ulbricht's period of reform and 
liberalisation, 1963-65. As Erich Honecker and the new leaders in the Soviet 
Union began to exert their influence more strongly towards the end of 1965, 
so the GDR's attitude towards this project became more negative. Ulbricht's 
reform period is largely known for the New Economic System which he in­
troduced at the sixth Party Congress in January 1963. This was a system 
which dared to talk of market forces and the role of profit. There were other 
areas of life which also saw a lighter touch. New youth policies opened the 
door -  if only slightly -  to the sort of music and culture that was beginning 
to sweep across the world. Artists and writers found that the dead hand of 
the censor had been lifted a little. These moves were all part of Ulbricht's 
grand scheme which was designed to give the citizens of the GDR a sense of 
identity and win respect around the world. It was a policy which evolved di­
rectly out of the building of the Berlin Wall. The barrier changed the ethos 
of the country, making the GDR a reality with a potential future rather than 
a temporary aberration. Peter Grieder quotes Ulbricht as allegedly saying, 
after the Wall went up: ’Now we must rethink everything.’37

The new policy soon showed signs of success. Apart from an improve­
ment in the economy, there were other beneficial developments both at 
home and abroad. David Childs has commented that the years 1964 and 
1965 were ’among the best the GDR has had’.38 In 1965, Ulbricht could 
have been forgiven for thinking that, in the eyes of the world, his time had 
come. International achievements included an official visit by Ulbricht to 
Egypt and a state visit by the Yugoslav leader, Joseph Tito. The Olympic 
Committee agreed that the GDR should enter its own team at the Olympic 
Games in 1968. A British Foreign Office report noted that Ulbricht was now 
the ’grand old man’ of the Soviet bloc, that his position in relation to the

37 Grieder, Leadership.
38 Childs, GDR.
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Kremlin had visibly improved and that he ‘cut much more of a figure in the 
international field’ than hitherto. But the report added the qualification that 
all this had not made him any better liked.39 40

However, on the domestic front, the first green shoots of loyalty to the 
GDR as a state were visible. The same British Foreign Office report ob­
served that

’a kind o f  local pride is growing up among the young that it is by their own 
unaided efforts that East Germany has com e to make som e progress. [...] 
som e people have begun to wonder whether there is not something in what 
Ulbricht’s spokesmen say all the time about Bonn ’’revanchism” and the 
continued prevalence o f Nazis in high places in Federal Germany. [...] the 
younger generation who have always lived under the present regime have 
begun to develop a certain pride in their modest econom ic and technical 
achievem ents. With no prospect o f reunification in sight, this leads many o f  
them to accept, not unwillingly, the existence o f  a separate East Ger-

>40many.
This report was a somewhat radical departure from the traditional British 
view of East Germany and its people. Colleagues commented that the author 
had dwelt too much on ’pride’ and not enough on the GDR's failures. It was 
suggested that the report should not be given ’wider distribution’ and that a 
more ’considered’ report would follow from the British ambassador in 
Bonn, Sir Frank Roberts.41 It is possible that the report, dwelling as it did on 
the positive aspects of recent GDR developments, was unwelcome because 
it veered towards the ’unofficial’ British foreign policy line which ran in 
tandem with and was directly contrary to the ’official’ policy upheld by the 
British Foreign Office. Official foreign policy upheld absolutely the Hall- 
stein Doctrine and the image of the GDR as a pariah state. But realpolitik 
necessitates that even though a country may, contrary to all common sense, 
insist that another country does not exist, there has to be some form of con­
tact. That contact was carried out by unofficial envoys, by people such as 
Richard Crossman. The unofficial policy which these envoys represented 
was far more flexible than the official line. Unofficial envoys were the ser­
vants of non-governmental diplomacy, a phrase used by the Reverend Paul 
Oestreicher to describe his own role in Anglo/GDR relations over a period 
of more than 35 years.42 ’My job’, said Oestreicher, ’was to make friends on 
both sides with those I admired -  the critics -  but also with those who were

39 PRO, FO 371/183002 RG 1016/40, report on the mood of the East German people, 14 
August 1965.

40 Ibid.
41 Ibid., notes attached to report of 14 August 1965.
42 Oestreicher, My Cold War Life in No Man’s Land, paper delivered to Church East- 

West European Relations Network, October 1999, in author's possession.
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in power’.43 Oestreicher and Crossman had other interests in common. They 
both favoured recognition of the GDR. They were both deeply involved in 
the Coventry/Dresden project. Oestreicher was a guest when Seigewasser 
welcomed the first British group to East Berlin in March 1965.44

The hypothesis which can be drawn from the circumstantial evidence, is 
that Britain favoured the new stability of the GDR, following the building of 
the Wall. The maintenance of world peace was the first priority of Britain 
and other countries. Peace is threatened by instability. Therefore Britain was 
prepared to give covert support to the Ulbricht regime which seemed to be 
in the process of building a stable and economically viable country. It was a 
theory that was current at the time. Ulbricht certainly believed there was 
some truth to it. In a fascinating interview he gave to Stern magazine in No­
vember 1963, Ulbricht was asked for his views on the theory, frequently 
being put forward, that ’the reunification of Germany was not a burning is­
sue, either for the great powers or for neighbouring states in East and West 
and that the situation was rather that they were prepared to accept the cur­
rent situation and that some countries were even in favour of a divided Ger­
many.’45 Ulbricht replied that in his view, judging from the policies of the 
Western powers, ’neither the USA nor England, nor France had the slightest 
interest in a reunification of Germany [...] I cannot take seriously the spee­
ches of responsible politicians from the Western powers in which they regu­
larly cry crocodile tears over the division of Germany.’

If it is accepted that Western powers such as Britain, contrary to official 
foreign policy, favoured the continued existence of the GDR, the main threat 
to Ulbricht's stability appeared to come from the Church. The Church was 
the only organisation within the GDR which he did not control. There were 
some clergymen, chief among them Moritz Mitzenheim, Bishop of Thurin­
gia, who favoured the concept of co-existence with the regime. But there 
were many who disagreed, Bishop Noth among them. While the Church re­
mained a possible focal point of opposition, it posed a potential threat to the 
stability of the Ulbricht regime. What was required was a means by which 
not only the clergy but also their congregations could be convinced of the 
wisdom of co-existence. The Coventry/Dresden project represented a means 
of introducing the arguments in favour of co-existence into the GDR. Impor­
tantly, the message would not be delivered by the discredited propaganda 
machine of the GDR, but by the much more credible Western Church. Wil­
liams, Oestreicher and the British leader of the Coventry/Dresden project 
within the GDR, the Reverend Martin Turner, all believed in Christian- 
Marxist dialogue. This was the message they preached and which Turner, in

43 Ibid.
44 Evangelisches Zentralarchiv, 104/618, Pabst’s report of the reception, 16 March 1965.
45 Stem, Ulbricht interview, 28 November 1963.
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particular, was given the freedom to preach the length and breadth of the 
GDR.46 It was Crossman who said: ’The way to carry out good propaganda 
is never to appear to be carrying it out at all’.47 And it was the US intelligen­
ce services which elaborated on this theme saying that the most effective 
kind of propaganda was the type in which ’the subject moves in the directi­
on you desire for reasons which he believes to be his own’.48 The Coven- 
try/Dresden project was an example of this type of propaganda in action.

The Role o f the Stasi
Documentary evidence shows that the actual authorisation for the Coven- 
try/Dresden project was given by a senior Stasi agent49, a fact which con­
firms that the decision to allow the Coventry/Dresden project to take place 
was a policy decision which had nothing to do with the MfAA or the 
Staatssekretariat für Kirchenfragen. It is probable that the decision to permit 
the Coventry/Dresden project came from Ulbricht, who placed the project 
under the control of the Stasi. This was certainly the opinion of Kreyssig, 
who unwittingly conducted his negotiations concerning the organisation of 
the project with a senior Stasi agent. When, in September 1964, Kreyssig 
discovered the identity of the man with whom he was in negotiations, he 
wrote to Williams to tell him that he had ’never once suspected’ that the ne­
gotiator was not acting under the instructions of the Staatssekretär für 
Kirchenfragen but had just discovered that the negotiator was, in fact, taking 
his instructions from ’... someone else, from the highest state leadership 
[author’s italics], or at the very least an office or person very close to that 
leadership. We have been unwittingly drawn into the differences which are 
created by the fight for power and ideology.’50

It was the part played by Kreyssig and Aktion Sühnezeichen in the Cov­
entry/Dresden project which provides clear evidence that the project was 
manipulated in order to draw GDR Christians into the net of co-existence. 
The evidence is contained in documents which reveal that Aktion Sühnezei­
chen was used by the GDR, with the agreement of the British, to fulfil a 
quite specific purpose and was then relegated to the sidelines once that task 
had been completed.

46 Personal papers of Martin Turner. According to a Coventry Cathedral report on the 
project, at one stage Turner was driving about 800 miles a week, delivering lectures.

47 Quoted by Stoner Saunders, Who Paid the Piper?
48 Ibid.
49 Aktion Sühnezeichen Archive (former East Berlin office), letter from Kreyssig to Wil­

liams, circa September 1965.
50 Aktion Sühnezeichen Archive (former East Berlin office), letter from Kreyssig to W il­

liams, circa September 1965.
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During the first meeting between Williams and Seigewasser it was made 
clear that consideration would be given to the project only provided organ­
isational matters were the preserve of the GDR branch of Aktion Sühnezei­
chen and not, as Williams had first intended, of the diocese of Saxony and 
its bishop, Gottfried Noth.51 That the GDR should not wish to appear to be 
giving succour to Noth and his colleagues at this time made good sense in 
the circumstances. That the GDR should instead choose to involve Aktion 
Sühnezeichen is more puzzling.

Both Aktion Sühnezeichen and its leader, Lothar Kreyssig, who was 
Präses of the synod in Magdeburg and a member of the EKD council until 
1961, were regarded with deep suspicion by the GDR regime. Kreyssig was 
seen as a reactionary enemy of the state.52 Aktion Sühnezeichen, according to 
Stasi records, was suspected of being used by Western intelligence services 
as a means of infiltrating not only the GDR but also other eastern bloc coun­
tries.53 Why the GDR regime should, on the one hand, refuse to allow Wil­
liams to have contact with Noth because he was regarded as persona non 
grata, but, on the other hand, actually encourage such contact with a man 
who was regarded as even more subversive appears to be a logical 
contradiction. The answer to the puzzle lies in the fact that the raison d'être 
of the Coventry/Dresden project was to draw the Church in the GDR into 
line and preserve the stability of the state and that Aktion Sühnezeichen was 
a suitable vehicle for this purpose for three reasons:
- It was a fringe organisation with little direct influence on Christians wit­

hin the GDR, but its leader, Kreyssig, was influential within the Church 
hierarchy. Therefore Kreyssig could be used to influence other Church 
leaders, but his involvement would not be seen by Christians in general 
as a sign of approval from the GDR regime.

- Both Aktion Sühnezeichen and Kreyssig were already under close sur­
veillance because of their suspected subversive activities. Therefore, 
they could be controlled and monitored.

- The organisation had undertaken a voluntary project in Coventry and 
was known in Britain. It was, therefore, acceptable to the British public, 
whose support was needed in order to provide the funds to pay for the 
hospital rebuilding programme.

51 Coventry Cathedral Archive, Williams' report of his meeting with Seigewasser, 24 
January 1964, and SAPMO-BArch, DO-4/2781, Staatssekretariat für Kirchenfragen 
report of Seigewasser's meeting with Williams, 24 January 1964.

52 Stasi reports on Kreyssig nearly always referred to him as a ’bitter enemy’ or ’unyiel­
ding enemy’ of the GDR. See, for example, BStU, MfS AP 20983/92 9 October 1961 
and MfS AP 7632/79 Band 1,3 January 1963.

53 BStU, MfS HAXX/4/301, analysis of Aktion Sühnezeichen, 15 February 1964.
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Evidence that Kreyssig was, unwittingly, prepared to play the role designed 
for him is contained within Stasi documents. In April 1964, Kreyssig ex­
pressed his fears that the Coventry/Dresden project would founder because 
of the poor relations between Noth and the state.54 He was prepared, to­
gether with his colleagues, to use his influence to ’bring Noth into line’, he 
said. Later that year, Kreyssig was reported to have said at a Staatssekre­
tariat für Kirchenfragen meeting that there were two particular reasons why 
he had believed the Stasi negotiator to be an official figure, reasons which 
had caused him to make all his thoughts and papers about his work available 
to him. One reason was that, when talking about Provost Williams' planned 
visit to Dresden in October 1964, the agent had told Kreyssig that ’... the 
Secretary of State would welcome such a visit because he had an interest in 
Williams' role as a mediator between the Church leadership and the Dresden 
Bezirk council in order to establish better political relations.’55

According to Stasi records, therefore, both Kreyssig and Williams were 
prepared to use their influence in order to persuade dissident GDR Chris­
tians of the merits of co-operation with the state. Their motives for doing so 
were their genuine commitment to the ideal of international reconciliation 
and their desire that their project should be a success. But their idealism was 
also fulfilling a different purpose, that of subduing opposition to the Ulbricht 
regime within the GDR. The end results of the Coventry/Dresden project 
would be to increase the stability of Ulbricht's GDR and as a result assist 
Britain in her desire to see stability in Central Europe. At the end of the day, 
both the manipulators and the manipulated were aiming for the same goal -  
world peace.

The importance of the Coventry/Dresden project to those who were di­
recting it behind the scenes, if not to the functionaries lower down the lad­
der, was demonstrated in May 1965 when an incident occurred which could 
have brought the project to a premature end. Gerhard Schill, the Oberbür­
germeister of Dresden, was refused entry to Britain.56 He had been due to 
open an exhibition about his city in Coventry. In line with Allied Travel 
Board policy, supported by Britain, he was refused entry to England. The 
GDR had been making concerted attempts to subvert these travel restrictions 
and there was great anger when Schill was barred. The Schill affair was a 
very public test case. In retaliation, an order was issued to expel the British 
group from Dresden. The order was issued by the SED Arbeitsgruppe

54 BStU, MfS AIM 3654/71 Teil 2, Band 9, Stasi report on meeting with Kreyssig, 7 
April 1964.

55 BStU, MfS P 2968/70, Teil 1, Band 2, Wilke's report of a meeting with Kreyssig, 17 
July 1964.

56 For details of the Schill affair, see MfAA, A18734; PRO, FO 371 183149; and Evan­
gelisches Zentralarchiv, 102/329.
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Kirchenfragen on 18 May 1965, and a copy exists in the files of the 
Staats Sekretariat für Kirchenfragen.51 There are no other related papers. The 
order was never carried out and, according to Turner, the British group in 
Dresden was unaware that an expulsion order had ever been made. It would 
appear that the order was overruled at a higher level, those at the top not 
wanting the project to end for the sake of diplomatic point scoring.

V. Conclusion
The Coventry/Dresden project was characterised by subterfuge and intrigue. 
The process, which was designed to heal the wounds of history, was itself a 
pawn of those who wielded power in a divided world. Nevertheless, the 
Christians leading the project and the idealistic young volunteers who took 
part in it shared a common goal with those who were pulling the political 
strings behind the scenes. The mutual aim was the maintenance of interna­
tional peace and stability. Both the East German and British governments 
saw the project as a means to this end. Their aim was to bring into line those 
East German Church leaders and their flocks who were openly opposed to 
the Marxist government, their opposition being a threat to the stability of the 
GDR.

The operation aimed at bringing this about had to be conducted covertly 
for two main reasons. Firstly, the official foreign policy of Britain prevented 
the two countries from initiating and encouraging any overt contact of this 
nature. In Britain, Ulbricht and his regime were vilified in public. Ulbricht 
was not a man, to use the terminology of a later Prime Minister, Margaret 
Thatcher, with whom one could be seen to do business. Likewise, Ulbricht 
had to conduct his end of the operation so that the Church did not realise it 
was being sucked into a form of co-operation with the state. For the plan to 
succeed, for the message of co-existence to be convincing, it was necessary 
that British and East German Christians should be unaware of the sub-plot in 
which they were involved.

Although both Williams and Kreyssig appear to have found their in­
volvement in the Coventry/Dresden project to be a disillusioning experience, 
at the end of the day they, the manipulated, shared a common purpose with 
the manipulators, that purpose being the preservation of world peace. In the 
1960s, the concept of co-existence was not simply the preserve of idealistic 
Christians and Marxists. It was also an essential watchword for the govern­
ments of Britain and the GDR.

57 SAPMO-BArch, DO-4/650, resolution of the ZK der SED Arbeitsgruppe Kirchenfra­
gen, 18 May 1965.
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