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Foreword

After the end of World War 2, with the onset 
of the “Cold War”, Romania and East  Germany 
(after its establishment as in independent state 
in October 1949) found themselves in the 
sphere of influence of the Soviet Union and 
thus their political and military relations were 
to be – if not completely controlled – at least 
considerably influenced by Moscow, which 
imposed the communist model of evolution in 
the social, political and economic fields.

On May 14, 1955, once with the establish-
ment of the Warsaw Pact as a response to the 
creation, in 1949, of the North Atlantic Alli-
ance (NATO) and the subsequent integration 
of West Germany into it, the two communist 
states deepened their dependence on Moscow 
with regards to state policies.

Compared to the situation in East Ger-
many, where the Soviet army had the status 
of “occupation army” until the very of end of 
the Cold War, the Soviet Union withdrew its 
troops from Romania in 1958, the latter being 
the only country to benefit from this “perk” 
until the abolition of the Warsaw Treaty. This 
event was going to visibly influence the lead-
ership in Bucharest, which tried, in the next 
period, to align its national interests on the 
international stage, by establishing coopera-
tive relations with both the western states and 
the developing ones. This “nationalization” of 
Romania’s foreign policy, which became even 
more consistent after 1964 following the pub-
lic falling-out with Moscow – in the context of 
the geopolitical conflict between Moscow and 
Beijing –, gave Bucharest a very distinct profile 
in the communist bloc.

The often hostile attitude of the leader-
ship in Bucharest towards Soviet hegemony 
was affirmed with the arrival at the helm of 
the Romanian Communist Party and of the 
Romanian state of Nicolae Ceaușescu, who 
often questioned Moscow’s authority and in-
terference in the historical development of the 
member states of the Eastern Alliance. The 
falling-out culminated with the intervention of 

the troops of the other Warsaw Pact states in 
Czechoslovakia, in August 1968, when  Nicolae 
Ceaușescu made a dissenting note with the 
other European communist states and de-
nounced the intervention as a violation of in-
ternational laws and as a breach of the basic 
principles of the relations between states. This 
singular attitude within the Warsaw Pact rep-
resented a turning point in defining Romania’s 
position regarding the joint actions within the 
Alliance and in the recalibration of Bucharest’s 
attitude with regards to international relations. 
The situation that arose then in the orientation 
of the communist leadership in Bucharest has 
gone through a sinuous evolution until the end 
of the Cold War. Romania has come a long way, 
from being “the maverick ally” of the Warsaw 
Pact – a term coined by Western media in ear-
ly 1970s – to becoming a conservative com-
munist state in the context of the policies of 
perestroika and glasnost promoted by Mikhail 
Gorbachev since 1985.

The wave of the anti-communist revolu-
tions in Eastern Europe put an end to the So-
viet hegemony in this continental area, facili-
tated the unification of the two German states 
and consigned Romania on the path of Euro-
pean and Euro-Atlantic integration.

* * *

In the context of bilateral cooperation rela-
tions in the field of military history research 
existing between the Institute for Political 
Studies of Defence and Military History of the 
Ministry of National Defence and the Centre 
for Military History and Social Studies of the 
Bundeswehr, this issue of the Review of Mili-
tary History provides readers the research pa-
pers presented at the joint Romanian-German 
seminar, held in Bucharest in February 2019, 
on the cooperation / collaboration relations 
between the Army of the Socialist Republic of 
Romania and the National People’s Army of 
the German Democratic Republic, as well as 
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their participation in a series of activities car-
ried out under the Warsaw Treaty.

Although numerous historical studies and 
memoirs addressing Romania’s participation in 
political-military activities during its member-
ship in the Warsaw Treaty have been published 
after 1990, we consider the subject far from be-
ing scientifically exhausted. Moreover, based on 
the historiographical and archival documents 
existing in both Romania and Germany, the au-
thors of the papers, researchers and historians 
in the two military research institutions, pro-
pose to the readers a mirror approach, detail-
ing certain aspects regarding the cooperation/
collaboration relations that developed between 
the armed forces of the two communist coun-
tries between 1955-1989, their participation in 
joint activities under the Treaty and the sup-
port offered to developing countries in Asia 
and Africa in this respective field.

The papers provide an overview of the Ro-
manian and East German presence in the War-
saw Treaty, which have often proved to be in 
opposition regarding the nature of relations 
between states and the respect for national 
sovereignty.

The topics addressed are very interest-
ing for understanding one of the less studied 
periods in the history of the two states, and, 
by means of a more thorough documentation 
of the existing historiographical and archival 
documents, given that these documents will 
gradually become accessible to research, they 
can develop or open new horizons for research 
and interpretation.

Mihail E. iONESCU, PhD*

* Director of the Institute for Political Studies of Defence and Military History.
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The Warsaw Treaty Organisation, although 
often abbreviated and simplified as “Eastern 
Bloc”, was not a monolith despite the undisput-
ed leadership of Moscow. This is not a new in-
sight; it had already been discussed in contem-
porary Western publications. In April 1946, 
Der Spiegel referred to “cracks in the monolith” 
in the face of the tensions that became public 
with regard to visits of Romanian Prime Min-
ister Ion Gheorghe Maurer and his Bulgarian 
colleague Todor Zhivkov to Moscow.1 “The dif-
ferent manners of the Bulgarian and the Roma-
nian describe a range of independence which 
does not allow Western diplomacy today to 
dismiss Poles, Czechs, Hungarians and Roma-
nians as Soviet satellites out of hand. [...] The 
national Communist cracks in the monolithic 
structure of the Eastern Bloc are an immediate 
result of the rift between the Soviet Union and 
China. Since the smaller Communist parties of 
the Soviet Bloc have realised that the big Soviet 
brother is no longer almighty, they have become 
self-confident and impatient.”2

Even as early as in 1964 Der Spiegel was 
right: the governments in Budapest, Bucharest 
or Prague were quite ready to defend their own 
interests. The differences were in most cases 
discussed behind closed doors, but sometimes 
they were brought to light; in the most dra-
matic and obvious manner when Soviet tanks 
in Budapest, Prague or East Berlin had to re-
establish the “old” order.

Western journalists could only assume or 
speculate what it was negotiated during the 
talks in Moscow and what the Soviet leader-
ship enforced using the power of the strongest. 
Today, we have access to sources from the 

Allies At A distAnce. 
eAst GermAn-romAniAn militAry 

contActs in the mirror 
oF politicAl relAtions

KlAus storKmAnn, phd

governments in East Berlin, Prague, Warsaw, 
Budapest, Bucharest and Sofia (unfortunately 
not to those from Moscow). The academic 
publications on the relationship between the 
“Eastern Bloc states” and the Pact’s leading 
power, mostly referred to in simplified terms 
as “Moscow”, are therefore exciting and worth 
reading.3

Given that the focus was understandably 
on “Moscow”, the bilateral contacts of the 
Warsaw Pact states have received much less 
attention in contemporary history research 
so far. The former Military History Research 
Institute in Potsdam became aware of this de-
sideratum, and began to issue a series of pub-
lications on the bilateral relations of the East 
German armed forces in 2010: the first volume 
was dedicated to the relations with the armed 
forces of Poland4, followed by a publication on 
the cooperation with the Hungarian People`s 
Army in 20115, and one on the cooperation 
with the armed forces of Czechoslovakia in 
2016.6 Until now, the military relations of East 
Germany with Romania and with Bulgaria also 
have been desiderata awaiting research. Only 
Rüdiger Wenzke had taken a first look at the 
topic in 2009. “The relationship with Romania 
was at times more complicated [than with the 
other Warsaw Pact states] given the well-known 
critical attitude of its leadership towards some 
issues of the Warsaw Pact. Working contacts 
and relations in terms of the «brotherhood-
in-arms» were clearly less intensive than with 
some other armies in the Pact. Contacts ex-
isted primarily in the field of military economy 
whereas restraint was applied in political and 
ideological matters.”7
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The objective of this study was to verify, 
to underpin and, if necessary, to correct this 
notion with the help of an extensive source 
base. Delving into the topic, it was discovered 
that the political relations between the GDR 
and Romania as well as their contacts in other 
fields like economy, culture or science have yet 
to become an interest of research or the media. 
Only Georg Herbsttritt presented an extensive 
study of the contacts between the secret ser-
vices of the two countries in 2016.8 Even in 
various general overviews of the foreign policy 
of the second German state, its relations with 
Romania were mentioned only briefly in the 
margins. Research in this field focused on re-
lations between East Berlin and Moscow and 
Bonn, which is hardly surprising.9 These two 
antagonistic items were also the contemporary 
benchmarks of East German foreign policy, 
even more: they were the benchmarks of the 
whole policy of the leadership in East Berlin in 
almost all fields.10 When researchers on East 
German foreign policy diverted their focus 
from Moscow to relations within the Pact, they 
often looked at the “northern triangle” (Her-
mann Wentker) of GDR - Poland - Czechoslo-
vakia.11 The focus on the relationship between 
East Berlin and Moscow was in agreement 
with the contemporary fixation of the SED 
(Party of Socialist Unity in Germany) leader-
ship: “Without the Soviet Union, there would 
be no GDR” – looking back Erich Honecker 
put East Berlin’s dependence on Moscow in a 
nutshell.12 The declaration of 1987 that there 
was hardly a state in Eastern Europe whose 
leadership depended more on agreement with 
the Eastern leading power than the GDR con-
tinues to be true according to the current state 
of research.13 There is no doubt that a major 
conflict with Moscow fought openly would 
have endangered the basis of the SED rule.14 It 
was not least a fundamental self-interest that 
caused the leadership in East Berlin to make 
an effort to become the “super ally” (Hope 
Harrison)15 of Moscow. 

The leadership in Bucharest took a com-
pletely different approach. Nicolae Ceaușescu 
and his predecessor, Gheorghe Gheorghiu-
Dej, used every opportunity to emphasise 
Romania’s own interests and, if possible, to as-
sert them vis-à-vis Moscow. In the Soviet-led 

 alliance, they looked for room to take their own 
steps and select their own paths but without 
risking a complete break with the superpower 
and thus avoiding the latter’s response.16

This briefly outlined state of research gave 
rise to the interesting question of how the “su-
per ally” in East Berlin who was submissively 
dependent on the Soviet Union and the leader-
ship of the most recalcitrant Eastern Bloc state 
in Bucharest cooperated bilaterally in military 
matters. It is impossible to look at the mili-
tary contacts outside the political system and 
the larger political framework. Therefore, it is 
also necessary to regard the military contacts 
between East Germany and Romania in the 
broader context of the political relations be-
tween the GDR and socialist Romania within 
the Soviet-dominated bloc. This study express-
ly limits itself to the bilateral military contacts 
of the two states and armed forces. Their co-
operation within and incorporation into the 
structure of the Warsaw Treaty Organisation 
will not be included in this paper. Those are 
separate major topics that have already been 
the focus of other publications as mentioned 
above. A look at old maps shows the great dis-
tance between the two states. The title of this 
study combines the geographic distance with 
the question of whether the distance between 
the leaderships in East Berlin and Bucharest 
was also determined by the different political 
positions of the two states. 

romania’s special path
The special path Romania took in foreign af-

fairs is commonly linked to Nicolae Ceaușescu. 
Ceaușescu assumed the leadership of the Ro-
manian Workers’ Party in 1965. But Romania 
has had aspirations for autonomy in foreign af-
fairs before that, far before that in fact, under his 
predecessor, Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej. Since 
the early 1960s, Romania demanded greater 
independence from the Soviet Union while 
generally remaining loyal to the Soviet-led alli-
ance. The reasons for Gheorghiu-Dej’s change 
of direction was his concern that he might be 
replaced overnight by the “big brother” given 
that Moscow had already taken similar steps 
with other party leaders in the satellite states. 
The party headquarters in Bucharest consid-
ered the actions of the Soviet  leadership an 
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unpredictable factor of uncertainty.  Gheorghe 
Gheorghiu-Dej drew his own conclusions. 
With the April Declaration of 1964, the Roma-
nian Workers’ Party emphasized and demon-
strated its independent political and economic 
position. The relations between the member 
states of the Eastern alliance and in particular 
with the Pact’s leading power should be based 
on six principles: “Independence and national 
sovereignty, equal rights, mutual advantage, 
non-interference with the internal affairs of 
other states, territorial integrity and socialist 
internationalism”.17

According to other research findings, the 
adoption of the April Declaration had been 
triggered by the Soviet-Chinese conflict. Bu-
charest therefore refused to defend Beijing in 
the dispute between Nikita Khrushchev and 
Mao Zedong and took a neutral position.18 The 
year 1964 “publicly marked” Bucharest’s will to 
go “national special ways”.19

Romania’s special way within the Eastern 
bloc differed markedly from the governments’ 
desire for freedom in Budapest in 1956 and 
Prague in 1968. Gheorghiu-Dej and Ceaușescu 
were anything but liberal reformers like Imre 
Nagy in Budapest and Alexander Dubček in 
Prague. They were Romanian nationalists or 
to put it more positively Romanian patriots. 
Domestically, they first and foremost were dic-
tatorial hard-liners whose every thought and 
action was focused on retaining their power.20 
Gheorghiu-Dej’s successor Ceaușescu consoli-
dated his predecessor’s course of isolation: he 
did not content himself with political declara-
tions, and he was not afraid of “concrete acts 
of defiance”.21 In unwavering pursuit of his 
objective to increase his political scope of ac-
tion in favour of Romania’s national interest, 
Ceaușescu complained about the “increasing 
efforts of the Soviet leadership to strengthen the 
economic integration within COMECON and 
the political and military integration within 
the Warsaw Pact.”22

Despite all the distance to Moscow, the 
Soviet-style rule of the communist Workers’ 
Party was never questioned in Bucharest ei-
ther. Ceaușescu’s aim was to expand his room 
for political maneuver in favor of Romania’s 
national interests.23 And Romania was indeed 
always a member of both the Warsaw Treaty 

Organization and COMECON. Bucharest did 
not leave the two alliances even during the days 
when its distance to Moscow was at its peak. 
Nevertheless, it did take liberties with spe-
cial military rights within the Warsaw Treaty 
Organization that no other Eastern bloc state 
dared to: Ceaușescu did not allow other East-
ern bloc armies to conduct live full troop ex-
ercises in his country, only command post ex-
ercises; Ceaușescu insisted on even retaining 
exclusive command of the Romanian armed 
forces in war and on not ceding it to Moscow. 
On the other hand, Ceaușescu emphasized to 
Leonid Brezhnev in 1976 that “we Romanians 
will fight alongside the Soviet Union in the 
event of a war”. He said that Romania would 
stand alongside the Soviet Union “just as it had 
fought alongside Russia 100 years ago”24. 

Western secret services were also unable 
to make head or tail of Romania’s maneuver-
ing and regarded it as an instability factor. 
According to the CIA, the US secret service, 
Romania was also the “least reliable ally” in 
Moscow’s view.25 Both the East and West were 
of the opinion that there was no relying on the 
country while it was under Ceaușescu’s rule. 
In the West, Ceaușescu cultivated his image of 
a Moscow critic in its own camp. He enjoyed 
being celebrated in Washington and Paris. 
He enjoyed being able to welcome President 
Charles de Gaulle of France to Bucharest in 
1968 and Richard Nixon, the President of the 
United States, in 1969. In addition to hoped-
for economic advantages, Ceaușescu’s inter-
est was “of a political nature since a privileged 
relationship with the West would guarantee 
wide international support for Romania and 
its leadership and effect a special status and 
increasing credibility of the country at the in-
ternational arena.”26 In a nutshell: Ceaușescu 
demanded a “special role in the East-West dia-
log”, he wanted to participate in the “complex 
global balancing act” of the super powers.27

Moscow was irritated by these little games 
and wondered: should it intervene in Roma-
nia as it had done in Czechoslovakia in 1968? 
The soviet general staff also had ready-made 
plans for an invasion of Romania. After the 
 suppression of the Prague reform communism 
in August 1968, the Soviet plans to invade 
Romania as well were put on the table again. 
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Moscow eventually refrained from taking mili-
tary measures, as it thought that the political 
risk was too high and the damage to its reputa-
tion would have become even greater than it 
already was as a consequence of the invasion 
of Czechoslovakia. Instead, Moscow opted for 
a political strategy that provided for Romania’s 
long-term integration into the Eastern alliance. 
This called for perseverance und patience with 
the recalcitrant shaky candidate in Bucharest 
instead of direct military intervention – it 
was Moscow’s strategy for two decades. And 
here East Berlin entered the stage as the self-
declared closet ally of  Moscow.

targeting the crucial point of the east 
German leadership

The differences between East Berlin and 
Bucharest first became public in articles in 
the party newspaper Neues Deutschland on 
the April 1964 Declaration I mentioned at the 
beginning and Romania’s independent posi-
tion on general and economic policy. The GDR 
leadership was more annoyed with Bucharest’s 
rapprochement with Bonn than with its inde-
pendent position on economic policy. In 1963, 
Romania and the Federal Republic of Germany 
concluded a trade agreement, which also ap-
plied to West Berlin. East Berlin only heard 
about it afterwards – and seethed with rage. By 
including West Berlin in the trade agreement 
with West Germany, Romania had touched the 
crucial point of the GDR leadership’s policy on 
Germany and its rawest nerve. This was not a 
one-off lapse by Bucharest, but the first sign 
of a new foreign policy: Romania was “intent 
on building bridges to the outside world”28; it 
should be added: even and especially across 
the Iron Curtain, even bridges to Bonn.

Bucharest again touched East Berlin’s raw-
est nerve in 1967: Romania established full 
diplomatic relations with West Germany. Pre-
viously, Bonn’s claim to sole representation of 
the whole of Germany had prevented the es-
tablishment of diplomatic relations with states 
that recognized the GDR. The only exception 
was Moscow, which was too important for 
Bonn to deprive itself of its relations with the 
eastern superpower because of East Berlin. And 
so, in 1967, there was a West German ambas-
sador in Bucharest and a  Romanian  embassy 

on the Rhine. East Berlin again seethed with 
rage. The party newspaper Neues Deutschland 
accused Romania in early February 1967 of 
jeopardizing peace and security in Europe.29 
The Romanian party newspaper Scînteia shot 
back and accused the leadership in East Berlin 
of “completely disregarding the principles of 
Marxism-Leninism on the relations between 
individual socialist states”.30 Scînteia wrote 
that Romania had accepted the historical fact 
that there were two German states, so it nec-
essarily had to cultivate normal relations with 
both German states. It claimed that in doing 
so, Romania was contributing to détente in 
Europe.31

The alienation between the two party lead-
erships continued into the 1970s. In 1971, 
the GDR Ministry for State Security analysed 
Romania’s policy: it noted that the leadership 
in Bucharest had further departed from the 
“basic positions of the sister countries”, es-
pecially in foreign policy issues. It found that 
Romania was orienting itself towards the “anti-
Soviet objectives” of the Chinese leadership.32 
It concluded that the 17-point plan passed by 
the Executive Committee of the Romanian 
Communist Party in 1971 was the basis for 
Ceaușescu’s policy, his foreign policy being 
nationalist and his domestic policy repressive 
and neo-Stalinist. 

Then, in 1972, a ray of hope appeared in 
the relations between the two states: new in 
office, Erich Honecker travelled to Bucharest 
and joined Ceaușescu in signing the Treaty of 
Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual Assis-
tance between the GDR and Romania. How-
ever, this treaty, too, was only a ray of hope 
at a first glance and on closer scrutiny turned 
out to be a sign of the bad relations between 
the two states. It was the last treaty the GDR 
concluded with its so-called sister countries. 
Romania was the unloved distant sister. The 
treaty had been ready to be signed as early as 
in 1970, and Ceaușescu had invited Walter 
Ulbricht to Bucharest to sign it that year. Ul-
bricht himself did not fly, and it was another 
two years before his successor flew to the city. 
Did Romania’s adoption of a special path have 
a negative impact on the military relations in 
the 1970s?
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cooperation in armament in the centre 
of military relations 

The files of the GDR Ministry of National 
Defence show that the contact between the 
two armed forces was never broken off. The 
contact between the military leaderships even 
continued in times of political tension. Well, 
that is no surprise; after all, both armies were 
in an alliance. There were de facto no points of 
contact in strategic and operational planning 
for a war either, simply due to geography and 
the great physical distance between the two 
armies. Romania – always anxious for auton-
omy – cooperated with the Soviet Union, with 
Bulgaria and, out of necessity, also with Hun-
gary. The Soviet armed forces stationed in East 
Germany were the great anchor of the GDR 
armed forces. There were also operational con-
tacts with the neighbouring armies in Poland 
and Czechoslovakia. Senior staffs or the opera-
tional-level general staffs of East Germany and 
Romania basically only came into contact with 
each other during exercises and manoeuvers 
conducted on the level of the Unified Armed 
Forces of the Warsaw Treaty Organization.33

Sources report that the first contacts be-
tween the two armed forces were established 
in holidaymaker exchange programs in the late 
1950s. In 1959, 38 Romanians (officers and 
their families) spent their holidays in Prora on 
the Baltic Sea coast, while 34 East Germans 
holidayed in Mamaia on the Black Sea coast.34 
The military contacts between East Germany 
and Romania did not focus on the holidaymak-
er exchange programs, but on cooperation in 
armament and the development of new mili-
tary technology. A source dating from 1972 
provides an example (see Annex 1).

Romania’s defence minister (the official 
title was Minister for the Armed Forces) wrote 
to his East German counterpart. The letter 
concerned future cooperation and coordina-
tion between the Warsaw Treaty Organization 
armed forces in creating an automated land 
force command and control system. Automa-
tion of armed forces command and control 
was a very important topic in the 1970s, both 
in East and West. In this case, the defence 
minister of Romania agreed in principle with 
the planned future cooperation and coordina-
tion between the armed forces of the Warsaw 

Treaty Organization, but was of the view that a 
concept should be developed first.35

Defence cooperation did not begin in 1972, 
but as early as in 1958, with a framework agree-
ment for the subsequent five years and a spe-
cific agreement for the following year. In 1959, 
Romania delivered the GDR military technol-
ogy valued at 4 million transfer rubles, while 
the GDR delivered Romania military technol-
ogy worth 68,000 transfer rubles.36 The glaring 
disparity in the deliveries was not a singular 
event for that year. Sources indicate that there 
was also a constant disparity in the dealings 
in the subsequent years: the value of deliver-
ies from Romania to the GDR armed forces 
during the overall period from 1960 to 1965 
amounted to 55 million transfer rubles. While 
the GDR delivered Romania military technol-
ogy worth only 1.2 million transfer rubles. 
Romania’s industry delivered shoulder-fired 
antitank weapons, antiaircraft machine guns 
as well as practice and dummy grenades. The 
GDR delivered the Romanian armed forces 
binoculars, periscopes and radio sets.37

Value of the contractually agreed deliveries 
of military equipment and military technology 

between the GDR and Romania in millions 
of transfer rubles

period romania 
-> Gdr

Gdr 
-> romania

From 1960 to 196538 55 1.2

From 1976 to 198039 33 5.2

From 1981 to 198540 160 13.6

From 1986 to 199041 190 29

At a first glance, it is clear: the value of the 
deliveries continuously increased over the 
years. At the same time, however, the dispar-
ity in the deliveries continued: the bilateral 
agreement for 1976 to 1980 provided for Ro-
manian deliveries amounting to 33 million 
rubles, while the GDR was to supply Romania 
military technology worth 5.2 million rubles. 
In the new agreements, the term “military 
equipment” was replaced with the typical GDR 
term “special equipment”42. Romania’s indus-
try delivered goods such as machine guns and 
associated ammunition, practice and dummy 
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grenades. The GDR produced teleprinters, 
telegraph equipment, microfilming systems 
and bridge-laying vehicles for the Romanian 
armed forces.43 The unevenness in the trade 
balance remained until into the 1980s. But all 
in all the numbers rose substantially. The bilat-
eral agreement for 1981 to 1985 provided for 
Romanian deliveries worth 160 million rubles, 
while the GDR was to supply Romania military 
technology worth 13.6 million rubles. The list 
of equipment from Romania contained ma-
chine guns, pistols, 120 mm grenade launchers 
and 14.5 mm anti-tank machine guns, togeth-
er with all the associated ammunition. The de-
liveries from the GDR included bridge-laying 
equipment and range finders. The GDR also 
offered repair services for engines.44 The bilat-
eral agreement for 1986 to 1990 provided for 
Romanian deliveries worth 190 million rubles, 
while the GDR was to supply Romania military 
technology worth 29 million rubles. The list of 
equipment from Romania contained BTR-70 
armoured infantry fighting vehicles, together 
with engines and spare parts, grenade launch-
ers, flame guns, machine guns and 14.5 mm 
anti-tank machine guns, together with all the 
associated ammunition. Deliveries from the 
GDR consisted of bridge-laying equipment and 
spare parts for unspecified electronic devices 
and power generators. The GDR also offered 
repair services for MiG-23 combat aircraft and 
ship engines.45

It can roughly be said that the annual 
agreements over thirty years always featured a 
similar range of deliveries. Romania’s industry 
delivered infantry arms and ammunition, and 
occasionally armoured infantry fighting ve-
hicles. The GDR supplied Romania electronic 
devices and radio technology and offered re-
pair services for aircraft and all kind of engines. 
All in all, Romania delivered far more than the 
GDR did in return. So the GDR had to pay ex-
tra, and Romania thus earned a high net profit 
each year with the armament deals. Romania’s 
budget was in good need of this because the 
country’s economy was feeble and ailing.

Besides defence equipment deliveries, mili-
tary contacts focused on mutual visits. The Ro-
manian Minister of the Armed Forces visited 
the GDR in 1970, a return visit to Bucharest 
was paid by Army General Hoffmann in 1972. 

Hoffmann again paid an official visit to Bucha-
rest in 1976. According to GDR files, the re-
turn visit by the Romanian minister planned 
for 1978 was cancelled at short notice by the 
Romanian side. The GDR reissued the invita-
tion in 1980, and Bucharest indicated that it 
would be accepted this time. The Romanian 
Minister of Defence finally visited the GDR 
again in May 1981.46 

Official visits by the ministers of defence 
were always a political issue as well. The vis-
its show that apart from big politics’tensions 
between Bucharest and Moscow top-level 
military relations between Bucharest and East 
Berlin were not even broken off during the 
1970s, and the military relations between the 
two states in general were never bad. 

intensification of military contacts in the 
context of improved political relations
Even the previously reserved political re-

lations between the two state and party lead-
ers improved in the 1980s. This was probably 
also helped by the fact that Honecker and 
Ceaușescu somehow liked each other appre-
ciably. Their personal touch for each other in-
creased as they grew older (see Annex 2).

Nicolae Ceaușescu visited East Berlin four 
times in the 1980s: in 1984, 1985, 1988, and, 
for the last time, in October 1989. Honecker 
also visited Bucharest four times: in 1972, 
1980, 1984 and 1987. In 1984, he attended the 
ceremonies for the Romanian national holiday 
as an official guest of state, remarkably as the 
only head of state and party leader from the 
Eastern bloc. Looking back, the former GDR 
ambassador to Bucharest, Siegfried Bock, saw 
a real “old boys’ friendship” in the relationship 
between Honecker and Ceaușescu.47

To explain politics primarily with like 
or dislike and personal friendships between 
statesmen probably always falls somewhat 
short. According to the words attributed both 
to Charles de Gaulle and, prior to him, to the 
British Prime Minister Henry John Temple 
Viscount Palmerston, states don’t have friends, 
only interests. In the particular case of Roma-
nia, interest in intensifying bilateral relations 
with the GDR was part of Ceaușescu’s rap-
prochement with Moscow. Since late 1984, 
Ceaușescu had gradually given up his idea of 
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pursuing a special path in foreign policy and 
realigned himself more or less dutifully with 
the loyalty of the Eastern bloc to its alliance. 
The main reason for this turnaround, however, 
was Romania’s increasingly difficult economic 
situation. Moscow was successful in its efforts 
to tackle Romania’s painful economic prob-
lems. In the mid-1980s, Romania was again 
aligned with the Eastern bloc – under the lead-
ership of Moscow. What impact did the end of 
Romania’s pursuit of a special path have on the 
military relations? It caused them to intensify 
noticeably. This was expressed in mutual high 
level visits (see Annex 3).

In 1981, the Chief of the Main Staff of the 
People’s Army, Colonel General Streletz, re-
ceived an invitation to Romania. His Romanian 
counterpart, Colonel General Vasile Milea, 
wrote that he was “certain [...] that the friend-
ly dialog will help us to get better acquainted 
with each other and to understand each other 
better.”48 The international relations division at 
the GDR Ministry of Defence advised the Chief 
of the Main Staff not to accept the invitation to 
Bucharest, at least not at this early time. It was 
of the view that the visit to the GDR by the Ro-
manian Minister of Defence planned for May 
1981 should take place first. And it was also of 
the view that the first official international trip 
of Colonel General Streletz as Chief of the Main 
Staff should not necessarily be to Romania, but 
preferably to the Soviet Union or Poland.49 (Fritz 
Streletz had been Deputy of the Minister for Na-
tional Defence and Chief of the Main Staff since 
January 1979 and had apparently not led any of-
ficial delegations abroad until early 1981).

The Romanian Minister of Defence, Major 
General Olteanu, visited the GDR in June 1981. 
According to feedback from the GDR military 
attaché in Bucharest, Olteanu had highly ap-
preciated his visit. He was reported to have said 
that the talks had been “very useful, frank and 
clear”.50 The international relations division at 
the GDR Ministry of Defence rated the visit as 
“smooth and without incidents”. “After being 
initially reserved”, the minister and his delega-
tion had become “more outgoing”.51 According 
to meeting notes, the Romanian minister had 
emphasized that his country was a member of 
the Warsaw Treaty Organization and would 
 always fulfil its obligations reliably. He had said 

that the Romanian People’s Army was ready to 
defend the socialist achievements against any 
enemy and that in accordance with the strate-
gic mission, the military interaction primarily 
took place with the Soviet Army and the Bul-
garian and Hungarian People’s Armies.52 

Army General Hoffmann paid a return 
visit to Bucharest in May 1982, staying for a 
full week.53 In spite of all diplomatic courtesies 
and the usual socialist stereotypical expres-
sions, the political differences were brought to 
light in his talk with Nicolae Ceaușescu. When 
the East German minister did not want to let 
Ceaușescu’s “statements on the general global 
political situation go unchallenged, the latter 
simply ignored Hoffmann’s objections and re-
marks, a report stated.”54

The GDR Ministry of Defence documents 
also indicate that the scepticism about Roma-
nia’s foreign policy had not disappeared com-
pletely. Ceaușescu took great pains to show 
again that his position deviated from Moscow’s 
when he found a suitable opportunity to do so. 
Such an opportunity presented itself in 1983 
when the re-armament crisis arose in Europe. 
In an address on Romanian TV on 16 February 
1983, Ceaușescu declared that the arms build-
up on both sides threatened peace in Europe. 
He said that no American missiles should be 
permitted to be deployed in Western Europe. 
But added that the Soviet intermediate-range 
missiles also had to be withdrawn and de-
stroyed. According to the assessment of the 
GDR military attaché in Bucharest, Ceaușescu 
had thus “significantly deviated from the posi-
tions of the Warsaw Treaty Organization”. He 
reckoned that the special position of the SRR 
[Romania] on disarmament issues had ob-
tained a further characteristic.55

The Chief of the Romanian Border Troops, 
Vasile Petruț, paid a working visit to the GDR 
in 1982. His East German counterpart, Lieu-
tenant General Klaus-Dieter Baumgarten, flew 
to Romania in 1983. The (new) Chief of the Ro-
manian Border Troops, Constantin Călinoiu, 
in turn flew to the GDR on a working visit in 
1986. Without doubt, the GDR had great ex-
pertise in the field of border security. The Ro-
manians were interested in the lessons the East 
Germans had learned, as they had to secure a 
border with Yugoslavia.
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But the border troops did not become the 
priority matter for the military contacts. The 
priority was and remained on the technical 
cooperation in the fields of armament and the 
development of new technology. In 1983, the 
Director of the Military-Technical Institute of 
the GDR Armed Forces, Major General  Müller, 
travelled to Bucharest to meet the Chief of 
Technology and Armament of the Romanian 
Armed Forces, Colonel General Victor-Atanasie 
Stănculescu. According to internal reports of 
East German military delegation, which as usu-
al also found their way to the secret service, the 
talks were not only about armament and mili-
tary technology. In fact, the Romanian general 
surprised his German guest by delivering a very 
candid and critical description of Romania’s di-
sastrous economic situation: “Stănculescu de-
scribed the energy situation and the supply of 
the population as catastrophic. In addition to 
the energy problem, the economy is burdened 
by an export requirement for food, with which 
the SSR has to repay loans. Currently every car 
owner in Romania receives 20 litres of gas a 
month. From this situation no way out is to be 
seen. Something would be decided every day, but 
none of it would be realized. [...] Disappointed, 
Stănculescu described the current developments 
in the SSR [Romania] as very bitter.”56 Regarding 
the actual topic of the interview with the East 
German General, Colonel General Stănculescu 
expressed his interest in close cooperation in 
the “perspective development of weapons.” “He 
justified this by saying that we agree and agree 
with us – even with common weapons develop-
ments – against imperialism.”57 (see Annex 4).

The fact that Lieutenant General Stăn c-
u lescu dared to express these frank words of 
criticism regarding Ceaușescu’s policy as early 
as in 1983 was also due to his speaking German 
quite well and therefore his being able to dis-
pense with the services of an interpreter. These 
frank words of criticism regarding Ceaușescu’s 
policy were voiced in a one-to-one, but found 
their way into the files of the East German se-
cret service.58

A closer look into the work of the 
romanian military attaché in east Berlin

In addition to the mutual visits, military 
contacts were above all maintained through 

the two military attachés. The Romanian 
military attaché in East Berlin was accredited 
in 1974 and remained there until June 1990. 
The internal memos of the GDR Ministry of 
Defence international cooperation division 
in the 1980s repeatedly indicate that colonel 
Burbulea announced his imminent return to 
the home country. It did not take long for his 
personal problems and his wished-for return 
to his home country to become the most im-
portant topic of the talks – at least for him. But 
colonel Burbulea had to remain at his post in 
the embassy in East Berlin – for 16 years. The 
internal memos reveal his distinct personal 
frustration. (A new, younger military attaché 
arrived in Berlin in May 1990. From then on, 
the old and the new military attachés kept ap-
pointments together.)

After the end of the Ceaușescu regime, the 
Romanian colonel at his post in East Berlin 
openly complained that the times were tough 
under the old regime. According to colonel 
Burbulea, Romania had only had military atta-
chés in Sofia, Belgrade and Paris in 1989. (It is 
remarkable, but Moscow was not mentioned. 
In another conversation, there was mention of 
five military attachés (this could have included 
the one in Moscow). Colonel Burbulea blamed 
the wife of the dictator, Elena, to have been re-
sponsible for the radical reduction in the num-
ber of military attaché posts59 (see Annex 5).

In addition to the usual diplomatic phrases 
in the global military attaché business, the Ro-
manian military attaché was interested in the 
organization of the GDR’s military recreation 
system. A letter from 1985 included the fol-
lowing questions: “To whom are the recreation 
homes subordinated? How often can military 
personnel use such recreation homes in a year? 
Who bears the costs for accommodation and 
how high are they?”60

In the late summer and fall 1989, the ag-
ing attaché had to work rather hard once more. 
Obviously acting on instructions from Bucha-
rest, he travelled to various People’s Army’s 
barracks and gave presentations about Roma-
nia and its armed forces (see Annex 6).  

The first presentation took place at the 
GDR Ministry of Defence political division 
in Strausberg in August 1989. The internal 
memo of the Administration for International 
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 Relations of the GDR Ministry of Defence pro-
vides a stark impression of the course of the 
event: to increase the effect of the presenta-
tion, Bucharest had provided a new film: “For 
national independence, peace and freedom” 
– a work of propaganda. The ministerial com-
ment reads: “The colour film was completely 
new (1989), up-to-date, informative. [...] The 
personage of N. Ceaușescu and his spouse con-
tinued to be at the centre of the film.”61

After his presentation at the GDR Minis-
try of Defence political division, the military 
attaché obviously firmly refused to accept any 
questions from the audience: He had “no man-
date to do so” and “the film and its presentation 
answered all questions”. Major General Kusch, 
the host, said a few warm words. He said that 
his superior, Colonel General Brünner, has 
been in Romania in 1988 and has spoken about 
“pleasant impressions”: according to Major 
General Kusch, the chief of the East German 
MoD’s political division remarked that Ro-
mania was “not a poor country because of the 
many cars” and praised  Romania as “one of the 
few real banks of socialism”.62 By this Colonel 
General Brünner obviously meant that Roma-
nia under Ceaușescu continued to be reliable, 
unlike Poland, Hungary and the Soviet Union. 

The Romanian colonel had apparently lit-
tle interest in big politics or ideology. He was 
more concerned with his personal problems. 
Even in front of the officers of the GDR Minis-
try of Defence, he could not stop himself from 
mentioning his hopefully imminent return 
to his home country and his retirement. The 
memo included a reference to the colonel’s 
words about the “paradisiacal location of his 
home” and the one-hectare garden. This in-
duced Major General Kusch to comment and 
ask whether he might be allowed to put up his 
tent in the military attaché’s home’s garden”.63 

Whether this was an honest question or a 
fairly sarcastic one remains open to conjec-
ture. In the subsequent weeks, the Romanian 
colonel spoke at the Military-Political College 
in Berlin-Grünau, at the base of the 6th Flotilla 
in Dranske/Rügen, in the House of the Army 
in Erfurt and at the training centre in Delitz-
sch – always accompanied by a colourful pro-
paganda film and without giving permission 
for questions to be asked.64  (By the way, the 

sources do not tell us whether the Romanian 
colonel also went on to praise his paradise-
alike home and garden.)

A late flourish towards the end of the 
1980s – and the end

As Honecker and Ceaușescu distanced 
themselves further from the policy of Gor-
bachev, the “old boys’ friendship”65 between 
them became closer. Honecker granted 
Ceaușescu’s 70th birthday in 1988 to the Karl-
Marx Order and thus acknowledged his op-
position to Soviet perestroika.66 Honecker last 
travelled to Bucharest in July 1989, to attend 
the meeting of the Political Consultative Com-
mittee of the Warsaw Pact member states. The 
meeting of the Eastern bloc leaders in Bucha-
rest was the last in the familiar line-up. The 
writing was on the wall in the conference hall. 
Honecker and Ceaușescu were by no means 
blind and could see it clearly. And they wanted 
to prevent the demise of their rule. The “old 
boys’ friendship” in the end also turned into 
political closeness. Honecker and Ceaușescu 
agreed on the rejection of the policy of change 
initiated by Mikhail Gorbachev. They criti-
cized him more and more openly and outspo-
kenly. In 1989, Ceaușescu went into open con-
frontation against the reformist government in 
Warsaw. He appealed to the other party lead-
ers to prevent Poland from “getting into the 
hands of reactionary circles”. Even Honecker 
thought that this was going too far. Ceaușescu 
stood alone against the Polish leadership. His-
torian Hermann Wentker stated: “Irrespective 
of all sympathies for the anti-reform course of 
the  Romanian dictator, the GDR leadership 
saw that the proposed alliance against Poland 
had no prospect of success.”67 Benno-Eide Siebs 
came to a similar conclusion about the dilem-
ma behind Honecker’s closeness to Ceaușescu: 
“Only Romania, which was equally uncompro-
mising, held similar positions. However, it was 
not an ally of international renown, but rather 
an additional burden, which is why the two 
states did not adopt a joint approach.”68 His-
torian Anneli Ute Gabanyi saw a “special alli-
ance of dogmatists” within the Eastern bloc in 
which she also included the Czech Milos Jakes 
in addition to Honecker and Ceaușescu.69 In 
the late 1980s, Ceaușescu once again made his 
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country an outsider in the Eastern bloc. But 
this time, it was not to the pleasure of the West 
as it had been twenty years before, but to the 
horror of the world. The bloody end of his re-
gime (which also meant his own bloody end) 
marked the end of this tragic development. 

The “informal alliance of the political 
hardliners”70 in East Berlin and Bucharest also 
had an impact on the military relations. They 
reached their culmination in 1988 if the visit 
to the GDR by the Romanian Minister of De-
fence can be called that. In May 1988, Colonel 
General Vasile Milea travelled to East Ger-
many accompanied by a man by the name of 
Ceaușescu, but the man was not the head of 
state and party leader; it was his brother Ilie, 
who as a lieutenant general held the post of 
deputy minister of defence.71 The obligatory 
return visit was not paid by the GDR Minis-
ter of Defence, but by the Chief of the Political 
Main Administration, Colonel General Horst 
Brünner. He travelled to Bucharest in July 1989 
and the delegation was also received by head 
of state and party leader Ceaușescu. The party 
newspaper Neues Deutschland reported on the 
visit72 (see Annex 7).

According to sources, the last visit to the 
GDR by Romanian military figures took place 
on 2 November 1989. The Chief of Air Defence, 
Colonel General Mocanu, held talks with the 
Chief of the GDR Air Forces/Air Defence. The 
peaceful revolution in the GDR was already 
well underway. Honecker had no longer held 
his office for two weeks, and the Wall and the 
intra-German border came down a week later. 
The revolution in Romania was long in com-
ing, with the Ceaușescu regime holding on to 
power for another seven weeks.

Ceaușescu, his wife and a few remaining 
loyal supporters fled from Bucharest on 22 
December 1989. Ceaușescu and his wife were 
executed on 25 December of that year, after 
short work had been made of them. So far, 
so familiar. On 28 December, the Chief of the 
Administration for International Relations of 
the GDR Ministry of Defence visited the Ro-
manian embassy and declared his “solidarity” 
with and “high esteem for the Romanian armed 
forces”.73  It is well known that the armed forces 
had changed sides during the popular uprising, 
facilitating the fall of the dictator – and quickly 

executed him. The memos of the East German 
military figures describe a military attaché 
who was “mentally and physically drained” and 
appeared to be very agitated: “The situation is 
being controlled by the army, life is returning 
to normal. But there are still hostile foreign de-
tachments, saboteurs and terrorists repeatedly 
provoking armed clashes. The army will destroy 
these groups with military force, but wants to 
prevent bloodshed among civilians.”74

The chimera of hostile foreign detach-
ments, saboteurs and terrorists who allegedly 
operated in Romania was a narrative used by 
the armed forces and people who had previ-
ously been loyal to the regime, but had be-
come turncoats in order to emphasize their 
indispensability and strengthen their posi-
tions in those revolutionary days. Two days 
later, officers of the Administration for Inter-
national Relations again went to the embassy 
to inform themselves about the situation in 
Romania. The sources list further talks on 30 
January 1990, 27 February, 13 March, 9 April, 3 
May, 15 May, 21 May and 29 May 1990. There 
was a lot to talk about or rather a lot of new 
things to be informed about. In 1990, hardly a 
stone was left unturned in either country and 
their armed forces. According to the military 
attaché, 20 Romanian generals had been dis-
charged from the Romanian armed forces by 
March 1990, but no successors had yet been 
appointed. President Iliescu was said to wield 
little authority.75

In April and May 1990, the Romanian side 
made great efforts to get the new Minister 
for Disarmament and Defence, Rainer Eppel-
mann, to visit Romania.76 There is no informa-
tion about such a visit. It most probably did not 
take place. Minister Eppelmann had enough 
on his hands as it was during his short term 
of office, and a visit to Bucharest was certainly 
not at the top of his long to do list. 

Allies at a distance – geographically 
as well as politically

Summing up, it can be said that the GDR 
and Romania were nominally allies within the 
Eastern bloc for four decades, but remained al-
lies at a distance. The distance was not only due 
to the geographical distance between the two 
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countries, but also to the political distance be-
tween their governments. Romania decidedly 
went its own way under Nicolae Ceaușescu, 
having already done so under his predecessor. 
The pursuit of its special path made Romania 
an uncertain and unpredictable factor in the 
1960s and 1970s, unpredictable for both the 
East and West.

Regardless of the political uncertainties, 
the contacts between the East German and 
Romanian armed forces never broke off, even 
in difficult times. The military cooperation 
between the submissively dependent “super 
ally” of the Soviets and the most recalcitrant 
Eastern Bloc state continued also in the late 
1960s and 1970s. Remarkably frequent mutual 
visits of the ministers of defence are proof of 
that. In the 1980s, Ceaușescu re-approached 
the Soviet Union and increasingly subjected 
himself to the alliance discipline. The coopera-
tion between the Romanian and the East Ger-
man armed forces boomed noticeably, this was 
expressed in the increasing financial value of 
mutual arms deliveries and further increasing 
mutual visits of officers at working level. En-
couraged by an “old boys’ friendship” between 
Honecker and Ceaușescu, who agreed on their 
rejection of Gorbachev, the relations between 
East Germany and Romania underwent a real 
renaissance in the late 1980s. The military rela-
tions also intensified and enjoyed a late flourish 
towards the end of the 1980s. These relations 
were therefore also a reflection of the political 
big picture.
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relations between the Gdr and romania 
have been further strengthened
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The president of romania begins 
goodwill visit today
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nicolae ceaușescu received military officials of the Gdr in Bucharest, 
Neues Deutschland, July 21, 1989
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romania – German democratic republic. 
A difficult relation

The relations of Romania with the German 
Democratic Republic during the period when 
both were part of the Warsaw Treaty were un-
der the sign of their geopolitical and geostrate-
gic situation, equally similar and different. At 
the outbreak of the Cold War, both Romania 
and the GDR were part of the sphere of influ-
ence established by the Soviet Union in East-
ern Europe under the umbrella of the Warsaw 
Treaty (from 1955) until the late ’80s, when the 
communist regimes in East Europe  collapsed.

Within the alliance, however, their geostra-
tegic position was different. Created by the So-
viets in the former occupation region, the GDR 
was on the ideological front line separating the 
“socialist camp” from the West organized un-
der NATO aegis. Naturally, the East German 
state had a special political and military im-
portance for the Soviet Union, as shown by the 
impressive military arsenal maintained here. 
Consequently, Moscow maintained very strict 
control, which gave Berlin an extremely limited 
space for manoeuvre. The support given by the 
Soviet Union to the GDR also had a powerful 
propaganda substrate, which was to be a true 
“showcase of socialism”, the successes were to 
demonstrate by the superiority of the socialist 
organization.

the relAtions Between romAniA 
And the GermAn democrAtic 
repuBlic And the view on the 

wArsAw treAty. Aspects reGArdinG 
the oFFiciAl romAniAn eAst-GermAn 

relAtions At the level 
oF the deFence ministers, 1955-1989

mAnuel stănescu, phd

Romania, on the other hand, being devoid 
of a direct border with the West, had a smaller 
geostrategic importance. As a result, Khrush-
chev ordered the withdrawal of Soviet troops 
in 1958, during which time he pursued a policy 
of relaxation towards the West. At the same 
time, the regime in Bucharest, led by Gheor-
ghe Gheorghiu-Dej, initiated a policy of auton-
omy over the hegemonic power, theorized by 
what was called the “April 1964 Declaration”.
This attitude of (limited) contestation of Soviet 
hegemony and collaboration with Western 
countries influenced the political and military 
relations between Romania and the Soviet 
Union and, implicitly, all the Eastern European 
states.1 It was based, as American historian 
Dennis Deletant shows, one of the Western 
researchers with a thorough knowledge of the 
problem, on the distinction made by Roma-
nian leaders between the Soviet model of de-
velopment, which they have kept intact, and 
the Soviet Union, as a hegemon of the Eastern 
European bloc.2

The causes that have generated the auton-
omy policy of Bucharest within the European 
bloc and the complex consequences, internal 
and international, have been and are subject to 
heated debates in the academic environment, 
of which the controversies are not missing.3 
If from 1947 (when the political regime sup-
ported by Moscow strengthened internally) 
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and until 1958 Romania was considered one 
of the most faithful executors of the political-
economic-doctrinal directives from the east 
(proved by the position of Bucharest in the Yu-
goslav and Hungarian crises), the withdrawal 
of Soviet troops in August 1958 was the sig-
nal for a very timid, at first, detachment from 
hegemonic power. The detachment becomes 
more and more evident with the taking over 
of power by Nicolae Ceauşescu after the death 
of Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej (March 1965) 
and reaches the culminating moment in the 
late ’60s. The international crises of this period 
(remember the Berlin crisis of 1961 and the 
missile crisis of Cuba in 1962) revealed, from 
Moscow’s perspective, the need to increase the 
responsiveness of the countries of the Eastern 
European bloc in dispute with NATO or the 
People’s Republic of China, the recent oppo-
nent, the purpose being to ensure a more ef-
fective control over the allies.

The Soviet Union envisaged a substantial 
change in the Warsaw Treaty governing bod-
ies, ranging from the elaboration of new stat-
utes for the Political Advisory Committee, the 
United Armed Forces, the Military Council of 
the United Armed Forces, until the creation 
of new management structures – the Foreign 
Policy Commission, as an auxiliary body of 
the Political Advisory Committee, the United 
Secretariat, the Defence Ministers Commit-
tee, the Military Technical Committee, etc. 
Romania was the only country that constantly 
opposed the proposals and projects promoted 
by the leader of the alliance. The authorities 
in Bucharest wanted all these new structures 
not to represent additional means, within the 
reach of Moscow, that could intervene in the 
Romanian political life.4

These debates were often tense and created 
a “rebel” image of the Romanian state in the 
Warsaw Treaty. This statute has contributed 
to the marginalization and (self ) exclusion of 
Romania from the Alliance’s decision-mak-
ing process. The case of the intervention in 
Czechoslovakia is suggestive, as Romania was 
not invited to the political and military prepa-
rations of the summer of 1968. In these cir-
cumstances, the question of Leonid Ilyich Bre-
zhnev addressed to Nicolae Ceauşescu, during 
the May 1970 meeting, whether  Romania 

wishes to be part or not of the Warsaw Treaty, 
was somewhat justified.5 But the exit from the 
Treaty was never taken into account by Nico-
lae Ceauşescu, at least not officially.

This position in the Treaty also had re-
percussions on the Romanian-East-German 
relations, Berlin being one of the faithful of 
Moscow. Not infrequently, the Soviet Union 
used GDR to promote some alliance reorgani-
zation projects. The Foreign Policy Commis-
sion, for example, was insistently requested by 
the authorities in East Berlin. They considered 
that the existence of such a body would have 
contributed to the unreserved support by the 
other Warsaw Pact countries of the position 
of GDR in the matter of relations with the 
other German state – the Federal Republic of 
 Germany.6

On January 13th, 1965, the East German au-
thorities sent a letter to the partner countries 
proposing that on the agenda of the session of 
the Political Advisory Committee, which was 
to be held over a week in Warsaw, the problem 
of setting up the Foreign Policy Commission 
Treaty. The members of the Romanian delega-
tion (Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej, Ion Gheorghe 
Maurer, Corneliu Mănescu) categorically re-
fused to discuss this issue, the formal objec-
tion being the lack of mandate in the country. 
This gesture attracted, during the Warsaw con-
ference (January 19th-20th, 1965), reproaches 
on the part of Walter Ulbricht, the East Ger-
man leader criticizing Romania for its refusal 
to accept the creation of such a body (which 
was otherwise agreed upon since the establish-
ment of the organization). Leonid Brezhnev 
supported the East German position, which 
he considered “useful to our work”.7 Despite 
the Soviet-East-German joint pressure, Ro-
mania refused to accept the creation of a body 
to coordinate the policy of the Warsaw Treaty 
member states, for almost a decade.

The already tense relations between Bu-
charest and Berlin were aggravated by the es-
tablishment of diplomatic relations between 
Romania and the Federal Republic of Ger-
many, on January 31, 1967. The negotiations 
– started at the request of the Romanian side 
– were difficult due to the loyalty of the West 
German authorities to the “Hallstein” doctrine 
(named after its initiator, the West German 
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MFA Secretary of State Walter Hallstein who, 
in the name of the FRG government’s claim 
to be the sole representative of the interests 
of the entire German people, considers as an 
“unfriendly act” a country’s recognition of the 
GDR as a state by a country).8 Deeply dissatis-
fied with this gesture, the East German author-
ities orchestrated a press campaign, by which 
the gesture of the Romanians was considered a 
betrayal of an ally and siding with the enemy.9 
It culminated in the appearance in the official 
“Neues Deutchland” of an article, taken over by 
other publications, in which Romania’s foreign 
policy was criticized in very harsh terms.10 This 
fact created a lot of tensions in Bucharest; on 
February 3rd, the Permanent Presidium (body 
replacing the Political Bureau) held a meeting, 
which decided that the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs informs the East-German ambassador in 
Bucharest that the action of the East-German 
press represents “an unfriendly act towards 
Romania and an interference in its internal 
affairs”.11 In response, it was decided that the 
central press in Romania would publish a re-
sponse article, in which the significance of the 
gesture of January 31st, 1967 was approached. 
The Permanent Presidium threatened to boy-
cott the consultation between the Foreign 
Ministers of the Treaty member countries, 
scheduled to start on February 7th in Berlin.12 
Eventually, through the intervention of the So-
viets, a compromise was reached.

Romania’s support for the idea of   reunifi-
cation of Germany was, moreover, a constant 
of its foreign policy. After expressing its op-
position to the construction of the Berlin Wall 
in 1961, Romania refused to sign any deci-
sion of the Warsaw Treaty that approved the 
separation of the two countries or declared 
that West Berlin belongs to the territory of 
East Germany. The importance of unification 
was related to the fact that, in the absence of 
a peace treaty with Germany after World War 
II, which would have ended this division, East-
ern Europe still obeyed the provisions of the 
Potsdam armistice, which stipulated the di-
vision of Germany and the granting of rights 
to “the victorious countries in the Second 
World War to intervene against the former 
enemies”. Ceauşescu personally explained to 
Henry Kissinger that the inclusion of the Pots-

dam decisions in article 53 of the UN Charter 
did nothing but give legitimacy to the Soviet 
Union’s interference “in the internal affairs of 
former enemies”, a provision to which “any in-
terpretation” could be given. Instead, Germa-
ny’s reunification would have put an end to the 
state of war under international law and “would 
have abolished the legal basis that allowed the 
Soviet Union to intervene in Eastern European 
countries”.13 Ceauşescu’s insistence that uni-
fication “is not a matter for us to decide, but 
the German people” and the official position 
of Romania that it was a “mistake” for the West 
German government to be considered “fascist”, 
have attracted harsh criticism from the Soviet 
Union and its most loyal allies, in this case the 
German Democratic Republic.14

Corneliu Mănescu, Romania’s former for-
eign minister in the period 1961-1972, ac-
knowledged, in an interview given after the 
1989 Revolution, the difficult relationship with 
GDR: “The East Germans have reproached us 
many things since the agreement for the opera-
tion of the commercial representatives with the 
FRG. I had informed my East German counter-
part about the contents of the agreement, but 
he wanted to be sent the full text. What I didn’t 
do. Dej considered this inappropriate in the re-
lations of a state. We were not subordinate to 
anyone, we wanted to promote relations based 
on equality and mutual respect, why submit 
the content of our agreements to the approval 
of another state, if they respect the principles 
we declare publicly? But as we advanced in re-
lations with the West Germans (and the first 
direct relationship took place at the level of eco-
nomic delegations), we were facing increasing 
difficulties from the East Germans”.15 All these 
tensions influenced the exchanges of political 
and military delegations, which remained at a 
modest level. Mănescu refers to his memories 
and other difficulties in dealing with Berlin of-
ficials: “They [East Germans a.n.] did always 
tend to accuse the West Germans of fascism, as 
if a choice had been made of people before the 
division of the country. It was not by territorial 
units that the division would have been made 
as a proof of the divergences between the Great 
Powers, but on the basis of belonging to fascism 
or communism. I was criticized for saying in an 
interview with an American magazine, that the 
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Ludwig Erhard government is not a fascist gov-
ernment. The East German Communist leaders 
were more Catholic than the Pope!”.16

The tensions between Romania and GDR 
continued even after January 1967. On April 6th, 
1967, the Berlin Ministry of Foreign Affairs sub-
mitted to the Romanian ambassador an aide-
memoire requesting the Romanian Government 
to send an official note to the governments of all 
the countries with which it had relations, con-
taining the specification that establishing re-
lationships with Federal Republic of Germany 
was done without acknowledging its claim to be 
the sole representative of the German govern-
ment. Moreover, such a position had to be ex-
pressed by a declaration of the Grand National 
Assembly. The East German authorities argued 
that such an action was caused by the actions 
of the West German government, which would 
have sent a note to its missions abroad stating 
their right to be the sole representative of the 
German people. The issues remained suspend-
ed after the international agenda was occupied 
by the Arab-Israeli conflict, which would again 
reveal divergent views between Romania and 
the entire Eastern bloc.17

Apart from this context, another problem in 
the Romanian-East-German bilateral relations 
was the lack of a mutual assistance treaty. Af-
ter the forced integration of Romania into the 
Soviet sphere of influence, mutual assistance 
treaties were signed with the Eastern European 
countries in a similar position. Such documents 
were signed with Bulgaria (January 16th, 1948), 
Hungary (January 24th, 1948), the Soviet Union 
(February 2nd, 1948), Czechoslovakia (July 18th, 
1948) and Poland (January 26th, 1949). With 
GDR, a similar document was not signed; in-
stead, on the occasion of Walter Ulbricht’s 
visit to Bucharest, on October 20th-22nd, 1951, 
at that time vice president of the government, 
a series of financial and cultural arrangements 
were signed. Only one mutual assistance treaty 
was renewed within the established deadline: 
the one with Czechoslovakia, on the occasion 
of Nicolae Ceauşescu’s visit from August 15th-
17th, 1968, just days before the invasion of the 
Warsaw Treaty Troops.18 After the end of the 
“Czechoslovak crisis”, Romania negotiated and 
renewed the alliance treaties between 1970-
1972. As expected, negotiations with the East 

German authorities were difficult, given the 
problems arising in the bilateral relations. In 
the September 1970 talks in Bucharest, East 
German diplomats proved more flexible, giv-
ing up some provisions that had blocked the 
negotiations. Thus, they agreed to delete the 
phrase “militarism and West German revenge”, 
as well as any reference to the Potsdam agree-
ments. In its turn, the Romanian delegation 
accepted some formulations proposed by East 
Germans, such as international law as the ba-
sis of relations between the two German states 
and managed to determine a new wording of 
article 9, regarding the status of Berlin. On 
September 10th, 1970, the Permanent Presidi-
um approved the agreements reached regard-
ing the mutual assistance treaty.19

meetings at the level of the defence 
ministers, 1955-1989

The relaxation involved in the Romanian-
East-German bilateral relations from the be-
ginning of the ’70s was immediately felt in the 
military field. Between 1970 and 1972, the de-
fence ministers of the two countries met twice, 
which led to increased cooperation in the field 
of security and defence.

In the period September 3rd-10th, 1970, at 
the invitation of the Minister of Defence of the 
German Democratic Republic, Heinz Hoff-
man, a Romanian military delegation visited 
various military, economic and historical ob-
jectives for a week. The delegation led by lieu-
tenant-general Ion Ioniţă, who was the min-
ister of the Armed Forces, included (among 
others) lieutenant-general Ion Coman, the 
deputy minister of the Armed Forces and sec-
retary of the Superior Political Council, vice-
admiral  Grigore Marteş, the commander of 
the Military Marine, and major-general Aurel 
 Niculescu, the commander of military aviation. 
The delegation received a firm mandate re-
garding the assertion of Romania’s position on 
foreign policy: “for the strengthening of peace 
and security on the continent, it has a special 
significance in terms of international law of the 
German Democratic Republic, the establish-
ment of normal relations between and with 
both German states, creating the conditions for 
their active participation in the  normalization 
of the situation in Europe”.20
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The objectives visited by the Romanian mil-
itary delegation were wide, from military units 
and institutions to industrial, agricultural, 
tourist and historical objectives: a mechanized 
unit from Dresden, a tank unit, an aviation unit 
from Cottbus, the “Engels” Military Academy 
from Dresden, the Institute for mechanization 
and automation of troops (Dresden), a military 
unit on the Baltic Sea coast, the Border Guard 
Unit of the Brandenburg Gate. The seventh 
and final day of the visit was dedicated to the 
museum erected on the Buchenwald camp site. 
The delegation was not welcomed by Walter 
Ulbricht, the hosts claiming that the East Ger-
man leader had a cold and fever. Although the 
documents in the Romanian military archives 
do not give other details, the feeling was rather 
a deliberate avoidance of the military delega-
tion from Bucharest.21

The visit resulted in a clear relaxation of 
the bilateral relations, materialized in the sub-
sequent signing of agreements and conven-
tions in the economic-military field. Thus, 
in January 1971, at the invitation of the East 
German Defence Minister, Heinz Hoffmann, a 
Romanian military delegation, this time com-
posed of specialists from the General Endow-
ment Directorate, paid a visit to the German 
Democratic Republic, where an agreement 
was signed regarding the collaboration and 
cooperation in the production of military 
equipment. Also, the creation of a joint Roma-
nian-German commission in the field of arms 
production was considered.22

In 1972 Romania took over the role of host, 
following a formal invitation by the minister 
of armed forces. The visit took place on April 
17th-22nd, 1972, and important personalities 
from the East German military system were 
included in the delegation: the minister of na-
tional defence, army general Heinz Hoffmann, 
admiral Waldemar Werner, deputy minister 
and chief of the central political service, lieu-
tenant general Siegfried Weiss, deputy minister 
of military training, lieutenant general Herbert 
Scheibe, chief of the Security Section at the 
Central Committee of the Socialist Unity Par-
ty (SED), the major-general Heinz Handke, the 
commander of the 11th mechanized division, 
1st grade captain Hanz Hanzmann, the com-
mander of Flotilla 1, colonel Egon Grünler, the 

chief of staff of the air defence Division 3, colo-
nel Harry Hothmann, the deputy head of the 
international relations Section, colonel Horst 
Beutling, the air and navy attaché of GDR in 
RSR, plus 4-5 accompanying officers.23

The visit was meticulously prepared by the 
Romanian authorities, who wished to offer 
the East German guests a similar experience 
to the one offered to the Romanian military 
delegation in 1970. The slogans with which 
the delegation was to be met at the differ-
ent objectives to be visited were drafted with 
great attention. Precise indications were given 
to the central press, radio and television to 
reflect the visit to the parameters desired by 
the authorities. The newspapers received dis-
tinct themes by days. The entire delegation 
was decorated with the “Tudor Vladimirescu” 
medal, 2nd class.24

The delegation visited the Military Acade-
my, the aircraft repair plant in Bacău, the Tech-
nical Institute for scientific research and design 
of the Ministry of Armed Forces, the artillery 
training centre, the truck factory in Braşov, 
the “Mircea cel Bătrân” marine active officers’ 
school. An essential document elaborated dur-
ing the visit refers to the state of Romanian-
East-German relations. One of the priorities of 
the Romanian party was the conclusion of the 
long-term agreement on reciprocal supplies of 
goods for the years 1971-1975, which provided 
for the development of trade relations between 
the two countries and the regulation of recip-
rocal supplies of arms and special products 
during 1971-1975, as well as the increase with 
70% of the trade between the two countries, 
compared to the period 1966-1970. The aim 
was to deepen cooperation in the field of op-
tical industry, in the manufacture of machine 
tools and other installations. Regarding inter-
national relations, Romania was in favour of 
recognizing the GDR, promoting normal rela-
tions between the two German states, speci-
fying that “public opinion in our country wel-
comes the governmental negotiations between 
the GDR and the FRG”. 25

Unlike his counterpart, Walter Ulbricht 
(who could not or did not want to meet with 
the Romanian military delegation), Nicolae 
Ceauşescu had an official meeting with the Ger-
man delegation on April 21st, 1972,  attended 
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by – among others – Ion Gheorghe Maurer 
(president of the Council of Ministers), army 
general Ion Ioniţă (minister of Armed Forces), 
Corneliu Mănescu (minister of foreign affairs) 
and general colonel Ion Gheorghe (chief of the 
General Staff). At the discussions there was 
also present Hans Voss, the ambassador of the 
German Democratic Republic in Bucharest.26

Nicolae Ceauşescu stressed in the opening 
of the discussions that “it is very good that these 
exchanges of delegations have taken place. Of 
course, sharing experience is very useful. We 
believe that close cooperation should develop 
between our armies as well as in other fields of 
activity. Of course, we hope that we do not have 
to use the armies; therefore, we also strive for 
security in Europe, for relaxation; but, at the 
same time, we must be well prepared”. Point-
ing out that Romania was making consider-
able efforts for its economic development (“we 
could have done more, if we were not to spend 
so much with the army”), Ceauşescu outlined 
Romania’s interest in reaching “European se-
curity and relaxation”. Starting from here, the 
leader from Bucharest expressed the hope that 
“a greater collaboration can be achieved even in 
the field of military technology, especially since 
each country needs equipment and the cost of 
armament is quite expensive. A collaboration, 
in this regard, can help solve problems and ease 
the tasks of national economies”.27

General Hoffman recalled the collabora-
tion protocol in the “technical-scientific” field 
already signed between the two states, men-
tioning that “in the technical field we have to 
cooperate more […] our Party asks the same; so, 
there are no obstacles, except for the subjective 
weaknesses, for the development of the collabo-
ration”. Ceauşescu agreed, considering that to-
gether the two countries can produce a num-
ber of types of weapons, especially in the field 
of aviation, “because we have an interest in pro-
ducing fighter jets”. Hoffman expressed scepti-
cism about aviation: “we tried to build a fighter 
plane. It cost 6 billion marks and eventually the 
plane crashed. That’s why I gave up. It is very 
difficult to build a modern aircraft, when there 
is a gap of 20-30 years, a period when no ex-
perience has been gained”. Ceauşescu replied: 
“It is true, but if we do nothing, this period 
increases”.28

These bilateral meetings with military 
character prepared the ground for an evolu-
tion, let us call it natural, of the relations be-
tween the two states. A few weeks later, on 
May 12th, 1972, during the visit to Romania of 
Erich  Honecker (the new communist leader in 
Berlin) and Willy Stoph, the president of the 
Council of Ministers, the treaty of mutual as-
sistance was signed, the first and only docu-
ment of this kind of the history of Romanian-
East-German relations, with a validity of 20 
years, already mentioned. In the military field, 
the two sides made a commitment to support 
each other in the event of an attack by a state 
or a group of states. It should be noted that 
the document negotiated for three years was 
signed in a context of relaxation of East-West 
relations, a policy carried out by the West 
German chancellor Willy Brandt, through his 
 Ostpolitik.

In this context, the economic relations and, 
in the alternative, the military ones, have expe-
rienced another dynamic during the decades 7 
and 8 of the 20th century compared to the pe-
riod 1955-1970, the emphasis being on tech-
nology. Thus, in the total of the commercial ex-
changes from 1976-1980, the share of cars and 
machines was 67%. During the same period, 
a number of 24 cooperation and “production 
specialization” actions were signed and car-
ried out. In the next five years, 1981-1985, an-
other 19 agreements were signed. Among the 
actions, we mention just a few: cooperation 
and specialization in the production of power 
transformers, pantograph electric separators, 
air compressors for brakes, 2400 hp Diesel lo-
comotives, fittings, metallurgical equipment, 
active electronic components, spectacle lens-
es.29 In 1985, the Joint Committee identified 
the directions of collaboration for the follow-
ing five-year plan: programs in the fields of 
machine tools and machines for processing, 
general machines, agricultural machines and 
motor vehicles, the chemical industry, heavy 
machinery construction and installations.30

The third and last Romanian-East-German 
meeting with defence ministers in 1955-1989 
was held in May 1982, also in Romania. The 
East German delegation: Heinz  Hoffmann, 
a member of the C.C. Political Bureau of the 
Socialist Unity Party (SED), the minister of 
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 national defence of the GDR and the leader 
of the delegation; general-colonel Wolfgang 
Reinhold, deputy minister of national defence 
and commander of military aviation and air 
defence; lieutenant general Horst Bruner, 
deputy chief of the main political direction 
of the army; vice-admiral Gustav Hesse, chief 
of staff of the navy; lieutenant general Man-
fred Gehmert, military region commander; 
general-lieutenant professor Dr. Hans Rudolf 
Gestewitz, head of the Academy of Military 
Medicine; major-general Heinrich Winkler, 
head of the International Relations Division 
and  colonel Joachim Schröter, air and navy 
military  attaché.31

Following the scenario of the previous 
visit, the hosts took care to organize a var-
ied program, which included visits to mili-
tary objectives (the aviation unit from Mihail 
Kogălniceanu, the Training Center of the 
chemical troops from Câmpulung Muscel), 
economic (the aircraft company in Craiova, 
the shipyard Mangalia, the aeronautical com-
pany Ghimbav) and tourist objectives, or, ac-
cording to the terminology of the time, “cul-
tural-artistic” objectives (the museum of the 
Delta – Tulcea, the Danube Delta).32

On May 28th, 1982 the East German delega-
tion was received again by Nicolae Ceauşescu. 
In the format of the previous meeting, the min-
ister of National Defence (lieutenant-general 
Constantin Olteanu), the chief of the general 
staff (general-colonel Vasile Milea), the deputy 
minister of the national defence (lieutenant-
general Victor Stănculescu) and the deputy 
secretary of Superior Political Council of the 
Army and head of the Organizing Directorate 
(major-general Ilie Ceauşescu, the dictator’s 
brother) also attended the meeting. Two of 
those present, generals Milea and Stănculescu, 
will be at the centre of the events during the 
Revolution of December 1989.33

If the visit from 1972 was limited to only 
half an hour, according to the verbatim report 
of the meeting, this time the discussions were 
wider, a result of the complex international 
situation, the economic crisis and the issues 
within the “socialist camp”. In some respects, 
the positions expressed by Hoffmann and 
Ceauşescu did not coincide, and strictly mili-
tary issues were not addressed.

After thanking him for how they were re-
ceived and showed he was “impressed” by the 
economic results of the objectives visited and 
by the “training and education of the young 
people”, general Hoffmann said that “the inter-
national situation has evolved so that it leads 
to big issues. I’m not just talking about the tense 
military situation, but I’m also talking about 
the economic situation. We are almost given 
no credit and we have to find our own way out 
of this situation. Our party has adopted deci-
sions in the field of energy and raw materials 
saving, in order to achieve greater efficiency in 
work [...] Of course, all these require efforts and 
the central problem is the leadership. It takes 
concrete leadership, appoint wise leadership. 
The economy can no longer be run with general 
statements [...] What more can I say about the 
army? We are obliged to modernize it. And here 
we have to save. We are committed to reduc-
ing fuel consumption by 20%. It is very difficult, 
because we still have to provide the training”. 
Despite the economic problems, Hoffmann 
was optimistic: “All the socialist countries have 
come on a successful path, they have done many 
incredible things and we are convinced that we 
will overcome our difficulties. We have a good 
working class, a good intellectuality, a strong 
party and we will win”.34

In his speech, after handing the order of 
“Tudor Vladimirescu” class I to Hoffmann, 
 Nicolae Ceauşescu was “glad that the collabo-
ration between us is developing military wise”. 
He said that the solutions taken regarding 
economic deficiencies are a “very good experi-
ence”, expressing the hope “that our comrades 
also concluded that there is more to be done to 
achieve a 20% reduction in fuel consumption. 
Of course, the international economic prob-
lems, the economic crisis create a series of dif-
ficulties for us too, like all countries”, Ceauşescu 
confessed, adding: “In the past I thought that 
the economic crisis does not concern the social-
ist countries, that it is specific only to capital-
ism. Many have now given up on this concept. 
There are still many things we need to under-
stand from a different angle. However, there is a 
political and economic interdependence world-
wide and it cannot be ignored”.35

Ceauşescu also addressed the acute politi-
cal crises at that time in international relations, 
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suggesting that military solutions were resort-
ed to “too easily”. In his opinion, “the current 
strain in international relations is the result 
of the easiness with which a number of mili-
tary actions have been applied by both sides, 
to be correct – by the imperialist countries, but 
also by the socialist countries [... ] And here we 
have to understand that in order to provide the 
policy of relaxation, to avoid new military con-
frontations, a war, it is required – on both sides 
– responsibility and prudence in undertaking 
the various actions”.

In the run-up to the arms race, the leader 
from Bucharest was equally blunt: “although it 
is difficult for me to speak in front of the mili-
tary, I am also an activist who has worked in the 
army and I am also the supreme commander, I 
have the right to speak more openly. So, howev-
er, we must end the arms race. If it continues in 
the current pace, it will practically – willy-nilly 
– reach a social and military explosion. After 
all, today’s economic crisis is directly related to 
the huge military expenditures”.36 

Nicolae Ceauşescu was dissatisfied with 
the negotiations in Geneva: “things are not 
quite right. They discuss issues that concern 
Europe, with no Europeans”. The activities of 
the Warsaw Pact were not to his liking either: 
“instead of thinking about how to reduce the 
strain, we plan to do, in October, a big dem-
onstration of strength in Bulgaria, where the 
GDR, Czechoslovakia, Hungary must also 
come and I think even Poland [...] So it is a 
useless demonstration, which is not about pre-
paring a cooperation in case of defence. In the 
existing plans it would be nonsense to take the 
German, Czechoslovak armies to come to the 
Balkans and to remain uncovered in central 
Europe. I don’t think there is a supreme com-
mander with no understanding of military 
issues. So, it is a mere useless demonstration 
of force, when we make so many statements 
that we want to stop the arms race, which we 
want to reach agreements. We have also said 
that we will still reflect on whether we will 
participate, whether this character will be 
maintained”.37

General Hoffmann did not fully agree with 
the position expressed by Ceauşescu. Stating 
that “I do not want to go in the Balkans with 
the troops. We have enough to do with poten-

tial opponents in the West, where there is half of 
NATO”, he added: “comrade secretary general, 
please forgive me, but dozens of demonstrations 
are taking place around our countries every 
year. NATO demonstrates its military policy 
and unity. And so far, I have looked at this mili-
tary action in Bulgaria as a demonstration of 
the unity of the socialist countries and not as a 
demonstration of force”. In his reply, Ceauşescu 
rejected this view, stating that “a demonstra-
tion of the unity of the socialist countries has 
nothing to do with a military demonstration. 
It is true that NATO makes a number of ap-
plications. So do socialist countries. But NATO 
does not compel Westerners to take them, for 
example, to Turkey, but they include forces that 
are in that area”.38

Another issue addressed during the dis-
cussions was Poland. General Hoffmann 
confessed that “the Polish comrades are an 
issue both economically, and thinking wise”. 
Ceauşescu said, in his turn, that he understood 
the problems that emerged as a result of the 
neighbourhood between the two countries, 
“but Poland has created problems for us and 
for all the socialist countries. The Poles them-
selves want to maintain military leadership 
for a long time. It is difficult to conceive how 
the socialist construction will unfold under 
such circumstances. It is understandable that 
without the masses one cannot speak of social-
ism”. Hoffmann agreed, adding: “one cannot 
govern with weapons endlessly”. Ceauşescu 
asked him “to tell comrade Honecker that we 
are also concerned about the situation in Po-
land and we want a political solution in Po-
land. [...] We understand that there is the ac-
tivity of foreign imperialist circles, that there 
is the activity of the Catholic Church, of the 
Vatican, but where is the activity of the com-
munists. We also carried out the activity un-
der illegal conditions. [...]We know the Poles. 
We were neighbours with them, just like you. 
Sure, the Poles have a certain way of being, but 
they cannot be ignored, one cannot ignore the 
specificity of the Polish people, the problems 
that concern them”.39 

This last Romanian-East-German meet-
ing with defence ministers from the early ’80s 
proves that the details of military cooperation 
took the second place, in the face of obstacles 
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raised by the economic crisis, the escalation of 
the arms race and internal problems among 
socialist countries and which were to worsen 
by the end of the decade. 

Started timidly, then entered into a real 
“freeze”, the political-economic-military re-
lations between Romania and the German 
Democratic Republic experienced a certain 
resurgence in the seven and eight decades 
of the last century. Paradoxically, the loyalty 
of both Ceauşescu and Honecker to Marxist 
dogma ultimately brought the two closer, as 
the “danger” posed by Mikhail Gorbachev’s 
reforms to the socialist status-quo became, in 
the view of the leaders in Bucharest and Berlin, 
increasingly threatening. Thus, the collabora-
tion between Romania and the German Dem-
ocratic Republic will be accentuated with the 
beginning of the “glasnost” and “perestroika” 
processes, Ceauşescu and Honecker creating 
a conservative alliance that strongly opposed 
any ideas for modifying the socialist paradigm, 
but which manifested mainly politically, not 
militarily.

The details regarding the military coopera-
tion between the two countries in the period 
1955-1989 will come to the attention of the 
researchers as the documents from the Roma-
nian military archives, currently subject to leg-
islative restrictions, become accessible.
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In the autumn of 1970, East Germany 
hosted a large-scale manoeuvre of the Warsaw 
Pact with a total of 72,000 military personnel 
participating. “Brotherhood in Arms ’70” was 
part of a series of manoeuvres of the Warsaw 
Pact uniting all seven allied armed forces for 
the first time. During the manoeuvre, which 
took place between 12 and 18 October 1970, 
the newspaper Brotherhood in Arms informed 
the military personnel about what was hap-
pening in the manoeuvre and the harmonious 
interaction of the allied armed forces. In the 
imprint, Brotherhood in Arms indicated that it 
was a joint product of seven military newspa-
pers of the allies, including the East German 
“Volksarmee” (National People’s Army) and 
the Romanian “Apărarea Patriei”. The news-
paper emphasised the international character 
of the events by being published in all na-
tional languages of the participating armed 
forces, including 300 copies in the Romanian 
language. The third issue reported on a talk 
with the Romanian Lieutenant Colonel Victor 
Lăcătușu. He told the newspaper that he had 
been eager to participate in the manoeuvre and 
emphasised the “great benefit [....] of cooperat-
ing with comrades from the fraternal armies”. 
According to the paper, the talk with Lăcătușu 
had taken place “at the headquarters of the 
Romanian manoeuvre troops”.1 Although ob-
fuscating, this statement was not false: except 
for a staff element (of 224 personnel), Romania 
had not sent any troops. With reports of this 
kind, the newspaper claimed an extensive Ro-
manian military presence that did not in fact 
exist. Astute observers might have realised 
this: the numerous pictures in the  manoeuvre 

Between AlliAnce oBliGAtions And 
nAtionAl  interests:  eAst GermAny, 

romAniA And the exercise 
“Brotherhood in Arms ’70”

 newspaper showed all kinds of major equip-
ment of the allies, but none from Romania. 
Indeed, the 57 automobiles the Romanians 
brought along did not add much to the martial 
impression of the manoeuvre usually conveyed 
by the newspaper.2 

This example shows that Romania evident-
ly played a special role within the Eastern alli-
ance. It participated in the military activities 
of the Warsaw Pact, albeit with considerable 
restraint. At the same time, the huge efforts 
the German Democratic Republic (GDR) put 
into Brotherhood in Arms ’70 made it clear that 
here the manoeuvre was considered as proof 
that – from a military-political point of view 
– the GDR was now grown up. 25 years after 
the end of World War II and on the occasion of 
the 21st anniversary of its foundation, the East 
German state wanted to present itself as a full 
member of the Warsaw Pact.3 The choice of 
the manoeuvre’s name was by no means arbi-
trary: “Brotherhood in Arms” was understood 
as the international defence community of the 
socialist states, which was aligned in terms of 
ideology, organisation and command and con-
trol. Not only was it expressed in the intended 
military political coherence of the Warsaw 
Pact, but it was also to become manifest in 
personal meetings among the military person-
nel.4 “Brotherhood in Arms” thus described 
the core principle of the Eastern alliance.

This paper examines the Brotherhood in 
Arms ’70 manoeuvre as an example for gauging 
the political role and importance of East Ger-
many and Romania within the Eastern alliance. 
Brotherhood in Arms ’70 is particularly suited 
as a subject of research since the  exercise took 
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place in a minor saddle period of the East-West 
conflict. The tensions of the heyday of the Cold 
War were still palpable around 1962. Never-
theless, the treaties concluded between the 
East and the West and the new balancing rhet-
oric of the alliances expressed in the Harmel 
Report of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisa-
tion (NATO) in 1967 and the Budapest Appeal 
of the Warsaw Pact of 1969 heralded a phase 
of détente policy. At the same time, Romania 
had reached an impasse with its policy of sov-
ereignty, which it had been pursuing since the 
late 1950s. Not wanting to leave the course 
of national independence, it needed to make 
political and military concessions in order to 
avoid alienation from the Soviet Union. It had 
already fallen out with East Berlin by estab-
lishing diplomatic relations with the Federal 
Republic of Germany (FRG) in 1967 without 
prior consultation.

The period around 1970 was therefore an 
era of ambivalence both within the alliance 
systems but also in a cross-bloc context. It can 
be analysed using the Brotherhood in Arms ’70 
manoeuvre as an example. Large-scale exer-
cises did not serve merely military purposes, 
they also had a political dimension. Broth-
erhood in Arms ’70 can be understood as an 
event where the Eastern alliance, constituted 
by abstract treaties and widely scattered armed 
forces of individual states, could manifest itself 
in symbolically charged and partially ritualised 
actions. The numerous rallies and meetings, 
extensive coverage but also the combat actions 
demonstrated to the soldiers, the audience and 
the public in West and East that the alliance 
did exist and was capable of joint action. 

Contacts between East Germany and Ro-
mania in the environment of the Brotherhood 
in Arms manoeuvre can be viewed from the 
histoire croisée* approach, which focuses on 
the military as an “entangled system”. The mili-
tary self and public images or routines did not 

evolve in a hermetically sealed space but rather 
in the context of interaction with the outside.5 
In line with this, Brotherhood in Arms ’70 can 
be used as an example for measuring the inter-
national character of the Warsaw Pact and the 
significance of the allied states. During the ma-
noeuvre, the East German and the Romanian 
armies presented themselves to their allies and 
the public in a way which corresponded to 
their self-image and the assumed expectations 
of others.

From this starting point, the paper will 
take up two recent research trends: the first 
emphasises that the Cold War was a “simu-
lated war” or “imaginary war”.6 It did not take 
place on the battlefield – at least not in Europe 
– but in the mindsets of the contemporaries 
and became manifest in feelings of threat but 
also in organisational preparations for a war.7 
Numerous works emphasise how much the 
East-West conflict influenced not only politics 
but all aspects of life.8 In the process, however, 
the military core of the East-West conflict falls 
from view.9 By conceptualising manoeuvres as 
a performance of symbolic acts in a military 
context and thus focusing on military issues, 
this paper draws on the research on imaginary 
war. Its first argument is that Brotherhood in 
Arms ’70 was too important for the politi-
cal decision-makers in the Soviet Union and 
East Germany to allow Romania to stay away. 
They applied extensive military diplomacy to 
induce Romania to participate. The small mili-
tary contribution finally made by Romania was 
greatly overstated in the coverage of the event 
in order to emphasise the unity of the Warsaw 
Pact and present Brotherhood in Arms ’70 as a 
success.

The second trend questions the bipolarity 
of the East-West conflict and points out the 
limits of the Cold War. Instead, it emphasises 
cross-bloc exchange and contacts. The Hun-
garian historian György Péteri refers to the 

* The Histoire croisée (interconnected history) was developed by Bénédicte Zimmermann and Michael 
Werner (at the EHESS in Paris). It is an approach to the multi-perspective historiography of transnational 
history inspired by the French social sciences and based on the criticism of comparative and transfer-
oriented approaches. For these reproduced an a priori cut of their objects of investigation. This creates 
conflicts with the comparative directions of transnational historiography. The aim is – as with all forms of 
global history or other multiperspectival historical concepts – to overcome the limitation of perspective on 
the nation state (as in national history).
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 permeability of the border or “Iron  Curtain”, as 
it was dubbed by contemporaries, and describes 
it as resembling rather a “Nylon Curtain”.10 In 
this way, medium and small states also come 
into view whose positioning in international 
relations had also been determined by national 
interests reaching back even to pre-war con-
stellations. Although remaining an important 
framework, the East-West conflict is no longer 
regarded as the only determinant of interna-
tional relations. 

Admittedly, there is no question that from 
a military perspective the Soviet Union was 
of “outstanding importance” to the alliance.11 
The Soviet general staff coordinated the war 
planning of the alliance. The crucial leader-
ship positions in the Unified Command were 
occupied by Soviet officers. For these reasons, 
the Warsaw Pact was correctly referred to as 
“a mere extended arm of the Soviet general 
staff”.12 Having said that, the Soviet Union was 
not able to immediately enforce its interests. 
Rather, it had, legally and symbolically, pro-
vided the political level of the alliance as rep-
resented by meetings of the party leaders and 
the ministers of foreign affairs and defence, 
with a structure that even emphasised the sov-
ereignty of the participating states and gave 
them leeway to pursue their own interests. The 
political bodies of the Warsaw Pact regularly 
saw tug of war contests for decisions where the 
Soviet Union was by no means always able to 
prevail, but depended on bilateral negotiations 
and compromises.13 

Based on these findings, the second argu-
ment is that Brotherhood in Arms ’70 was a 
success for both East Germany and Romania. 
The GDR registered the participation of all 
seven alliance members and presented itself as 
a fully-fledged military power within the War-
saw Pact, an alliance designed to defend its own 
security against the West, which was deemed 
precarious. Romania, on the other hand, was 
able to maintain its course of making only a 
minimal contribution to the Warsaw Pact. To 
prove this will require at first outlining the in-
ternational situation of East Germany and Ro-
mania around 1970, followed by analysing the 
importance of Brotherhood in Arms ’70 and 
the political negotiation processes within the 
Eastern alliance in the context of this event. 

Eventually, the paper will examine the role of 
the Romanian armed forces during the ma-
noeuvre in order to measure the ambivalences 
of the “brotherhood in arms” in situ.

1. east Germany and romania within the 
warsaw pact

The intergovernmental relations between 
East Germany and Romania in the late 1960s 
were fraught with considerable tension be-
cause their foreign and alliance political po-
sitions diverged considerably. East Germany 
itself had become the “prime vassal” of the 
Soviet Union within the Warsaw Pact.14 It sup-
ported Moscow’s positions and only rarely pur-
sued its own agenda. East Berlin had only very 
little room for manoeuvre, which was defined 
by its dependence on the Soviet Union, intra-
German competition and domestic issues.15 
The already much restricted foreign policy 
leeway of East Germany was further limited by 
the historical burden of the expansionary war 
policy of the Nazi regime. Therefore, any East 
German solo action and initiatives were always 
viewed with suspicion within the socialist bloc. 
At the same time, East Germany was of special 
importance within Soviet military plans due to 
its geopolitical situation. In the event of war 
in Central Europe, it would have become the 
central staging area and theatre of operations 
of the Eastern alliance. Accordingly, East Ger-
many was deeply integrated into the Warsaw 
Pact. Its National People’s Army (NVA) had 
been set up under Soviet aegis and had grown 
into a combat-capable force in the 1960s. 

The policy of East Germany was largely 
determined by the existence of two German 
states belonging to different blocs. The FRG 
and the GDR were correlated in their distinc-
tion and competition. For a long time, however, 
the West German state had been internation-
ally successful with its policy of delegitimis-
ing East Germany, claiming to represent the 
whole of Germany. With its Hallstein Doctrine 
it prevented the establishment of diplomatic 
relations between third states and the GDR. 
Hence, the socialist alliance became more 
important. Its foreign policy was unquestion-
ably characterised by its efforts to be recogn-
ised as a sovereign state and to drive back the 
 influence of the Federal Republic. 
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Romania pursued a completely different 
political course. For contemporary observers it 
seemed on its “way to emancipation”.16 As early 
as the late 1950s, after a phase of close connec-
tion with the Soviet Union, Romania began to 
pursue a policy of autonomy without completely 
departing from the traditional socialist alliance 
system. The reasons for this were manifold. In 
economic terms, the plans initiated by Nikita 
S. Khrushchev in the Council for Mutual Eco-
nomic Assistance (Comecon) in 1961 threat-
ened the industrialisation policy of Bucharest. 
According to the Comecon, Romania was to be 
primarily a raw material supplier in the Eastern 
economic zone, whereas the leadership of the 
Partidul Comunist Român (Romanian Com-
munist Party, RCP) of state leader Gheorghe 
Gheorghiu-Dej pursued an ambitious indus-
trialisation programme and feared serious eco-
nomic problems in the wake of the Comecon 
initiative. Furthermore, Gheorghiu-Dej realised 
that an anti-Soviet orientation would increase 
the political prestige of the regime within the 
country. Many Romanians supported a national 
policy which found its expression in the aboli-
tion of Russian as a compulsory school subject 
or the renaming of streets.17 Besides, with this 
party leader, there was scepticism towards the 
anti-Stalinist policy of Khrushchev.18 And fi-
nally, Romania had serious “security concerns” 
because the Berlin and the Cuban crises had 
shown that the policy of the great powers could 
result in a war in which Romania did not want 
to get involved.19 For this reason, Romania ad-
vocated a policy of disarmament and détente.20 
China’s alienation from the USSR was the back-
drop for Romania’s striving for autonomy, as 
it demonstrated that socialist states did not 
necessarily need to act in concert. It helped to 
legitimise Bucharest’s efforts to become more 
independent from the Soviet Union.

After the death of Gheorghiu-Dej in 1965, 
Nicolae Ceaușescu continued the policy of 
autonomy as secretary general of the RCP.21 
During the late 1960s, remarkable events con-
firmed Romania’s special status within the 
Eastern alliance. They had an impact on its po-
sition within the Warsaw Pact and even on the 
Brotherhood in Arms ’70 manoeuvre. Initially, 
Ceaușescu intensified contacts with Western 
states: the presidents of France and the United 

States, Charles de Gaulle and Richard Nixon, 
even visited Romania. The reason for this was 
that the ambitious industrialisation policy re-
quired Western support. In 1967, Romania was 
the first country within the socialist alliance to 
establish political relations with the Federal 
Republic, which constituted an affront to the 
GDR. Over the course of subsequent years, 
relations between these two countries had hit 
rock bottom. Romania, which East Germany 
considered to be only third rate among the so-
cialist states, had positioned itself against core 
interests of the GDR and even deliberately left 
its leadership in the dark about the course of 
the negotiations with the West Germany.22 
This resulted in the Ulbricht Doctrine, named 
after the East German state leader Walter Ul-
bricht, in opposition to the Hallstein Doctrine, 
being enforced within the Eastern alliance with 
the help of the Soviet Union. It stipulated that 
the other socialist states should not establish 
diplomatic relations with West Germany un-
til Bonn recognised the GDR. This stance was 
also taken into account during the talks on bi-
lateral treaties on friendship, cooperation and 
mutual assistance with Bulgaria, Czechoslova-
kia, Poland and Hungary, which East Germany 
had been conducting at the time. In this regard 
East Germany had thus been triumphant. The 
last remaining treaty with Romania was con-
cluded only in 1972, five years after the begin-
ning of negotiations.23

While Romania had rushed ahead in 1967, 
after consultations within the alliance and 
shortly before the manoeuvre started, the 
Soviet Union concluded the Moscow Treaty 
with the Federal Republic on 12 August 1970. 
The Treaty emphasised the status quo in Eu-
rope and committed the parties to the Treaty 
to renounce the use of force. The conferences 
of the Warsaw Pact in Prague (30-31 October 
1969) and Moscow (3-4 December 1969) in-
deed saw a dispute on the policy of détente, 
during which the different interests of the al-
liance members came to the surface. The talks 
between Bonn and Moscow were considered 
a danger from the Polish perspective because 
the border issue might be discussed to the dis-
advantage of Warsaw. East Berlin was afraid 
that the Soviet course of conciliation with the 
Federal Republic could considerably weaken 
the Eastern front against West Germany and 
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might put the GDR further behind on the in-
ternational scene.24 After the conclusion of the 
Moscow Treaty, Erich Honecker, the secretary 
of the East German National Defence Council, 
complained that despite the rapprochement 
between West Germany and the USSR, the 
GDR was still awaiting full international recog-
nition.25 The negotiations with Bonn revealed 
that even within the Eastern alliance the GDR 
held a weak position and was unable to suffi-
ciently implement its political ideas. From the 
perspective of East Berlin, it became increas-
ingly necessary to strengthen the military co-
operation with the Soviet Union to be protect-
ed from the West at least in this respect.26 By 
contrast, it is hardly surprising that Ceaușescu 
approved of the Treaty at the Moscow Meeting 
of the Political Consultative Committee of the 
Warsaw Pact on 20 August 1970 and welcomed 
the fact that the Treaty finally brought about a 
normalisation of relations with the capitalist 
states of the West.27

Another significant turning point in the re-
lations of the socialist alliance was the Czecho-
slovakia Crisis of 1968. A few days before the 
Soviet invasion, Ceaușescu had visited Prague 
and voiced his appreciation for the liberalisa-
tion policy of party leader Alexander Dubček, 
although he did not really share its objec-
tives.28 The violent end of the attempt to es-
tablish a more liberal socialism in the Eastern 
bloc made it clear that the Soviet Union was 
not willing to accept any state breaking ranks 
with the alliance. It is debatable whether the 
Soviet leadership surrounding party leader 
Leonid Brezhnev was actually planning to in-
vade Romania.29 Nevertheless, the fear of a 
Soviet invasion became a determining feature 
of Ceaușescu’s policy and found its expression, 
for instance, in the establishment of the “Patri-
otic guards”, a militia entrusted with territorial 
defence tasks.30

As a result, Romania’s restraint within the 
alliance increased. In view of the Soviet plans 
pursued since the mid-1960s to expand the 
structures of the Warsaw Pact and further 
consolidate the alliance politically and mili-
tarily under Soviet dominance, Bucharest had 
already been sceptical.31 During a talk on the 
margins of the October Storm manoeuvre in 
1965, Romanian Minister of Defence Leontin 

Sălăjan fiercely criticised Soviet reform plans: 
In the opinion of Romania, the Unified Com-
mand should not be a command authority but 
rather a cooperation body with the chair rotat-
ing periodically between the member states. 
He demanded that military measures be or-
dered only with the approval of the govern-
ments concerned. In the presence of the So-
viet representative of the Unified Command, 
Sălăjan insisted on the Romanian position: 
“This is not against the [Supreme Commander 
of the Warsaw Pact] Marshal Grechko, this is 
not against the Soviet Union, this is about the 
socialist principle of cooperation”.32 After the 
invasion of Czechoslovakia, Romania saw its 
reservations against a centralist Moscow-led 
Warsaw Pact confirmed. Under no circum-
stances did they want to risk sharing the fate 
of Czechoslovakia on account of their policy 
of autonomy. In the opinion of the Bucharest 
leadership, a continuation of the policy of ob-
struction towards the Soviet Union made an 
invasion more probable. Thus, they wanted to 
strike a balance between autonomy and inte-
gration: with regard to the reform of the War-
saw Pact, they began to pursue a more concil-
iatory course, whereas on military issues they 
remained adamant.

The political positions of East Germany 
and Romania diverged considerably at times. 
In 1967, the establishment of diplomatic con-
tacts between the FRG and Romania caused a 
severe crisis in bilateral relations. It also had an 
impact on military issues. As a result, the con-
clusion of the mutual assistance treaty between 
the two countries was delayed until 1972. Ad-
mittedly, military relations between East Ber-
lin and Bucharest were generally “distinctly 
less close’ than between other alliance mem-
bers.33 While East Germany had concluded for 
example 45 bilateral treaties on cooperation in 
military matters with Hungary, there were only 
26 such treaties with Romania.34 Nevertheless, 
military contacts between the two states were 
never abandoned completely. 

2. political dimensions of Brotherhood 
in arms ’70 

In military affairs, the year 1970 marked 
the coming of age of East Germany. It had 
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been tasked by the Warsaw Pact with holding 
a large-scale military manoeuvre on its terri-
tory in 1970. Although the key instructions 
came from Moscow,35 the Minister for Na-
tional Defence, Heinz Hoffmann, was formally 
“commanding” the manoeuvre: thus East Ber-
lin and the Ministry for National Defence in 
Strausberg bore the responsibility.36 The NVA 
and the territorial and civil defence forces were 
now able to demonstrate their combat efficien-
cy and prove East Germany was an important 
ally. The Ministry referred to Brotherhood in 
Arms ’70 as a “highlight in the education and 
training of the military personnel as well as 
an important test for the combat power and 
combat readiness of the armed forces of the 
 Warsaw Pact.”37

The Politburo of the East German Socialist 
Party, which defined the political and ideologi-
cal framework of the manoeuvre, emphasised 
the importance of the manoeuvre in April 
1970: “For the first time since the existence of 
the Warsaw Treaty”, Bulgarian, East German, 
Polish, Czechoslovakian and Hungarian armed 
forces as well as the Soviet Army “jointly par-
ticipated” in a manoeuvre. Since Romania had 
not yet confirmed its participation it could 
not be included in the planning. The name 
Brotherhood in Arms ’70, which had been de-
termined by April 1970, turned the chance 
of joining together, for the first time ever, all 
alliance armies for an exercise into an obliga-
tion, as it underlined the outstanding symbolic 
dimension of the exercise. It was not only de-
signed to demonstrate the “combat readiness”, 
“mastery of modern weapons systems” and 
superior “socialist command of armed forces” 
but also, at the ideological level, to emphasise 
“friendship and brotherhood in arms” in the 
alliance. These intentions were summarised in 
the motto of the manoeuvre, which was dis-
tributed on banners and posters throughout 
the exercise areas in October 1970: “Brothers 
in class – brothers in arms – united invincible! 
Leave the enemy no chance!”38 

Many speeches and brochures emphasised 
that the manoeuvre took place in the “year of 
the 100th anniversary of V. I. Lenin and the 
150th anniversary of Friedrich Engels”. Both 
had stressed the significance of the military 
in their writings, and Lenin had even referred 

to the arming of the people as conditio sine 
qua non of socialist regimes. With this refer-
ence, the organisers hoped to be able to put 
the “Marxist-Leninist theory of the defence of 
the fatherland” into practice.39 The year 1970, 
however, marked some more anniversaries. 
In an article for the Neues Deutschland party 
newspaper published shortly before the onset 
of the manoeuvre, Minister of Defence Hoff-
mann highlighted the fifteenth anniversary 
of the Warsaw Pact. Within this time, it had 
grown into a combat-capable alliance and a 
“real guardian and defender of the vital inter-
ests of the peoples of Europe and the whole of 
peace-loving mankind.” In the twenty-first year 
of its existence, the GDR should demonstrate 
that it was “able to successfully participate in 
combined military action of the coalition at an 
ever increasing level.”40

In view of this symbolic meaning, it was 
very important both for the Soviet Union and 
for East Germany to induce all alliance mem-
bers to participate. In previous years, Romania 
had already proved to be a difficult partner in 
this regard. Romania rejected exercises on its 
territory because it was afraid that the armed 
force marshalled for the manoeuvre could be 
used to bring about a surprise invasion and 
regime change. It insisted that the conduct 
of manoeuvres required bilateral agreements 
to ensure legal certainty: a novelty within the 
Warsaw Pact.41 This demand met with vehe-
ment objections from the Soviets. It can be 
understood as a justification strategy to avert 
the danger of military force being used against 
the Bucharest party leadership, with the help 
of a legalistic argument. After 1968, Romania 
was only ready to hold staff exercises on its ter-
ritory at most. Bucharest also largely withdrew 
from exercises outside its own state borders.42 
Furthermore, the Romanian party leadership 
refused to place its armed forces under a for-
eign command.43 It was by no means clear to 
what extent Romania wanted to participate 
in the numerous manoeuvre activities of the 
Warsaw Pact in the future. The fact that the 
Eastern propaganda concept of brotherhood 
in arms became the namesake of the manoeu-
vre might have increased reservations.

There was much at stake for Moscow on 
the manoeuvre issue: it was important not 
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only in terms of enforcing its political and 
military primacy in the Warsaw Pact but also 
with regard to demonstrating the integrity of 
the alliance both internally and externally. This 
was instrumental to being able to coordinate 
the incipient policy of détente and establish-
ing a good position for negotiations with the 
West by standing united. For this reason, sev-
eral Soviet-Romanian meetings took place in 
1969-70. In September 1969, the deputy of 
the Romanian minister of defence, General 
Ion Gheorghe, met with the chief of staff of 
the Unified Armed Forces, General Sergey M. 
Shtemenko in Moscow. Gheorghe again em-
phasised the necessity of bilateral agreements 
to regulate the modalities of manoeuvres and 
made it known that there would be no fur-
ther military exercises in Romania and that 
in 1970 there would only be a staff exercise. 
Shtemenko, on the other hand, pointed out 
the problems arising from this attitude. Other 
members of the alliance might criticise the ap-
parently privileged position of Romania within 
the alliance. This remark allows for the conclu-
sion that, evidently, not all states welcomed 
the costly manoeuvres on their territories. In 
Shtemenko’s opinion, another argument car-
ried more weight. Romania’s special path in 
manoeuvre issues could give rise to public 
speculations about serious differences within 
the Warsaw Pact. Gheorghe concluded from 
this statement that the participation of Roma-
nia was obviously a question of prestige both 
within the alliance and externally.44 

The Soviet concerns were not unfounded 
because information about Romanian obstruc-
tions within the socialist bloc also reached 
the West. This concerned foreign policy and 
economic issues but also the issue of Roma-
nian participation in military exercises. The 
United States secret service had information 
about the dissenting position of Romania on 
this issue.45 The East German Ministry of State 
Security (MfS) was aware that a speech by the 
Polish Prime Minister Józef Cyrankiewicz was 
discussed in NATO bodies. Cyrankiewicz cas-
tigated the Romanian non-compliant attitude 
regarding manoeuvres as “problematic and 
hardly clever” and stressed that the socialist 
states were “determined” to “break” this posi-
tion.46 Even the Western press reported about 
internal quarrels of the Warsaw Pact.47

In 1970, the Soviet Union took a more 
hardline approach. The US Central Intelli-
gence Agency (CIA) even noted that there was 
a real “war of nerves being waged against Bu-
charest by Moscow”. Observers assumed that 
the intensified manoeuvre activities of Soviet 
and allied troops were also a message to Roma-
nia, given the remarkably extensive coverage 
by Radio Moscow in the Romanian language.48 
The Soviet leadership demanded in particular 
that Romania give in regarding the manoeuvre 
issue. During a meeting of Ceaușescu with the 
Soviet Communist Party leadership in Mos-
cow on 18/19 May 1970, Brezhnev accused 
Romania of pursuing an ambiguous policy: 
while Romania ostensibly agreed with all de-
cisions, it did not implement them. The Arab 
states had just suffered a defeat against Israel 
because they had not conducted any exercises. 
In the end, Brezhnev hinted, Romania weak-
ened the Warsaw Pact. If it wanted to leave the 
alliance, it should state so openly.49 

Given the importance the Soviets attached 
to the Warsaw Pact, this was not to be under-
stood as an invitation to leave but rather as a 
threat. The Bucharest leadership knew that 
they had to strike a balance which on the one 
hand allowed Romania to enforce their inter-
ests and on the other hand offered enough con-
cessions to the USSR in the socialist alliance. 
The Romanian Prime Minister Ion  Gheorghe 
Maurer had obviously spoken with the US Am-
bassador in Bucharest Leonard C. Meeker to 
that effect. Romania could not completely re-
fuse Warsaw Pact manoeuvres on its territory 
because this “would cause too much uproar”.  
The MfS, which had collected information on 
this meeting, concluded that “Romania had to 
play a more active role in the military activities 
of the Warsaw Pact, even if it does not want 
to.”50 The pressure on Romania had obviously 
become too much, so it had to give up its rigid 
attitude. The West German Spiegel magazine 
conjectured that Romania was hardly in a po-
sition “to skirt its Pact obligations any longer.”51 
The MfS supposed that a participation in ma-
noeuvres outside its national borders might be 
“an alternative which Romania could accept 
without denying its stance on the sovereignty 
of the individual bloc states.”52 

In the run-up to the Brotherhood in Arms 
’70 manoeuvre, the Soviet Union did indeed 
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make every effort to ensure the participation 
of Romanian troops. In early March 1970, a 
meeting took place between a group around 
the Romanian Minister of Defence Ion Ioniță 
as well as the Supreme Commander of the 
Unified Armed Forces Ivan I. Yakubovsky and 
Shtemenko in Moscow which once again fo-
cused on the manoeuvre issue. The Romanian 
delegation was severely upbraided: the Roma-
nian demand for bilateral agreements was un-
necessary because the statute of the Warsaw 
Pact as approved in 1969 allowed for such ma-
noeuvres. Articles 10, 11 and 25 indeed offered 
far-reaching means to the Unified Command. 
For instance, the Supreme Commander was 
authorised to take measures to increase the 
combat capability of the allied armed forces.53 
The Soviet generals expressly admonished the 
Romanians for not having processed docu-
ments of the Warsaw Pact, including the im-
portant Protocol on the further development 
of the armed forces until 1975. They criticised 
further that the Romanians had stayed away 
from the manoeuvre in Hungary in 1969 and 
wanted to evade the large-scale manoeuvre in 
East Germany in 1970.54

It is not clear when exactly the Romanian 
leadership decided to send troops to East Ger-
many in response to the pressure from Moscow. 
The paper endorsing the East German plans on 
Brotherhood in Arms ’70, which Yakubovsky 
returned to the East German Ministry for Na-
tional Defence with slight modifications in late 
1969, does not mention the Romanian armed 
forces.55 Even as late as September 1970, i.e. 
one month before the beginning of the ma-
noeuvre, the participation of Romania was still 
not confirmed. It appears that even during the 
visit of a high-ranking Romanian military del-
egation headed by Minister of Defence Ioniță 
to East Germany between 3 and 10 September 
no final agreement was reached. East Germa-
ny had issued the invitation in April.56 It is not 
clear whether it was connected with the in-
tention to get the Romanians to participate in 
the manoeuvre since mutual visits at that level 
were not uncommon among the allies. It is also 
possible that they wanted to give a fresh impe-
tus to the faltering negotiations on the bilateral 
treaty of friendship. 

Nevertheless, it was of particular impor-
tance to Minister Hoffmann to emphasise the 

significance of the Warsaw Pact during this 
visit. During the farewell ceremony for the 
Romanian delegation, he stressed the “una-
nimity” within the Eastern alliance – words 
that were directed at the supreme power of the 
USSR and intended to underline that the GDR 
stood firmly at the side of the former. On the 
other hand, it is also possible that this was an 
appeal to the visitors from Romania to take a 
more conciliatory stance within the alliance. 
Hoffmann had added a handwritten toast to 
his speech manuscript to raise a toast to “the 
strengthening of the unity and coherence of 
our socialist defence alliance – the Warsaw 
Treaty”.57 The Romanians, however, were not 
convinced by these warm words, so that Mos-
cow again intervened from the alliance level. 
On 12 September 1970, Shtemenko endorsed 
the invitation letters to Brotherhood in Arms 
’70 sent by Hoffmann to the defence minis-
ters of the Warsaw Pact. In an addendum, he 
specifically asked to “once more” invite Min-
ister of Defence Ioniță. It read: “The staffs and 
troops of the armed forces of the Socialist Re-
public of Romania will be included in the plan 
of the manoeuvre after we have received your 
consent.”58 

3. Brotherhood in arms ’70: romanian 
troops in east Germany

Eventually, Romania agreed to participate 
in the manoeuvre. Like the general Romanian 
stance in the Eastern alliance, Romanian com-
mitment to Brotherhood in Arms ’70 was based 
on compromise. Although unable to avoid the 
exercise, they could send only small units. In 
the end, Bucharest dispatched the reduced 
staff element of an armoured division with a 
total of 224 personnel. This was only 0.3 per 
cent of the manoeuvre troops, of which East 
Germany provided about 60 per cent and the 
USSR 17 per cent.59 During the whole course 
of the manoeuvre, it was obvious that the rela-
tionship between Romania and the other alli-
ance members was marked by ambivalences.

It already began with the entry of the allied 
armed forces into East Germany. Festive com-
mittees had lined up at the border crossing 
points to welcome the troops. Although Ro-
mania had expressly denied such a  ceremony, 
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the Romanian troops came across a festive 
committee of party officials and the popula-
tion at the German-Czechoslovakian border 
at Zinnwald. The surprised Romanian com-
mander, a colonel, felt himself forced to speak 
a few words to the assembly. He stressed that 
they had lined up “to safeguard world peace” 
and that they appreciated “the Germans as a 
hard-working people”. These words apparently 
did not find everyone’s approval. NVA officers 
reasoned that the colonel “deliberately” re-
frained from using “such terms as brotherhood 
in arms, GDR and friendship with the Soviet 
Union” – words that were part of the East Ger-
man standard vocabulary of alliance policy.60 
This atmospheric picture, which had been 
scrupulously registered by the MfS, reveals that 
East German military personnel were quite 
aware of Romania’s distant position within the 
alliance and were well able to interpret slight 
nuances in the speeches. This is confirmed by 
other opinions gathered by the MfS from NVA 
members considering it “a great success for us 
that the Romanian People’s Army participated 
in the manoeuvre”. The report states further 
that the manoeuvre demonstrated the “unity 
and coherence of the socialist states”.61

Manoeuvre command staged Brotherhood 
in Arms ’70 as a manifestation of unity of the 
seven Warsaw Treaty states. The NVA military 
journal Volksarmee published detailed articles 
portraying the armed forces of the allied states. 
The article on the Romanian People’s Army 
praised the history of the anti-Fascist struggle 
of Romanian forces in 1944-45, which was re-
ferred to as its birth. This struggle had formed 
the basis for the “close class and arms alliance 
with the Soviet Union”. Within the Warsaw 
Pact, the Romanian armed forces had “devel-
oped into a modern combat-efficient army”.62 
Although the newspaper presented Romania – 
in accordance with the East German position 
– as a close ally in the Warsaw Pact, the state-
ments of Romanian military personnel sprin-
kled into the reports are characterised by great 
restraint. Instead of emphasising the “brother-
hood in arms”, they referred to the importance 
of peace and the relations with East Germany.63 
Even in a controlled media landscape, it was 
impossible to make up reports and statements 
against the backdrop of a manoeuvre with 

 international observers.64 Instead, the report-
ing needed to be authentic, therefore a press 
office under the care of the Political Main Ad-
ministration of the Ministry of Defence made 
sure the East German newspapers were given 
suitable material for their coverage.65

There were many events intended to illus-
trate the closeness and the “brotherhood in 
arms” between the allies. Among them were 
open-air concerts, balls, visits to factories or 
joint marches. In total, 1,587 such gatherings 
with some 154,000 participants were held.66 
Members of the Romanian armed forces were 
present at some of these events. This was to 
demonstrate that they also identified with the 
objectives of the Warsaw Pact and honoured 
the host country. The latter might have been 
easy for the Romanians, who were more in-
terested in bilateralism than in multilateral-
ism. Romanian soldiers participated in a great 
number of events. These included a celebra-
tion in the district of Frankfurt an der Oder, a 
wreath-laying ceremony to commemorate the 
victims of fascism, the manoeuvre ball and the 
march of friendship with German, Soviet and 
Hungarian troops. They visited Jagdgeschwader 
(Fighter Wing) 3 and were present at the cer-
emony celebrating the 21st anniversary of the 
foundation of the GDR. In a list of Military Dis-
trict V detailing the political events in connec-
tion with Brotherhood in Arms, the Romanian 
delegation had been subsequently crossed out 
for several meetings of commanders, political 
workers and top performers, an act that might 
be understood as a possible indication of the 
Romanian restraint.67 

The visit of the general commanding the ma-
noeuvre, Minister of Defence Hoffmann, and 
the Supreme Commander of the Warsaw Pact 
Yakubovsky to the Romanian staff at Lieberose 
on 10 October was of particular significance. 
They were accompanied by five soldiers each 
from among the enlisted men, NCOs and of-
ficers of the other six member states.68 These 
high-level “Meetings of the Brotherhood in 
Arms’, which were held during the manoeuvre 
in the quarters of all allied armed forces, were 
staged political highlights of the manoeuvre. 
Although some of them had the character of 
personal meetings, they followed a tight proto-
col. At first, the  commander of the unit  assured 
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Army General heinz hoffmann, marshal ivan 
i. yakubovsky and General of the Army sergey 
m. shtemenko during their visit to lieberose, 
10 october 1970. on the right, major General 

paul r. cheler, commander of the 6th Armoured 
division of the romanian people’s Army

the visitors of the high combat-readiness of his 
own troops and informed them about the “ex-
cellent, close connection” to the allies. This mil-
itary part was followed by a “cordial meeting” 
with military personnel of all ranks. The event 
was concluded with a “Meeting” (or manifes-
tation) at which Yakubovskiy underlined that 
the manoeuvre would “make a contribution to 
the strengthening of the friendship between the 
peoples of the socialist community of states”.69 
The objective of such meetings was to make 
the frequently invoked but abstract brother-
hood in arms come alive. Seemingly informal, 
spontaneous meetings were to demonstrate 
the closeness between ranks and nations.70 

How far this was successful is difficult to 
judge. The MfS noted that “for the most part” 
NVA military personnel spoke “positively” 
about members of other armed forces.71 Nev-
ertheless, flags of Warsaw Pact states as well as 
banners and portraits set up in public spaces 
were occasionally destroyed.72 Under the con-
ditions of the one-party dictatorship, this was 
a way to vent criticism. Individual soldiers dis-
approved that the symbolism of the manoeu-
vre reduced its military value. “The manoeu-
vre is surrounded by so much policy that every 
combatant knows in advance how and where to 
move. [...] Everything is only for show, and after 
that great reports.”73 

Such opinions did not, of course, find their 
way into the official coverage. According to 
the manoeuvre newspaper, “the meeting of 
the brotherhood in arms” with the Romanian 
troops had shown that the participants were 
ready “to increase defence readiness and thus 
to further expand the military superiority of 
socialism over imperialism.”74 Nevertheless, 

international contacts during the manoeu-
vre were “exceptions” because the duty roster 
along with lacking language skills proved a 
considerable hindrance to this exchange.75

The publicly displayed unanimity of the al-
lied armed forces concealed the fact that be-
hind the scenes conflicts did exist. For instance, 
the Romanian Securitate refused to cooperate 
with the MfS, which monitored the manoeu-
vre in cooperation with the security agencies 
of the participating states.76 While the latter 
developed an increasingly closer cooperation, 
the Romanian service maintained an “outsider 
position” in the socialist alliance.77 

Political differences existed in particular 
between Bulgaria and Romania, and this had 
repercussions on the manoeuvre. The relation-
ship between the two neighbouring states was 
plunged into a deep crisis after the invasion of 
Czechoslovakia, as Bulgaria closely followed 
the Soviet position within the Warsaw Pact 
and expressed scepticism about Romania striv-
ing for sovereignty. The Romanian party lead-
ership, in turn, was afraid that loyal Bulgaria 
could become a springboard for Soviet inva-
sion in Romania.78 Therefore, in 1970 it denied 
transit to the contingents of the Bulgarian Peo-
ple’s Army that had been dispatched to Broth-
erhood in Arms ’70. The Bulgarians replied with 
a well-prepared humiliation of the Romanian 
military delegation during the Brotherhood in 
Arms meeting that took place in their camp in 
Königsbrück on 10 October. During a toast, 
the Romanian delegation was not mentioned 
and the country was called a “people’s democ-
racy’. This was an allusion to the old designa-
tion of “People’s Republic of Romania”, which 
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Ceaușescu had changed into “Socialist Repub-
lic of Romania” as early as in 1965. During the 
reception, the Romanian officers had to attend 
in the tent of the NCOs, which was hardly be-
fitting of their ranks, whereas the Romanian 
NCOs were sent to the tent of the rank and 
file. Furthermore, the Romanian flag was ab-
sent on the presents for the guests.79 Whether 
this was solely due to the belated acceptance of 
Romania is doubtful given the calculated dis-
regard of the Romanian People’s Army during 
the meeting. Bulgaria’s course of action can be 
understood as a clear symbolical and political 
sign of disapproval of the Romanian attitude 
within the Warsaw Pact. The MfS, which paid 
particular attention to such “specific incidents”, 
did not register similarly serious frictions be-
tween the other allies.80

Discord was also noticed by the public. 
While the East German press described Broth-
erhood in Arms ’70 as a celebration of military 
efficiency and alliance-political unity, the Ro-
manian news agency Agerpress emphasised 
that Romania had sent only a few staff offi-
cers to the manoeuvre. Given the iconic po-
litical significance of the manoeuvre for both 
East Germany and the Warsaw Pact, such re-
ports were an unfriendly act that damaged the 
 painstakingly manufactured image of a strong 
and united alliance. Western media like the 
Radio in the American Sector (RIAS) or the 
big daily papers eagerly picked up on news 
from Bucharest making it quite obvious, at 
least within the range of Berlin broadcasting 
stations, that the East German newspapers 
were exaggerating the Romanian presence.81 

conclusion
In Central Europe, the Cold War did not 

evolve into a military conflict but remained 
an abstraction. Large-scale manoeuvres like 
Brotherhood in Arms ’70 transferred the an-
tagonism induced by the East-West conflict 
and the alliance cooperation along with pat-
terns of war and threat situations to a realistic 
scenario, at least in part. This occurred in the 
manoeuvre area itself or in public. The cover-
age of Brotherhood in Arms ’70, which in parts 
consisted of empty phrases, should therefore 
not be cast aside as content-free but rather ex-
amined for its nuances. This is a desideratum 

of research. The highly formalised Brother-
hood in Arms ’70 events during the manoeu-
vre might have been perceived “as politically 
and ideologically inflated features without real 
contents”82 but they gave a face to the Warsaw 
Pact with its constituent internationalism.

The political obstinacy Romania displayed 
in the Warsaw Pact in general obviously had 
an impact on the country’s role during the ma-
noeuvre. Romania’s final manoeuvre report 
did not mention the political and ideological 
significance of the exercise. Instead it was re-
stricted to military issues. It expressly praised 
the East German organisation, “attentiveness 
and care”. It made a case for appointing “na-
tional” referees and translating the Russian 
command and control documents into the in-
dividual national languages in the future.83 Al-
though there were not, in fact, enough officers 
with Russian language skills,84 the suggestions 
were rather telling of Romania’s distance to the 
principles of the Soviet dominated alliance. 

In the run-up to the manoeuvre, the Soviet 
Union had applied considerable pressure on the 
Bucharest leadership. Romania’s military com-
mitment during the manoeuvre, albeit with 
restraint regarding political symbols, was ob-
viously a way to meet the Soviet  requirements 
without deviating too much from the course of 
national sovereignty and security. The leader-
ship of the RCP was afraid that unconditional 
resistance might result in a Soviet intervention. 
“Categorical opposition” was, there fore, not an 
option.85 Rather, it was a manoeuvring policy 
of sovereignty that exploited leeway within 
the Warsaw Pact. In fact, the opening phase of 
détente and the structures of the Warsaw Pact 
forced the Soviet Union to respond to the de-
mands of smaller states.

For East Germany, which was dependent 
on the Soviet Union and the Eastern alliance in 
terms of security policy, Brotherhood in Arms 
’70 meant an increase in prestige during a pe-
riod of international crisis. The political con-
tacts of Romania and the USSR with the Fed-
eral Republic undermined the international 
course of the GDR. Against this backdrop, the 
first joint manoeuvre of the Warsaw Pact was 
designed to underline the important role of 
East Berlin in this organisation and strengthen 
the military commitment to the Soviet Union. 
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Although the central decisions were made in 
Moscow and not in Strausberg, East Germany 
was able to note that Brotherhood in Arms ’70 
was a symbolic political and military success. 
In this way, it was able to compensate its lack 
of political influence on the international scene 
with influence in the military field.
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In response to the creation, in 1949, of the 
North-Atlantic Alliance and the subsequent 
integration of West Germany into it, the com-
munist states of Eastern Europe signed, in 
1955, the Warsaw Treaty1, a military alliance 
meant to provide defence against threats that 
the West could create. As in other coalitions 
of forces, within the Warsaw Treaty, an im-
portant problem was to improve the training 
of the headquarters (HQs) and troops of the 
Member States, by carrying out, in particular, 
numerous joint exercises and manoeuvres. 
These were planned and executed in accor-
dance with the Soviet military doctrine, with 
the main purpose of training the common 
Armed Forces of the Treaty in order to combat 
probable aggression on Alliance territory. At 
the same time, it also had the role of prevent-
ing Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, East Germany, 
Poland and Hungary from adopting military 
doctrines of territorial defence2, which would 
have ensured the necessary conditions for ac-
quiring the ability to waging a defensive war 
on its own territory, as the other communist 
state had at that time, their ally Romania and 
its neighbour Yugoslavia (which had not ac-
ceded to the Treaty).

i. The organization and the conducting 
of the joint exercises and manoeuvres under 
the warsaw treaty

The system of joint exercises and manoeu-
vres carried out under the Warsaw Treaty, both 

Between Allied loyAlty And 
nAtionAl interests. pArticipAtion 

oF the romAniAn Armed Forces 
in Joint exercises And mAnoeuvres 
oF the united Armed Forces under 

the wArsAw treAty

sorin-vAsile neGoiȚă

in a multilateral format, with the participation 
of the armed forces of several Treaty Mem-
ber States and bilaterally (the Soviet and an-
other’s Member State Armed Forces), was put 
in place, only in 1961, under the leadership of 
Soviet Marshal A.A. Grechko, the command-
er-in-chief of the United Armed Forces3 (UAF) 
at that time. Joint exercises/manoeuvres took 
also place until 1961, at the tactical level4, but 
starting this year, they would be carried out, 
regularly, on an operational and strategic level, 
with the participation of almost all categories 
of armed forces and types of troops.5

Under the Warsaw Treaty, there were car-
ried out joint manoeuvres with troops and 
command staff exercises, with or without com-
munications, on the ground or on the map. 
I tried to present in Annex 1, from different 
sources, a comprehensive list of the strategic-
operative level exercises/manoeuvres jointly 
carried out by the Member States of the Trea-
ty, starting with 1961.6 I believe that this list 
isn’t a complete list of joint exercises and ma-
noeuvres within the Treaty, but it’s probably 
a significant part of them and doesn’t include 
those on a tactical level. In addition, it should 
be added that, starting with 1975, the Helsinki 
Agreements entered into the force, which re-
quired both NATO and the Warsaw Treaty 
reporting only the exercises involving more 
than 25,000 troops and encouraged observ-
ers to be invited. Thus, it is possible that after 
1975, the Soviets would have imposed a reduc-
tion in the number of participants and limited 
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the publication of information on the system 
of joint exercises and manoeuvres. The follow-
ing conclusions can be drawn from the annex: 
between 1961-1966 approximately 3 exercises 
were performed per year, between 1967 and 
1974 they increased their frequency to 4-11 
exercises per year, and from 1975 they were 
limited to 1, 2, rarely 3 exercises per year.

The joint exercises and manoeuvres were 
carried out, generally, on well-defined ar-
eas of action, on the territory of all Member 
States, with the participation of the troops/
units belonging to the Soviet Armed Forces 
(USSR) and of the states related to the respec-
tive area (e.g. WEST/NORTH-WEST – East 
Germany, Poland, Czechoslovakia and Hun-
gary or SOUTH/SOUTH-EAST – Romania 
and Bulgaria) and with guests/delegates from 
the other Member States of the Treaty, in some 
situations even from China. The exercises/ma-
noeuvres were mainly planned in the WEST 
and NORTH-WEST areas, due to the greater 
possibility of a conflict in the border area be-
tween the Warsaw Treaty and NATO, but also 
in the SOUTH-WEST, SOUTH and SOUTH-
EAST areas, on the Italian, Greek and Turkish 
directions.

Some exercises/manoeuvres were conduct-
ed during periods of tension or even in areas 
of armed risk, constituting a good rehearsal 
before possible future actions7 (e.g. October 
1961, during the Berlin crisis or August 1968, 
during the invasion in Czechoslovakia).

The exercises and manoeuvres were 
planned and carried out in accordance with 
the Joint Action Plan of the UAF HQs, with the 
aim of improving the training of the HQs and 
troops of the Member States, by experiment-
ing with new forms and methods of joint ac-
tions, but also for strengthening the relations 
between the allies and improving the coopera-
tion of their troops and staffs during the ex-
ecution of joint actions under different combat 
conditions.

Referring to this aspect, Marshal Ivan Ig-
natyevich Yakubovsky, commander-in-chief of 
the UAF HQs, stated8: “The joint exercises take 
place annually according to an agreed-upon 
plan. It is necessary to emphasize that great at-
tention is devoted in the United Armed Forces 
to the exchange of experience of the training of 

soldiers and sailors. The National and United 
HQs, the commanders and staffs of the Allied 
armies everything which is best in the combat 
and the political training of personnel, and in 
the method of training and in the educational-
material basis. The United HQs and the Staff 
of the United Armed Forces generalize the lead-
ing experience of the Allied Armed Forces and 
share it for the achievements of all command-
ers, staffs and troops.”

The conceptions of the exercises/manoeu-
vres (in the view of the USSR and its 5 loyal 
Member States9) generally considered the exis-
tence of imperialism and some forces opposed 
to socialism and peace, as well as the theory 
that the dependence on one’s own forces was 
avoided and the multilateral intervention on 
the territory of the other member state was 
facilitated, for the common defence of the 
gains of socialism against external enemies. 
The sources do not explicitly indicate whether 
the actions taken during joint exercises and 
manoeuvres were offensive or defensive, rarely 
mentioning the deployment of extensive defen-
sive actions, and sometimes refer to conduct-
ing intense offensive actions in response to a 
NATO attack. Also, the evidence suggests that 
the practice of defending the national territory 
by national elements under national command 
was excluded, however.

The management of the exercises and ma-
noeuvres10 was generally ensured by the de-
fence ministers / generals belonging to the 
states where these took place or by the UAF 
commander-in-chief (his deputy)/chief of staff.

Apart from the stated goals, an impor-
tant objective pursued by the system of joint 
exercises and manoeuvres was the periodic 
“return” of Soviet troops and other troops of 
the Pact member states to the three countries 
where the Soviet troops were not stationed: 
Czechoslovakia, Romania and Bulgaria. As a 
mutual gesture, the troops of these three coun-
tries were invited to take part in exercises/ma-
noeuvres on the territory of the other Member 
States and, in some situations, even on the ter-
ritory of the USSR.

Through exercises and manoeuvres, in 
which about one third were exclusively in the 
national territory, one third entirely in a for-
eign territory, and the other third in joint, both 
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in the national territory and abroad, as well as 
through assignment of the exercise command, 
with one third by their own generals and two 
thirds by foreign generals (especially from the 
UAF leadership), the Soviets sought, on the one 
hand, to decrease the capacity of the national 
defence ministries to develop capabilities for 
conducting a war on the national territory and, 
on the other hand, to reduce the possibilities 
for the officers to acquire the necessary experi-
ence to conduct the combined actions for the 
defence of the national territory.11

An important characteristic of the exer-
cises/manoeuvres carried out under the War-
saw Treaty and frequently used, according to 
sources, was the simulation of the use of the 
nuclear weapon, without taking into account 
its side effects.

At the end of the exercises/manoeuvres, 
assessments were done, analysing the actions 
taken, highlighting the shortcomings, draw-
ing lessons and making recommendations that 
had to be introduced into the practice of troop 
training. At the same time, after some well-
defined periods (winter, summer, half-yearly, 
annual, etc.), the UAF commander-in-chief is-
sued a “Directive on the operational and com-
bat readiness of the UAF of the Warsaw Treaty 
states”, which presented the resulting conclu-
sions from the exercises/manoeuvres, war 
games or meeting sessions held during that pe-
riod and set the guidelines for the next training 
period of the troops (Annex 2).

Relevant are the records from the Krasnaia 
Zvezda editorial of September 20th, 1969, when, 
in the Oder-Neisse (Poland) manoeuvre com-
muniqué, it was stated “The goal of these exer-
cises is the evaluation of the training of troops in 
1969...” or a few years later, on September 8th, 
1976, when the Polish General Josef Kaminski, 
the deputy chief of staff of the UAF, declared 
“According to the results of the exercises and 
manoeuvres, necessary conclusions are drawn 
and then recommendations are made for the 
introduction into the troop training.”12

ii. particularities regarding the roma-
nian Army participation in joint exercises 
and manoeuvres

From the beginning, I consider it important 
to clarify some aspects that have influenced 

the participation of the Romanian Army in 
the joint exercises and manoeuvres organized 
by the UAF of the Warsaw Treaty and which 
have determined the way of training their own 
armed forces:

• from a geopolitical and geostrategic 
point of view, Romania was positioned in the 
so-called “echelon II” of the territory related 
to the Warsaw Treaty member states, being 
surrounded (with the exception of the Black 
Sea) by other treaty member states or from the 
same political family (the case of Yugoslavia);

• the Soviet troops had not been stationed 
in Romania since 1958, as in Czechoslovakia 
and Bulgaria;

• with the taking over of the political lead-
ership in Bucharest by Nicolae Ceaușescu in 
1965, the vision on the development of joint 
exercises and manoeuvres has changed radi-
cally, considering that they will prevent the 
Romanian state to determine its own capabili-
ties of the Armed Forces, questioning the right 
of command and control of the UAF leader-
ship over the Romanian forces;

• Romania was the only country in the 
Communist Bloc that established, starting 
with 1967, diplomatic relations with West 
Germany;

• Romania participated with command 
and staff personnel and/or troops in exercises/
manoeuvres only in allied format, within the 
Warsaw Treaty, rarely in bilateral format, and 
in most cases in its area of   military actions.

In Romania, as in Yugoslavia, the theoreti-
cal basis for the training of personnel through 
exercises/manoeuvres constituted its own mil-
itary doctrine, which rejected the theory and 
practice of Soviet military doctrine, in terms 
of territorial defence. In fact, this doctrine rep-
resented a permanent invitation to the defence 
ministries of Eastern European countries to 
adopt their own strategies for territorial de-
fence. Romania, like Yugoslavia, assumed that 
the aggressor would use conventional weap-
ons rather than nuclear weapons. Romania’s 
military art (strategy, operations and tactics) 
addressed the issue of ensuring the survival 
of the armed forces and the national politi-
cal leadership in the event of the occupation 
of any country by an enemy force estimated at 
750,000-1,250,000 soldiers. In contradiction 



67 Review of Military History 

with Yugoslavia, Romania, as a member of the 
Pact, was much more cautious in condemning 
the military blocs, but the Romanians strongly 
rejected the Soviet military-political axioms 
regarding aggressive imperialist actions on 
Romania.13

On the territory of Romania, joint exer-
cises and manoeuvres were carried out, but 
in a smaller number than in the other mem-
ber states of the Pact, of which very few with 
troops. Thus, in 1962, Romania agreed, as did 
Czechoslovakia, to conduct joint exercises and 
manoeuvres with troops of the Pact member 
states on its territory, but this decision would 
not last until 1964.14 After that, in Romania 
took place only command staff exercises on 
the map, with the participation of staffs from 
the Soviet and Bulgarian armies. At the same 
time, the Romanian Armed Forces participated 
in manoeuvres with troops on the territory of 
other states until 1965, usually in the composi-
tion of several Fronts15 (Balkan, Central Euro-
pean, etc.) and not on a certain direction.16

Concerning the refusal of the Romanian 
authorities to organize or participate in ma-
noeuvres with troops, a series of discussions17 
took place between the leadership of the Ro-
manian Army and the UAF Command, the 
first in November 1964, when Army General 
Ion Tutoveanu, the Chief of the General Staff 
of that time, raised some problems when dis-
cussing the project of the conception of using 
the Romanian Armed Forces.

These referred to the establishment of a 
Romanian Front in case of war, which would 
include the majority of the Romanian Armed 
Forces, to act on an independent direction of 
operations, as well as to the decision that the 
grouping of forces on army HQs, army corps 
and reserve ones be an exclusive attribute of the 
Romanian Minister of the Armed Forces. Also, 
in the context in which the Romanian Armed 
Forces had the mission to act especially in the 
direction of operations towards the south, a 
special attention had to be paid to keeping at 
the disposal of the Romanian High Command, 
on the national territory, in reserve, some 
forces that act according to the provisions of 
the Government against the maritime assault, 
which would have landed on the coast and for 
the liquidation of the airborne launched inside 
the country.

After long discussions, the Soviets finally 
accepted the proposal of the Romanians and 
thus, it was decided to conduct the first exclu-
sively Romanian staff command exercise, at 
the Front echelon, with communications on 
the ground, for educational purposes, under 
the leadership of the Romanian Minister of 
the Armed Forces at that time, Army General 
 Leontin Sălăjan, between May 20th and 27th, 
1965, provided in the Joint Action Plan of the 
UAF HQs.

The invasion of Czechoslovakia in August 
1968, which Nicolae Ceaușescu denounced 
both as a violation of international laws and 
as an infringement of the principles of mutual 
non-intervention in internal affairs, consider-
ing that the collective defence against external 
aggression was the only authorized mission of 
the Warsaw Pact, constituted a turning point 
in defining Romania’s position in the issue of 
joint manoeuvres with troops and aroused 
extensive discussions between the Romanian 
Army leadership and the UAF Command, with 
maximum quotas in 1969 and 1970.18

Following discussions with Marshal I.I. 
Yakubovsky, UAF commander-in-chief and 
General S.M. Shtemenko, the chief of staff of 
the UAF, on September 9th, 1969 (Annex 3), re-
garding the organization of a manoeuvre with 
troops on the territory of Romania in October 
1969, and repeated several times, the military 
leadership19 of the Romanian Armed Forces re-
quested its cancellation and the development 
of “an application for cooperation on the map”, 
led by the Romanian Minister of the Armed 
Forces, with the participation of HQs / opera-
tive groups from Romania, Bulgaria and USSR, 
in 1970. The leadership of the UAF HQs did 
not initially accept the proposal of the Roma-
nian party, considering that the final removal 
of this exercise/manoeuvre from the plan and 
its replacement with another one on the map 
was inconceivable, agreeing only with its post-
ponement. The Soviet generals considered that 
a precedent had been created and, on the one 
hand, gave rise to speculation and commen-
tary on the existence of serious cracks within 
the Treaty, and on the other hand, the other 
Member States reproached that “R.S. Romania 
would have a preferential regime”. Finally, after 
repeated discussions, this manoeuvre would 
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be postponed to 1970 and transformed into a 
command staff exercise, with communication 
on the ground, with the participation of the 
Armed Forces of Romania, Bulgaria and the 
USSR and led by the Minister of the Romanian 
Armed Forces.

Another contradictory aspect raised by the 
Romanian side in 1970 and considered by the 
leadership of the UAF HQs as an increasingly 
visible negative position on the part of Roma-
nians in a series of inter-allied problems, was 
the necessity, according to the Romanian leg-
islation, to conclude agreements between the 
Government of Romania and the governments 
of the states whose troops/HQs were intended 
to participate in manoeuvres/exercises, re-
gardless of their nature, on the territory of our 
country, to be ratified by the competent bodies 
of each country (Annex 4). With all the initial 
opposition of the UAF leadership, claiming the 
non-existence of this request in the UAF Stat-
ute, which had been adopted in March 1969, 
finally, it was agreed that only command staff 
exercises would be implemented in Romania, 
situations created exclusively on the map, and 
the Romanian army no longer participates in 
manoeuvres with troops on the territory of 
other states.

Relevant is the reply given by General 
Shtemenko, the chief of staff of the UAF, on 
February 10th, 1970, to Major General Florian 
Truță, deputy chief of the UAF from the Ro-
manian Army: “We know that there is a law. 
It was voted on August 21st, 1968, in relation 
to the situation in Czechoslovakia. In the Stat-
ute signed in March 1969, it was not mentioned 
that manoeuvres/exercises can be performed 
only on the basis of conventions. Laws, laws, 
but if they were troops, would they ask for laws? 
Dubcek had his laws, but who asked him?”20

As a result, the allied armies were repre-
sented in the exercises carried out on the ter-
ritory of Romania only by HQs and staffs, all 
situations being solved exclusively on the map. 
At the same time, the Romanian Army was 
represented at the exercises organized by the 
Treaty in the territory of other states only with 
groups of generals and officers, HQs and small 
staffs, which solved the strategic and opera-
tive-tactical situations only on the map.

Since it has not participated in manoeuvres 
with troops on the territory of other states 
and has not admitted such actions on its ter-
ritory, Romania has organized, once every two 
years, a joint exercise, of operative-strategic 
level, which was on the map. Besides the Ro-
manians, who represented the majority of the 
ground forces (2 army HQs), the Soviets and 
the Bulgarians participated with an army HQs, 
all organized in a Front, completed with opera-
tive groups of weapons: aviation, air defence, 
navy, artillery, engineering troops, chemical 
protection, etc.21

In order to exemplify the principles that 
were the basis for the planning and organiza-
tion of the joint command staff exercises, on 
the map, developed after 1970 on the territory 
of Romania, it is important to highlight their 
main characteristics.

Essentially, the same objectives were set as 
for the manoeuvres with troops on this The-
atre of Military Actions: measures for increas-
ing the alert level from peacetime to wartime, 
for the entry of forces during the foreseen time 
in the combat status, for the rejection of the 
aggressor’s offensive action and the beginning 
of the own offensive operations, the consolida-
tion and training of the command structures 
from all the levels involved in the organization 
and management of the operations, in accor-
dance with the requirements of the modern 
battle; development of inter-allied coopera-
tion; testing the campaign plan assumptions; 
experimenting with new methods in the tac-
tical-operative field; improvement of manage-
ment and staff work.22

The concept of the exercises was elaborat-
ed in the form of text and graphics and includ-
ed the general and specific political-military 
context in which an (unprovoked) aggression 
against one of the Romania’s allies23 (Bulgaria 
in particular) would have occurred and the 
military elements related to all strategic, op-
erative and tactical situations in order to be 
solved by the participants, to the combat posi-
tions, to succession of forces into the action, 
to the groupings and re-groupings of troops, 
to the issues of cooperation and leadership, as 
well as to the way of securing the links. Very 
important, the use of weapons of mass destruc-
tion by one’s own forces was never planned, 
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but there was the possibility of their use by a 
hypothetical enemy.24

The theme of the planned actions was in-
tended to employ important army, air, air de-
fence and naval forces, in accordance with the 
requirements of the modern combat concept 
in all three environments: on the ground, in 
the air and maritime. In most cases, the ac-
tion of army forces, equipped with armoured 
vehicles, was preceded by massive strikes of 
aviation and tactical-operative missiles on a 
great depth, and as the air-ground operations 
unfolded, aviation contributed to the enhance-
ment of the offensive fight rate and to the in-
creasing of the missions’ depth or, as the case 
may be, in cooperation with the air defence, to 
the strengthening and developing of an active 
character of the defence. Thus, search-moni-
toring missions, bombardment and assault ac-
tions, launching of the airborne, troops trans-
port and logistics assurance were practiced. 
Particular interest was also given to the forcing 
of important watercourses, fighting in fortified 
positions, on mountainous forest land and/or 
in localities.25

The directions of action of the Romanian 
Armed Forces during the exercises organized 
by it were, in general, the three strategic direc-
tions, northern Italian to the south-west (un-
til 1966), Greek to the south and Turkish to 
the south-east or for defence of the Black Sea 
coastline.

Part of the time leading up to the exercises 
was for the theoretical training of the par-
ticipating staffs. Regarding this, the former 
defence minister, Colonel General (ret.) Con-
stantin Olteanu wrote26: “The participation of 
the Romanian HQs in the exercises, regardless 
of their character and the place where they were 
carried out, was preceded, each time, by a pe-
riod of intense, theoretical and methodological 
preparation of the soldiers who were to take 
part in the action. During this time, based on 
an indicative bibliography, they carefully stud-
ied the combat regulations, papers, studies and 
articles that dealt with the issues of the future 
exercise or participated on the presentation of 
papers and debates regarding the particulari-
ties of the Theatre of Military Actions.” Within 
these activities, the focus was placed on know-
ing the characteristics of the terrain, the status 

of the itineraries (roads and railways), the sta-
tus and capacity of the means of communica-
tion, the situation of the watercourses that had 
to be passed or forced, as well as the situation 
of the fortified areas. Also, the participants 
were encouraged to present personal opinions 
and variants regarding the main situations that 
could appear in the dynamics of the battle and 
the ways of solving them, as well as forms and 
methods of inter-arm and inter-allied coop-
eration. At the same time, major training took 
place on all the levels participating in the exer-
cise, field reconnaissance was carried out and a 
special emphasis was placed on the knowledge 
of the organization, endowment, value and 
quality of the forces that the probable enemy 
could use, as well as the mode of action of the 
enemy.27

All the documents needed for the exercis-
es, as well as the methodology to be followed, 
were elaborated by the Romanian side and 
agreed with the representatives of the Soviet 
Army and the Bulgarian Army, as well as with 
the UAF leadership.

As a rule, the command staff exercises on 
the map on the territory of Romania were car-
ried out in February-March in the Neptun 
resort on the Black Sea, not so much for the 
beauty of the resort, but, especially, because 
the operation was also aimed at measures on 
defending the coastline of this sea and the 
mouths of the Danube.28

In addition, the Romanian Armed Forces 
participated, almost annually, with ships, to-
gether with the Soviet and Bulgarian ones, in 
the so-called “fleet exercises” for the defence of 
the Romanian and Bulgarian coastline and the 
rejection of a supposed enemy from the Black 
Sea or, with anti-aircraft missile troops, with 
other Member States, in the firing exercises in 
the Ashuluk area of   Soviet Siberia.

In order to have a real picture of the con-
ducting and the results of the exercises that 
took place in our country, at some moments 
in their dynamics and on the assessments 
regularly participated the UAF commander-
in-chief and/or the chief of staff, as well as the 
defence minister from Bulgaria.

In the preparation period or during the ex-
ercises carried out on the Romanian territory, 
in addition to analysing the actual elements of 



70  Review of Military History 

their conception, the Romanian defence min-
isters also used the opportunity to dialogue 
with the UAF leadership on the overall issues 
of the Military Action Theatre in which the Ro-
manian Army was directly involved. Thus, the 
main topics addressed by the leadership of the 
Romanian Army29 and which aroused a par-
ticular interest at the highest level of the politi-
cal leadership of the Romanian state, referred 
to the forces intended to act on the Greek and 
Turkish operational directions, the conduct of 
the fight by the first and second strategic ech-
elons and the exercising of command at war on 
this Military Action Theater.30

According to the conception of the UAF 
HQs and the General Staff of the Soviet Army, 
the second strategic echelon consisted only 
of Soviet forces, which were to be introduced 
into the battle, on the territory of Bulgaria, 
for the development of the in depth offensive 
and the achievement of the final strategic ob-
jectives. The discussions on this subject were 
advanced in Moscow, in 1983, by the head of 
the Romanian General Staff, Colonel Gen-
eral Vasile Milea, on the occasion of prepar-
ing the command staff exercise since that year 
from Neptun resort. Following the presenta-
tion of the exercise documents, Marshal N. 
Ogarkov, the chief of the General Staff of the 
Soviet Army, indicated, in an imperative tone, 
to change the part of the conception of the ex-
ercise that related to the depth of the missions, 
in the sense that the forces in the offensive, in 
the first strategic echelon, the majority of the 
Romanian army, should only advance to a cer-
tain alignment, significantly less deep than the 
one provided in the exercise conception. The 
intention was that, after the “hard work” by the 
Romanian forces in the first step, the Soviets 
would introduce into battle, at the time and 
place established by them, their own Front, in 
order to conquer the general strategic objec-
tives they were aiming at. Due to the situation 
created, it was necessary for Colonel General 
Constantin Olteanu, the Romanian minister 
of national defence, to intervene with Marshal 
Viktor Kulikov, the UAF commander-in-chief, 
to maintain the initial conception of the exer-
cise, as thought by the Romanian side.31

A second important issue discussed by the 
Romanian Army leadership with the UAF lead-

ership, at the suggestion of Nicolae Ceaușescu, 
was how to exercise the command at the 
South-West Military Action Theatre. Whereas 
the Soviets expected the respective leadership 
to return in this area, as in the other, to Soviet 
marshals and generals, who were to be given 
broad powers, at the same exercise in 1983, 
Colonel General Olteanu raised this problem 
to Marshal Kulikov. During these exchanges 
of views, Marshal Kulikov proposed that the 
Romanians take over the command on this 
Theatre of military actions, a proposal that, if 
accepted, would open the way for other com-
plications. Because these issues were not re-
solved, it was agreed to continue the exchange 
of views to clarify these diverging issues.32

In this context, another situation that 
aroused misunderstandings in the Warsaw 
Treaty, following the events in Czechoslovakia 
of 1968, was summarized in the way of mov-
ing/transporting the Soviet military technique 
on the Romanian territory or of entering So-
viet aircraft in the Romanian airspace, for 
their participation in the exercises/manoeu-
vres with troops organized in Bulgaria. After 
intense discussions between the leadership of 
the Romanian Army and the UAF leadership 
of the Treaty, two variants were agreed mainly 
for the transport of Soviet military technique: 
at sea, with the help of ships or, when it was 
not possible, by train, but separate from the 
participating staffs.

Regarding these aspects, the Colonel Gen-
eral Constantin Olteanu, in dialogue with the 
journalist Dan Constantin stated: “Starting 
from 1968, Romania has not allowed the tran-
sit of its territory by troops belonging to other 
states, with or without armament on them, or 
the flight of its territory by foreign military air-
craft. Obviously, Romania’s position has been 
criticized and it has been urged by the allies, 
especially by the Soviets, to reverse it.”33

However, there were exceptions to the es-
tablished rule, determined by the wish of the 
Romanian head of state, who had the power 
to approve these situations, to relax, at times, 
the relations between Romania and the other 
member states of the Warsaw Treaty, especial-
ly with the Soviet Union. Such exceptions were 
the approvals given for the transit and ensur-
ing the movement of Soviet military columns 
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through Romania, participating in manoeu-
vres on the territory of Bulgaria in 1977 and 
1989, or the chief of the General Staff of the 
Bulgarian People’s Army request for the pas-
sage through Romania of Bulgarian military 
soldiers, for participation in a manoeuvre on 
the territory of the USSR, from 10 to 20 May 
1969 (Annex 5).

In the second part of the ’80s, the political-
military leadership in Bucharest refused to en-
gage the Romanian General Staff in joint staff 
trainings or in various activities, considering 
that the training of command structures is an 
exclusive attribute of the national command. 
Also, the participation with troops of the Ro-
manian Army in manoeuvres was still refused 
and it was decided only to send operative 
groups of the army or division staffs for activi-
ties exclusively on the map.

In conclusion, no matter how well they 
were designed and executed, the exercises on 
the map could not replace the manoeuvres with 
troops, with their participation on the ground, 
thus ensuring the training of the military and 
the building of the commanders and staffs skills 
to act as close to the real conditions of the bat-
tlefield and to be able to check the campaign 
plan options much more effectively. At the 
same time, based on the conclusions drawn, 
they could bring the necessary corrections to 
the action plans, reduced possibilities in case of 
the command staff exercises on the map.34

Thus, starting from the important role of 
the exercises and manoeuvres having in the 
preparation of HQs and troops and from the 
fact that the Romanian Army had not par-
ticipated for a long time in manoeuvres with 
troops under the Warsaw Treaty, in the 1980s 
the emphasis has been placed on the organi-
zation and execution of such activities, apart 
from the regular exercises/manoeuvres of tac-
tical and operative units and large units, at the 
level of the entire Romanian Army, led by the 
Romanian Minister of Defence.

At the same time, in accordance with the 
objectives of the ninth decade of developing a 
new strategic orientation, whereby exercises/
manoeuvres were noted for their magnitude 
and complexity, General Constantin Olteanu 
managed to convince Nicolae Ceaușescu of 
the usefulness of some exercises/manoeuvres, 

which would go conceptually beyond the pre-
conception of rejecting the potential aggressor 
only up to the state border and pursuing it un-
til its defeat or surrender.

iii. characteristics of some joint exercis-
es/manoeuvres carried out under the war-
saw treaty in which the romanian Armed 
Forces participated

In order to exemplify what I wrote in the 
previous chapter, I considered it necessary to 
present some characteristics of some repre-
sentative joint exercises/manoeuvres within 
the Warsaw Treaty, with the participation of 
Romanian personnel and/or units.

1. The command staff exercise, Front lev-
el, with communication on the ground, for 
educational purposes, may 20th-27th, 1965

The exercise, provided in the UAF Joint 
Measures Plan, was carried out on the Roma-
nian territory, only with the participation of the 
Romanian Armed Forces – the Exercise Staff35 
and the Front HQs consisting of 2 Armies, 1 
Army Corps, 1 Air Corps, as well as units and 
large units planned to be set up for mobiliza-
tion – and was led by the Romanian Minister 
of the Armed Forces, General Leontin Sălăjan.

With the theme “Organization and plan-
ning of the offensive operation by the front, at 
the same time with the execution of the army 
and front counter-attacks and carrying out 
combat actions without and with the use of 
weapons of mass destruction”, the exercise was 
designed by the Romanian General Staff and 
approved by the leadership of Warsaw Treaty.

The concept of this exercise, presented 
widely by Colonel General Constantin Olteanu 
and his collaborators36, stipulated the aggres-
sion by the imperialist states on the theatres 
of European military actions, following the 
political and economic failures and the inten-
sification of the arms race. After violating the 
neutrality of Austria and Yugoslavia, NATO 
troops entered central and south-eastern Eu-
rope, including Romania. Their rhythm of ad-
vance was slowed by the eastern troops, who 
went on the offensive in some directions.
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Under these conditions, the Romanian 
Front was given the mission to reject the ene-
my groups of forces penetrated in  Transylvania 
and Oltenia and, after 5 days, to move to coun-
ter-offensive, in order to destroy, in coopera-
tion with the 2 Fronts left and right, the op-
erational reserves from the depth of the enemy 
positions. Thus, the conditions favourable to 
the exit with the main forces on the territory 
of Hungary, west of the Danube and to execute 
a new operation on the north-Italian direction 
were created.

Within this general conception, the effects 
of their own nuclear strikes were simulated, in 
response to the enemy’s nuclear strikes, to re-
pel their forces beyond the national border.

After an operational jump, the troops of the 
Romanian Front organized a new offensive for 
the destruction of 2 new NATO Army Groups, 
which were fighting a new combat alignment 
and subsequently its development to the north 
and central Italy. During this time, the two 
fronts located on the flanks had the mission 
to develop the offensive towards Leipzig, re-
spectively for the exit with the main forces on 
the northeast coast of the Adriatic Sea and the 
destruction of the enemy that resisted in the 
Bosnian Mountains and in the Split district.

After the ending of the exercise, some as-
sessments were made and conclusions were 
drawn, of which the most relevant were37:

• the group of Soviet generals, participants 
as observers, appreciated that the exercise was 
useful, and the planning corresponded to the 
conception of that time and the particularities 
of conducting combat actions on the South-
West theatre of operations;

• they also pointed out many problems that 
were not sufficiently clarified, especially re-
garding the use in combat of nuclear weapons, 
the protection of troops against them, the use 
in combat of some categories of troops, which 
Romania did not have at its disposal for that 
moment;

• the exercise, the first one on the Roma-
nian front level, far exceeded the real pos-
sibilities of action of the Romanian Armed 
Forces, the enemy being “defeated” with too 
much easiness, in a defence and offensive strip 
whose length ranged between 450 and 250 km, 
the depth being even more impressive, from 

Craiova and Braşov, to Budapest, Vienna and 
beyond Rome.

This exercise constituted the defining ele-
ment by which, starting with 1966, the UAF 
HQs has definitively established the direction 
of action of the Romanian Armed Forces to 
the south, for blocking the direction of Greek 
operations, a measure accepted by the politi-
cal and military authorities in Bucharest, who, 
however, have notified the difficult situation in 
which the country would have been placed in 
case of attack on the other directions. Finally, 
a compromise was reached and Romania de-
cided to take appropriate measures to also de-
fend the country at other possible directions 
of attack of the enemy, to avoid any surprise, 
especially after the invasion of the “allies” in 
1968 in Czechoslovakia.38

2. The command staff exercise, on the 
map, “soiuZ39-73”, carried out on the ro-
manian territory, February 12th-21st, 197340

The exercise, attended by about 400 gener-
als and officers from Romania, Bulgaria and 
the Soviet Union, of which about 100 were 
Romanians, was conducted on the territory 
of Romania, in Neptun resort and was led by 
Soviet Marshall Ivan I. Yakubovsky, the UAF 
commander-in-chief.

The theme of the exercise, approved by 
Nicolae Ceaușescu in January 1973, was “De-
ployment of the Allied Troops Groups on the 
Military Action Theatre with simultaneous 
rejection of enemy aggression. Conducting the 
offensive operation of the Front and combat ac-
tions of the Maritime Forces and Anti-Air De-
fence Troops of the Warsaw Treaty States”.

According to the exercise’s concept41 (An-
nex 6), the forces of the NATO South Army 
Group, consisting of large units of the Greek 
and Turkish Armed Forces42, supported by one 
independent aviation corps, attacked Bulgaria 
and reached an alignment south of Sofia, at the 
same time as NATO’s air-naval forces engaged 
the battle in the Black Sea, 150 miles east of 
Constanta, and the launching of an airborne 
north of Burgas, Bulgaria.

Within the exercise, the large units43 of the 
Romanian Army, set up in one Front, together 
with 2 Soviet armies, situated on the flanks, 
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passed the Danube river and concentrated 
forces south of it, under the conditions of the 
enemy’s use of the weapons of mass destruc-
tion. After regrouping, the Romanian and So-
viet forces on the left flank began to advance 
in the south-southeast direction, and the first, 
supported by a Romanian airborne regiment, 
to try to create a bridgehead south of the Dar-
danelles Strait, and the Soviets, together with 
an airborne division, would reject Turkish 
forces west of Istanbul. At the same time, in 
the Black Sea, two air-naval battles had to be 
engaged northeast and east of Istanbul.

On the right flank of the Romanian Army, a 
Bulgarian Front, in cooperation with the Sovi-
ets, rejected the offensive actions of the Greek 
forces, liberated the Bulgarian territory and 
reached the Aegean coast.

The exercise highlighted some important 
elements regarding the way of thinking and 
action in the Warsaw Treaty44:

• for the first time since the Alliance was set 
up, the UAF HQs provided that the Romanian 
Front should act on the Turkish operational 
direction, forcing the Dardanelles Strait (the 
Romanian Army had been engaged only on 
the North-Italian operational directions, until 
1966, and later on Greek);

• the Soviet military leaders were con-
cerned about the rapid conquest of the Bospo-
rus and Dardanelles Straits in case of starting 
a war between NATO and the Warsaw Treaty 
Organization;

•  it’s easy to observe the disposal of the Ro-
manian forces between two Soviet armies, dur-
ing the joint exercises, which can be explained 
if we take into account the problems that the 
Romanian authorities created after the events 
of August 1968, in Czechoslovakia.

3. The manoeuvre with troops, “scut-
82”, carried out on the Bulgarian territory, 
september 25th - october 1st, 1982

In this manoeuvre, led by the Minister of 
the Bulgarian Armed Forces, Army General 
Dobri Dzhurov, participated forces and assets 
from all the member states of the Warsaw Pact, 
except Romania, which sent only a delegation 
of generals and officers, led by the Minister of 
National Defence and one small Division HQs, 
in the manoeuvre’s staff.

In the concept of the manoeuvre45, the con-
centration of troops and HQs of the Soviet 
army in the southwestern Tolbuhin area was 
planned, and those of other allied armies 80 
km south of Ruse. It was also planned to set 
up a Coalition Front with a multinational com-
position, the operative teams of the Romanian 
army HQs being part of a Romanian Front.

The strategic and operative-tactical objec-
tives of this manoeuvre aimed at achieving the 
cohesion of the HQs and the large allied units, 
improving the cooperation between the cat-
egories of armed forces, under the conditions 
of the use of maritime assault and airborne. A 
major objective was represented by the radio-
electronic side of the armed struggle.

The manoeuvre also included a power-
ful Soviet-Polish airborne, the Soviets being 
launched into the parachute-fighting machine 
from IL-76 aircraft, while the Poles launched, 
according to the classical method, a battalion 
that flew over the Romanian territory.

The manoeuvre raised particular problems 
for the Romanian side, regarding the accep-
tance or not of the transit and the flyover of 
the national territory by the troops46 (having 
on their armament, ammunition and fighting 
technique) from the armies of the USSR, Po-
land, Hungary, Czechoslovakia and the GDR.

The Romanian minister of national defence 
proposed to Nicolae Ceaușescu, and he ac-
cepted, to apply for transit and flight requests 
only on the basis of conventions concluded 
between the Romanian Government and the 
government of each country in accordance 
with the Romanian regulations in force. The 
Allies ignored the request, sending only re-
quests to military bodies and not from gov-
ernment to government. As a result, the Ro-
manian response was negative and, in the end, 
Nicolae Ceaușescu only approved the flyover 
of the Polish troops (a paratroopers’ battalion), 
without the representatives of the other armies 
reacting in any way.

During the preparatory period, according 
to the entrusted mandate, Lieutenant General 
Constantin Olteanu, the Minister of National 
Defence, explained to Marshal Viktor Kulikov, 
the UAF Commander-in-Chief, and to the 
Army General Dobri Dzhurov, the Bulgarian 
Minister of Defence, that, due to its size, the 
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manoeuvre was not indicated to take place, be-
cause it had a profound political character, and 
was developed in an area where the party and 
state leaders carried out constructive actions 
for the development of friendship and part-
nership, for the implementation of an area of   
international peace and cooperation.

The Soviet marshal and the Bulgarian gen-
eral replied that the problems of the manoeu-
vre had already been discussed in the Political 
Bureau of the Bulgarian Communist Party, 
with the general secretaries of the communist 
parties from Hungary, Czechoslovakia, East 
Germany and Poland agreeing with it.

Marshal Kulikov also expressed his dis-
satisfaction with the Romanians’ denial of the 
transit of the national territory, without the ap-
proval of the Grand National Assembly47, and 
of the conclusion of intergovernmental con-
ventions. He also stated that he had to inform 
about these difficulties he was facing from the 
Romanian side and that the manoeuvre, re-
gardless of these difficulties, would be carried 
out at the highest level.

* * *

During the three decades of existence of 
the Warsaw Treaty, Romania adopted a distinct 
position within it, manifesting a hostile atti-
tude whenever the arrangements were made or 
actions that were contrary to the principle of 
national sovereignty were taking place. One of 
the aspects that Romania considered to be an 
unpermitted interference in the national sover-
eignty was that, at war, the operational leader-
ship of UAF was to be the responsibility of the 
General Staff of the USSR Army, while the UAF 
HQs was to play only its supporting role.

 The decision regarding the participation 
of the Romanian Armed Forces in the com-
mon activities organized by the UAF HQs of 
the Warsaw Treaty was included in the same 
line, whether these were joint exercises and 
manoeuvres or working meetings and consul-
tations of the management personnel. It has 
been tried, as far as possible, through a diplo-
matic approach to the different situations that 
have arisen, to impose on its partners, and es-
pecially on the Soviets, its own policy regard-
ing the training of the armed forces for the de-
fence of the national territory.

The subject addressed in the present work 
is a very interesting one for knowing one of the 
controversial periods of the Romania’s history, 
and, through a more thorough documentation 
of the documents existing in the archives, as 
they will become fully accessible for research, 
it can be developed and aspects that could not 
be elucidated so far can be presented.
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aNNEX 2

directive on the results of the operational and combat training of the uAF of the warsaw treaty 
states for the winter period and the tasks for the summer training period of 1969
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Source: Romanian National Archives, Fund “Tratatul de la Varșovia (MApN)” – File no. 29/1969, pp.91-100.



93 Review of Military History 

aNNEX 3

report of the First deputy minister of the Armed Forces and chief of the General staff regarding 
the discussions between the delegation of the ministry of the romanian Armed Forces and the uAF 

leadership regarding the tactical-operative common manoeuvre with troops expected 
to be executed in october 1969 on the territory of romania
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Source: Romanian National Archives, Fund “Tratatul de la Varșovia (MApN)”– File no. 29/1969, pp. 214-217.
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aNNEX 4

report of the minister of Armed Forces of the romania regarding the discussions between 
the delegation of the romanian Armed Forces and the uAF leadership on the conception of the 

joint exercise foreseen to take place in march 1970 on the territory of romania
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Source: Romanian National Archives, Fund “Tratatul de la Varșovia (MApN)”– File no. 48/1970, pp. 54-59.
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aNNEX 5

examples regarding requests and approvals for transit through 
the territory of romania after 1968
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Source: Romanian National Archives, Fund “Comitetul Politic Executiv al CC al PCR – Secția Cancelarie” 
– File 1/1974, Fund “Comitetul Politic Executiv al CC al PCR – Secția Administrativ-Politică” – Files no. 
2/1976 and 8/1989, and Fund “Tratatul de la Varșovia (MApN)” – File no. 29/1969.
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aNNEX  6

concept of command staff exercise, on the map, soiuZ-73, carried out on the territory 
of romania between February 12-21, 1973

Source: Petre Opriș, “Aplicații pe Teatrul de acțiuni militare de Sud-Vest al Organizației Tratatului de 
la Varșovia (1973-1989)”, January 2019, http://www.contributors.ro/sinteze/aplicatii-pe-teatrul-de-actiuni-
militare-de-sud-vest-al-organizatiei-tratatului-de-la-varsovia-1973-1989/, accessed on 15.04.2019.



111 Review of Military History 

eAst GermAny As plAyer in the 
“GloBAl cold wAr”? eAst GermAny’s 

militAry commitment to AFricA 
And the middle eAst, And its 

coordinAtion with the soviet 
leAdership

KlAus storKmAnn, phd

For a long time, many rumours and as-
sumptions about the East German military in 
Africa and the Middle East have been abound-
ing. Looking at the contemporary publications 
of the West German and Anglo-American press 
it appears as if the East Germans and their mili-
tary had been very active on the global arena. 
In March 1980, the title of the Hamburg news 
magazine Der Spiegel showed a close-up of four 
soldiers of the National People’s Army and wrote 
in the style of a Wehrmacht cuff title “Honeck-
er’s Africa Corps”. With this sensational head-
line, the magazine reported in its cover story 
about the military activities of the East German 
armed forces in the Third World, in particular 
in Africa.1 In December 1978, with reference to 
Bavarian Minister-President and leader of the 
CSU,  Franz Josef Strauß, the Berlin-based Ta-
gesspiegel printed a report that 5,000 “soldiers 
from the East German army”, primarily “elite 
forces such as paratroopers”, were in Angola 
alone. 2000 of them were said to be “currently 
employed in an offensive operation”.2 In February 
1979, the Tagesspiegel headlined a new “Africa 
Corps” of the GDR and published a report by 
the newspaper’s own correspondent about the 
redeployment of “several East German units, 
including a regiment of the special paratrooper 
unit “Willy Sänger”, from Ethiopia to Angola, 
where a total of nearly 5,000 East German mer-
cenaries were stationed.”3 In February 1980, the 
daily newspaper Die Welt had stated that the 
total number of East German military experts 
throughout Africa was indeed “around 30,000”. 
Furthermore, East Germany “spent more than 

200 million Mark on war materiel for revolu-
tionary forces in sub-Saharan Africa”.4 In April 
1980, the American Time magazine dedicated a 
special article to the East German military ac-
tivities in the Third World; it was significantly 
titled “Here Come Europe’s Cubans”.5 

In 2012, an extensive study examined for 
the first time what kind of military assistance 
the GDR had in fact provided, whether NVA 
troops had indeed been deployed to Africa, 
what had been the extent of the weapons de-
liveries and how many foreign military person-
nel had been trained in the National People’s 
Army (NVA).6 This paper is based on that 
study. The relevance of the topic at hand is also 
due to the ongoing debate among historians 
about the global Cold War. The focal points 
and locations of that conflict are currently the 
subject of heated discussions. Contemporary 
history research increasingly focuses on the 
significance of the so-called Third World and 
discusses the activities of the superpowers and 
their allied countries in these regions. More 
and more experts advocate the view that al-
though Europe was and remained the focus for 
both blocs, the military side of the conflict be-
tween the two systems had been increasingly 
moved to in the Third World.

Both powers tried to reach their global stra-
tegic goals not only in Europe but in all parts 
of the world as well. At the time, virtually no 
country in the world remained unaffected by 
the American and Soviet quest for ‘global dom-
inance’. Regional and local conflicts thus be-
came the site of the battle of the super  powers. 
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Odd Arne Westad, a leading expert in the re-
search of the “globalisation of the Cold War”, 
published a well-received study that changed 
the academic discourse on the East-West con-
flict in 2007. Westad published his study under 
the concise title The Global Cold War and used 
the term “creation of the Third World”.7 Robert 
J. McMahon also emphasised in hindsight that 
the term “Third World” would not exist today 
if not for the Cold War. The term was coined 
to define the place of the system confrontation 
between the First and Second World (i.e. West 
and East) for global power.8 Vladimir Shubin 
also uses some of Westad’s basic research in 
his 2008 book, which he had aptly entitled The 
Hot ‘Cold War’. Shubin who himself had been 
in positions where he had been responsible for 
the Soviet contacts into various African coun-
tries focuses in his book on Angola, Mozam-
bique, Zimbabwe and Namibia, and provides 
initial first-hand insights into the actions of the 
USSR, a topic where little research has been 
done to this day.9

Both the East and the West perceived the 
Cold War in the same way; they observed 
and assessed virtually every regional dispute 
through the lens of the East-West conflict. Ac-
cordingly, the political support and military 
assistance granted to the parties to the conflict 
were formed. Losses on the opposing side had 
to be turned into victories for their own camp. 
The own commitment was subjected to a cost-
benefit-risk analysis. Even an indirect military 
confrontation with the United States had to be 
avoided. The risk was too high. Therefore, the 
states of the Eastern Bloc withdrew from Latin 
America. Instead, they focused their activities on 
the Portuguese colonies in Africa. Here the risk 
seemed calculable.10 Besides also being super 
powers, the United States and the Soviet Union 
were prisoners of their “credibility syndrome”11: 
“Appearing weak and undecided could have 
raised doubts among their allies and encouraged 
the enemy”, Robert McMahon explained.12

In 2009, Nikolaus Katzer analysed Mos-
cow’s actions on the international arena be-
tween ideology and pragmatism. Successes 
in the field of foreign policy were regarded as 
“yardstick for the greatness, power and reputa-
tion” of the Soviet Union.13 With regard to the 
Soviet Union, recent research indicates that an 
“imperial overstretch” might have  contributed 

to its downfall. With good reason, Vladislav 
Zubok sees a “Soviet overreach” for the late 
1970s. It is no accident that the title of his anal-
ysis of the Soviet history is “A Failed Empire.”14 
According to Zubok, the Soviet interventions 
in Africa were not simply an “ideologically driv-
en crusade” but rather an occasion and a place 
for the Soviet military to demonstrate its new 
possibilities of power projection. Here, the So-
viet Union was able to act as an “equal global 
power” on par with the United States.15 Analyz-
ing examples of East German military relations, 
this study adds numerous new insights to the 
debate on the “global Cold War”. Was East Ger-
many also a player in the “Global Cold War”? If 
so, was it a major or rather a minor player on 
the global field? The answer to these questions 
can be based on the sources made available by 
the East German Ministry of Defence in Straus-
berg, the Government and the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs in East Berlin, but above all, by the 
leadership of the SED state-party, which are 
now freely accessible following the demise of 
the GDR. This research paper uses mainly the 
archive collections of the Federal Archives, Mil-
itary Division (BA-MA) in Freiburg (Germany), 
the Foundation for the Archives of the Parties 
and Mass Organizations of the GDR in the Fed-
eral Archives (SAPMO-BArch), in Berlin, the 
Federal Archives Department of GDR (BArch), 
the Federal Commissioner for the Files of the 
Former East German State Security Service 
(BStU) in Berlin and of the Political Archives of 
the Federal Foreign Office (PA-AA) in Berlin.

initial restraint in weapons deliveries 
and an about-face in 1967

Since the late 1950s, East Berlin had re-
ceived various and sometimes repeated re-
quests for weapons deliveries and training 
assistance from Africa and the Middle East. 
Guinea’s request for training of its officers 
at schools of the Ministry of the Interior, the 
State Security and the former Border Police 
was refused by the Secretariat of the SED 
Central Committee in September 1959.  Heinz 
Hoffmann, then Lieutenant General, First 
Deputy of the Minister and Chief of Main 
Staff was tasked to give a negative reply.16 In 
the early and mid-1960s, East Berlin received 
similar requests for military training and/or 
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weapons and equipment from various Afri-
can liberation movements and governments, 
for instance from Congo Brazzaville and the 
Congolese insurgents in the East of Zaire.17 A 
“strictly confidential” internal memorandum 
of the Afro-Asian Solidarity Committee of 
the GDR (AASK) from November 1964 read: 
“During the past months, the following libera-
tion movements have requested weapons or 
military equipment from us or, since they knew 
that we had denied such deliveries as a matter 
of principle, have put out a few feelers to see 
whether our position has changed.” This is fol-
lowed by a list of requests from Zimbabwean 
ZAPU, Mozambique’s FRELIMO, Angola’s 
MPLA, PAIGC from Portuguese Guinea, the 
South African ANC as well as from Ecuador 
for various Latin American liberation move-
ments. In addition to weapons, ANC, FRE-
LIMO and ZAPU requested military training 
for their fighters, ZAPU also asked for means 
of transport. As regards requests for weapons 
from other groups like Zimbabwean ZANU, 
South Africa’s PAC and Mozambique’s UDE-
NAMO, the AASK “played dumb as if we did 
not understand what the matter was.”18

Upon request of the Cuban ministry of de-
fence, Minister of Defence Heinz Hoffmann 
sent a list of questions to Erich Honecker re-
garding possible East German support for the 
Latin American liberation movements: “Does 
the GDR have schools to train fighters for par-
tisan or subversive warfare? Is the GDR able 
to supply weapons and equipment required 
by partisan groups? Are there any possibilities 
for one or several Cuban officers to study these 
problems in the GDR or to get an overview of the 
possibilities available on the spot?”19 Honecker, 
who had been Secretary for Security Issues of 
the SED Central Committee at the time, wrote 
“no” next to all cited questions. The paper il-
lustrates that in November 1966 the East Ger-
man leadership had not yet been ready to sup-
port “partisan activities” in the Third World. 
Neither fighters were to be trained nor were 
weapons and equipment to be delivered. As 
early as in January 1967, a Politburo decision 
was to change the negative attitude of the GDR 
towards weapons deliveries. The ever-increas-
ing favors asked from the GDR in this respect 
certainly boosted the decision-making process 
on the part of the SED leadership. 

On 10 January 1967, the SED Politburo de-
cided in favor of “delivering non-civilian goods 
to national liberation movements in Africa.” 
The ministers for state security, defence, the 
interior and the deputy foreign minister signed 
the submission. Compared to other drafts, this 
was an unusual procedure; it can be regarded 
as an indication for the significance of the de-
cision that was also acknowledged by the other 
decision-makers.20 The decision stated in de-
tail that in addition to the Ministry for State 
Security and the People’s Police, the National 
People’s Army was also to provide military 
equipment and weapons from their stocks. The 
Foreign Ministry and the Ministry for State 
Security were tasked with the coordination, 
transport and handover on site. Zimbabwean 
ZAPU, Mozambique’s FRELIMO, PAIGC in 
Portuguese Guinea and Angola’s MPLA were 
named as recipients. The annexes to the deci-
sion listed every tiny detail of the weapons and 
munitions to be delivered.21 

A comparison shows that the distribu-
tion clearly prioritised FRELIMO. Most of 
the weapons delivered were from old Second 
World War stocks of the Wehrmacht that had 
been kept at NVA depots; some of them were 
still in active use in the 1960s. Modern weap-
ons, like the Kalashnikov submachine gun 
(item 8), were delivered in small numbers only. 
What looked like an isolated decision in the 
wording was de facto a precedent-setting fun-
damental decision. Over the following years, 
the Politburo and Secretariat repeatedly ad-
dressed the issue of weapons and equipment 
deliveries to the Third World. Weapons deliv-
eries to organizations and governments were 
often the result of visits of GDR or SED delega-
tions to the countries concerned or of visits of 
those groups to East Berlin. 

 
“honecker’s war against israel”? Gdr 

weapons for egypt and syria to fight israel 
in the war of 1967

Erich Honecker paid particular attention to 
support for the Arab states. Egypt and Syria – 
like the whole Middle East – were hot spots 
of the East-West conflict. The causes for the 
Middle East conflict are older and run much 
deeper than the super powers’ global struggle 
for influence. Besides, even after the end of 
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the East-West conflict, the Middle East has re-
mained the largest global trouble spot.

The Israeli surprise attack of 5 June 1967 
was the beginning of the Third Arab-Israeli 
War, later known as the Six-Day War. To the 
surprise and to the dismay of both the Arab 
world and the Eastern bloc, the war ended with 
an almost complete defeat of Egypt, Syria and 
Jordan. The very quick defeat of the Egypt and 
Syrian armed forces, which had been equipped 
with Soviet weapons, unnerved both Moscow 
and East Berlin equally. The armed forces of 
Egypt and Syria, which had been modeled 
on the Soviet armed forces in organization, 

item designation Frelimo ZApu mplA
1 98 K 7.9 mm carbine 4,800 3,200 1,600
2 Type 34 7.9 mm light machine gun 110 75 40
3 7.9 mm cartridges for items 1 and 2 900,000 470,000 240,000
5 7.62 mm sniper rifle 60 40 20
8 Type K. 7.62 mm submachine gun 80 60 30
9 7.62 mm cartridges for item 8 76,000 57,000 28,500

10 Type 43/44…7.9 mm submachine gun 80 50 30
13 Anti-personnel mines 2,000 1,000 500

education and training, had suffered a “first-
rate debacle”. East Germany now entered this 
battlefield, not with soldiers but with weapons 
deliveries. The SED leadership responded two 

designation number possible date of delivery
T-34/85 tanks 35 immediately

PMN anti-personnel mines 150,000 immediately
82 mm B-10 guns 5 within a few weeks

107 mm B-11 guns 5 within a few weeks
82 mm grenade launcher 6 within a few weeks

120 mm grenade launcher 6 within a few weeks
MiG-17F 30 within ten days 
MiG-17F 20 After repair within several months

days after the beginning of the war: on 7 June 
1967, the Politburo decided to provide imme-
diate assistance, immediate military aid and 
arms deliveries. The next day, the GDR Min-
istry of Defence reported items that could be 
delivered to Egypt and Syria immediately or 
within a few weeks or months. 

The deliveries were intended for both 
Cairo and Damascus. At this early stage, the 
NVA had not yet decided on the distribution 
of the items; the decision would probably not 
be made at their but at the political level.

Egypt’s President Gamal Abdal Nasser 
wanted more: the United Arab Republic (as 

Egypt had officially called itself at the time – or 
UAR) had “been knocked down”24 and would 
otherwise be forced to surrender to the United 
States. His country needed first and foremost 

Chart listing the weapons and ammunition to be delivered to the African liberation movements in ac-
cordance with the SED Politburo decision of 10 January 1967 (Excerpt)22 

List of possible deliveries to Egypt and Syria compiled by the GDR Ministry of Defence of 8 
June 1967 (Excerpt)23
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aircraft with pilots “whether they would be 
referred to as volunteers or otherwise”.25 The 
USSR had already provided “tanks, cannons 
and aircraft” but “this was not enough”.26 The 
UAR regarded itself as the “first line of defence 
for the socialist camp” and was ready to give 
up its non-allied status. Nasser specifically 
asked the GDR also for combat aircraft. Weiß 
replied that the GDR did not have its own air-
craft industry. Nasser painted a dark picture of 
the situation. He said he had asked the USSR 
to “send aircraft with pilots and to take over 
the air command of the UAR”.27 Israel had air 
supremacy. The only way was “for the Soviet 
Union to take a decisive step to break the air 
superiority of Israel.”28 In a first assessment 
of his talk with Nasser, Weiß concluded that 
Cairo assumed that another attack from Israel 
was imminent. Nasser’s urgent request for So-
viet military advisors was not only the result 
of the “failure” of the Egypt military leadership 
but also of “Nasser’s justified political distrust 
of the senior officer corps” of his country.29 
Markowski and Weiß promised Egypt military 
assistance worth 180 million Mark.30

According to Nasser, Egypt regarded itself 
as the “first line of defence for the socialist 
camp” and was ready to give up its non-allied 
status. Nasser specifically asked the GDR for 
more combat aircraft and East German pilots. 
Ulbricht refused: no pilots. Nasser insisted on 
the NVA pilots. In November 1967, Nasser 
asked the Vice President of the ruling Arab 
Socialist Union (ASU) Ali Sabri to approach 
Walter Ulbricht with a request for military pi-
lots of the NVA. Ulbricht replied: “It is not the 
question of whether 20 or 40 aviators from the 
GDR helped the UAR, volunteers would surely 
be found”.31 He flatly denied the request several 
times as a “demonstration of a military solu-
tion”. Ulbricht verbatim: “What good would a 
military demonstration on our part do?” Also 
from the UAR’s point of view, this did not seem 
advisable to him.32  By implication, Ulbricht 
seemed to be against a new battle and to com-
mit to a political solution of the Middle East 
conflict. Ali Sabri replied that the deployment 
of pilots did not serve a military solution but 
only the restoration of the military power of 
his country. Ulbricht declared that the GDR 
would be unable to provide heavy armament 

and  aircraft since it did not manufacture them; 
Cairo should approach Moscow directly.33 
Nasser’s vice-president repeated several times 
that the problem was not just about weapons; 
his country lacked trained pilots. Their train-
ing took four years. References to the pro-
longed training and the acute lack of combat 
pilots made a mockery of the assurance that 
the pilots would only be used for training and 
not be employed in combat. Ulbricht did not 
mention this obvious contradiction, however, 
he countered that he “had doubts whether 
pilots would be able to fulfill such a role.” He 
deemed an “effective defence against low-flying 
aircraft with rapid-fire weapons” much more 
important. Ali Sabri replied that in addition to 
firearms, pilots were needed to intercept at-
tacking aircraft; the UAR did not have those 
pilots. Ulbricht advised instead to enforce the 
development of the party organisation of the 
governing Arab Socialist Union (SAU) in the 
armed forces. It was necessary to “enforce the 
leading role of the party within the armed forc-
es” and train workers to become commanders. 
A “strong and influential [party] in the armed 
forces was far more important than 20 or 40 pi-
lots”, he instructed the Egyptian. The SED was 
ready to assist the Egyptians in the organisa-
tional build-up of the party. Ali Sabri insisted, 
however, that in view of the acute threat, the 
UAR “above all needed an effective air defence.” 
The existing protocol states that the two politi-
cians did not reach an agreement. They talked 
at cross-purposes. What mattered in the end 
was Ulbricht’s firm rejection of a “demonstra-
tion of a military solution”.

The more remarkable is Ulbricht’s change 
of mind two years later. In a secret letter to 
 Brezhnev in October 1969, Ulbricht stated 
that it was necessary to support the Arab forc-
es in their “war of attrition” against Israel with 
“volunteers from the socialist countries”.34 But 
this “required careful internal preparations”: 
“It makes no sense to speak publicly about 
volunteers until certain command tasks are 
fulfilled.”35

The controversial proposal had been 
agreed with Honecker, Mielke and Army Gen-
eral Hoffmann in advance.36  Ulbricht repeat-
ed his idea again in February 1970: when he 
met the Soviet ambassador in East Berlin, he 
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 referred to his proposal to “consult with Presi-
dent Nasser about the usefulness and time of 
the employment of volunteers from socialist 
countries”.37 So far, a response or even decision 
about the employment of “volunteering” mili-
tary personnel and pilots in Egypt has not been 
found. The unusual proposal from East Berlin 
must be considered in the overall context of 
Moscow’s increasing military commitment to 
Cairo and Damaskus. The next war came three 
years later.

Gdr weapons for syria to fight israel in 
the war of 1973

In October 1973, Syria and Egypt attacked 
Israel. East Germany was again immediately 
on the spot to deliver weapons. This time, 
only Syria received full support. Relations 
with Egypt under Sadat had already cooled 
considerably. On 10 October, Syria’s head of 
state Hafez al-Assad had applied to the GDR 
government in East Berlin for military aid. Ho-
necker gave order to the Ministry of National 
Defence in Strausberg to consider the issue. 
Three days later, Minister of Defence Heinz 
Hoffmann reported to State and Party Leader 
Erich  Honecker that “using all means available 
to us” the NVA would be able to provide the 
following weapon systems: twelve MiG air de-
fence interceptors, 62 tanks of the then mod-
ern type T-54A including ammunition, some 
75,000 artillery grenades of various types and 
30,000 antitank mines.38 While the combat ac-
tivities of the so-called Yom Kippur War still 
went on in October 1973, the NVA provided 
twelve interceptors of the then modern MiG-
21 type including three units of munition and 
missiles as well as full ground equipment. In 
addition, East Germany provided 62 tanks of 
the then also modern T-54A type including 
three units of munition. Added to these were 
some 75,000 artillery grenades of various types 
and 30,000 antitank mines. According to the 
Ministry of National Defence, the deliveries 
were worth a total of 84.3 million Mark. 82.3 
million Mark were due to the estimated mar-
ket value of the equipment, 1.3 million were 
transport costs and another 0.7 million were 
unidentified material costs.39

Twelve MiG-21 were to be provided to the 
air forces as immediate military assistance. The 
MiG-21 were removed from a fighter training 
regiment. The action began amidst the greatest 
secrecy. The national emblems of the GDR and 
all references to the NVA were removed, the 
aircraft were dismantled, and between 18 and 
21 October, while the fighting still continued, 
they were loaded into six Soviet transport air-
craft of the Antonov AN-12 type and shipped 
to Aleppo. The air route of the MiGs onboard 
the Antonovs first led to Tököl military airport 
near Budapest. From Hungary, the aircraft flew 
via Yugoslavia out to the Adria, between Italy 
and Greece onto the Mediterranean Sea until 
they landed in Aleppo. For reasons of secrecy, 
and probably also in protection against attacks 
from the Israeli air force above the Mediter-
ranean Sea, the Soviet military aircraft were 
disguised in the colors of the civilian airline 
“Aeroflot”. At an air force base near Aleppo, 
the East German MiGs were reassembled, 
rigged and painted in the colors of the Syrian 
Air Force.

Despite the cease-fire for the Syrian front 
that had come into effect on 22 October, the 
situation remained extremely tense and highly 
explosive. Just one day before the first NVA 
aircraft arrived, their destination airport near 
Aleppo had been attacked by the Israeli air 
force.

East German pilots introduced the MiGs 
to the Syrian airspace. While flying, the air-
craft did not encounter Israeli combat air-
craft. Contrary to some assumptions made in 
the press even to this day, combat operations 
of NVA pilots had never been intended. As 
contemporary witnesses recalled, the twelve 
MiG were handed over to “Syrian pilots who 
spoke Russian perfectly” in late October 1973. 
A secret report of the Chief of the GDR Air 
Forces mentions the delivery to “Soviet pilots”, 
an indication that it is highly probable that 
Soviet personnel in Syrian uniforms was em-
ployed in 1973.40 Journalists called the actions 
of the State and Party Leader “Honecker’s war 
against Israel”41.

The military aid for Syria and other Arab 
states was undoubtedly an expression of the 
GDR antagonism against Israel. It cannot 
be denied nor belittled: the East Germans 
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 delivered weapons to the archenemies of Israel. 
In addition to cited examples of assistance for 
Egypt and Syria, East Germany also delivered 
weapons and munition to the Palestine Libera-
tion Organisation (PLO), which Israel and the 
United States consider a terrorist organisa-
tion, and even more radical Palestine groups. 
There is no question: in view of the German 
history, in particular the German responsibil-
ity for the Holocaust, East Berlin walked on 
very thin ice with its weapons deliveries to the 
enemies of Israel. The aid for Syria, however, 
was not an expression of hostility towards Is-
rael as the Jewish state; rather it was part of the 
East-West conflict. Senior officials in SED and 
NVA regarded the wars between Israel and 
its Arab neighbours primarily as part of the 
global East-West confrontation. The causes for 
the conflicts in the Middle East were and are 
much too diverse and complicated in order to 
press them into the pattern of the East-West 
conflict. But this unilateral fixation led the 
GDR alongside the Arab states to an antago-
nism against Israel.

The delivery of the MiG aircraft to Syrian 
Aleppo by NVA pilots is attributed to a Soviet 
directive. The transport in Soviet Antonov air-
craft is clear evidence of it. Another proof is 
the “huge number of military aircraft” from 
other Eastern bloc states at Budapest airport 
according to contemporary witnesses. Accord-
ing to recent research42, Czechoslovakia, the 
People’s Republics of Poland and Hungary also 
delivered twelve MiG-21 aircraft each. Soviet 
arms deliveries to Syria (and to Egypt) were 
much more extensive and to this day they are 
not entirely known in detail. It would also be 
interesting to know whether Romania also de-
livered weapons to Syria and/or Egypt in 1973 
to provide support in the war against Israel.

incalculable risks 
Egypt’s head of state Nasser was not the 

only one who urged East Berlin to deploy its 
fighter pilots. African and other Arab states 
also submitted requests for the deployment of 
NVA personnel. Military advisors, instructors 
and fighter pilots were of particular interest. 
In 1979 and 1980, Zambia’s President Ken-
neth Kaunda and his Minister of Defence Gray 
Zulu repeatedly asked for NVA operations in 

their country. In concrete terms, the NVA pi-
lots were to protect Zambian air space with 
their aircraft. The East German Minister of 
Defence Heinz Hoffmann immediately denied 
the request: in July 1979, the minister reported 
to Honecker that he denied the deployment 
of pilots and aircraft as “unfeasible”.43 Also in 
1979 during a visit to the GDR, the head of 
the Zimbabwean liberation movement ZAPU 
Joshua Nkomo made a request for the deploy-
ment of NVA officers to ZAPU camps in Zam-
bia. In his report to Honecker, Army General 
Hoffmann again rejected the deployment of 
NVA military personnel as “politically unac-
ceptable”. Instead, he referred to the possibility 
of providing military training in the GDR.44 

Beyond the individual cases of Zambia and 
Zimbabwe, the rejection of the deployment 
of advisors, instructors and pilots showed a 
general policy of restraint of the East German 
armed forces. The uncovered sources allow for 
the conclusion that the GDR had a reserved 
or even negative attitude towards all requests 
and inquiries for the deployment of military 
personnel to third countries. The “state and 
party leadership” and in particular the NVA 
top brass saw the danger of the GDR being 
drawn with its soldiers into the conflicts and 
wars there, which was certainly not without 
reason. A direct involvement of NVA military 
personnel or even units into combat actions 
would probably have had far-reaching conse-
quences, politically and militarily. This kind of 
operations abroad presented an unpredictable 
risk for the GDR. 

The GDR nevertheless acted inconsistently 
on this issue. Although it did not deploy fighter 
pilots, major units or even formations, the NVA 
nevertheless was present abroad in individual 
cases: according to a confidential report of the 
East German Minister of Defence to Walter 
Ulbricht, by 1970, 15 NCOs and officers of the 
People’s Navy had been deployed to Zanzibar 
to set up a coastal defence. Individual advisors 
and “experts” were also assigned to Angola 
and Iraq – mostly limited to a few weeks. The 
deployments of officers and transport aircraft 
pilots to Ethopia and Mozambique were on 
a larger scale. In 1984, oppositional guerrilla 
fighters in Mozambique killed eight civilian 
development aid workers from the GDR in 
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 addition to other foreigners. In response to 
this, in 1985 the NVA sent several groups of 
officers, some of them high-ranking including 
two generals, to Mozambique to act as advi-
sors in the general staff and in commands, 
headquarters and units on site. 

In addition to the ongoing assignments of 
officers in the country, the Mozambican gov-
ernment approached the GDR several times 
in 1985 and 1986 with the request for NVA 
trainers and “instructors.” In June 1986, Army 
General Keßler, who had succeeded Hoffmann 
as minister of defence, informed the SED Sec-
retary General Honecker and Egon Krenz that 
he, too, was against such deployments: the de-
ployment of “instructors” for training in Mo-
zambique was not considered useful “for po-
litical reasons”.45

An ideal way? training in the Gdr in-
stead of operations abroad

From the mid-1970s on, the GDR usually 
accepted foreign requests for training sup-
port quite readily. Furthermore, the GDR in 
turn made increasingly active and deliberate 
efforts to offer training of military personnel 
in the NVA to selected partners. The statistics 
provided above show the percentage of train-
ing in the GDR military aid. A closer look at 
the origins of the military personnel trained 
in the GDR is even more telling. According to 
the results of the present study, the NVA had 
trained some 3,000 military personnel from 22 
nations, that is from 19 regular armed forces 
and three armed formations or party armies.46 
The largest contingent was provided by the 
People’s Republic of the Congo with 424 ser-
vice members, followed by Vietnam (390). Ac-
cording to this compilation, Syria had 355 ser-
vice members trained in the GDR, Nicaragua 
329, Libya 283 and Mozambique 281. All other 
partners followed with much smaller num-
bers: South Yemen 138, Cuba 130, Afghani-
stan 103, North Yemen 97, Ethiopia 79, North 
Korea 58, Laos 49, Zambia 44, Cambodia 30, 
Tanzania 28 and Zimbabwe 15. In 1989, the 
GDR air forces trained 14 pilots and 34 techni-
cians for MiG-21 from Iran. Ten Iraqi sports 
officers were trained in 1977. 90 combatants of 
armed formations of the PLO were trained as 
officers, and six “officers” were trained for the 

military branch of the Lebanese Druze party 
of Walid Jumblatt. Furthermore, 21 “cadres” of 
the Communist Party of Chile received mili-
tary training in the NVA during the dictator-
ship of Pinochet.47

There was no uniform regulation for fund-
ing the expenses incurred. It ranged from full 
payment in foreign currency by the sending 
states to full absorption of costs by the GDR. 
Libya and Syria paid for the training of their 
military personnel in US Dollars. Tanzania 
also paid a share for the training of its future 
officers. For the other states and organisations, 
the GDR bore the expenses for training, often 
also for pocket money and other allowances. 
For some states like Afghanistan, Laos, Cam-
bodia and Nicaragua, the GDR also paid for 
most of the flights. According to information 
of the NVA Main Chief of Service (Haupt-
inspekteur) of March 1990, the GDR govern-
ment bore 86 percent of the total training 
costs.48

scope of action of the Gdr towards the 
soviet union and the coordination within 
the warsaw treaty organisation

An analysis of the decisions made in East 
Berlin and Strausberg in favor or against mili-
tary aids for Africa, the Middle East and oth-
er parts of the world would not be complete 
without a view to another player: “Moscow”. 
Before making a decision on arms deliveries 
but also on other military contacts with third 
states, the leaders in Strausberg and East Ber-
lin usually approached Moscow with a request 
for “expression of opinion”. Such request were 
usually addressed to the Soviet Ministry of 
Defence, in particular the Chief of the General 
Staff and occasionally the Minister. The deliv-
eries of tanks, combat aircraft and armaments 
to Syria immediately at the end of the Yom Kip-
pur War in 1973, in particular, were politically 
charged. It is obvious that the delivery of the 
twelve MiG-21 interceptors, 62 T-54A tanks 
and further extensive munitions was impos-
sible without the approval of the Soviet party 
and/or military leadership. The letter from 
the Ministry of Defence to the Deputy Prime 
Minister Gerhard Weiß of November 1973 
contains proof that the arrangements were in-
deed made. It reads “as you already know” the 
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“assistance deliveries of military equipment” to 
Syria in October this year were made “in co-
ordination with the Soviet Army”.49  References 
to consultations between the GDR Ministry 
of Defence and the Soviet general staff are al-
ready mentioned in the report by Army Gen-
eral Hoffmann to  Honecker of 13 October 
1973. In it, the Minister of Defence informs 
about “consultations” with the Chief of the 
General Staff of the armed forces of the USSR 
with regard to assistance for Syria and, as had 
initially been planned, Egypt. According to 
this, details of the sea transport from Rostock 
to Alexandria and Latakia were arranged, as 
was the change of the Friend-or-Foe identi-
fication system of the Dvina SAM System by 
Soviet “experts”. The report from Hoffmann to 
Honecker is very telling, it states that he “[had] 
been informed that no crews or operators [of 
the NVA] were to be provided” and that the 
GDR Armed Forces were to provide “only the 
escort” for the transport.50  

The report shows that in 1973 the Soviet 
general staff had made the decision about a 
possible operation of GDR military person-
nel in Syria as tank and aircraft crews and as 
operators of SAM batteries. It had decided 
against it. At the same time, the Soviet military 
leadership obviously requested NVA escorts to 
hand over the tanks and aircraft in Syria. Ac-
cording to this, the delivery of the MiG aircraft 
to Syrian Aleppo by NVA pilots, which was 
already mentioned elsewhere in this paper, 
traces back to a Soviet directive. The report 
does not indicate whether the employment of 
NVA personnel as crews and operators had 
been envisaged or planned by GDR or by So-
viet military leaders. Without consulting with 
Moscow, the GDR would hardly have agreed to 
such a controversial action. The “large number 
of military aircraft” from other Warsaw Pact 
states at Budapest airport also strongly sug-
gested a coordinated action within the Warsaw 
Treaty Organisation under Soviet leadership.51 
The participation of the Soviet Union in the 
decision-making process regarding the assis-
tance for Syria in October 1973 needs to be 
researched further. It would also be interesting 
to know whether, where and when the decision 
was made to deliver all NVA materiel origi-
nally intended for both Syria and Egyt to Syria 

alone. The surviving correspondence between 
the East German Ministry of National Defence 
and the Soviet general staff and the Supreme 
Command of the Unified Armed Forces of the 
Warsaw Treaty Organisation of 1973 does not 
contain any references to the assistance for 
Egypt/Syria in October 1973.52 Due to the ur-
gency of the deliveries, it cannot be assumed 
that the instructions were made through offi-
cial military channels from Moscow to Straus-
berg. The report from Hoffmann to Honecker 
of 13 October 1973 does not contain a refer-
ence to an explicit order by Honecker. Instead 
of the usual “According to your directive [....]” 
his letter began with the rather unusual phrase 
“In accordance with the tasks assigned to me 
[...]”53. These tasks is could also have come 
from Moscow. A participation or initiative of 
the Soviet leadership could also have taken 
place at the level of the political leadership of 
the GDR, probably Honecker himself. To date, 
no relevant documents have been researched. 
It is improbable, however, that after having 
received urgent and political requests from 
 Assad for weapons, Honecker had not con-
sulted the leadership in Moscow.  

An analysis of the decisions for or against 
military aid from a GDR-specific or domestic 
perspective only would underestimate the his-
torical context of the Cold War. The issue of a 
national scope of action of East Germany was 
therefore of particular interest for research. 
In general, the GDR coordinated its activities 
with the bloc’s leadership. The requests of the 
GDR Ministry of Defence for an “opinion” of 
the Soviet General Staff were a form of polite 
understatement. The requested statements of 
the Soviet military leadership were not only 
“of great use” for the NVA leadership – as one 
wording read – but also decisive for its actions 
– even constitutive. This was true for the mili-
tary assistance as well as for nearly all fields of 
the East German foreign and security policy. 
The increasing distance of the leadership in 
East Berlin to the new Soviet policy under 
Gorbachev in the late 1980s cannot be disre-
garded as restricting and qualifying factors.

Not every case of coordination can be 
proved by archived documents. Nevertheless, 
it should be noted what Minister of Defence 
Hoffmann declared towards his Soviet coun-
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terpart in 1978 and what the long-time Chief of 
the Main Staff, Colonel General Fritz Streletz, 
expressly confirmed when he was interviewed 
as a contemporary witness: “The Ministry of 
Defence of the GDR has so far coordinated all 
deliveries and services regarding military sup-
port for developing countries with the general 
staff of the USSR.”54

When interviewed as contemporary wit-
ness by the author, the former Chief of the 
Main Staff, Colonel General Fritz Streletz em-
phasised that military contacts and military 
assistance were never an individual effort of 
the GDR, all measures had been coordinated 
with the Soviet Union. The detailed arrange-
ments with the Soviet Ministry of Defence 
were made via the correspondence of the 
Chief of the Main Staff and the Soviet Chief 
of the General Staff. Its results were submit-
ted to the ministers to decide. Fritz Streletz 
also informed about the delineation of re-
sponsibilities between the Soviet General Staff 
and the Staff of the Unified Armed Forces of 
the member states of the Warsaw Treaty Or-
ganisation. The Supreme Commander of the 
Unified Armed Forces was responsible for all 
matters related to training and routine duty in 
peacetime. Operational matters and defence 
planning however were a responsibility of the 
Soviet General Staff, which was also the Staff 
of the Supreme Commander of the Warsaw 
Pact, who was also the Secretary General of 
the CPSU. Military relations and military as-
sistance for the states of the Third World were 
of foreign political and global strategic inter-
est, therefore, the Soviet General Staff held the 
reins in these matters, according to Streletz.55 
In his estimation, the GDR did have room for 
action in providing military assistance after the 
Soviet Union had agreed in principle: “wheth-
er” military assistance was provided had been 
decided in Moscow, “how” it was provided was 
left to the GDR and the other Warsaw Pact 
states to decide.56 As Streletz remembers, co-
ordination took place only between the GDR 
and the Soviet Union but not with the other 
Warsaw Pact states. At the same time, Stre-
letz emphasised that not only the GDR but all 
Warsaw Pact states coordinated their military 
relations and military assistance for the Third 
World with the Soviet Union. But there had 

been no distribution of tasks from the Soviet 
Union to the other Warsaw Pact states regard-
ing the military assistance for the Third World, 
there was no pattern, no master plan as to who 
fulfills which task and who supports which 
country. Instead, individual decisions were 
made in agreement with the Soviet Union.57 
It had been occasionally suggested that each 
Eastern Bloc state had to support a country of 
the so-called Third World according to a “dis-
tribution scheme of Moscow”58, however, so 
far there are no sources confirming this and it 
seems rather improbable.   

Soviet and East German military leaders 
met on the sidelines of the regular meetings of 
the Committee of the Defence Ministers for bi-
lateral consultations.59 In December 1979, the 
East German military assistance for the Third 
World was discussed. In the introduction, 
Minister Hoffmann stated that the coopera-
tion of the NVA with the developing countries 
was expanded on “orders of the Party and State 
leadership of the GDR”, in the process the East 
German army always coordinated with the So-
viet general staff. Hoffmann expressly thanked 
the Chief of the General Staff Ogarkov for the 
“permanent support and understanding for 
our problems”. Hoffmann’s thanks to Ogarkov 
confirms that the coordination processes pri-
marily took place between the Chief of the 
Main Staff of the NVA and the Soviet Chief of 
the General Staff. Inquiries at the level of min-
isters focused on military-political issues of an 
explosive nature and personal reports of the 
minister. In concrete terms in 1979 Hoffmann 
asked the Soviet Minister of Defence for his ap-
proval of the training of Mozambiquan officers 
and NCOs as well as of the training of Lybian 
combat swimmers in the People’s Navy.60

The practice of reinsuring themselves con-
tinued in the 1980s. A possible cooperation 
between the NVA and the Iranian Army was 
clearly rejected by Ustinov in 1982: “The Ira-
nian leadership has an extremely negative at-
titude towards the assistance provided by the 
USSR in Afghanistan and uses the Islamic faith 
for this purpose.  From the perspective of the 
Soviet Union, it would be advisable to refrain 
from an activation of the cooperation with the 
Iranian-Islamic Army.”61
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 “Avoid being played off against each 
other”: the need for coordination within the 
warsaw treaty organisation

As early as in the 1960s, there was discord 
between the states of the Eastern Bloc regard-
ing matters of military assistance, in particular 
weapons deliveries that went on the record. 
In 1965, the Romanian ambassador to Burma 
complained to his Soviet counterpart that the 
GDR and Czechoslovakia intended to deliver 
weapons to that country. Burma would use 
these weapons to take action against Commu-
nists. Romania therefore cautioned that it was 
necessary “to coordinate such details with the 
other socialist states in advance”.62

After his negotiations in Tripoli, Lieuten-
ant General Borufka reported in 1978 that the 
socialist states had not established uniform 
fees for training. Rather, there was some kind 
of price war. Borufka criticised that Bulgaria 
permitted “significant discounts”.63 The gov-
ernments in the Third World knew how to take 
advantage of the lack of coordination within 
the Warsaw Treaty Organisation.

In May 1981, a delegation of the Iranian 
ministry of defence visited the GDR. The re-
gime in Tehran urgently needed weapons of 
all kind for its defence war against Iraq. Ac-
cording to internal information of Alexander 
Schalck-Golodkowski, East Germany’s chief 
procurer of foreign currency, in addition to the 
GDR Iranian military leaders also had negotia-
tions with Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania, 
Syria and North Korea.64 

The Soviet leadership pressed for a deci-
sion. At the 11th Meeting of the Committee 
of the Defence Ministers65 in East Berlin in 
December 1978, the Soviet Deputy Minister 
of Defence, Colonel General Sotov, submitted 
the draft for new principles and gave a pre-
sentation to explain the submission. After de-
scribing the global situation and the resulting 
need for providing general support for friendly 
developing countries in accordance with the 
principles and obligations of the “proletarian 
internationalism”, Sokolov went into detail. 
So far, military assistance had been provided 
to Ethiopia, Vietnam, Angola, Afghanistan, 
South Yemen, Syria, Iraq, Libya and Algeria. 
Some countries had attempted to negotiate 
with several socialist states about military 

 assistance  simultaneously. In doing so, they 
tried to achieve discounts for armament and 
equipment. In some cases, specialists from 
armies of other socialist states would have 
been called to repair damaged military equip-
ment delivered by other Eastern Bloc states. 
This had led to the “development of distrust” 
and an “unhealthy” competition between the 
socialist states. At the same time, some War-
saw Pact states had attempted to divert and 
increase their export of armaments and equip-
ment to third states from deliveries within the 
Warsaw Treaty Organisation without ensuring 
a sufficient equipment standard of their own 
armed forces. In addition, there were cases 
where military equipment was handed over to 
third parties without the approval of the manu-
facturing country. Furthermore, the principles 
of secrecy had been violated several times, 
confidential data had been passed on and un-
authorised personnel had been granted access 
to equipment. Sotov mentioned Libya repeat-
edly and occasionally Iraq, Syria and Iran as 
specific examples. The Soviet general avoided 
naming the Eastern Bloc states in question, at 
least in the plenary session. The current state 
would generally damage the “unity and close-
ness of the states of the socialist community”. 
The main reason for all these negative inci-
dents was the inadequate coordination within 
the Warsaw Treaty Organisation. Therefore it 
was absolutely necessary to establish princi-
ples. Colonel General Sotov expressly referred 
to related proposals of the Hungarian and the 
East German ministers of defence.66 

In October 1979, the topic was discussed 
once again at the working conference of the 
chiefs of the general staffs of the Warsaw 
Treaty Organisation in Moscow.67 According 
to information from Strausberg, the Roma-
nian side had raised “several objections”.68 In 
a slight modification of the draft, the adopted 
paper gave priority “first and foremost to the 
complete fulfillment of the coordinated de-
mand” of the allied armed forces. The “consul-
tations” intended in the draft were upgraded 
to a “systematic exchange of information and 
consultations.”69 

The 12th Meeting of the Committee of 
the Defence Ministers in Warsaw in Decem-
ber 1979 ended the protracted and strongly 
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 formalised decision-making and coordination 
procedures: the principles were adopted at the 
highest military level.70 The published press re-
lease on the meeting did not contain any men-
tion of the cooperation with developing coun-
tries.71 The Romanian objections to relinquish 
the consideration of the military-political situ-
ation and consultations in the countries con-
cerned and to entitle the paper “Suggestive rec-
ommendations” instead of  “Principles” were 
disregarded.72 In the Committee of Defence 
Ministers, each member had the same voting 
rights. There were isolated cases in which the 
Romanian representative refused to approve 
a decision. But this did not affect the liability 
for the other Warsaw Pact states.73 Henceforth, 
only the formal approval of the heads of gov-
ernment was needed. After more than two 
years of consultations, coordination, submis-
sions and eventually decisions, the “Principles 
of coordinated action of the member states of 
the Warsaw Treaty Organisation with respect 
to the military-technical cooperation with de-
veloping countries” were signed by the heads 
of government on 11 April 1980 and immedi-
ately put into force.74

Analysing the sources, the East German 
military commitment can be summarised in 
four theses. The GDR leadership was generally 
reserved and sceptical about requests and in-
quiries for the deployment of military person-
nel to Africa and the Middle East. The party 
and military leaderships acted cautiously: 
operations abroad presented an unpredict-
able risk for the GDR. The GDR and its armed 
forces did not take this risk – with a few minor 
exceptions. Instead, the NVA offered training 
in the GDR. The East German military foreign 
relations were not an independent effort. They 
were closely coordinated with Moscow. On a 
global scale and compared to the activities of 
other states, East Germany and its military 
were a minor player. If measured against its 
weak economy, East Germany was surpris-
ingly active in the global South, often engaging 
in “acts of solidarity” which meant at its own 
expense. The surviving files show differences 
and tensions between the individual members 
of the bloc, in particular with the bloc’s lead-
ing power. The governments in Budapest, Bu-
charest or Prague were quite ready to  defend 

their own interests. The differences with re-
spect to the military contacts with the Third 
World, in turn, show that the Warsaw Treaty 
Organization was not a monolithic bloc. East 
Germany’s foreign policy was within the gravi-
tational field of the East-West conflict, firmly 
tied to the policy of the Eastern superpower. 
So its relations with developing countries and 
the military assistance given to them were also 
within this gravitational field.

As mentioned in this study, the GDR did 
not react on a global level alone. As a result, an 
adequate evaluation of the East-German com-
mitment necessarily requires comparisons 
with the activities of other states in both blocks, 
the Federal Republic of Germany, France, the 
United Kingdom, Italy, Poland, Czechoslova-
kia, Hungary and not least Romania.
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An important chapter of contemporary his-
tory is represented by the military assistance 
given by the Warsaw Treaty member states to 
African countries, particularly to those states 
in which, after they proclaimed their indepen-
dence, political power was seized by Marxist 
or socialist-oriented regimes. For Romania this 
military assistance was possible after Roma-
nia decided to pursue an autonomous foreign 
policy course in 1964 and especially after 1968, 
when Romania led by Nicolae Ceaușescu de-
cided not to partake in the invasion of Czecho-
slovakia in order to supress the reformatory 
movement known as “the Prague Spring”, un-
like the other countries of the Warsaw Treaty 
Organization. The documentary material con-
cerning this topic is vast, but the restrictions 
on declassification of documents make the sci-
entific research much more difficult.

Starting with the first month of Nicolae 
Ceaușescu’s government, more precisely in 
August 1965, the first military contacts be-
tween Romania and Republic of Guinea took 
place on the occasion of a visit by Defence 
Minister of Guinea, Fodéba Keïta (1921-1969), 
on the invitation of his counterpart, Leontin 
Sălăjan (1913-1966). During the visit of the 
official from Guinea, several meetings took 
place at the Ministry of Armed Forces and the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs, and on the 24th 
of August he was received in audience by the 
President of the State Council, Chivu Stoica 
(1908-1975).1 Apparently the purpose of this 
visit was to obtain military aid from the Ro-
manian state, represented by materials and 
equipment, which was actually delivered at the 
beginning of the following year.2

In September 1968, a military coup was 
staged in the Republic of Congo by Marien 
 Ngouabi (December 31, 1938 – March 18, 

romAniAn militAry AssistAnce 
to AFricAn countries.  

cAse study: sirius Group

sorin cristescu, phd

1977), who assumed dictatorial powers on 31st 
of December 1968. The new leader changed the 
name of the country to the People’s Republic 
of Congo, a name that was kept until 1991. He 
declared that his country was the first Marxist 
Leninist State in Africa and the party The Na-
tional Revolutionary Movement was renamed 
the Congolese Party of Labour. [Parti Congo-
lais du Travail].

At the beginning of 1972, a rapprochement 
took place between Romania and the People’s 
Republic of Congo, as a result of the arrival 
in Romania of a delegation of the Congolese 
Party of Labour led by Ange Édouard Poungui 
(n. 1942), a member of the Politbureau of the 
party and Minister of Finance of Congo.

It seems that the visit by the Congolese 
Party delegation also had secret purpose, more 
exactly to request military aid represented by 
all types of equipment including weapons and 
the sending of Romanian specialists to Africa 
in order to instruct a number of Congolese po-
lice and security troops.

To this purpose the Congolese officials re-
quested aid amounting to 60.808.096 lei, and 
the Romanian State granted an aid amounting 
to 7.962.750 lei, and decided to send 6 to 8 se-
curity officers belonging to Ministry of Inter-
nal Affairs to Congo in order to train members 
of Congolese military to be included in the 
structures of the Congolese State Security. It 
was also suggested the a Congolese military 
should be invited to Romania in order to dis-
cuss all the relevant technical details and the 
presence of a representative of the Romanian 
Army in the Romanian delegation that was go-
ing to tour a number of African countries.

The exact requests of the Congolese and 
the answer of the Romanian government are 
included in Annex 153:
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The list
of the aid requested by the congolese 

and our proposals

I. MEANS OF TRANSPORT

 requests          proposals
30 trucks “Carpaţi”        6 trucks “Carpaţi”
60 all-terrain vehicles M-461      10 all-terrain vehicles M-461
10 special security and police cars    none
20 police motorbikes       10 MOBRA motorbikes
20 bicycles          10 bicycles

II. WEAPONRY AND AMMUNITION

5000 AKM assault rifles      1000 assault rifle AKM
and ammunition cartridges      600.000 cartridges
1000 pistols TT-33        none
5.000 rifles SKS        none
1000 assault rifles        none
500 machine guns        none
50 launchers 82 mm        none
6.000 tear gas grenades      none

III. EXPLOSIVES AND ACCESSORIES
 
4 tons of TNT in 200 gram chunks    4 tons TNT in 200 gram chunks
100 km of slow burning fuse      100 km of slow burning fuse
500 km of detonating fuse      none
15.000 pyrotechnic detonators     13.000 pyrotechnic detonators
10.000 electric detonators      10.000 electric detonators
15.000 pyrotechnic lighters      2.000 pyrotechnic lighters
10.000 anti-tank mines      10.000 anti-tank mines
300 blasting machines       none
5000 crimping pliers       300 crimping pliers

IV. OPTICAL EQUIPMENT

1.500 compasses                                   500 compasses
500 binoculars 8x30                              none
10 still picture cameras      5 still cameras
5 motion picture cameras      none
4 projectors         4 epidiascopes
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It should be emphasised that Romania be-
gun to pay more attention to African countries 
after 1971-1972, and established close ties to 
African National Congress.4 Forging closer 
links to Africa was common for European 
Communist countries in this period due to a 
more relaxed approach by Moscow after 1971. 
A telegram from Moscow (17th February 
1971) emphasised that in a communiqué to the 
President of the Association of USSR Friend-
ship with European Communist states, Africa 
was seen as an important objective in Soviet 
foreign policy due to its mineral reserves, in-
cluding oil. Communist country policy toward 
Africa had to be coordinated “in order to avoid 
competition and cover more African countries 
and, if possible, the entire continent.”5 In 1972-
1973, various Communist countries from East-
ern Europe decided to expand relations with 
Africa, unilaterally or bi- or multilaterally.6

An important moment was in 1972 be-
tween March 11 and April 6, with the visit of 
the Romanian communist leader N. Ceaușescu 
and his wife to eight African Countries: Al-
geria, Central African Republic, Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Zaire, Zambia, Tanzania, 
Sudan and Egypt.

In Tanzania, Ceausescu had a meeting with 
an African National Congress (ANC) delega-
tion, led by Alfred Baphethuxolo Nzo (1925-
2000), General-Secretary of the ANC.  They 
emphasized their solidarity in the struggle 
against apartheid and imperialism.

Later, in November 1972, an ANC delega-
tion led by Nzo visited Romania. Nzo informed 
the Romanian Communist leadership that the 
Revolutionary Council of ANC decided “to in-
filtrate the country with more military trained 
cadres and military equipment”. He also point-
ed out that: “we decided to increase our activ-
ity and revive illegal organizations with more 
highly qualified cadres from outside, able to act 
promptly and provide qualified leadership.”7 In 
a memorandum from Zola Ngcakani, the ANC 
stated that they required 164.750 US dollars for 
1973 and they asked Romania to assist with a 
portion of it. In addition, they requested items 
like blankets, watches, bicycles (15 pieces), 
all-terrain vehicles (3 pieces), scholarships for 
higher education, medical treatment for ANC 
cadres and military equipment (not specified).8 

At the end of the visit, Nzo met Ceaușescu who 
promised “our entire support, our entire soli-
darity in your struggle” and asked for a better 
relationship between the two parties.9

The visit was fruitful to the ANC and was a 
new stage in their relationship. It prepared the 
way for a visit of Oliver Tambo (1917-1993) to 
Romania in April 1973. Tambo and Ceaușescu 
met on 25th April 1973. During the discus-
sions he raised the issue of military support 
from Romania, specified weapon procurement 
and produced a list of requests. He also asked 
for Romanian expertise in the reorganization 
of the propaganda and relations departments 
of the ANC. In response, Ceaușescu offered 
full support to the ANC and explained his 
ideas concerning the further development of 
the struggle against apartheid.

Bucharest soon delivered on its promises. 
On 13th of February 1973, 5.000 US dollars 
were given to ANC in Dar es Salaam and on 
21st of March ANC representatives were in-
formed that, two weeks earlier, the Yugoslav 
ship Primrose departed from Rijeka (Yugosla-
via) with two Romanians all-terrain vehicles 
on board.10

Delivering other goods in support of the 
ANC was more complicated. Uncertainty ex-
isted about Somalia as a transit point, as So-
mali officials were asking about the content of 
the shipments. On 31st of October 1973, the 
Somali military attaché in Moscow provided 
details, stating the address to be used should be 
the “National Defence Ministry of the Repub-
lic of Somalia.”11 Finally, in April 1974, a Roma-
nian ship departed from the port of Constanța, 
with a shipment for the Somali Ministry of De-
fence. It consisted of 136 boxes (6 tons) and, 
according to plan, it reached Mogadishu on 
3rd of May 1974.12 Bucharest requested that 
an ANC representative be present to receive it. 
A further shipment (33 boxes of food and a 4 
tonne truck) was transported by the Yugoslav 
ship Murter from Constanța to Tanzania.13

*

While Moscow offered Romania her con-
sent to offer military aid, it was however se-
cret, but it was not possible to avoid some in-
cidents as it was the visit of the first  president 
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of  independent Mozambique, Samora Moises 
Machel (b. 1933, president between 1970-
1986), to Bucharest between 15th and 21st 
December 1974. On this occasion, the African 
president thanked in his very speech addressed 
to Nicolae and Elena Ceaușescu for the weap-
ons and ammunition they had got, causing 
panic in the audience and prompting the ur-
gent deletion of this fragment from the video 
recordings of the meeting.14 Romania’s covert 
military support of Africa countries contrasted 
to the official statements made by Ceaușescu 
on “the Romanian policy of peace and friend-
ship with all the nations and countries in the 
world, irrespective of their social systems”.

*
An important operation was the so-called 

Sirius operation, the first mission of the Roma-
nian Army after WWII15, in which Romania 
undertook the mission of training military pi-
lots for the young People’s Republic of Angola, 
the name that the present day Republic of An-
gola had between 1975 and 1992.

Angola too was a country torn by a civil war, 
each of the two main forces being supported 
from abroad, but the People’s Movement for 
the Liberation of Angola or MPLA, a Marxist 
party which was supported by the Cuban forc-
es, proclaimed itself the de facto government 
of the country when the independence of the 
country was declared in November 1975 and 
Agostinho Neto (1922-1979) became the first 
president of the country (11 November 1975 – 
10 September 1979).

Under these circumstances, the new gov-
ernment wanted to train a number of military 
pilots, and for this purpose requested the sup-
port of USSR, France, Portugal, Yugoslavia, 
Switzerland and Romania, and organized a kind 
of auction, inviting each country to list their 
conditions. The auction was won by Romania; 
it seems that an important role in accepting 
Romanian conditions was played by the deputy 
Minister of Defence, who was in charge of the 
Aviation of Angola and the Defence of its terri-
tory. His name was Gato and he had studied at 
the Petroleum Institute in Ploiești.

The conditions listed by Romania could be 
thus summarized:

– a training period shorter than two years;
– three types of aircraft 12 IAR 823 engine 

planes, a squadron of six two-engines planes 
BN2 with “Lycoming” engines and 6 IAR 316B 
“Alouette” helicopters; all planes were made 
in Romania and bought by the Angolans. The 
total value of the contract amounted of 32 mil-
lion US dollars.

The personnel that was going to be trained 
fell into several categories:

– flight personnel;
– commanders and staff personnel;
– technical personnel;
– logistic personnel.

After the political decision was made, the 
mission was assigned to the Ministry of Na-
tional Defence led then by general Ion Co-
man (b. 1926 - ?). The latter entrusted general 
Zărnescu (1926-2009) with this mission, he 
was commander of military Air Forces, and he 
assigned general Dumitru Balaur, his deputy, 
the mission to create the nucleus of the opera-
tion. Recruiting specialists from various fields 
was the task of the Romanian Institute of Man-
agement Romconsult, led by an engineer called 
Cristinel Vâlciu. This was the channel through 
such specialists could be sent abroad. In charge 
of the Angolan mission was the engineer Titus 
Orădean, a specialist who had spent several 
years in Angola on a UN mission. He was the 
person who lectured Romanian instructors on 
Angola, on its climate, population, and their 
mentalities, as well as on rules of conduct.

The peculiarity of this mission was the rep-
resented by the fact that a list of positions was 
drawn including 150 personnel (commissioned 
officers, non-commissioned officers, civilians 
among which 10 translators) and only then the 
commander of the mission was appointed.

From a managerial point of view, the tac-
tical unit SIRIUS included specialized struc-
tures that made possible for the projected 
training process to be carried out in optimal 
conditions:

– the command of the group;
– the general staff;
– the training section;
– the theoretical training section and the 

flight training section which included two squa-
drons:
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a) 1st Flight Squadron (phase I)  equi  pped 
with 12 IAR823 planes

b) 2nd Flight Squadron equipped with 
six BN2 light transport planes and 6 IAR- 316B 
helicopters

– the medical department;
– the logistics department, including the 

maintenance of military equipment.

*
At the end of 1978 general Dumitru Balaur 

appointed the actual commander of the mis-
sion, General Aurel Niculescu, who had oc-
cupied a year before, for a period of six weeks 
(1st of May – 17th of June 1977), the position of 
head of the Military Air Forces and at that time 
he was deputy commander of the Antiaircraft 
Territory Defence. The most important fact 
about his appointment was that this general 
had been for ten years (1961-1971) the com-
mander of the “Aurel Vlaicu” Military School 
of Aviation in Boboc, near the town of Buzău.

It was also in Buzău that the group of flight 
instructors started to be created. Because 
close to Buzău there is a mountain called Siriu, 
the group was named after it, but this will be 
changed in Angola, by adding the letter “s” and 
will thus get the name of the brightest star that 
can be seen on the sky with the naked eye: Siri-
us. Another reason for that was to prevent any 
analogy with Romania.

At the beginning of 1979, at the Boboc 
Aviation School, the training of the instructors 
began. They were taught intensive courses of 
Portuguese and courses in all the subjects that 
they were to teach in Angola: navigation, en-
gines, management.16 The courses were written 
in Romanian and translated into Portuguese by 
specialized teachers and Romanian instructors 
studied them in this language. At the end of 
1979 and the beginning of 1980 the instructors 
were already fluent in Portuguese and already 
communicated between them in this language 
on certain flights, thus arousing the concern of 
the flight controllers.

Also in 1979, while the instructors were 
trained, two Romanian visits to Angola took 
place: the first delegation was led by general 
Zărnescu, the commander of the Military Avi-
ation, and included generals Dumitru Balaur 

and Aurel Niculescu. They flew on a TAROM 
plane to Rome and from there they boarded 
on an Angolan airliner. The goal of the mission 
was to check if the location suggested by the 
Angolan party for organizing the future flight 
school was appropriate; on this occasion, the 
contract was signed, the Romanian party be-
ing represented by general Zărnescu. A place 
called Lobito, on the Atlantic shore about 200 
km south of Luanda, the capital of the coun-
try, also on the Atlantic shore, which had been 
suggested by the Angolans as location for the 
future flight school, was visited by the Roma-
nian delegation. However, the Romanians no-
ticed that there was only a landing strip and a 
single control tower, the hangars and dwellings 
were to be built later.

Immediately after this visit, the Romanian 
party sent to Angola a commission of experts 
from the Aeronautical Medicine Institute led 
by colonel doctor Maurică Stoian, who had the 
mission to perform a medical check-up and se-
lect the first 150 future instructors pilots and 
the flight attendants, members of the military 
who were to represent the personnel and the 
commanding staff of the school.17

As such buildings could not be erected 
in a single year, the Angolans made another 
suggestion, namely that the respective school 
should be organized on the airfield Negage, 
the province of Uige, where Portuguese flight 
units had been stationed until 1975. This place 
was 120 km north-west of Luanda. A second 
visit of generals Balaur and Niculescu was or-
ganized: the Romanian party were to inspect 
the location. Indeed, the necessary buildings 
existed in Negage: a concrete landing strip 
1200 meters long, placed on top of a hill, han-
gars, officers’ mess, bedrooms. They decided 
to build a number of classrooms in the annex-
es of the hangars, a total of eight such rooms 
for pilots, navigators, technicians and logistics 
personnel, staff officers and commanding unit. 
The Romanians instructors were to live close 
to the town of Negage in a former hotel. An 
important part in accomplishing this mission 
was assigned to the Romanian Ambassador in 
Luanda, Ion Moraru, who had friendly rela-
tions with the Angolan leadership, in particu-
larly with the man who had taken over after 
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the death of Agostinho Neto, Jose Eduardo dos 
Santos (born 1942), who was the president of 
Angola from September 1979 to September 
2017.

The participants in the mission of the Sirius 
group had to abide by a number of the strict 
rules: besides the fact that they were forbid-
den to discuss with strangers, this interdiction 
existed in Romania too, such conversations 
could only take place in the presence of and 
through a translator in order for errors and 
misinterpretations to be avoided. Also banned 
were even the conversations with citizens of 
the Warsaw Treaty member states – whether 
Soviet or Bulgarian – as well as with members 
of the Cuban military who were on mission in 
Angola.

A special challenge was represented by the 
transportation of the materials for the mis-
sion: the furniture and the aircraft. The latter 
were dismantled and packed in boxes which 
were waterproof, due to the increased humid-
ity that is typical of subequatorial regions, 
and shipped to Angola on a cargo boat on a 
trip that was to last about 15 days. Two light 
transport trucks were also shipped and as well 
as six cistern. In charge of the transport was 
Colonel Gh. Tănase, the chief engineer of the 
group, and Colonel Macri, head of logistics, 
who also boarded that ship. Most of the group 
flew to Angola on a Boeing 707 plane of the 
Angolan Airliner, on 1st of February 1981. They 
were dressed in civilian clothes, their military 
uniforms had been shipped on the cargo boat. 
The group was reunited in Negage. 

The boxes that included the dismantled 
planes were downloaded in the port Luanda, 
then taken to the capital’s airport. There a 
team of technicians waited for them; they reas-
sembled the planes and helicopters that were 
subsequently flown to Negage. 

The first problem they have to solve in 
Negage was the preparing the barracks and the 
dwellings, an activity that put to the ultimate 
test the DIY qualities of each member of the 
group. Then a special working uniform was de-
signed for the members of the group, as well as 
a special badge with the ENAM initials (“Ecole 
Nationale d’Aviaçao Militar”) and arm badge 
to replace the rank insignia. We should also 
mention that, unlike the Soviet, Bulgarian and 

Cuban soldiers in the area, the members of the 
Sirius group did not carry weapons or ammu-
nition with them. Subsequently, the relations 
with the Soviets made possible for the Roma-
nians to be equipped with AK 47 weapons, but 
on the order they received from home through 
our embassy they had to relinquish these 
weapons. The creation of an Angolan guard 
was not accepted either, as they were afraid the 
respective soldiers might be persuaded to join 
the anti-government forces.

Training courses begun on 11th of February 
1981, with a ceremony attended by important 
political personalities in Luanda, the highest 
official being the Angolan Minister of Defence, 
Samuel Pedala, and his deputy, Gato. This was 
followed by a flight demonstration with IAR 
823 plane, flown by General Niculescu him-
self. The Angolan commander of the School 
was Captain Bonga d’Aço, who was not a pilot 
at that time, but became one later. The com-
manding staff and the personnel of the school 
was Angolan.

The first class that graduated included 146 
students, out of whom 54 were student pilots, 
18 were staff students, 77 were aviation techni-
cians, 13 were meteorologists and 7 were spe-
cialized in airfield logistics. Worth mentioning 
is also the fact that the level of the students’ 
previous training was that of secondary school 
7 – 8 years, which made it difficult for them 
to understand technical problems such as the 
aerodynamics of flying, aviation engines, flight 
navigation, meteorology. The next year’s class 
had roughly the same number of students. 
After a number of managerial problems were 
solved, having to do with the students’ punc-
tuality, the training continued without special 
problems.

It is worth mentioning that the food for 
Sirius group was provided by Romania, and it 
was sent to Angola by air every month.

The period of exclusively theoretical train-
ing ended on 18th of May 1981, when flight 
courses started. The methodology of the Roma-
nian Aviation School was used: tarmac tours, 
zonal tours, area tours, formation flights, then 
aerobatics, parachuting drills with the Roma-
nian BG-7 parachute, the students being para-
chuted from IAR 316B helicopters. Starting 
with the very first year, dog fight exercises were 
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introduced, as well as targeting of terrestrial 
objectives – visual simulation shootings on 
the training area next to the airfield with IAR 
823 aircraft. In the commanding unit, there 
were organized shifts and towards the end of 
the year, an alarm system was introduced, also 
based on IAR 823 aircraft. Though there was 
no radiolocation service, radio interceptions 
were organized. At the end of the training year 
each student had performed 250 flight hours. 
A flight demonstration was organized with 
IAR 823 planes and IAR 316B helicopters.

The only tragic incident took place on the 
6th of July 1981 when a plane crashed having 
on board Major Gh. Preda and an Angolan 
student Ruy Nelson Botelho. Both men died 
instantly. A cenotaph18 was built for them with 
the traditional propeller blades.

The first year ended in late November 
1981. The Sirius Group returned to Roma-
nia in smaller groups for the winter holidays, 
and in early January 1982 they went back to 
Negage. The decision was made that Roma-
nians should be the advisors of the Angolan 
they have trained, while the later in their turn 
should train the new classes of students, the 
whole process being, however, supervised by 
the Romanians.

A special problem of this year that is worth 
mentioning was the fact that in March 1982, a 
group of 20 of the best students had to go on 
a war mission before the end of the courses. 
They were sent to southern Angola on fight 
mission over the area controlled by rival fac-
tions. Then, in September 1982, at the request 
of the Angolan party, a mixed Romanian and 
Angolan team was formed on board of a two-
engine BN2 plane, having the mission to carry 
several East German officers and radio equip-
ment to the northern border of the country.

Flying above the clouds, the plane inad-
vertently landed beyond the border, in Zaire, 
a country that was an enemy of Angola. The 
aviators were arrested, interrogated, but due to 
diplomatic negotiations the crew and the Ger-
mans returned several weeks later to Negage, 
but the airplane remained in Zaire.

The flight courses ended on December 1st, 
1982. The promotion of the second year of 
teaching students was fully patented, each stu-
dent performing an average of 250 flight hours. 

On December 18th, 1982, the entire promo-
tion of the second year completed the school 
courses, all the students being advanced to the 
rank of first lieutenant. The closing ceremony 
of the mission, which marked the graduation 
of the first promotion of aviation officers, from 
different military specialties in independent 
Angola, was held in the presence of the Min-
ister of Defence and other military and civilian 
personalities of the country, the aerial dem-
onstration executed by the graduating officers 
proving the professionalism of the Romanian 
military aviation instructors. During the grad-
uation ceremony, the Romanian commander 
of the school, General Aurel Niculescu, hand-
ed over his effective command and all the 
military material to the Angolan Government. 
Thus, an exceptional mission of the Aviation 
School in Romania was concluded. For Gen-
eral Niculescu, this will be the moment of the 
last flight, made on board an IAR-823 aircraft, 
marking the end of a long career of 40 and a 
half years. Returning to Romania, the general 
resumed his position as Deputy Commander 
of the Antiaircraft Territorial Defence for the 
combat aircraft department. Several years lat-
er his retired.

The Sirius Group came back to Romania 
on 30th of December 1982. No ceremony was 
organized for their arrival and no mention was 
made on their activity in Angola.

*
Worth of mentioning is the fact that be-

tween 1982 and 1984, around 75 military 
mem bers belonging to ZANU (Zimbabwe 
African National Union) and ZAPU (Zimba-
bwe African People’s Union) received fighter 
pilot training at the Romanian Air Force Base 
Boboc.

During the 1980s, the number of members 
that graduated Romanian military schools from 
southern African countries increased dramati-
cally.19 A quick survey in the military archives 
indicated that, for example, in 1981, 323 stu-
dents from Zimbabwe attended various mili-
tary courses.20 Between 1979 and 1982 about 
200 students from Madagascar graduated in 
Romania from various military schools. By Au-
gust 1984, the Air Force School had enrolled 
23 pilots from Zimbabwe. At the  beginning 
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of 1980s, 259 students, sent by ZAPU to do 
short courses (three or four months) in diverse 
military fields of expertise, were in Romania. 
As a matter of fact, Communist Romania has 
trained thousands of military members from 
southern African countries (Madagascar, 
Zimbabwe, Zaire and Zambia) to become of-
ficers able to command up brigade or division 
level and also produced military specialists in 
various fields. Between 1977 and 1982 alone, 
about 2.500 students from Zimbabwe gradu-
ated at Romanian military schools.

It is worth mentioning that according to a list 
of graduates of the Romanian Military Academy, 
covering the period 1974-1989, there were 72 
graduates (mostly engineers) from Madagascar, 
14 from the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(mostly officers trained for the decision making 
level as well as radar engineers), 5 from Zim-
babwe (air force engineers) and 4 from Zam-
bia (armoured engineers). Almost 100 military 
specialists were trained in accordance with the 
Romanian educational curricula, which made 
possible to contribute to the liberation struggle 
in the region and to develop the militaries of 
newly independent countries.21

It is obvious that more in-depth research 
will provide more data on the support Com-
munist Romania provided to the liberation 
movements from southern Africa during the 
1980s.
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The 1970s started with a bang for the GDR. 
The dismissal of the long-standing head of the 
Socialist Unity Party (SED), Walter Ulbricht, 
on May 3rd, 1971 and the seizure of power 
controlled by Moscow by his former “crown 
prince”, Erich Honecker, had to open a new 
phase in the development of the East German 
state. However, the change of power, significant 
at first sight only in terms of domestic politics, 
has also shown early enough important exter-
nal, economic, security and military political 
implications.1

First of all, the Soviet Union was thus in-
terested in binding the GDR even more firmly 
than before, and in the future, no longer allow-
ing political initiatives of the SED leadership 
in the style of Walter Ulbricht. The General 
Secretary of the CPSU, Leonid I. Brezhnev, 
was very blunt with Ulbricht’s successor, let-
ting him know as early as 1970, in a confiden-
tial discussion, that the GDR is not the prob-
lem of East Germans only, but that of USSR, as 
well. For this he stated literally: “We still have 
troops on your territory. Erich, I tell you honest-
ly, never forget: the GDR cannot exist without 
us, without the Soviet Union, without its power 
and strength. Without us there is no GDR.”2

The fact that Erich Honecker understood 
this lesson was then revealed at the 8th Con-
gress of the SED Party held on June 15th-19th, 
1971 in East Berlin, which became the stage 
of his power presentation. First, the new party 
leader explicitly confirmed the leading role of 
the Soviet Union and the political and ideo-
logical model represented by the Soviet lead-
ership. Secondly, the population was promised 
“a golden era”: an increase of wages and pen-
sions, a boost in the production of consumer 
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goods and the solving of housing crisis. Thirdly, 
it was about the success of foreign policy, espe-
cially the international recognition of the GDR 
and its importance for the stability of the situ-
ation in Europe. The clarification of the ques-
tion concerning Berlin by the victorious pow-
ers of World War II in the Four Great Powers 
Agreement, as well as the entry into the force 
of the Treaty of Moscow and the Treaty of 
Warsaw, were important benchmarks. A turn-
ing decisive point was the signing of the Ba-
sic Treaty on December 21st, 1972, which has 
to regulate, in the future, the development of 
good neighbourly relations between the GDR 
and the FRG on the basis of equality of rights 
and in fact meant the international recognition 
of the GDR. From the European point of view, 
the Basic Treaty was of particular importance, 
as it concerned issues of non-violence and the 
confirmation of borders existing in Europe. As 
is well known, it included the guarantees that 
opened the way for the Conference on Secu-
rity and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) and 
the discussions on mutual troop reductions in 
Central Europe.3

The new strategic orientation of the GDR 
after the 8th Party Congress had to be imple-
mented not only in politics, economy and 
culture, but also in the armed forces, in accor-
dance with the will of Soviet and East German 
leaders. Because the military reinforcement of 
each individual socialist country was consid-
ered an essential task, especially in the back-
ground of international expansion trends. “We 
must not offer the imperialism the chance to 
change the balance of forces in its favour, we do 
not want to risk the peace and security of our 
people. This is precisely why the expansion is 
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not possible without ensuring the defence power 
of the community of socialist states.”4 Therefore, 
it is not surprising that the SED has given high 
priority to the planned future “improvement” 
of the national defence within the Alliance.

The National People’s Army (NVA) was, 
with about 170,000 people, the most impor-
tant armed organ of the GDR and the core of 
“socialist national defence”.5 Their function was 
primarily aimed at defending the country from 
the outside. Regarding the domestic use of 
force, the NVA was no longer officially planned 
since the early 1960s.6 Since its official estab-
lishment in 1956, the NVA mission has been 
marked by its allied status and Soviet military 
doctrines. Limited military-doctrinal opinions 
and strategic ideas existed in the armed forces 
of the GDR only to a limited extent. Also, the 
NVA could not have acted independently in 
the event of war. Its ground forces, with six ac-
tive divisions and five mobilization divisions, 
would also be placed under Soviet command, 
such as the East German People’s Navy, as the 
“3rd Fleet” of the United Baltic Fleet and the 
air and air defence forces from the air defence 
system of the Pact.

In the 1970s, for the People’s Army of the 
GDR a stage began, which was characterized 
mainly by the consolidation of the fighting 
power, the planned professional training, as 
well as by an increased ideologization. At the 
same time, it was already suggested that the 
Army should be used more as an economic 
factor. However, at the centre of all efforts was, 
as before, the improvement of the permanent 
combat training, according to which at least 85 
percent of the personnel had to be present in 
barracks.

In a few years, almost 14 billion GDR 
marks were spent on new weapons, equipment 
and infrastructure, which also contributed to 
improving the services and living conditions 
of the National People’s Army and the border 
troops. For the NVA leadership and their So-
viet advisers, it was important that the armed 
forces of the GDR did not lose touch with 
modern developments in armament technol-
ogy and troop management.7

This was all the more necessary as the NVA 
operative-tactical and tactical formations had 
to act within the coalition and,  primarily, in 

close cooperation with the Soviet army, in 
particular: with the GDR stationed troops of 
the Soviet Armed Forces Group in Germa-
ny (GSSD). Therefore, they had to have the 
equipment, structure, armament and combat 
training, largely coordinated with the “broth-
ers of arms”. This included a concentration 
of the defining elements for combat power, 
such as rocket and artillery systems, as well as 
tanks. Thus, the number of artillery weapons 
(“tubes”) in the NVA has doubled in just one 
decade. With the 152 mm howitzer cannon 
from the “Akazia” self-propelled system, the 
artillery received for the first time, in 1978/79, 
a weapon capable of nuclear strikes. Within 
the Air Force / Air Defence (LSK/LV), efforts 
have been made to increase the combat capa-
bilities of the first squadron of the air defence 
system in the northern area of   the GDR, by 
introducing long-range anti-aircraft missile 
complexes and modernizing MiG aircraft.8 In 
1971, within the NVA Armed Forces category, 
the first fighter-bomber aviation squadron was 
formed.

Although the organization of the GDR’s 
People’s Navy, with its three fleets as relatively 
self-sufficient formations and mission-orient-
ed differentiation of its operational resources 
in impact forces, security forces, landing and 
securing forces has remained essentially un-
changed since the 1960s, the navy has benefit-
ed, for example, by the infusion of rocket and 
landing ships of more modern equipment and 
armament.9

Between 1970 and 1980 four major ma-
noeuvres of the Allied Armed Forces of the 
Warsaw Pact were served by the operational 
cooperation, with the participation of the NVA 
staffs and troops. Two of these oversized train-
ing and propaganda measures took place on 
the territory of the GDR. Overall, the political-
military, technical-military and military co-
operation was intensified within the Alliance. 
This was officially also the case for the NVA’s 
relations with the Romanian Armed Forces. In 
the 1970s, NVA military delegates, under the 
leadership of the Minister of Defence, visited 
the sister country on the Black Sea twice. At a 
“friendship meeting” at the Bucharest Military 
Academy, on April 22nd, 1972, the East Ger-
man Defence Minister, Army General Heinz 
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Hoffmann, officially left no doubts regarding 
the connections with the Romanian Armed 
Forces: “I want to assure you, dear Romanian 
brothers of arms, on behalf of the members of 
the National People’s Army, that you have good 
friends and loyal allies in the German Demo-
cratic Republic and their soldiers, who can be 
guided in thought and action by the principles 
of socialist patriotism and proletarian inter-
nationalism, who use their full power for the 
sustained reinforcement and safe defence of 
socialism.”10 The relationship remained, how-
ever, despite these colourful expressions of the 
manifestation of the fraternity of arms, rather 
cold and, from far away, did not reach the level 
of cooperation with the other armies of the 
Pact.11

Generally, it can be noted that the inter-
national relaxation policy had no limiting ef-
fect on the structure, weapons, equipment and 
technology, although the GDR actively partici-
pated in the Vienna negotiations on the mutual 
reduction of the armed forces and weapons in 
Central Europe, started at the end of October 
1973. In fact, the exact opposite happened. 
The 1970s were more for the comprehensive 
modernization of the fighting technique and 
for a clear consolidation of the NVA’s combat 
power. Officially, it was created its own arma-
ment with the “undiminished aggressive global 
strategy”12 of the West and its activities appar-
ently against socialism. Arguments provided 
for this the substantial increase of the West 
German procurement budget between 1969 
and 1973, as well as the introduction of new 
weapon systems, such as the Leopard tank and 
the “Phantom” fighter-bomber aircraft in the 
Bundeswehr.13

To the extent that the NVA, looking to the 
West, was continuously developed and profes-
sionalized as a conventional army, there was 
also an increase of the East-German border 
regime in the sensitive region between the two 
social organizations and military pacts. The 
border troops of the GDR, as a relatively inde-
pendent component of the NVA, received in 
1970 a new structure, which remained practi-
cally unchanged until 1989. However, it was 
particularly noted that the border strengthen-
ing was parallel to the internal Germans ne-
gotiations on improving the bilateral relations 

between the GDR and the Federal Republic of 
Germany. Thus, contrary to all protests for re-
laxation, immediately after the signing of the 
basic Treaty between the two German states 
in December 1972, the security measures at 
the eastern border were again tightened. This 
was valid not only for a stronger involvement 
of the border population, but also aimed at the 
equipment with self-destruct systems, in the 
form of the SM 70 mine.14

The SM-70 mines were attached to the wire 
mesh border fence, reacted to the tension wires 
and triggered an explosion in a cone of metal 
fragments. By the end of the 1970s, over 400 
kilometres of the western border of the GDR 
were equipped with the SM-70.15 However, the 
GDR leadership tried to cover the existence of 
these killer machines. The secret dismantling 
of three SM-70s by Michael Gartenschläger, a 
former political prisoner in the GDR, who had 
been living in the Federal Republic of Germa-
ny for some time, caused the SED leadership to 
panic. The latter feared that the West could put 
these mines at the UN disposal, to prove the 
illegal nature of this weapon. Gartenschläger 
was shot and killed at the border, in May 1976, 
by employees of the Ministry of State Security 
(MfS). Earlier, Erich Honecker again person-
ally demanded “uncompromising use of the 
firearm” in actions against the so-called border 
violators.16

Because the GDR leadership wished to fur-
ther avoid the tendencies of relaxation and dis-
armament by a label change, the renaming of 
the former “NVA border troops” in the “GDR 
border troops” of October 1973 clarified this 
aspect. During the ongoing negotiations in Vi-
enna on the reduction of conventional armed 
forces, the border troops in East Berlin no lon-
ger wanted to be considered part of the con-
ventional armed forces – after all it was over 
30,000 people. The now apparently indepen-
dent border troops were, of course, still subor-
dinated to the Minister of National Defence.

The 1970s in the GDR were not only for the 
permanent increase of the fighting power and 
the preparation for combat of the armed forces 
and the border troops, but also for the expan-
sion of other segments of the national de-
fence and the domestic repressive apparatus. 
The visible signs for promoting a  “militarized 
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 socialism” in the GDR were the interconnec-
tion of the paramilitary and military institu-
tions with the educational institutions, the 
disciplining and social control of the popula-
tion in these structures, the organization of the 
different social sectors in accordance with the 
military command and obedience principle, 
the ideological political-military indoctrina-
tion, as well as the preservation of military vir-
tues and rituals.17 Erich Honecker himself, on 
a troop visit in 1978, invented the phrase that 
there is no area of   social life that would not 
have been penetrated by the interests of na-
tional defence.18 And in the 1976 SED program, 
national defence was defined as an “essential 
feature of the developed socialist society”.19

Two years later, a new defence law made 
“socialist national defence” an integral part 
of the social order of the GDR. At about the 
same time, the construction of the territorial 
defence, started at the beginning of the decade, 
could be completed. This was mainly due to 
the requirements of the missions given by the 
Soviet Union for the operational preparation 
of the territory, such as the creation of military 
transport headquarters, the establishment of 
central storage and repair bases and the intro-
duction of special mobilization units in differ-
ent civilian ministries.

The paramilitary organizations, as well as 
the security and protection forces, have gained 
an increasing importance in the territorial area 
of   national defence. They had to ensure their 
own territory against “agents, saboteurs and 
armed gangs” and to help for maintaining the 
protection of the civilian population and the 
viability of the country in case of emergency. 
Directly, in the SED’s service, were the “work-
ing class fighting groups” as an armed militia. 
In addition to the territorial protection of now 
stronger public enterprises and institutions, 
their missions included the tactical and logis-
tical support for the NVA and Allied forces. 
Also, the civil defence, derived from air protec-
tion, played an important role in the national 
defence system and was even stylized within 
the Warsaw Alliance, starting in the mid-
1970s, as an increasing factor of the strategic 
importance. As a result, the civil defence in the 
GDR, in 1976, was subordinated to the Min-
ister of Defence. Four years later, civil defence 

formations were included, for the first time, in 
an important military manoeuvre of the War-
saw Pact. The responsibility of civil defence for 
disaster protection was therefore temporarily 
passed behind the military-oriented mission.20

Because the fundamental distrust of the 
SED leadership towards the population re-
mained intact, despite the promised social and 
cultural policy initiatives and the readiness to 
participate in the relaxation policy, the moni-
toring and oppression of the population have 
turned into perfection. The MfS continued 
to act as the main monitoring and repression 
tool of the SED inside the country, the party’s 
“shield and sword”. The switch from open re-
pression to more subtle forms of intimidation 
was accompanied by an increase in the num-
ber of employees, who had to provide preven-
tive measures for domestic security. The num-
ber of employees has increased from 43,000 
to almost 60,000 men and women, from 1970 
to 1975.21 Last but not least, the militariza-
tion of the education system, in particular, has 
reached a new dimension. Above all, children 
and adolescents, as well as citizens with mili-
tary obligations, have been subjected, increas-
ingly, to various forms of systematic “socialist 
military education” by the party, the state and 
the mass organizations.22

Normalization and human rights policy 
were seen as a new “danger” to socialism, 
before which it was believed that you should 
not only defend yourself with military force, 
border fortifications and militarization. “It is 
obvious that imperialism has become a ma-
jor ideological attack on socialism and that, in 
this way, it hopes to achieve decisive breaches 
in the strong and united front of the socialist 
states community”23, said a recent publica-
tion of the NVA’s main political administra-
tion. For the army leadership, especially for 
its party and political apparatus in the armed 
forces, the mission was to pursue the policy of 
relaxation, which was seen as a means of the 
West to ideologically destabilize of the social-
ist states, through an increasingly powerful 
delimitation by the Federal Republic of Ger-
many, through an unconditional connection to 
the USSR, and, in particular, by a much more 
intense fight against all forms of “hostile ide-
ologies”.
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Every citizen of the GDR and therefore ev-
ery soldier in the NVA knew that the so-called 
Eastern Treaty of the Federal Republic of Ger-
many and the Agreement of the four great 
powers in Berlin codified the status quo in Eu-
rope. Numerous subsequent agreements, such 
as the Transit Agreement and the resumption 
of direct telephone traffic between both sides 
of Berlin in 1971, the 1972 Transport Agree-
ment and the 1976 Postal Convention, have 
officially led to significant improvements in re-
lations between the two German states. GDR 
has been a member of the United Nations since 
1973. Two years later, Honecker signed the Fi-
nal Act of the CSCE Conference in Helsinki.

As for the West-German “revenge and ex-
pansionism” against the East, as the GDR pro-
paganda frequently referred to in the in the 
past, it couldn’t have been a word about it now. 
This is where the dilemma for the SED started. 
On the one hand, it had made progress in seek-
ing international recognition of the GDR, on 
the other hand it feared an internal weakening 
of its party leadership, by too much interac-
tion and freedom of movement. The successes 
of foreign policy and the participation of the 
GDR in international agreements have led, in 
a way, to the destabilization of domestic poli-
tics. Above all, the final CSCE Act of August 
1975, co-signed by the GDR, caused concern 
for the SED leadership. Although the agree-
ments on the rejection of violence, the territo-
rial integrity and the inviolability of the bor-
ders, which were established here, have largely 
met the concerns of the foreign policy of the 
GDR, however, the humanitarian problems in 
the so-called “Basket III” of the adopted agree-
ments contained a significant “explosive”. Con-
stant for many years, the political, ideological 
and military images of foreigners and enemies 
began to crumble. The human rights could no 
longer be grossly ignored by party and state 
leadership. Now, the citizens could even claim 
“human facilities” for them when requesting 
trips to the West. In fact, the number of citi-
zens in the GDR, which, above all, were de-
manding their right to free movement, in the 
context of human rights enforcement, was in-
creasing rapidly.

The relaxation policy and the signals that 
flow from it, as well as the internal demarca-

tion of the GDR by the Federal Republic of 
Germany, which was imposed by the SED, led 
to numerous discussions and questions in the 
NVA also. “The intensified ideological diver-
sion of the opponent against the GDR and the 
NVA, which is associated with the conclusion 
of treaties between the USSR, the Polish Popu-
lar Republic, the GDR and the FRG, makes its 
presence known, to a greater extent, in the opin-
ion of soldiers, non-commissioned officers, civil 
servants and officers”24, the responsible policy 
officers and party officials in almost all catego-
ries of armed forces and border troops have 
almost established in unison. In particular, the 
concept of delimitation of the SED25 under the 
slogan “Everything connects us with our Social-
ist German Democratic Republic [...]. Nothing, 
but nothing connects us with the imperialism of 
the FRG” was met with scepticism among sol-
diers and non-commissioned officers. Gaps in 
the political-ideological defensive front against 
the supposed influences of “social-democracy” 
and “human rights debates”, as well as forms of 
underestimation of the “nature of imperialism” 
were found in the army, especially in assessing 
the availability of the potential aggressiveness 
of the “West German imperialism”. Thus, the 
“demagogy of peace of the Brandt/Scheel gov-
ernment” led to an increase in the proportion 
of those in the army who believed that there 
was no danger of the Federal Republic of Ger-
many launching a war. The growing interna-
tional recognition of the GDR was no longer 
seen as evidence of the growing power of the 
GDR or the socialist world system, but as an 
expression of the willingness to negotiate and 
peacefully the Western states. The policy pur-
sued by the SED for peaceful coexistence, as 
a form of class struggle, has equally found its 
critics, as well as those theses, which attribut-
ed, first and foremost, an aggressive character 
to the Federal Republic of Germany or which 
recognized a global superiority of socialism.26

In addition, against the background of po-
litical detachment, the requests to reduce the 
high level of readiness in the armed forces have 
become stronger. A staff sergeant was quoted 
as saying: “We should stop talking about a 
threat of war. The combat training loses impor-
tance, and the requests for even more combat 
training discredit us.”27 In this regard, some 
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young  officers expressed their opinion that 
they would no longer have any prospects in the 
Army now, that “the balance of terror” main-
tains the peace and the treaties concluded have 
made unlikely an armed conflict in Europe.28 
Also, the economic power and military supe-
riority of the Warsaw Treaty states have been 
questioned once again. In this regard, many 
army employees believed that education for 
hatred towards “imperialism and its mercenar-
ies” is so anachronistic that it no longer makes 
sense in socialist military motivation.29

A significant problem was seen by the mili-
tary commanders and the party responsible of-
ficials in the increasing of the so-called recep-
tion of enemy transmission stations inside and 
outside the working program. For most of the 
“normal” citizens of the GDR, the reception 
of Western radio and television broadcasts, 
which promised a wide variety of information, 
offered the opportunity to form and maintain 
a political opinion independent of SED pro-
paganda. In the armed forces, the “influence 
of enemy transmissions” was considered as a 
main channel for spreading enemy arguments 
among the military. Therefore, the “Western 
reception” remained, as before, illegal for the 
army personnel. However, there was not only 
an apparent increasing acceptance of the recep-
tion of Western broadcasters to subordinates 
by the superiors, but also a higher proportion 
of non-commissioned officers and officers, 
who were informed by the “Western sources”. 
In the Neubrandenburg military sector of the 
NVA ground forces, in 1971/72, for example, 
a total of 2,333 “listeners” were identified, of 
which 1,597 soldiers, 709 non-commissioned 
officers and 27 officers.30 About 5,000 cases 
were registered in the border troops in the 
same period.31

Although at the beginning of the 1970s 
every officer and two out of three non-com-
missioned officers practically belonged to the 
SED, and the NVA’s leadership body was thus 
regarded as part of the party, the officers also 
showed influences of the supposed “ideologi-
cal diversion” of the West. In isolated situa-
tions, the officers took positions, in which they 
tried to demand more democracy and more 
freedom. Some referred directly to Helsinki.32

Also, the restricted contacts of the military 
in all categories of ranks with Western people 
have reached a new dimension in the context 
of the policy of relaxation. As in any army, in 
the NVA there were regulations for the pro-
tection of the military secrets. In addition to 
the general principles, legitimate for the pro-
tection of their security interests, these rules, 
however, also contained provisions that many 
army employees did not consider appropriate, 
especially in the 1970s. NVA employees and 
civilian personnel were generally forbidden 
from accepting and maintaining official and 
unofficial contacts with citizens and institu-
tions from “non-socialist foreign countries”. 
Especially the professional non-commissioned 
officers, cadets and officers were also required 
to influence the people living in their house-
hold, such as spouses, concubines and chil-
dren, so that they also complied with strict 
NVA regulations. However, some professional 
soldiers considered family ties, family peace 
and a sense of unity among relatives more im-
portant than any ideological delimitation of 
the party. Hidden “western contacts” – often 
over a long period of time – were the conse-
quences. Of course, these secret relations rare-
ly escaped state oversight of the GDR security 
authorities.

Generally, the political-ideological pres-
sure on the members of the army increased in 
the 1970s. In practice, this meant, first of all, 
that any critical political opinion that deviated 
from the official SED line was immediately 
stigmatized, but also identified and perse-
cuted as an influence of the “class enemy”. Of 
course, the SED and the army leadership not 
only acted through increased ideological in-
doctrination, but also with rigorous punitive 
measures against critics and dissidents in the 
army. Thus, the number of politically moti-
vated party procedures has increased consid-
erably. Depending on the crime, the party pro-
ceedings against the SED members in uniform 
also have, as a rule, pointed consequences for 
the job and disciplinary actions. There are ex-
amples that even the reception of westerners 
in the Honecker era could lead to punishments 
and, in individual cases, dismissal from the 
NVA. Thus, a NVA major was excluded from 
the SED and dismissed from the NVA, without 
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prior notification, with the demotion to the 
rank of soldier. His offense: the officer listened 
and watched Western shows for a long time. 
Therefore, the SED officials considered that 
the “class opinion” of the officer would have 
been “affected” and the major could no longer 
perform the functions of party member and 
commander.33

In conclusion, it should be mentioned that 
the NVA was systematically and continuously 
strengthened in the 1970s by a strong coalition 
army. This was in the interest of both the lead-
ership of the Soviet Union and the leadership 
of the SED, who was thinking about its power. 
The international relaxation policy has accel-
erated this military process more than hinder-
ing it. Even though the SED had and wished 
to take into account the policy of relaxation 
of the great powers, especially with regard to 
foreign policy, it did not tolerate any call for 
international agreements in domestic politics. 
Expression in this sense was the consolidation 
of the border regime and the increased ideo-
logical indoctrination of the population and 
the military. The coexistence of the “peace and 
relaxation policy”, on the one hand, the arms 
race, the militarization, the external delimita-
tion and the internal repression, on the other 
hand, have characterized the GDR ever since.
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