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Series Foreword

The end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union changed the contours of the international system. For nearly fifty years, the Cold War had dominated world politics. The intense, ideologically charged competition between the United States and the Soviet Union led to numerous crises and spurred the two sides to deploy immense military forces, including tens of thousands of nuclear weapons. East-West conflicts in Korea, Indochina, Southwest Asia, and numerous other regions resulted in vast bloodshed and disruption. To one degree or another, every part of the globe was buffeted by the Cold War. Although the United States and the Soviet Union managed to avoid a direct military confrontation, the repercussions of the Cold War will be felt for many decades to come.

During the Cold War, the declassification of government records in the United States and Western Europe permitted a better understanding of key international events, but the details and broader context of these events could not be fully understood so long as archives in the Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, China, and other Communist countries remained sealed. The recent opening of archives in many former East-bloc states has enabled scholars to begin rewriting the history of the Cold War. Archival documents and new firsthand accounts have greatly enriched our historical knowledge. Many gaps in the record can now be filled, and the history of the twentieth century can be analyzed far more thoroughly and accurately. New evidence from the archives and from firsthand accounts can shed light not only on specific events but on the whole course of the Cold War, including its origins, its stages, and its unexpected end.

In addition to ensuring a more precise and comprehensive historical record, reassessments of the Cold War are of enormous benefit to theoretical debates in the social sciences. Many theories in political science and international relations have relied on generalizations derived primarily from the Cold War period. In the past, full-fledged tests of these theories were impractical because of the lack of reliable data from the Communist world. Analyses of theoretical assumptions often had to be based exclusively on published sources and a good deal of guesswork. In at least some cases, as the new archival evidence has shown, the lack of reliable information led Western scholars astray. Theories of decision making, deterrence, bureaucratic politics, bargaining, diplomacy, foreign policy conduct, and international relations—to name a few salient areas——can now be subjected to rigorous empirical tests. Since the early 1990s, several scholars have made valuable contributions to long-standing debates by using evidence from the former East-bloc archives to reexamine and test theoretical propositions. Future possibilities for this type of work are almost unlimited.

The Harvard Cold War Studies Book Series, sponsored by the Harvard Project on Cold War Studies (HPCWS) of Harvard University, encourages historical reassessments as well as the use of archival evidence to evaluate social science theories. The inception of the series in 2001, a decade after the Soviet Union collapsed, is timely. Despite continued difficulties with archival access in some countries (especially Russia), the quantity of new documentation from the former Communist bloc is so immense that it has overwhelmed even the best attempts to cope with it. Because the amount of new archival material continues to expand rapidly, a key task now is to ensure that scholars exploit it as fully as possible. The Harvard Cold War Studies Book Series has been set up with precisely that objective in mind. All contributors to the series draw on archival research in one or more parts of the world that figured prominently in the Cold War: the former East-bloc countries, many Western countries, and numerous Third World states. Some of the books in the series reassess long-established historical interpretations, emphasizing the changes necessitated by declassified documents and new first-hand accounts. Other books use the latest historical findings to shed light on current theoretical concerns.

Volumes in the series are selected by a rigorous two-stage review process based on cogency, innovation, and clarity of exposition. The choice of books is made in consultation with two or more members of the HPCWS editorial board, which consists of thirty-two distinguished U.S. and international scholars. More information about the series can be found on the Harvard Cold War Studies Book Series page of the HPCWS Website <www.fas.harvard.edu/~hpcws>.

The book series emphasizes the use of new evidence for theoretical purposes, but we also welcome solid historical reassessments. Books that draw on archival materials for historical narratives and thematic analyses are encouraged just as much as those set within theoretical contexts. By providing an outlet for both historians and political scientists, the book series is intended to promote a better understanding of all aspects of the Cold War. We look forward to working with Rowman & Littlefield, one of the finest academic publishers, in this endeavor.

Mark Kramer 
Harvard University
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This book—the first volume in the Harvard Cold War Studies Book Series—provides a comprehensive survey of forced population transfers in Europe during the early Cold War. The contributors have drawn extensively on newly declassified archival materials from both East and West. It is appropriate that the series is beginning with a reassessment of events that shaped the postwar ethnic contours of Central and Eastern Europe. Although the series will cover all aspects of the Cold War, one of our chief interests is the role of ethnic conflict and nationalist unrest in the former Soviet bloc.

The phenomenon of ethnic cleansing in early postwar Europe has been largely forgotten in the United States nowadays, but it is an issue of profound importance not only for our understanding of the Cold War itself but also for our conceptions of national and international security in the post–Cold War era. Although the term “ethnic cleansing” did not gain wide currency in the West until 1992 (when it was adopted by Serb leaders and paramilitary forces in Bosnia-Herzegovina), it actually dates back much earlier, having been used right after World War II by Poles and Czechs seeking to “purify” their countries of ethnically undesirable elements, notably Germans and Ukrainians.1 The connotation of the phrase, both then and now, is broadly similar to the racial-hygienic overtone of the word Säuberung, espoused by the Nazis.2 For analytical purposes, ethnic cleansing can be seen as encompassing several types of repressive actions, including deportations (the coercive transfer of minorities to distant regions within a country), expulsions (the forced removal of minorities from one country to another), and genocide (deliberate, mass slaughter aimed at complete extermination).3 In this book the term refers most often to expulsions—the involuntary transfer of entire ethnic groups from one country to another. The book does not deal at any length with the genocide perpetrated by Nazi Germany during World War II. That topic has been examined—and reexamined—in great detail by other scholars, and it would be futile and unnecessary to try to add to their findings here.4

Although mass expulsions and deportations are not as unremittingly horrifying as genocide, the events described in this book were chilling in their own right. During World War II, millions of people in Central and Eastern Europe were forcibly uprooted from their homes and expelled to distant regions, from which they were forbidden to return to their previous residences. After the war ended, millions of other people were forcibly driven from their native lands, bringing the total number expelled to nearly thirty million. Vast numbers died during these upheavals, and millions more experienced unmitigated hardship and cruelty.

The postwar expulsions were often palliated with anodyne phrases—“repatriations,” “resettlements,” and “population exchanges”—but the reality invariably was grim.5 In many places, grisly attacks were carried out against the targeted minorities both before and during the forced transfers. Savage beatings, rape, mutilation, and torture were common. The sweeping removal of millions of people across war-torn parts of Europe did not abate even when severe complications arose, including grossly overcrowded internment camps, railway depots, and boxcars. The pervasive overcrowding, endemic shortages of food and medicine, harsh weather, and lack of basic sanitary conditions led to rampant disease and death. All who tried to resist orders to leave were forced to comply at gunpoint or, in some cases, were summarily shot. The total number killed during the postwar expulsions and deportations was at least 1.5 million.6 Moreover, even when the forced transfers were completed, the hardships facing those who had been uprooted did not diminish. When the expellees arrived at their new permanent “homes,” they often had to fend for themselves, without adequate food, clothing, or shelter, and without a supporting infrastructure that would help them start new lives.

The widespread atrocities and violent excesses committed during the postwar expulsions and deportations in East-Central Europe, and the long-term consequences of those actions for individual countries and the region as a whole, are vividly recounted and exhaustively documented in the fifteen chapters that follow this introduction.

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Coercive transfers of European populations were, of course, hardly unique to the mid-1940s. Forced migration had been a recurrent phenomenon in Europe from the thirteenth century on, particularly during and after major wars. Mass expulsions and deportations largely ended in Western and Northern Europe by the late seventeenth century—the most notable exception came in 1685–1686, when Louis XIV’s decision to revoke the Edict of Nantes touched off a chaotic exodus of more than four hundred thousand French Huguenots—but in Eastern and Southeastern Europe the resort to forced migration remained common well into the twentieth century.7 The deportations and wholesale massacres of Armenians by the Ottoman Turks in 1915–1917 were the most extreme case of ethnic cleansing during World War I, but they were by no means the only case.8 The war sparked vast turmoil throughout Southeastern Europe. One of the main postwar accords, the Treaty of Lausanne (and its associated conventions) signed in 1923, provided de facto legitimacy for the forced exchanges then under way of the Greek and Turkish populations in Anatolia and Greece.9 Although the reciprocal expulsions from these countries would have taken place even in the absence of the Lausanne Treaty, the legitimizing effect of the document set an ominous precedent. Of the roughly 1.56 million Greeks and Turks who were forced to move abroad, as many as five hundred thousand may have perished.10

During World War II, dislocation and forced migration were ubiquitous in Central and Eastern Europe. Soon after the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany secretly agreed in 1939 to divide Poland into “spheres of interest,” the Soviet army and security organs moved into eastern Poland and initiated mass arrests and deportations of Polish citizens, sending them to prison camps and hard labor in Siberia, Soviet Central Asia, and the Soviet Arctic region.11 During the twenty-one months that Soviet troops occupied eastern Poland, they forcibly removed as many as 1.5 million people of all nationalities, including six hundred thousand Poles.12 Of those deported, more than a hundred thousand died. At least thirty thousand more Poles were shot by Soviet troops on Polish territory.

Many millions of other people in Central and Eastern Europe were swept up in the brutal campaigns launched by Nazi Germany. German troops forcibly transferred more than five million people of Slavic origin to the German Reich, including 2.8 million from Poland who were designated as slave laborers.13 The Nazis’ drive for Lebensraum (living space) was accompanied by an influx of German nationals into western Poland and other parts of Central Europe to establish settlements and extend the frontiers of the Reich.14 The ruthlessness of Germany’s occupation of East-Central Europe intensified as the war progressed, culminating in the systematic annihilation of six million Jews and hundreds of thousands of Gypsies.

All told, nearly forty million people in Europe were killed during the war.15 Many times that number were uprooted and left homeless, a phenomenon that increased during the final year of the war when the Soviet army stepped up its counteroffensive, which it first launched in 1943, and moved deeply into Eastern and Central Europe. Soviet troops joined local armed units in forcing millions of people (mainly ethnic Germans) to abandon their homes and flee under the most degrading conditions. In addition, Soviet troops arrested several hundred thousand German civilians in Romania, Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, Poland, and the Baltic states at the close of the war and transferred them to special internment camps in the USSR, where the regimen was unusually harsh even by the standards of the Soviet Gulag.16 By the time the war was over, the unprecedented slaughters and the wholesale shifts of populations had brought radical changes in the demographic complexion of the continent.17

Within the Soviet Union, ethnic cleansing during World War II also took the form of mass deportations carried out by the Soviet secret police and the Red Army. The homelands of national groups in the western and southwestern parts of the Soviet Union—the Chechens, Ingush, Kalmyks, Meskhetian Turks, Karachais, Bashkirs, Balkars, Volga Germans, and Crimean Tatars—were depopulated. Vast numbers of Greeks, Bulgars, Kurds, Khemshils, Kabardines, Poles, Finns, Moldavians, Armenians, Lithuanians, Latvians, and Estonians were shipped off to Soviet prison camps and forced-labor sites in the desolate reaches of Siberia and Kazakhstan.18 Countless deaths and unimaginable misery resulted. The surviving members of the deported minorities were not permitted to return to their traditional homes until many years, even decades, later.19


THE EARLY POST-WORLD WAR II ERA

The enormous bloodshed that accompanied forced migration during World War II did not cease when the war ended. The death toll continued to mount during the ethnic cleansing of the early postwar era. In some countries, notably Poland and Soviet Ukraine, there were even continued instances of anti-Semitic pogroms and persecution, which prompted most of the remaining Jews to flee.20 In that sense, forced migration and ethnic conflict in the immediate postwar period were remarkably similar to what had preceded them.

In one crucial respect, however, the forced population transfers of the early postwar era were distinctive. Most of them were carried out under the auspices, and with the full approbation, of the international community. In a throwback to various international agreements of the nineteenth century, which had codified new borders in Europe (and, at least implicitly, had allowed the removal of minorities living within those redrawn borders), the three main victorious powers in World War II formally endorsed the involuntary relocation of ethnic groups. The motives of the U.S., British, and Soviet governments in taking this momentous step were varied and complex. The Soviet leader, Josif Stalin, wanted to expedite the forced removal of Germans from all the East-Central European countries and to ensure that any trilateral pronouncements on the subject would facilitate (or at least not hinder) the expulsions that were already under way.21 By contrast, U.S. and British officials were concerned that the situation on the ground was spinning out of control, and they wanted to defuse it as soon as possible. Revenge attacks on and brutal expulsions of German residents from the Sudeten region of Czechoslovakia and from the newly acquired western and northern territories (ziemie zachodnie i północnie) of Poland22 had begun during the chaotic final phase of World War II. American and British leaders were eager to establish a more peaceful and restrained process.23

What the United States and Britain were not willing to do, however, was to take a stand against further ethnic cleansing. Although they sought to make forced migration more orderly, they did not want to curtail or prevent it. On the contrary, they joined the Soviet Union in lending international legitimacy to coercive population transfers on a scale unprecedented in peacetime. The expulsion of twelve million ethnic Germans from East-Central Europe, especially from Poland and Czechoslovakia, was explicitly authorized by the three great powers when they signed the Potsdam Declaration in early August 1945. The declaration contained a whole section on what was euphemistically termed the “orderly transfer of German populations”; it left no doubt that the wholesale “removal of Germans from Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary . . . will have to be undertaken” as rapidly as possible.24 No sooner had the declaration been announced than President Edvard Bencš of Czechoslovakia, who had been laying administrative and legal groundwork for the expulsions since early 1945, issued Constitutional Decree No. 33/1945/Sb, which deprived the Sudeten Germans and ethnic Hungarians in Czechoslovakia of all rights and protection. Subsequent decrees issued by Beneš, which reinforced his earlier directives and statements, provided for the confiscation of all Sudeten German property and the “uncompromising liquidation” of the German community in Czechoslovakia.25 Although the signatories of the Potsdam Declaration had expressed hope that the compulsory transfers from Czechoslovakia, Poland, and other East-Central European countries would be carried out “in an orderly and humane manner,” that phrase rang hollow for the millions who were violently uprooted and persecuted.

Similarly, the forced removal of more than two million Poles from the Soviet Union and Soviet-occupied Germany in 1945–1947, and the reciprocal forced transfers of nearly seven hundred thousand ethnic Ukrainians from southeastern Poland during the same period, were given the tacit imprimatur of the international community under the Yalta accords and other agreements that shifted Poland’s borders more than two hundred kilometers westward, bringing large regions east of the Bug River (ranging from Eastern Galicia and Volhynia northward to Wilno) under the jurisdiction of Soviet Ukraine, Soviet Belorussia, and Soviet Lithuania.26 To the extent that the great-power accords not only reflected but contributed to the emergence of de facto spheres of influence in Europe, they reinforced and indirectly legitimized a bilateral agreement signed by the Soviet Union and the Communist-dominated Polish government-in-exile in September 1944, an agreement that paved the way for compulsory “evacuations” of “all [ethnic Polish] inhabitants” from the newly enlarged Ukraine and “all [ethnic Ukrainian] inhabitants” from Poland.27 Behind this fig leaf of international agreements, Soviet commanders and their Polish allies were able to act with impunity.

In effect, then, the major outside powers, including the United States, decided to condone and even promote (rather than just acquiesce in) fresh bouts of ethnic cleansing at the end of World War II.28 By overtly championing forced population transfers in Europe, the United States reversed its long-standing policy. Unlike the British and French, the U.S. government had not signed the Lausanne Treaty of 1923 and was therefore not directly complicit in the horrific violence and bloodshed that the treaty had explicitly legitimized. The brutality of the Greek-Turkish exchanges in the early 1920s ordinarily would have been enough to preclude any further such “experiments,” but a number of special circumstances in the closing months of World War II and the opening phase of the Cold War impelled the U.S. government to countenance mass expulsions in the heart of Europe. The ravaging violence of the war itself had created a fluidity in Europe that made previous borders seem less justifiable. Germany’s conquest and ruthless occupation of European countries from the late 1930s on, and the mass extermination of Jews in Nazi-occupied territory, had stirred enormous anger and revulsion toward Germany, which overrode any qualms that Western leaders may have had about the prospect of expelling millions of ethnic Germans from western Poland and the Czech lands.29 By the same token, the Soviet Union’s contribution to the victory over Germany induced American officials to turn a blind eye to the ethnic cleansing that transpired behind Soviet lines.

This acceptance of coerced population transfers was reinforced by domestic political trends in the United States and Great Britain, including the general war weariness that had set in by 1945. The resurgence of American isolationism, as growing numbers of citizens exhorted the government to “bring our troops home,” helped spur U.S. leaders to accept certain agreements and clauses in the final months of the war that they might have opposed (or at least tried to modify) earlier on. Moreover, even if public sentiment in the United States and Britain had been conducive to a stance against forced migration, many high-ranking politicians in the two countries had come to the view that ethnic conflict in Europe would never end unless homogeneous nation-states were formed. Forced migration was seen as the only means of defusing violence and ensuring long-term peace. Well before the war ended, no less a figure than British prime minister Winston Churchill had declared that “the total expulsion of the Germans . . . will be the most satisfactory and lasting” guarantee of stability after the war. He pledged to ensure that “there will be no mixture of populations [in Central and Eastern Europe] to cause endless trouble. . . . A clean sweep will be made.”30 Similar views were expressed in the United States by such prominent commentators and politicians as Herbert Hoover, a former president who had served as coordinator of recovery aid in Central and Eastern Europe after World War I: “The hardship of moving [people out by force] is great, but it is less than the constant suffering of minorities and the constant recurrence of war.”31

In addition to these domestic calculations, the structure of the international system at the outset of the Cold War was conducive to mass ethnic cleansing. The defeat of Germany had opened a power vacuum in Central and Eastern Europe, a vacuum that the Soviet Union had methodically filled. During the final two years of the war, Soviet troops and tanks occupied the lands that had been seized by Germany in the late 1930s and early 1940s. The presence of these occupying forces, and the lack of any corresponding deployments by the Western powers after 1945, enabled the Soviet Union to assert its will in the region. The “adjustment” of Soviet borders with Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Romania, and Finland, and the formal annexation of the three Baltic states, restored the Soviet Union to the furthest reaches of the old tsarist empire, a goal long sought by Stalin. As the western and northwestern frontiers of the Soviet Union expanded in the aftermath of the war, Stalin moved swiftly ahead with new rounds of ethnic cleansing both at home and in Eastern Europe, just as he had ordered wholesale deportations of Soviet minorities in the late 1930s and early 1940s. The process of ethnic restructuring in Poland culminated in the spring and summer of 1947 with the Soviet-sponsored operation known as Akcja Wisła, which violently consolidated the internal stability of both Poland and Soviet Ukraine.

The Soviet Union’s overwhelming presence in Central and Eastern Europe was crucial not only in determining the fate of the region, but also in underwriting the new political boundaries and in preventing any reversal of the mass transfers of populations. If Soviet troops had not been present to enforce the new geopolitical arrangements, irredentist skirmishing and endless conflicts might have ensued. Soviet domination in the region imposed a kind of order and stability that would not have been feasible during the interwar period, when the political configuration of Central and Eastern Europe had been far more malleable. Although Western leaders were not supportive of Moscow’s domination in East-Central Europe, they were determined to prevent any incidents or border disputes in the region that could escalate into a new European war. The Soviet Union’s role in suppressing potential clashes or nationalist unrest in East-Central Europe was never overtly welcomed or approved by Western governments, but the stabilizing effect of the Soviet military presence in Eastern and Central Europe was widely taken for granted and even appreciated, at least tacitly.32 Over time, the ethnically cleansed political order, having been established and maintained by the Soviet army, evolved into a stable, entrenched order in its own right.


THE IMPLICATIONS FOR POST-COLD WAR DEBATES

One of the ironies of ethnic cleansing during the early Cold War is that it contributed to the emergence of homogeneous nation-states that have been a source of stability in the post–Cold War era. Before World War II, Poland and Czechoslovakia were ethnically heterogeneous. Both of them had been established as multiethnic states under the treaties that ended World War I. The mass slaughters of Jews during World War II, and the expulsions of ethnic Germans and Ukrainians afterward, created overwhelmingly homogeneous populations in both Poland and the Czech lands. Hungary, too, became more homogeneous when tens of thousands of Germans and Slovaks were forced out after the war. Under these circumstances, ethnic conflict was no longer as great a danger in the region as it had been during the interwar period. In the post–Cold War era, the ethnic homogeneity of many of the states in Central Europe has been a valuable buffer. Despite ominous predictions by John Mearsheimer and others, large-scale ethnic conflict since 1989 has been confined to the former Yugoslavia.33 (Even if one includes the East European states that were once part of the Soviet Union and that still contain large ethnic Russian populations—notably Latvia, Estonia, Ukraine, and Moldova—the only one that has experienced violent unrest since 1991 is Moldova.) Although some Central European states, such as Slovakia and Romania, still have very large Hungarian minorities, the homogeneity of the other states in the region has helped forestall the danger of ethnic strife, apart from some discrimination against and mistreatment of Gypsies.34

Thus, in looking back at the events of the mid-1940s, we can see that the wanton destruction and cruelty inflicted on millions of Europeans who were forcibly removed from their homelands were offset, in some small way, by the long-term stability that resulted from the ethnic cleansing. Although it is clear that stable arrangements in Central and Eastern Europe would not have emerged had the Soviet Union been unwilling or unable to enforce the new order, the gradual congealment of the revised boundaries has allowed the Central European countries to enjoy more predictable relations in the post–Cold War era than they could have at an earlier stage.

This outcome is of more than purely historical interest. It bears directly on the current debate about the desirability of partitioning ethnically mixed countries that are in the throes of severe intercommunal tension and conflict. As Ana Siljak points out in her concluding chapter of this volume, those who advocate partition are effectively recommending that the international community (presumably led by the United States) undertake its own campaign of supervised ethnic cleansing to achieve the “separation of populations.”35 Proponents of this action have long insisted that one of the chief benefits of partition, despite the immense suffering it causes, is the prospect of ensuring peace and stability over the longer term. At first glance, the case of Central and Eastern Europe in the latter half of the twentieth century seems to vindicate that claim.

Nonetheless, one should be wary of drawing hasty conclusions from a superficial reading of this case. For one thing, it is very easy to point to intense conflicts in many other parts of the world—Cyprus, the Middle East, Ireland, South Asia, and numerous African countries—in which forced partition not only has failed to bring an end to the disputes, but has aggravated them and contributed to long-term violent instability. The history of attempts to separate populations is, as Radha Kumar has pointed out, a very “troubled” one.36 The most extensive study to date of the effects of partition in the twentieth century, by Robert Schaeffer, concludes that the forced division of nations, far from being conducive to peace and stability, repeatedly “has led to the displacement of indigenous populations, the disenfranchisement of ethnic and secular minorities, the frustration of empowered majorities, internecine social conflict, and interstate war.”37 Although advocates of partition have cited a few scattered episodes from the past that supposedly lend a degree of empirical validity to their argument, a recent statistical analysis of the full range of civil conflicts since 1945 shows that, on the contrary, “ethnic partition does not help reduce the risk of war recurrence” and that “separating ethnic groups does not resolve the problem of violent ethnic antagonism.”38

Even if the historical record of partitions were not so dismal, the mass expulsions at the end of World War II and immediately afterward would show how extraordinarily difficult—not how easy—it would be for Western countries to undertake the forced separation of populations today. Most proponents of coerced partition fail to discuss the means by which their purportedly simple “solution” would be implemented. Chaim Kaufmann acknowledges that forced “transfers inflict enormous suffering,” but he does not explain how such suffering might affect the countries that are inflicting it.39 (This question would be especially pertinent if scenes of large-scale violence and misery were broadcast daily on international television news.) Timothy Garton Ash concedes that a liberal democratic society “rightly recoils from the means used throughout most of European history to achieve [the separation of populations], namely war, partition, forced assimilation, and ethnic cleansing,” but he proposes no alternative to ethnic cleansing (or its internationally supervised variant) to achieve that dubious goal.40 Most telling of all, Daniel Byman admits that “scholarship on the question of population transfers and forced migration is in short supply. Studies on . . . how a successful population transfer can be carried out would be particularly useful.”41

The only time that the advocates of partition attempted to provide any specifics about how a partition would be implemented was in 1993, when John Mearsheimer and Robert Pape proposed the dismemberment of Bosnia-Herzegovina.42 As they saw it, a forced evacuation of ethnic populations would be supervised by a “Balkan Population Exchange Commission” under the auspices of the United Nations (UN). The commission, they argued, would provide “safe passage for immigrants, . . . a bank to help them buy and sell property, and . . . a Balkan Marshall fund to assist the development of new housing and industry in immigration zones.” What was missing in Mearsheimer’s and Pape’s proposal, however, was any explanation of how such organizations would be funded, armed, trained, and supported over the long term.

It is one thing to ask whether, in an ideal world, the demarcation of particular boundaries and the separation of populations would be better or worse than keeping a country together. It is quite another matter to ask how exactly the international community would go about separating warring parties and drawing firm boundaries between them. In a given case, we may or may not wish to separate antagonistic groups, but there is no point in even debating the merits of the two options unless we appreciate what it would take to accomplish them.

By neglecting to focus on how partition would actually be carried out, proponents of the idea seem to imply that implementation is “only a detail,” and that partition can be achieved almost effortlessly, with scant need for forcible intervention. Nothing could be further from the truth, as the chapters in this book show time and time again. The forced migration of the mid-1940s was a bloody, cruel, and costly process that was feasible only in the aftermath of what had been by far the largest and deadliest war in history. The chapters below confirm that people are extremely reluctant to abandon their homes and that efforts to remove them require a high degree of sustained coercion.43 Such actions against millions of ethnic Germans during the final months and immediate aftermath of World War II were politically acceptable to the outside powers, in part because they could rely on local officials to take care of the “dirty work.” It is far less clear that, in the post–Cold War world, the United States and other countries that might intervene in domestic conflicts in Europe or the Third World would have much political incentive to cause widespread bloodshed themselves in the name of separating populations. If outside powers had to use systematic violence to drive hundreds of thousands of people from their homes, public unease about the venture might derail it midway, creating an even worse situation than before.

It is also highly unlikely that the financial costs of internationally supervised ethnic cleansing would be readily accepted in Western capitals. Proposals for a Balkan Marshall Plan to assist expellees sound fine in the abstract, but it is unclear how the international community would muster the resources for such a fund. Promises of large-scale aid in recent years for the Balkans, the Middle East, East Timor, and southern Africa have proven illusory. It is hard to believe that Western states would want to take on the new, open-ended commitments that would result from partition. In the absence of adequate resources, the misery of the expelled groups would intensify.

This is not to say that partition should be avoided in all circumstances. When massive slaughters are under way or about to start, as in Rwanda in 1994, the international community (led by the United States) would do well to act immediately to separate the warring groups. These sorts of extreme contingencies, however, are by far the least common. Rwanda is the only example in recent years. Far more common are scenarios in which two groups are bitterly at odds with one another but neither group is on the brink of annihilation. In such cases, the international community faces an unpalatable dilemma: Would intervention to forestall a potential catastrophe be worth the enormous risks and costs—both human and financial—that partition would entail? Any answer to this question should be based on a clear-headed and thorough appreciation of what forced migration means. One of the aims of this book is to inject a dose of reality into the current debate, drawing on the latest evidence about the largest series of forced population transfers ever conducted.


EARLIER LITERATURE AND NEW OPPORTUNITIES

During the Communist era, public discussion of the postwar expulsions and deportations in Central and Eastern Europe was severely restricted. Apart from a few scattered publications that referred to the forced migration in an anodyne and self-justificatory way, nothing of consequence about the matter was published in any Soviet-bloc country until after Communism collapsed.44 Nor was there any tradition in the Communist states of releasing documents for scholarly use. Western researchers studying the postwar forced migration had no access to declassified archival records in the very countries in which the expulsions and deportations actually took place. As a result, these scholars were unable to answer—or even address—many basic questions.

The sensitivity of the topic was acute not only in the Eastern bloc, but in West Germany as well. Before 1989, the only major attempt to compile documentary evidence about the expulsions came in the mid- and late 1950s, when the West German government sponsored the publication of a multi-volume collection of materials about the forced migration of ethnic Germans from Poland and Czechoslovakia and about the status of German minorities in Hungary and Romania.45 Valuable though the collection was, it betrayed a notable failure to appreciate why feelings of revenge might have been rife in Poland and Czechoslovakia at the end of the war. The one-sided perspective of the book reflected the simplistic way in which the expulsions were often portrayed in both East and West. Many West German historians (and the West German government) depicted the forced migration as an appalling injustice that contravened norms of international law.46 By contrast, the Communist governments in Czechoslovakia and Poland later insisted that the “transfer” of Germans had been consonant with international law and had been carried out “in an orderly and humane manner.”

Despite the political obstacles and the lack of primary documentation, a number of Western scholars in the 1950s and 1960s sought to chronicle and analyze the coercive population transfers that occurred during the first few years of the Cold War. Most of these studies focused on only one or two sets of expulsions, particularly the removal of Germans from Czechoslovakia and Poland. The only English-language book that examined all the cases of forced migration in postwar Europe was a 417-page volume published in 1962 by Joseph Schechtman, who relied on newspaper reports and other published sources.47 The rest of the English-language literature in the 1950s and 1960s was narrower, including such items as a brief monograph published in 1963 by an American scholar, Joanne Haller, on the difficulty of integrating expelled Germans into West German society.48 A somewhat longer monograph, published by G. C. Paikert in 1962, explored the legal, social, and economic consequences of the forced transfers of ethnic Germans.49 Paikert followed up several years later with a longer book on the fate of the Danube German inhabitants of Hungary, Romania, and Yugoslavia, many of whom (especially in Yugoslavia and Romania) had been expelled at the end of the war or shortly thereafter.50 Both Haller and Paikert, like Schechtman, had to rely predominantly on contemporaneous newspaper dispatches and other publicly available information.

More complete accounts of the expulsions of Germans from Poland, Czechoslovakia, and other East-Central European countries appeared in West Germany from the early 1950s on. Some of these studies focused on specific episodes of forced migration, such as the limited expulsions from Hungary.51 Other books were much broader, particularly Alfred Bohmann’s four-volume series, Menschen und Grenzen, published in 1969, which included not only the histories of the regions in which the forced transfers took place, but also detailed statistics on the populations that were driven out.52 Complementing this series, though with a much narrower focus, was a monograph by Lothar Wieland that came out a year earlier; it described the German federal ministry responsible for handling the millions who had been driven from their homes and forced to resettle in what would become West Germany.53 Scholarly accounts of the consequences of the expulsions for specific countries and regions also appeared in West Germany, Austria, and other Western countries.54 These studies were of mixed quality, in part because of the continued unavailability of key sources and in part because of the nationalist biases of some of the authors. This was evident, for example, with Gerhard Ziemer’s widely cited book Deutscher Exodus, published in 1973, which, despite containing a good deal of useful information, was marred by inflated statistics and nationalist overtones.55

Further reassessments of the forced migration of Germans from Poland and Czechoslovakia, based partly on Western archival materials and other newly released sources, appeared in the 1970s and 1980s, especially in West Germany. In 1985, a publisher in Munich brought out an important book by the dissident Czech historian Karel Kaplan, who was able to make good use of the unrestricted access he had enjoyed in the Czechoslovak archives in 1968.56 Kaplan’s book, on Czechoslovak history from 1945 to 1948, provided a wealth of material about the “transfer” (odsun) of the Sudeten Germans. That same year, Wolfgang Benz compiled an anthology of new interpretations by West German scholars who collectively examined the events leading up to the expulsions, as well as the forced transfers themselves.57 Those essays complemented the longer analyses published in the 1980s by other West German historians, including Paul Lüttinger, Gerhard Reichling, Ekkehard Kuhn, Franz Bauer, Richard Stöss, Rainer Schulze, Peter Waldmann, Klaus Bade, and Marion Frantzioch.58 Despite the limitations posed by the lack of archival evidence from the former Eastern bloc, many of these studies were of very high quality. Of particular note was Marion Frantzioch’s 1987 book on the expellees in West Germany, which remains a classic in the field.59

Outside Germany, the most important work produced in the 1970s and 1980s was by Alfred-Maurice de Zayas, a West German–trained American lawyer and historian who wrote on the subject in both English and German. De Zayas’s first book, Nemesis at Potsdam, was published in 1977 (and translated into German in 1986), and he followed it in 1983 and 1986 with two books in German incorporating lengthy excerpts of testimony from expellees. 60 De Zayas’s work broke valuable new ground, but it failed to place the expulsions of Germans into a larger international political context. By focusing solely on the motivation of revenge (which clearly was present), de Zayas overlooked the important role of Soviet territorial designs under Stalin. When the Soviet Union acquired huge chunks of Polish territory at the end of the war, Stalin forcibly “repatriated” more than 1.5 million Polish nationals who had just come under his control (along with hundreds of thousands of other Poles who had been held in Soviet-occupied Germany), and he demanded that Poland reciprocate by expelling some seven hundred thousand ethnic Ukrainians to Soviet Ukraine. By late 1946, nearly five hundred thousand Ukrainians had been compelled to move to Ukraine. Even so, the pace of expulsions was too slow for Stalin. To ensure the “complete extermination of the remnants of the Ukrainian population in southeastern Poland,” the Soviet Union oversaw brutal transfers of the remaining 150,000 Ukrainians to the newly acquired western territories of Poland in the spring of 1947.61 The earlier removal of Germans from those territories, in 1945–1946, had conveniently opened up a large “resettlement” area for Ukrainians as well as for hundreds of thousands of “repatriated” Poles.

After Communism collapsed and some of the former East-bloc archives were opened, scholars from both East and West began to reexamine the forced population transfers and their consequences. Although the corpus of new work has been relatively limited so far, it has greatly expanded and enriched the historical record. The bulk of the latest research has focused on the wholesale removal of German communities from Poland and Czechoslovakia and the severe problems of absorbing and assimilating millions of expellees in the American and Soviet zones of Germany.62 Materials from the former East-bloc archives underscore how brutal the expulsions often were and how onerous it was for the occupation authorities to cope with the enormous influx of forced migrants.63 Some excellent work has also been done on the coercive transfers of Danube Germans from Hungary, Romania, and Yugoslavia.64 Newly released documents and first-hand accounts shed new light on the disparate fates of the German populations in these three countries and largely corroborate earlier explanations of why a considerably smaller percentage were expelled from Hungary than from Yugoslavia. Other studies have focused on the forced migration of Poles and Ukrainians from the reconfigured territories of western and northern Poland and western Ukraine.65 Although the huge archive of Ukrainian underground materials amassed by Peter Potichnyj at the University of Toronto permitted some valuable research on this topic even during the Communist era, the latest accounts, based on the Soviet and Polish archives, have helped fill immense gaps in our understanding of the expulsions of Poles and Ukrainians, expulsions that had been assiduously glossed over by the Communist authorities.

One other topic that has undergone renewed scrutiny in recent years is the smaller-scale forced migration of ethnic Hungarians from various countries, primarily Slovakia.66 The case of the Slovak Hungarians makes an interesting contrast to the experience of the Sudeten Germans. When the war ended, President Beneš and other senior officials in Prague were just as eager to drive the entire Hungarian population out of southern Slovakia as they were to get rid of the Sudeten Germans in the Czech lands. Although the ostensible reason for Beneš’s harsh stance against the roughly six hundred thousand Hungarians in Czechoslovakia was that they had allegedly collaborated with the Nazis from 1939 on, the more likely reason is that he wanted to bolster support among Slovaks for a united Czechoslovak state. The long-standing antagonism between Slovaks and Hungarians had intensified during the war and seemed a propitious target for Beneš to exploit. Stalin heartily endorsed the proposal to expel all the Hungarians from Czechoslovakia, but U.S. and British leaders demurred, arguing that only “some [but not all] of the predominantly Hungarian-populated districts of southern Slovakia” might eventually be transferred to Hungary.67

Ultimately, at U.S. insistence, the great powers decided that the Potsdam Declaration would not mention the proposed expulsion of Hungarians and that they would allow the matter to be settled in bilateral negotiations between Czechoslovakia and Hungary.68 Although the allied leaders left open the possibility of discussing the Hungarian question at the next international conference (slated for Paris in 1946), the “orderly transfers of populations” authorized at Potsdam applied only to ethnic Germans.69 Newly released documents from the Slovak, Czech, Hungarian, and Russian archives, as well as declassified British and American records, suggest that this difference (the explicit mention of the Germans in the Potsdam Declaration versus the lack of mention of the Hungarians) may have been crucial. Beneš’s proposal for the wholesale removal of hundreds of thousands of Hungarians from Czechoslovakia never came to fruition. Only 83,660 Hungarians (or about 13 percent of the total community then living in Czechoslovakia) were expelled to Hungary in two waves—first in 1945 (before Potsdam) and then on a larger scale in 1947.70 (The latter expulsions, and the reciprocal forced transfer of 73,273 ethnic Slovaks from Hungary to Slovakia, were effected in accordance with a bilateral agreement signed by Hungary and Czechoslovakia in late February 1946.71) In addition to those who were expelled, some 41,640 ethnic Hungarians were deported in late 1946 and early 1947 from Slovakia to the Sudeten region of the Czech lands, which had just been “cleansed” of ethnic Germans. 72 Within a year, however, the deportees were permitted to return to southern Slovakia, and no further involuntary transfers took place.73 Moreover, the civic rights of Hungarians, which had been annulled by Beneš’s decrees in 1945, were restored in 1948, and the many tens of thousands of Hungarians who had been forced to accept Slovak as their nationality (a process known as “re-Slovakization”) were permitted to reclaim their true Magyar ethnicity.74 Soon after these developments, Hungarian schools and publishing houses in Slovakia were reestablished.

Valuable collections of declassified materials pertaining to all the forced transfers of the mid-1940s have been gathered and published from a number of the former East-bloc archives.75 Of particular note are several newly published collections of documents in Moscow from the Russian Presidential Archive, the Russian Foreign Ministry archive, the former Central Party Archive (now known as the Russian State Archive for Social-Political History), and the State Archive of the Russian Federation, all of which shed crucial light on the Soviet Union’s role in the expulsions and deportations.76 Also worthy of note are some extremely useful anthologies of documents pertaining to postwar territorial and ethnic disputes in Eastern Europe that did not result in large-scale forced migration. Although some of these incidents—such as the Hungarian-Romanian dispute over Transylvania, the Polish-Czechoslovak dispute over the former Cieszyn region, and the Bulgarian-Yugoslav rift over Macedonia—led to severe tension, they were contained without full-scale ethnic cleansing.77 The publication of declassified materials about such cases, as well as about cases of forced migration, permits scholars to determine why the results were so varied.

Despite the illuminating findings from the latest research, the present book is the first of its kind. The volume covers a variety of European regions and populations, and the contributors all draw on recently declassified archival materials to reevaluate the postwar expulsions. Many of the sources on which the chapters are based have never been consulted before. The newly released documents have allowed scholars to undertake elaborate analyses of the experiences and consequences of forced migration, bringing to light the complexity of the situation on the ground and the wider international context in which the events unfolded. The contributors do not seek to make moral judgments about the episodes they discuss, but their analyses do provide the basis for a better understanding of the moral choices involved.


CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE BOOK

Beyond the immediate lives of the victims, the forced migrations in the latter half of the 1940s had far-reaching implications for the political and social history of postwar Europe. This book is intended not only to furnish detailed accounts of the turmoil surrounding the transfers (the full scope of which was previously unknown), but also to provide fresh insight into the various political, social, and economic consequences of the traumas inflicted on the Central and Eastern European states. In addition, the book traces how World War II, the rise of Communism, and the inception of the Cold War affected the nature and durability of the ethnic cleansing.

For many regions, the forced population transfers after World War II were the most far-reaching demographic changes since medieval times. In some areas, such as Lower Silesia in southwestern Poland, the entire population was forced out and replaced within a few short years by members of the “right” ethnic group (who themselves had been forced out of the newly enlarged Soviet republics). In other territories, many of which had been ethnically mixed for centuries, minorities were summarily removed. As noted earlier, both Poland and the Czech lands had been ethnically heterogeneous before the war—roughly one-third of the Polish and Czech populations consisted of minorities as of 1938—but they became almost entirely homogeneous as of 1948. (This did not hold true for Slovakia, which continued to include a large Hungarian minority.) Several of the chapters in this volume underscore the extraordinary measures these states took to eradicate all traces of the expelled minority populations. In Poland, street and shop names were abruptly changed, and in Czechoslovakia German businesses and industries were unceremoniously expropriated, despite the lack of qualified Czech and Slovak workers and managers to replace the former German employees. Equally vexing problems arose on the other end, as regions within Poland, the two Germanys, and Soviet Ukraine had to accept and integrate their supposed national brethren, despite obvious cultural and socioeconomic differences. Many of the chapters in this book are particularly valuable in exploring the social upheavals that transformed localities and whole regions of Central and Eastern Europe as the authorities sought to provide food, shelter, clothing, services, and employment for millions of unexpected (and in some cases unwanted) newcomers.

The essays in this volume also provide important new evidence about the role of forced migration in the institutionalization of Communism in Eastern and Central Europe. In various ways, the postwar ethnic cleansing helped entrench Communist rule. The expulsions were marked by lawlessness and a heavy reliance on state coercion, setting precedents that the Communist parties could later exploit. The property left behind by the expellees not only provided capital stock for industrialization and social reforms, but also gave the Communists a ready supply of goods to distribute to prospective supporters. Moreover, the fragmentation and disarray of the groups of forced migrants who arrived in neighboring states under Soviet control eroded their willingness to resist new social “experiments” such as agricultural collectivization, a process that caused further disruption and upheaval. Many of the regions designated as new living areas for expellees, especially in Poland and eastern Germany, were at the forefront of collectivization and crash industrialization. The Communists in Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary also benefited from the expulsions by depicting themselves as the only force in society that could defend against German revanchism and a hostile West. Ordinarily, the popular standing of the East European Communist parties was compromised by their heavy dependence on the Soviet Union, but they sought to turn this liability into an asset by playing up the Soviet army’s role in deterring German territorial encroachments.

By showing how mass expulsions contributed to Communist takeovers in Poland and Czechoslovakia, the essays in this volume fill a gap in the existing historiography on the early Cold War. The same is true of the chapters that reveal the extent of the social fragmentation confronting the Soviet occupation forces and local Communist parties in their attempts to establish full-fledged Communist states in East-Central Europe. Once the bulk of the forced population transfers had been completed, the local authorities did everything they could to declare borders fixed and to erase the previous national identities of the forced migrants. The aim was to reshape the ethnic contours of the region psychologically as well as physically. In many cases, however, the entrenchment of Communist rule was itself an obstacle to the emergence and consolidation of a new, unified national identity. The tradeoffs that the Communist regimes faced as they attempted to forge new societies within redrawn borders are cogently analyzed in the chapters of this book.


CHAPTER SYNOPSES

The opening chapter of the book, by Philipp Ther, recounts and analyzes the most notorious cases of forced migration in the twentieth century. His account provides crucial historical background for the rest of the book. Ther discusses the pernicious effect of the precedents set in the interwar period, especially the truculent exchanges of Greek and Turkish populations, which were mistakenly construed as a successful case of the “peaceful” separation of hostile communities.78 This misperception, combined with fears of recurrent ethnic violence after World War II, spurred the U.S. and British governments to endorse proposals for far-reaching involuntary transfers of populations after the war. Ther’s chapter conveys the scope of forced migrations in the period from 1944 to 1950, outlining the human and material costs. He concludes by delineating the main factors that caused ethnic cleansing to play such a salient role in the twentieth century.

Ther’s chapter is followed by three main sections. The first section, consisting of seven chapters in all, focuses on Poland and the Polish government’s attempts to forge a homogeneous nation-state after World War II. The first chapter in this section is a wide-ranging essay by Krystyna Kersten, who places the issue into historical perspective and provides an overview of Polish policies both during and after the war. She limns the precedents set by forced population transfers before World War II, and she describes the actions taken by Soviet and German occupation forces during the twenty-one months after they carved up Poland in September 1939. She then briefly recounts events from June 1941 to the end of the war and explores Polish attitudes toward the integration of the newly acquired territories. Her chapter concludes with an assessment of the consequences of the forced migration and resettlement for Polish politics and society.

The next three chapters in this section—by Stanislaw Jankowiak, Claudia Kraft, and Bernard Linek—look more closely at the fate of the newly incorporated northern and western regions of Poland in the mid-1940s and afterward. Each chapter focuses on one particular aspect of the Polish government’s handling of the forced migration of ethnic Germans and the subsequent influx of Polish settlers. Jankowiak describes the intricate chain of events that resulted in the expulsion of the whole German population from Pomerania, in northwestern Poland. Newly released documents from the Polish archives have allowed Jankowiak to paint a detailed picture of the confusing, traumatic, and often deadly circumstances in which the forced transfers took place. He highlights the violent removal of Germans from their homes, the brutality and rampant criminality that they faced at internment stations as they waited for boxcars to take them to Germany, and the cold, cramped, and disease-ridden accommodations they had to endure on the trains.

Kraft’s chapter assesses the Polish government’s attempts to ensure that Olsztyn Province in northeastern Poland (formerly the province of Allenstein in East Prussia) would be inhabited by “true” Poles, a phrase that excluded Jews and Ukrainians as well as Germans. She finds that the resettlement of territories formerly inhabited by Germans was fraught with tension, particularly because a large part of the local population had an identity that was not easy to categorize as either “Polish” or “German.” Linek probes a similar theme in his discussion of the ambiguities of ethnic identity in the region of Upper Silesia, in southwestern Poland. He shows the lengths to which the Polish state was willing to go in order to “de-Germanize” and then “Polo-nize” the area. His essay, together with Jankowiak’s and Kraft’s chapters, highlights the many problems that arose when the Polish authorities tried to consolidate their new western and northern frontiers.

The final three chapters in the Poland section turn to the forced population exchanges that took place between eastern Poland and Soviet Ukraine from 1943 to 1947. The involuntary exchanges were designed to accommodate Moscow’s demand that Poland relinquish large swathes of territory along the Pripet Marshes. Jerzy Kochanowski traces the forced migration of ethnic Poles from the Ukrainian, Belorussian, and Lithuanian Soviet Republics into the newly constituted Polish state, which had ceded its eastern lands to those three Soviet republics. Kochanowski thoroughly documents each stage of the process, including the removal of the expellees from their homes, the difficult and dangerous process of transportation, and their arrival in specific regions of Poland, where they often found themselves less than welcome. Orest Subtelny fills in another crucial part of the story with his account of the Polish government’s stringent and often brutal treatment of ethnic Ukrainians after World War II. Subtelny shows how the supposedly “voluntary” repatriation of the Ukrainian minority to Soviet Ukraine between 1944 and 1946—a move initiated at Stalin’s behest—nearly precipitated a civil war between Ukrainian nationalist guerrillas and the Polish state.

Marek Jasiak’s chapter, focusing on the Akcja Wisła of 1947, rounds out the book’s coverage of the fate of the Ukrainian community in Poland. Jasiak recounts the events that led up to the Akcja Wisła and describes how the Ukrainians were deported en masse from southeastern Poland to the country’s new western territories. By ensuring that ethnic Ukrainians in Poland would have no contact with the Ukrainian nationalist insurgency in western Ukraine (formerly eastern Poland), the mass deportations, as Jasiak notes, were seen by the Polish authorities as the only way to achieve a “final and comprehensive solution to the Ukrainian problem.”79

The second main section of the book, consisting of three chapters, provides a reassessment of the Czechoslovak government’s treatment of ethnic Germans during the early postwar era, focusing on the anger that many Czechs expressed about the real and perceived collaboration of the Sudeten Germans with the Nazi occupiers. The first chapter in the section, by Eagle Glassheim, deals with an issue that was a source of controversy in Czechoslovakia in the 1970s and 1980s and that generated open debate after the Communist regime collapsed in late 1989: the ruthless and indiscriminate removal of Sudeten Germans from the Czech lands during the first stage (the “wild phase”) of the mass expulsions in 1945.80 Glassheim highlights the important difference between this initial phase of the expulsions, which was characterized by extreme brutality and often Nazi-style tactics (e.g., forcing Germans to wear armbands with the letter N for “Němec”), and a second phase marked by more organized and less violent transfers, which began in December 1945. Glassheim then considers how the Communist authorities in Czechoslovakia dealt with this issue after coming to power in February 1948. Although the expulsions in both phases were instigated by Beneš, the leaders of the Czechoslovak Communist Party fervently supported the policy, and they continued to use the innocuous-sounding term “transfer” when referring to the forced removal of the Germans. Glassheim describes how the official version of events was later repudiated by dissidents in Czechoslovakia, many of whom came to occupy senior government posts after 1989.

Benjamin Frommer examines some of the other problems that arose when ethnic Germans were driven en masse from Czechoslovakia, particularly the effect of the expulsions on the country’s legal retribution policies. Because of intense public animosity toward Germans in the Czech lands, the government developed two largely contradictory policies: (1) judicial retribution for war crimes, and (2) forced migration. More often than not, the former policy, as Frommer shows, inhibited implementation of the latter. The final chapter in this section, by Zdeněk Radvanovsky, considers how the resettlement of Czechs and Slovaks into lands formerly inhabited by Germans affected the social and industrial structure of the northwest Bohemian region.

The third main section of the book assesses the impact of German migrants on the Soviet Zone of Germany (later East Germany) and the Western-occupied zones (which later constituted West Germany). The first chapter in this section, by Manfred Wille, focuses on the Soviet Zone. The Soviet Union, he shows, did everything possible to achieve the complete assimilation of the nearly 4.3 million Germans who arrived after 1945. The aim, often stated explicitly, was to create a homogeneous German society. The presence of expelled Germans, as Wille explains, accelerated the social transformation of the East German state by legitimizing an expansive government role in the distribution of land and apartments. At the same time, many of the deeply held grievances of the migrants were ignored or even, in some cases, harshly suppressed. Soviet administrators in Germany were always prepared to resort to coercion if their assimilationist policies proved ineffective.

Arnd Bauerkämper examines how these conflicting elements of Soviet policy were manifested at the local level in East Germany—specifically in the Brandenburg region, where Soviet attempts to assimilate the newcomers failed to prevent tension between them and their hosts. Documents in the former East German archives reveal that the same sort of problem existed in many other locales all around East Germany. Rainer Schulze completes this section by providing a comparative analysis of the West German government’s policies toward the forced migrants who started new lives on West German territory. Schulze acknowledges that West German officials displayed much greater tolerance and openness toward the expellees in the Federal Republic than the East German authorities did toward those who settled in East Germany, but he also points out that the gulf between the native West German population and the forced migrants remained exceedingly wide throughout the 1950s and 1960s and even into later decades.81

The final chapter of the book, by Ana Siljak, draws conclusions and lessons from the preceding chapters and discusses the implications of the latest findings for current debates. She explains why a better understanding of forced population transfers during the early Cold War can shed light on the problems connected with ethnic cleansing today both in Europe and elsewhere. Her conclusion is followed by a general bibliography, which lists the most important publications to date on the subject of forced migration in early postwar Europe.


THE IMPORTANCE OF THE LEGACY

By the time Communism collapsed in East-Central Europe in 1989, more than forty years had passed since the mass expulsions that followed World War II. Because the Communist regimes had stifled all attempts to reassess the expulsions, the vast majority of people in Poland, Czechoslovakia, and other Soviet-bloc countries were unable—and in some cases unwilling—to learn about the scale and purpose of the forced migration of the mid-1940s. On a few occasions, notably during the Prague Spring in Czechoslovakia in 1968, demands for a critical reexamination of the population transfers were briefly heard in public (though they did not gain wide support).82 At all other times, the subject was simply taboo. Although lively commentaries on the expulsions occasionally appeared in the émigré press and dissident publications, these reached only a very limited audience.83 Hence, the topic of forced migration remained a historical “blank spot” in Central and Eastern Europe throughout the Communist era. Not until the Communist regimes disintegrated was the subject finally broached in public, and even then it was usually raised with great unease.

Although the long period of silence during the Communist era about the postwar expulsions ensured that emotions on all sides remained high after Communism collapsed, the passage of time from the late 1940s to 1989 had dissipated some of the acrimony that long surrounded the subject. In the Central and Eastern European countries that had carried out mass expulsions and deportations in the mid-1940s, the governments that took over from the Communists in 1989–1991 enjoyed greater leeway on this issue than they would have if they had come to power twenty or thirty years earlier. During the 1950s and 1960s, any attempts by the Central and Eastern European states to discuss the recent episodes of forced migration would likely have ended in fierce recriminations. By the start of the 1990s, the successive changes of generations, the inevitable fading of memories, and the gradual assimilation of displaced Germans in both East and West had mitigated that risk, at least somewhat. By the time Germany was reunified in October 1990, expellee groups like the Arbeitsgemeinschaft zur Wahrung Sudetendeutscher Interessen, the Sudetendeutsche Landsmannschaft, and the Bund der Vertriebenen, all of which at one point had wielded a good deal of political clout in West Germany, were of less influence. Increasingly, they were offset by groups promoting reconciliation.

Nonetheless, important as these changes may have been, they were not enough to outweigh some four decades of festering resentment. Throughout the 1990s, the issue of forced migration repeatedly generated acute tension and controversy, especially in Czechoslovakia (specifically, the part of it that became the Czech Republic at the end of 1992). When Czechoslovak President Václav Havel met in Prague with West German President Richard von Weizsäcker in March 1990 and asked “forgiveness” for the postwar “expulsions” (a term he, unlike most Czechs, was willing to use instead of the euphemistic “transfer”), he came under sustained criticism at home.84 Even so, Havel and other former dissidents in Czechoslovakia who had been appointed to high-level positions after 1989, particularly Jiří Dienstbier (who in 1996, a few years after stepping down as Czechoslovak foreign minister, went so far as to characterize the postwar expulsions as “ethnic cleansing”), sought to achieve a formal agreement with Germany that would amount to an apology.85 At every stage, however, they encountered staunch domestic opposition.

The issue came to a head in the mid-1990s, when a bilateral effort began at Havel’s initiative to prepare a joint Czech-German Declaration that would deal with both the Nazi-era crimes and the postwar expulsions. After protracted negotiations, the statement was signed in January 1997 and submitted for parliamentary approval in each country. Section 2 of the document affirmed that “the German side acknowledges Germany’s responsibility” for the destruction wrought by the Nazis and that “the German side is mindful that the National Socialist policy of violence toward the Czech nation helped lay the groundwork for postwar flight, forcible expulsions, and forced resettlement”—the first time that such a link had been officially recognized by either side.86 This provision was followed immediately by Section 3, which offered the Czech Republic’s “regrets” about the forced migration of Germans:


The Czech side regrets that the forced expulsion and forced resettlement of Sudeten Germans from the former Czechoslovakia after the war, and the expropriation and deprivation of citizenship, inflicted great suffering and injustice on innocent people and caused guilt to be attributed collectively. It particularly regrets the excesses committed in violation of elementary humanitarian principles as well as legal norms extant at that time, and it also regrets that Law No. 115 of 8 May 1946 made it possible to regard these excesses as legal and therefore not liable to punishment.87


The reciprocal German and Czech statements of regret were intended as a catharsis, but they proved to be a source of bitter controversy in the Czech Republic. Section 4 of the declaration proclaimed that “both sides agree that injustice inflicted in the past belongs in the past” and should not affect the “future” relations of the two countries. Section 4 also affirmed that “both sides declare that they will not burden their relations with political and legal issues that stem from the past”—a provision that stirred concern in Germany about the impact it would have on the long-standing efforts by the Sudeten Germans to gain financial recompense and restitution.88 German Chancellor Helmut Kohl defused any questions about this issue by repeatedly averring that the declaration would not affect the legal status of the Sudeten German claims, but his remarks caused hard feelings in the Czech Republic, where even the slightest hint of the potential return of Sudeten Germans to their “homeland” (Heimat) invariably provokes consternation and alarm.89 Although the German Bundestag voted promptly in favor of ratification, the joint declaration ran into serious obstacles in the Czech legislature from the very start. After weeks of bickering, the Czech parliament grudgingly voted to approve the declaration, but the whole episode underscored what a sore point the issue still was.

The dispute in the Czech Republic over the joint declaration was especially striking because of the wide gulf it highlighted between intellectuals and the broader public in their respective views of the postwar expulsions. Most (though not all) intellectuals in the Czech Republic were supportive of the declaration, whereas public sentiment was strongly opposed all along. Polls consistently showed that roughly 75 percent of the Czech public regarded the postwar transfers to be wholly or largely justified.90 As many as 86 percent of Czechs were opposed to offering any sort of “apology” to the Sudeten Germans for the expulsions.91 The divide between public opinion and the views of those who, like Havel and Dienstbier, believed that the expulsions had been a grave miscarriage of justice could not help but affect Czech policy. What had started out as a seeming diplomatic triumph for Havel—a way of drawing a “thick line” in history to separate the present and future from the past—had quickly turned into a political fiasco.

Outside the political arena, however, efforts to forge greater understanding between Germans and Czechs after 1989 were more successful. Soon after the collapse of Communism, a group of German and Czechoslovak (mostly Czech) scholars formed a joint Commission of Historians that was supposed to reexamine the forced “transfer” (odsun) of the Sudeten Germans and other sensitive topics in Czech-German relations. (After the breakup of Czechoslovakia at the end of 1992, the joint commission formally became a Czech-German body, and a smaller Slovak-German commission was set up in Bratislava at the behest of the Slovak Academy of Sciences.) In parallel with this effort, three prominent Czech historians put out a four-volume series in the early 1990s that provided a broad reassessment of Czech-German history from 1780 to 1947.92 The last of the four volumes, by Tomáš Stanĕk, focused directly on the expulsions.

Many other publications, including some that were jointly produced by commission members, resulted from the Czech-German scholarly collaboration, either directly or indirectly.93 The process was not easy for either side and was often wracked by tension within the group as well as hostility from outside, but it demonstrated that fuller accounts of this episode are crucial for the development of strong and harmonious bilateral relations between the states of the former Eastern bloc. Forced migration was such a fundamental part of the postwar history of these countries that anything less than a thorough and well-documented reassessment of it will leave a gap that could incite renewed accusations and mutually exclusive renditions of the past. The formal cooperation between Czech and German historians has helped preclude that outcome.

The reconciliation between Poland and Ukraine since 1991 has taken a different, though equally lasting, shape. Unlike in the Czech-German case, the most successful stimulus for Polish-Ukrainian reconciliation has come in the political arena. As early as August 1990, the Polish Senate (the upper house of parliament) unanimously adopted a resolution declaring that “the presence of the Ukrainian minority in Poland makes the question of mutual esteem, understanding, and amity between Poles and Ukrainians especially important.”94 The Polish legislators pledged to “overcome the past that has burdened our relations” and affirmed that “in the interests of reconciliation, we want to depict our difficult history in a true light [and] to acknowledge painful events that occurred in our country in the postwar period.” The resolution specifically condemned the Akcja Wisla and expressed deep sorrow about the “suffering” and “bloodshed” it had inflicted on “the roughly 150,000 people, mostly Ukrainians, who were forcibly driven from their homes by the Communist authorities and deprived of their property, rights, and national landmarks.” The Polish legislators denounced “the principle of collective guilt that was applied during the Akcja Wisła” and urged “compensation, as far as possible, for those who were harmed by this action.”95

The Polish Senate’s resolution was followed over the next several years by similar statements and gestures on both sides and by the establishment of close, friendly relations between Poland and Ukraine after the Soviet Union broke apart in late 1991. The process reached a climax in May 1997, when the Polish and Ukrainian presidents, Aleksander Kwaśniewski and Leonid Kuchma, met in Kyiv and signed a landmark “Declaration on Historical Reconciliation” (also known as the “Statement on Accord and Unity”), which referred to the expulsions and atrocities on both sides.96 The document was intended to “lay to rest past wrongs” and to “turn the page” so that the two countries could “live together in a new Europe, free from prejudice and mistrust.” In contrast to the negative experience in the Czech Republic with the Czech-German joint declaration, the Polish-Ukrainian accord gained broad popular support and received easy legislative approval in both Poland and Ukraine.

Outside the political arena, progress in reconciling Polish and Ukrainian versions of history has been more limited, but not negligible. Under the auspices of the wartime veterans of the Polish Homeland Army (Armia krajowa ) and the Union of Ukrainians in Poland, a group of leading scholars from Poland and Ukraine have convened periodic sessions on “Polish-Ukrainian Relations During World War II,” a theme that covers both wartime incidents and the postwar expulsions.97 The Polish and Ukrainian historians have not yet arrived at a mutually acceptable reconstruction of events, but their efforts have given each side a much better appreciation of how the “other” perceives the coerced “evacuations” of the mid-1940s.98

Programs such as these are not panaceas. In many countries, gestures of reconciliation will have only a modest effect, at least in the short term. Disputes like the one that erupted in the Czech Republic in January 2001—a dispute between two leading political figures, Václav Klaus and Miloš Zeman, over the status of the Beneš decrees of 1945—are bound to persist for some time. The divide between public sentiment and elite views, especially in the Czech Republic, limits how far and how fast policy can be changed. Nonetheless, even if these attempts to bolster common understanding have only a marginal impact, they are a step in the right direction. The mere act of initiating a serious discussion of the subject is a salutary contrast to the enforced silence of the Communist period. The release of declassified documents from the former East-bloc archives, as well as from Western archives, is allowing scholars to develop a much more sophisticated and complete analysis of what transpired. The new historiography, as represented in this book, may not have any practical consequences in the near term, but over time it can facilitate the process that the Germans call Vergangenheitsbewältigung (“facing up to the past”). Whatever else this book may accomplish, it will have made a valuable contribution if it enables readers—both inside and outside Eastern and Central Europe—to gain a better understanding of the forced migration of the mid-1940s and to make their own reckonings with the past.
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When the war in former Yugoslavia erupted, the Western media adopted the term “ethnic cleansing” as something novel in their presentation of the atrocities committed there between 1991 and 1995. In fact, the term “cleansing” had been widely used before in German, French, Polish, and Czech (Säuberung, purification, oczyszczanie, očista) and many other languages. In the late nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth centuries, many thought it possible and even desirable to “cleanse” societies and nations. This chapter seeks to describe why “ethnic cleansing” became such a common practice in the twentieth century, to explain its underlying and immediate causes, and to analyze its consequences, not only for the victims but also for the societies and states involved.

“Ethnic cleansing” is always directed at a particular ethnic group or nation perceived as harmful, and the goal is almost always the complete removal of that group from a given territory. The ethnicity of the victims is defined by the state, occupying power, or dominant nation, and groups or individuals so defined usually have no opportunity to declare a different ethnicity or prevent their removal from their homelands. If ethnic cleansing is carried out over existing or newly erected state borders, it is most often termed “expulsion,” whereas if it is carried out within state borders, it is termed “deportation.” In most cases, expulsion and deportation are irreversible.

Ethnic cleansing in the twentieth century occurred in three large waves. The first wave lasted roughly one decade, from 1913 until 1923, and mainly affected Southeastern Europe. The second and by far the largest wave primarily swept through Central and Eastern Europe between 1938 and 1948. In the first half of this decade, the German conception of a racially clean Lebensraum (living space) and the advance of the German army were the main causes of ethnic cleansing. Between 1943 and 1948 the Allies themselves adopted ethnic cleansing for their postwar European order. This second wave, when nearly thirty million people in Europe were forced to leave their homelands permanently, is the subject of this volume. The third wave of ethnic cleansing was a consequence of the breakup of Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union. It pervaded Southeastern Europe and several regions in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) in the 1990s.

CAUSES OF ETHNIC CLEANSING

The most recent cases of ethnic cleansing, particularly in Southeastern Europe, have been explained by invoking “ancient hatreds” or by blaming dictators, such as the Yugoslav leader Slobodan Milošević. Moreover, the role of the international community is often seen as crucial in aiding or preventing ethnic conflict.1 Whereas immediate causes and political actors are significant, and will be discussed in later sections of this essay, the first section will carefully examine the long-term causes of ethnic cleansing. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the political, social, and psychological prerequisites for this malicious practice came into being. In particular, the specific interaction of the growth of the modern state with the development of the idea of the “nation,” created the preconditions for the cleansing of minorities.

The Modern State and the Modern Nation in the Nineteenth Century

As Ernest Gellner and Eric J. Hobsbawm have pointed out, centralizing and homogenizing policies such as unifying the state administration and educational system and implementing, or even creating, a state language are prerequisites for the functioning of a modern state.2 From the late eighteenth century on, various European states began to introduce a homogenous set of institutions over territories with distinct legal, economic, and political systems. The governments of these states needed not only to create common currencies, weights, and measures, but also to cope with different mentalities, customs, and traditions.

Particularly in states founded in the nineteenth century, new institutions met with resistance from preexisting political structures and previously independent regions.3 This was even the case if the population to be united in one state was relatively homogenous in linguistic and cultural terms. For example, the populations in the Italian regions of Piedmont and Sicily discovered that they often had interests different from those of the central government. Only seven years after the foundation of Italy in 1859, the Sicilians waged a revolt, which was put down by the army. The German empire, founded in 1871, also encountered much resistance among Bavarians, Alsatians, Silesians, and ethnic Poles.

The rise of the modern state coincided with the rise of the modern nation. At the same time that Enlightenment rulers began to centralize and homogenize the administrations of their territories, Enlightenment thinkers, such as the German philosopher Johann Gottfried Herder, began to discuss identities based on language, culture, and shared values. In countries such as France, where the state and nation developed simultaneously, national identity tended to emphasize common political principles. French nationalism after the Revolution rallied around political values such as liberté, egalité, et fraternité. At least according to the constitution of 1793, anyone who supported these values could become a citizen of France.4

Peoples who did not as yet have states of their own developed the linguistic and cultural aspects of national identity and often claimed, on the basis of these national markers, the right to form their own states. German nationalism, for example, relied more than its French counterpart on a cultural and linguistic definition of nationality.5 When Herder argued for cultural emancipation in the late eighteenth century, he did so partly as a wake-up call to the German nation, which Herder believed was languishing under French cultural domination. The distinct character of German nationalism manifested itself in the wars against Napoleon I. German nationalists had appealed to the German-speaking people, not to a political entity, to take up the fight against France.6 In 1814, the famous Prussian reformer Freiherr vom Stein concluded, “Every people that wants to be truly national, does not trust foreigners sufficiently to mingle with them in a civic community, let alone to employ them in state offices.” He added: “It is our duty to the German fatherland ... to cleanse the Rhineland from everything which has made them and keeps them un-German.”7 It would, of course, be wrong to portray Stein as a perpetrator of ethnic cleansing. However, his demand shows that the call for liberation from foreign occupation and rule relied partly on cultural and linguistic arguments.

In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, intellectuals from the eastern and southern Slavic regions of Europe imbibed a Romantic interpretation of Herderian thought during sojourns to Vienna and the German universities. They began to study and codify the languages spoken in their home regions and to publish poetry and literature in “folk” idioms. National movements in Central and Eastern Europe saw the cultural and linguistic (sometimes referred to as the “German”) concept of nationality as an attractive model.8 The fact that many of the Eastern European nations did not have their own states before 1918 made the cultural or linguistic model of nationality much more appealing.9

European nations that already had codified languages and established national cultures (such as the Poles, Germans, Danes, Swedes, and Italians) had a relatively easy time developing a coherent national identity. Other nations had to start at the very beginning and standardize their common language before they could even begin to build a sense of national community. The modern Bulgarian, Croatian, Albanian, Ukrainian, Slovak, Czech, Lithuanian, and Latvian languages were standardized much later, in some cases not until the late nineteenth century.10

In the nineteenth century, the modern concepts of state and nation interacted in various ways. On the one hand, nationalization was a product of, and greatly facilitated, the centralization necessary for modern state bureaucracies. As Ernest Gellner has argued, bureaucracies needed clear national subdivisions of populations in order to operate effectively.11 State business was more efficiently conducted in a single language, state-run schools taught uniform curricula throughout entire territories, and military service demanded the inculcation of a single, coherent sense of belonging. States thus helped to transform nationalism from an abstract ideology into a social reality. Moreover, the standardization of languages depended on a relatively small cultural elite and the dissemination of an “invented” national culture from center to periphery. These cultural elites had little tolerance for those outside their definitions of nationality.

On the other hand, state building often clashed directly with the aspirations of newly formed national groups. It is no surprise that centralizing states met with resistance from the periphery. The process of linguistic and cultural standardization met with more opposition the later it occurred.12 Central and Eastern Europe became the source of a myriad of autonomist or separatist movements, all of which now began to demand independence on the very terms on which their oppressors were demanding homogeneity. To defend and strengthen their national movements, the newly created nations also emphasized centralization, and they themselves tolerated little dissent arising from culturally different groups or minorities. Not all conflicts were national and ethnic. Battles were also fought over economic resources, education, and political participation, and these concerns coincided with national demands only in certain instances. But all conflicts were now interpreted in nationalist terms.13

As movements for national political independence grew, so did the desire of states and dominant national groups to suppress them. The great European multinational empires—Ottoman, Habsburg, and Romanov—suffered the most from this “national” premise upon which the game of politics was now played. Each of these empires tried to unify their populations but could not do so on the basis of nationality. Each tried to imbue the “imperial” identity with meaningful content, and each tried to create institutional mechanisms by which the various emerging national groups could be integrated. Nonetheless, in the increasingly volatile national system, multinational states were in serious danger by the end of the nineteenth century.

The formation of nation-states was even more difficult for countries founded after World War I, such as Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia. The administrations of these countries had to be built up from scratch, and they governed regions with even more diverse historical traditions. Most infamous is probably the case of Poland, where the gauges of railroad tracks were not standard when the country was resurrected in 1918. The so-called nation-states founded after World War I had to secure their rules over different and disputed territories, often partially inhabited by ethnic minorities. The consensus among the ruling elites in the new states was that this challenge could be mastered only by a centralized state with a strong government. Hence, the East European states often chose the French model of political centralism.14 However, it should be mentioned that Western Europe also continued to have difficulties implementing centralization. The French experienced this in the 1920s in Alsace,15 where the policy of centralization combined with an attempt at cultural and linguistic assimilation was bitterly resented and fought by the local population.


Attitudes and Policies toward Minorities

In the nineteenth century it was commonly believed that nondominant ethnic groups (the term “minority” was rarely used at that time)16 could be assimilated within a few generations.17 This “optimism” was deeply rooted in liberal idealism and sometimes in supremacist and racist nationalist ideas. Prussian officials were convinced that they could “lift” Slavic speakers to supposedly higher levels of German culture. The Poles held the same belief about the Ukrainians, who were expected to develop into Poles, if with some obsolete folkloristic habits. In fact, as Prussian Poles and Polish Ukrainians profited from economic progress and experienced some upward mobility, they became increasingly assertive and resisted assimilationist demands.

As attempts at assimilation failed, minorities were increasingly regarded as a problem and a hindrance to the development of states. Dominant nations began to view them as indigestible, always potentially traitorous elements in the social fabric of the nation. Different minorities were viewed in different ways. Germans and Jews in Eastern Europe were very soon perceived as unacceptable, whereas other groups were subject to assimilation attempts for much longer. Over time, policies of assimilation were replaced by policies of suppression and ultimately of expulsion.

After World War I, attitudes toward minorities began to harden. In the interwar period, centralization went hand in hand with attempts to homogenize disputed territories. For the new nation-states, the most prudent solution would have been to make concessions to regions and minorities, but any cultural or territorial autonomy was regarded as a danger for state and nation. The weaker the newly founded states were, the harder they tried to secure their rule. The new Polish state and the predominantly Serbian administration of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes were particularly ineffective and corrupt, and their administration of the territories of Volhynia and Kosovo, respectively, was correspondingly oppressive.18 Tensions were aggravated by the fact that the newly created states sent elites of the dominant nationalities to rule over minority regions.

Centralization combined with nationalization in the newly established states inevitably brought deep conflicts between dominant nations and minorities. Final efforts at assimilation were made, many times by claiming that members of one ethnic group were “in truth” members of another. Serbs insisted that the Muslims in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo were actually converted Serbs, Bulgarians argued that the Pomakes were actually Bulgarians, Hungary made similar claims about “Magyars not speaking Magyar” (i.e., Croatians, Slovaks, and Romanians), and Greece defined Macedonians as “slavophone Greeks.” Mostly, however, distinct borders were drawn, and each side sought to make very careful distinctions between “us” and “them.” There was little tolerance for mixed identities or mixed ancestry. In some cases, nation became synonymous with ancestry—as in Germany. In 1913 the idea that a person could be German only by descent was codified in law.

The conflicts of the interwar period made increasingly palatable the idea of solving the problem of national minorities simply by removing them from a territory altogether. The rise of attitudes that made ethnic cleansing imaginable and feasible can be attributed to modernity.19 Throughout the nineteenth century, the world had become aware that new technologies allowed great feats of social engineering. The concept of “national engineering” emerged first in Prussia and the German empire during the nineteenth century. In order to secure its rule over its share of the Polish territories, Prussia began to settle ethnic Germans in those territories in the 1830s. A law passed in 1886 explicitly aimed at changing the ethnic composition of areas inhabited by a majority of Poles.20 In 1908 the government amended this “law of settlement” and even allowed the dispossession of Poles in favor of Germans, a clear violation of the constitution. The National Democrats in Poland, the most important nationalist party, copied this policy in their own program in the beginning of the twentieth century. They insisted on settling Poles in Ukrainian areas dominated by Ukrainians in order to preserve the Polishness of such regions. When Poland became independent, the government adopted this policy and settled ethnic Poles in Galicia and Volhynia.21 In the 1920s and 1930s, the Yugoslav government sent Serbs to ethnically mixed areas in Kosovo. Poles in Germany, Ukrainians in Poland, and Albanians in Yugoslavia attacked the new settlers as colonizers and demanded their removal.

In sum, two structural factors—state formation and nation building—and two psychological factors—intolerant attitudes toward minorities and ideas of national engineering—made ethnic cleansing likely in large parts of Europe. This does not mean that large-scale forced migration was predetermined. 22 The implementation of ethnic cleansing still depended on the acts of individuals and on historical contingency.



THE PRECEDENT: ETHNIC CLEANSING IN THE INTERWAR PERIOD

Like national identity itself, the principle of “national self-determination,” especially as articulated by Woodrow Wilson, was meant to solve the problems created by the national question and, by creating a state for each nation, promote peace and stability in the postimperial world. The spectacle of collapsing empires unable to contain the various national groups within their borders was witnessed during the bloody struggles for independence in the Balkans in 1912-1913, when approximately five hundred thousand people chose to flee or were expelled from their homelands.23 World War I, which began with the violent protest of a Serbian nationalist group against Habsburg rule, also had its share of forced migration. For example, Russia deported members of the German minority living near its western border because the government was afraid of their potential allegiance to Germany—although there was little evidence of such an allegiance.24 The fate of the Armenians living on Turkish territory was even worse. The Turkish army collectively punished the Armenians for their alleged sympathies with Russia, driving them out of their homelands in 1915. Approximately one million Armenians died during their flight. Because of the high number of casualties, this tragedy is commonly considered genocide.

The framers of the Versailles Treaty in 1919 decided that empire would end in Europe once and for all, and that under the principle of national self-determination, each nation would receive its own state. Because most of Eastern Europe was ethnically diverse, this principle was nearly impossible to implement. Inevitably, some nations received their own states, but some were forced to live under the rule of others. An unstable situation was created in Eastern Europe: Germans found themselves under Czech and Polish rule, Ukrainians under Polish rule, and a motley conglomerate of nationalities under the weakly defined Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes.

Far from being content within their borders, nationalities began to clash ever more fiercely and desperately in the interwar period. The new states felt insecure in the international arena and feared domestic unrest, which fed the antagonism between nationalities and nations. This drive to create nation-states, in its failure, only created more tension, which would explode during World War II.

As relations between ethnic groups grew increasingly strained, a dangerous precedent was set by the international community in 1923. In 1913, after the Second Balkan War, Bulgaria and Turkey signed the first international treaty containing a provision for the resettlement of minorities.25 Greece and Turkey concluded a similar agreement in 1914, as did Greece and Bulgaria in 1919. But it was the internationally sanctioned and supported Treaty of Lausanne in 1923, in which Greece and Turkey agreed to “exchange” their respective Turkish and Greek minority populations, that became a model for mass forced migrations.26

The term “exchange” disguises the intensity of suffering and the number of casualties among the 1.5 million Greek and Turkish forced migrants.27 It is very difficult to know the exact numbers of expellees that perished, but nearly five hundred thousand people remained unaccounted for by the end of the “exchange.”28 Those who survived suffered terribly. The 1926 report of the Greek Refugee Commission to the League of Nations stated, “On the humanitarian side imagination cannot encompass the event. Only those can make the effort of understanding who have seen destitution, misery, disease, and death in all their possible forms, and the scale of this disaster was so unprecedented as to demand even from such persons a new vision.”29

Although the Treaty of Lausanne attempted to organize the expulsions so that the refugees could survive the ordeal, the long-term political effects were disastrous. It gave international sanction to ethnic cleansing as a solution to the problem of national minorities. Moreover, it made politicians all over the world believe that homogenous nation-states were the ideal for international peace and stability, and that members of national minorities could be considered a potential source of conflict and instability. Their physical removal seemed the only viable option for countries that wished to survive. During World War II, this “radical solution” to the problem of multina-tionality had tragic consequences.


ETHNIC CONFLICTS DURING WORLD WAR II

The establishment of dictatorships in Germany and the Soviet Union, both of which seemed to regard human suffering as no obstacle to social and national engineering, set the stage for ethnic cleansing and genocide on a scale the world had not seen. From 1938 to 1940 Nazi Germany concluded treaties with the Soviet Union, the Baltic States, and Italy to repatriate almost six hundred thousand ethnic Germans from these countries.30 After the Germans conquered Poland, they annexed vast territories in western Poland (the “Warthegau”) and settled most of these repatriates there in order to expand the racially pure German Lebensraum. Approximately one million Poles and Polish Jews who lived in the Warthegau had to leave their homes.31 The deported Jews were among the first to be sent to concentration camps; thus ethnic cleansing and genocide became fatefully linked.32 Nevertheless, the case of the Warthegau also underlines the necessity to distinguish between ethnic cleansing and genocide. The Nazis intended from the very beginning to extinguish the Jews from the Warthegau, whereas they wished “only” to enslave and ruthlessly exploit the Poles. In general, expulsions and deportations are primarily aimed at removing an ethnic group from a given territory, whereas genocide aims to extinguish the group altogether. Because the Holocaust was substantially a different phenomenon from ethnic cleansing, then, this article does not deal with it extensively.

Nazi Germany’s policies also created a westward shift of population that was unprecedented in terms of size: 5.5 million people of mostly Slavic origin, among them more than 2.8 million forced laborers from Poland, were deported to the German empire.33 By the time the German army was forced out of East-Central Europe in 1943-1944, previously ethnically mixed areas had already been partially or completely homogenized.34

Josif Stalin at first assisted Hitler in redrawing the ethnic and territorial map of Europe. Soon after the Soviet army marched into eastern Poland and the Baltic States, it displaced several hundred thousand people. According to recent research, at least 330,000 Polish citizens were deported from eastern Poland to Central Asia and Siberia between 1939 and 1941.35 Of these, 63 percent were Poles; the number of Jews was also very high in comparison to their share of the population. However, at this point Stalin’s primary goal was not ethnic but “social” cleansing: He wanted to remove the “ruling classes” in eastern Poland in order to prepare the annexed territories for rapid Sovietization.36 Stalin’s political priorities changed during World War II. From 1941 to 1944 the Soviet Union deported Chechens and other Caucasian nations, Baltic peoples, Germans, and Crimean Tatars to prevent collaboration with the Germans, secure their territories, and assimilate the populations. 37

Nazi and Soviet attitudes toward national populations were infectious. Several smaller states and nations began to engage in acts of ethnic cleansing during the war, often encouraged by their occupiers. For example, both Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union greatly aggravated national tensions in Volhynia and Eastern Galicia. Between 1939 and 1941 Soviet leaders encouraged Ukrainians to shake off the economic and cultural dominance of Poles and literally to “beat up” their former lords. When the Nazis conquered eastern Poland in the summer of 1941, they played the old game of “divide and rule” even more viciously. The Germans created collaborationist Polish and Ukrainian forces and then pitted one against the other.38 The Polish minority in Eastern Galicia was committed to preserving a Polish state that included regions with majority Ukrainian populations. At the end of 1942 radical Ukrainian nationalists wanted to seize the opportunity offered by German occupation and the war to create their own nation-state. The Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (Orhanizacja Ukrainskykh Nationalistiv) started to expel Poles in 1942. Up to three hundred thousand Poles fled from the eastern territories of Poland to the west over the San River.39 The Polish underground retaliated by attempting to drive Ukrainians from areas it controlled in southeastern Poland.40 By 1944, Ukrainian and Polish military units were not only fighting each other but massacring entire villages.41 In 1945 there were reports of the murder of pregnant women, old people, and small children.42 Violence against Jews continued even after 1945.43

The ruthless nature of these encounters between nationalities—not only between the Ukrainians and Poles but also between the Croats and Serbs—was a difficult obstacle to coexistence after the war. Certainly the Poles, Czechs, and other occupied nations found it unimaginable to live with the Germans in 1945. As Edmund Dmitrów has pointed out, after the war Polish society definitely felt that Germans should no longer live on Polish territory. 44 Jan Křen has found that the same was true of the Czechs.45 The degree of hatred the Germans had incurred became obvious when the fortunes of war changed. When they occupied East Prussia in October 1944, Red Army soldiers took revenge against the Germans, raping, assaulting, and robbing them.46 Fear of Soviet soldiers caused approximately five million Germans to leave the territories east of the rivers Neisse and Oder.47

Widespread interethnic conflicts during World War II had a great impact on Eastern European Communists, who became ardent supporters of homogeneous nation-states. As Krystyna Kersten noticed in the wartime writings of leading Polish Communists, “nation became the most frequently used term. . . . [It] superseded all terms relating to class or society.”48 In prewar Czechoslovakia the Communists had managed to unite German, Czech, and Slovak members into a single organization. In 1945 the Czechoslovak Communist Party (KSC) was among the most radical supporters of the expulsion of all Germans. All Communist parties in Eastern Europe sought to reinforce the nationalism created during World War II.


ETHNIC CLEANSING AND THE POSTWAR EUROPEAN ORDER

In the wake of the destruction perpetrated by nations against one another, it is not surprising that the governments involved in drawing up postwar settlements considered ethnic cleansing the only means of preventing future violence. The Soviet Union, Great Britain, and the United States regarded population movements as prerequisites of peace. The British in particular became convinced that state and ethnic borders had to become one and the same in order to stabilize East-Central Europe. For proof, the Allies pointed to the “success” of the Treaty of Lausanne. Leading politicians from East-Central Europe came to similar conclusions.

When Winston Churchill, Franklin Roosevelt, and Stalin met for the Teheran, Yalta, and Potsdam conferences from November 1943 to July 1945, they agreed that postwar Europe should be rearranged to prevent future wars. In particular, the German minorities in East-Central Europe had to be “dissolved.” The Allies also agreed that Germany should lose territories in the East, that Czechoslovakia should be restored, and that all territorial gains of German allies, such as Hungary, should be reversed. The trickiest problem was Poland, which had been an ally of Britain and France since the outbreak of the war. Stalin insisted that the Soviet Union should retain the territory it had annexed in eastern Poland in 1939. Since the Soviet Union had borne the main burden of the war in the East, the Western powers found it difficult to resist Stalin’s demands. The Allies decided to move Poland bodily westward, resulting in a loss of vast German territories in the East. The Soviet Union also retained formerly Romanian, Hungarian, Czechoslovak, Finnish, and Baltic territory.

The territorial changes made in 1945 were much bigger than had been anticipated in Teheran in 1943. Poland was moved between two and three hundred kilometers to the west; even Lwów (L’viv), one of its main political centers, was given to the Soviet Union. The Germans lost more territory in the East, including the cities of Breslau (Wroclaw) and Stettin (Szczecin). As a result, the number of forced migrants increased.49 Whereas in Teheran the Allies had discussed the displacement of a couple of million people, predominantly Germans, at Yalta and Potsdam the United States, Britain, and the Soviet Union decided to expel twelve million Germans, 2.1 million Poles, and several hundred thousand Ukrainians, Finns, and Hungarians, as well as a host of people of other nations.

The Soviet Union played a special role in initiating and implementing these population movements. In 1945, the Hungarian government hesitated to “transfer” its German minority, prompting Soviet officials to order Hungary to do so.50 Stalin desired the ethnic cleansing of territories in the East for many reasons. First, he was more eager than the Western powers to “solve” all minority problems in his sphere of influence. Second, the mass expulsions sharply increased German antagonism toward its eastern neighbors and therefore made Poland and Czechoslovakia more dependent on Soviet protection.

The creation of a postwar European order based on homogenous nation-states began in eastern Poland. In September 1944 the Polish Committee for National Liberation51 signed treaties with the Ukrainian, Lithuanian, and Belorussian Soviet Socialist Republics (SSRs) regarding the “evacuation” of the Polish population from these territories.52 According to the official statistics, 117,211 Poles had already that year been transported from what had become western Ukraine to the postwar territory of Poland.53 By the spring of 1945 several hundred thousand Poles arrived from Lithuania, Belorussia, and Ukraine. These Poles were settled in the eastern territories of Germany that had been conquered by the Red Army.54 Between 1944 and 1948, 1,517,982 Poles were “repatriated” from the Soviet Union. To this official statistic one must add the three hundred thousand people who fled the Polish-Ukrainian war and at least three hundred thousand who had survived as forced laborers in Germany but were not allowed to return to their homelands in 1945. Poland made the presence of 2.1 million homeless people a strong argument for its claim to the eastern territories of Germany.55

The circumstances under which the forced migration of Poles from the eastern territories took place gradually improved after the conclusion of the repatriation treaties. These treaties between Poland and the Ukrainian, Belorussian, and Lithuanian SSRs theoretically permitted the transportation of up to two tons of household items, plus livestock. The Soviet authorities were obliged to register the belongings left behind by Poles in the eastern territories, and the Polish government promised to compensate their owners. 56 As had been provided for in the treaties, Poland and the three Soviet republics created special administrations to organize the migration. In Poland, the special administration was called the State Office for Repatriation (Państwowy Urząd Repatriacyjny, or PUR). There was also a department for repatriation in the Ukrainian SSR (the Viddil Repatriacyjnij), as well as in the Lithuanian and Belorussians SSRs.

One should not be fooled by the provision in the treaties stipulating that “evacuation” had to be voluntary. The Poles in the eastern territories were afraid to be deported to Siberia57 and did not wish to live under Soviet rule. The few who attempted to stay and refused to sign up for transport to the west were forced to leave in 1946.58 It is useful to use Krystyna Kersten’s differentiation between “direct” and “circumstantial” force in understanding the different faces of expulsion. When direct force was applied, people had no choice but to leave their homelands. If people emigrated under circumstantial force, it was because they felt threatened or saw no future in their old homelands.59

None of the provisions intended to make “repatriation” more humane were enforced. Practical circumstances, such as the lack of transportation, meant that suffering was inevitable. For example, the Polish government’s authorized agent for repatriation in Volhynia complained in 1945 that he had received only four thousand railway wagons instead of the required seventy thousand.60 According to government statistics, at least half of the property of the Polish forced migrants was lost during the expulsion, and one-third of the expellees had to rely on the assistance of social services in 1946 because they arrived in a state of poverty and exhaustion.61

Because of the horrific nature of Nazi German occupation in Eastern Europe, the expulsion of Germans from various countries was even more traumatic. By the time the Nazi authorities decided to evacuate, some Germans in the eastern territories and elsewhere were simply fleeing westward.62 After the capitulation of Germany, Czechoslovakia and Poland began to drive out the Germans who had remained in the East. The expulsions that took place between May and July 1945 are often referred to as the second, or “wild” phase. The Polish army gave the order to “treat the Germans like they have treated us.”63 In Czechoslovakia, Germans were forced to wear white armbands with the letter “N” (for Nĕmec, the Czech word for German), which mimicked the yellow armbands with the star of David that Jews had had to wear under Nazi rule.64 The Germans who had remained in East-Central Europe were at the mercy of criminals, the local administration, the police, and the security service.65 They had no property rights and received reduced rations. Corruption was widespread and especially affected Germans in the former eastern territories.66 A Protestant priest from Görlitz (Zgorzelec) described the situation in 1945: “The German is not subject to the law anymore. His honor, his body, his life, and his property are at the merciless disposal of an insolent victor.”67

The third phase of the expulsion of the Germans began in early August 1945. At Potsdam, the Allies formulated an agreement providing for the “transfer” of Germans from Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary.68 This gave the expulsion of Germans from these countries a legal basis. Accordingly, five million more Germans were forced to leave their homelands before 1949. The Potsdam agreement attempted to improve the treatment of Germans—Article XIII stipulated that the “transfer” of the German population should be carried out in a “humane and orderly manner.” It is doubtful whether mass forced migration could ever have been humane, but in any case the Allies failed to ensure an “orderly” transfer. Expellees continued to be robbed and abused before their departure. The trip to Germany was also dangerous:


At every railway stop it took place. When the train started moving between twelve and fifteen Poles jumped on it and pillaged. When the train stopped they leaped off and disappeared. In this manner we and the passengers in the other wagons were pillaged again and again.... When all the luggage was gone, the bandits began to take the coats, suits, and dresses of men and women who were well dressed. Some passengers were left with only their underwear on.69


The special administration for expellees (Zentralverwaltung für deutschen Umsiedler, or ZVU) in the Soviet Zone of Occupation complained in 1946: “It is almost the rule that the settlers are completely pillaged and that they lose their last belongings when they cross the border. Many cases of physical abuse are known to us.”70

The treatment of the Germans confronted the occupying powers in Germany with a serious problem, because they had to feed and sometimes clothe millions of people who had lost everything. In late 1945 the British and the Soviets started to pressure Czechoslovakia and Poland to improve the treatment of the Germans. In early 1946 the Allies concluded new agreements with both countries regarding the transport of forced migrants. Thereafter, conditions slowly improved.

Still, expulsion was in most cases a better fate than remaining in Czechoslovakia or Poland. The Polish government several times declared that the Germans should be exploited as forced labor.71 According to a secret instruction of the PUR, Germans were supposed to work at least sixty hours per week, a minimum of twelve hours per day in industry and fourteen hours in agriculture.72 The PUR also explicitly stated that Germans had no right to take breaks from work. The salaries of Germans usually amounted to 25 or 50 percent of what Poles made—insufficient to feed even one person. Thousands of Germans were also detained and exploited in special labor camps.73 A medical report from the expellee administration in Brandenburg describes how former forced laborers looked when they arrived back in Germany:


At the general examination a great number of the resettlers looked malnourished. They had edemas on their calves, low blood pressure, and they were pale and generally weak. The children in puberty had enlarged thyroid glands, a symptom of vitamin and mineral deficiency. . . . The expellees declared that they had had no medical treatment for one year. Because a number of the men in the transport suffer from hernias, they are not fit for heavy work. A number of the women are also unfit for work. They suffer from heart diseases, women’s diseases, and stomach problems.74


Hundreds of thousands fell sick after their arrival in Germany. In August and September of 1945 alone, the authorities in the Soviet Zone of Occupation reported more than thirty thousand cases of typhus. A report from Schwerin in East Germany indicates how desperate the situation was. When a train carrying food failed to arrive, expellees lamented, “We would prefer that you take a machine gun and shoot us down. Then at least the misery will come to an end.”75 Many expellees did commit suicide or apathetically waited to be returned to their old homelands.

In the summer of 1945, ethnic homogenization in East-Central Europe also affected nations other than the Poles and Germans. After the Germans and the Poles, the largest group to be expelled were the Ukrainians. According to data from the interior ministry of the Soviet Union, 482,000 Ukrainians were “repatriated” from Poland in 1945 and 1946.76 Again, this “repatriation” was supposed to be voluntary, but Ukrainians who attempted to stay in Poland were first subjected to psychological pressure and then often physically attacked by paramilitary units and the Polish army.77 Nonetheless, more than 150,000 Ukrainians still inhabited southeastern Poland in the spring of 1947. When the popular general Karol Swierczewski was assassinated, the Polish government used his death as a pretext to punish the Ukrainian minority. Between 20 April and 31 July 1947, some 140,000 Ukrainians were deported to the western territories of Poland in the so-called Akcja Wisła.78 The goal of the government was to assimilate the Ukrainians in their new places of residence. The deportation was also in the interest of the Soviet Union, since it cut off the supply and support for the Ukrainian resistance fighters in the USSR.

This brutal and final solution of the Polish-Ukrainian conflict was carried out without regard to human rights or casualties. In 1945-1946 Ukrainian expellees were frequently robbed before and during the “repatriation” to Ukraine. A secret report of the Soviet interior ministry mentioned briefly that the “evacuation of the Ukrainian population was carried out under difficult circumstances. . . . Bandits assaulted the Ukrainian government’s authorized agent for the evacuation and Ukrainians who had expressed their desire to emigrate to Ukraine. There were acts of sabotage against railway transports.”79

Other minorities in East-Central Europe were largely reduced in numbers or eliminated. The Czechoslovak government did not acquire international backing or the approval of Hungary to dispose of its entire Hungarian minority; nevertheless, 83,660 Hungarians were forced to migrate from Slovakia to Hungary from 1945 to 1948. In exchange 73,273 Slovaks, or almost three-quarters of the Slovak minority, left Hungary for Slovakia.80 The Slovak capital, Bratislava, was completely cleansed of Hungarians, though that minority remained largely intact in rural areas. A large number of Hungarians also left Yugoslavia. In the winter of 1944-1945, the Hungarian minority in the Vojvodina was at first harassed and then persecuted by Serb troops. In 1946 Yugoslavia and Hungary reached a mutual resettlement agreement that affected forty thousand people.81

In addition to the tremendous suffering of individuals and families, forced migrations had long-lasting consequences for the economies and societies of the states that participated in them. It is no exaggeration to say that a person who left East-Central Europe in 1938 would probably not have recognized it in 1948. By then, most Jews had been killed by the Nazis and many survivors had emigrated either to Israel or to the United States. The German minorities were almost completely eliminated, including the population east of the Oder and Neisse. The Polish presence in Wilno (Vilnius), Lwów (L’viv), and in the former eastern territories of Poland was also radically reduced. In turn, up to 650,000 Ukrainians were removed from southeastern Poland.

In 1948 East-Central Europe consisted of almost entirely homogenous nation-states for the first time in its history. Whereas one-third of the Polish prewar population had been composed of national minorities, in 1948 95 percent of its inhabitants were Catholic Poles. In 1938, only two-thirds of the population of Czechoslovakia had been Czech and Slovak; by 1948, the country was 94 percent Czech and Slovak. Less than 20 percent of the prewar minority population remained in Hungary after 1945. Ukraine became, for the first time in its history, a state mostly inhabited by Ukrainians. Although Soviet rule and the postwar immigration of Russians and Russian Jews increased the degree of Russification, it could be argued that the foundations of Ukrainian independence in 1992 were built in the decade between 1938 and 1948.

The homogenization of East-Central Europe continued during the Cold War. When Yugoslavia acquired the Istria Peninsula in the Adriatic Sea after World War II, an overwhelming majority of the Italians living there and on the Dalmatian coast chose to emigrate to Italy rather than live under Communist rule.82 From 1956 to 1959, some 226,373 people of German descent left Poland for the Federal Republic of Germany, and 37,383 migrated to the German Democratic Republic. They were replaced by 249,300 Poles who came to Poland from the Soviet Union.83 In the entire period from 1949 to 1987, more than 1.4 million ethnic Germans migrated to West Germany from East-Central Europe and the Soviet Union.84 Migration to Israel and the United States decreased the size of Jewish communities throughout East-Central Europe. The post-1950 migrations were at least partially voluntary and occurred under far better conditions than the mass forced migrations of the 1940s. The motivation for migration also changed; by the 1970s, economic factors had become the prevalent reason for emigration from East-Central Europe.


SOCIAL AND POLITICAL CONSEQUENCES

The expulsions and deportations had broad consequences for the social and political history of Central and Eastern Europe. The governments that carried out the expulsions confiscated the property of most of the forced migrants. They used this property as capital stock for social reforms and distributed it to curry favor with certain social groups. In addition, the countries forced to receive the migrants were compelled to redistribute property and income to feed and clothe the population.85 In Eastern Europe in the late 1940s, the Communists used the areas affected by forced migration for experiments such as collectivization.

In 1945 East-Central Europe saw an unprecedented transfer not only of people but also of property. In Czechoslovakia, President Edvard Beneš collectively dispossessed the Germans, Magyars, and “traitors” in a decree of October 1945. As a result, 11,200 factories, fifty-five thousand small businesses, 125,000 farms, two hundred thousand one-family homes, and almost three million hectares of land were nationalized.86 In Hungary, land mostly from German owners was distributed among the population.87 The Soviet government “inherited” the property of 419,476 Polish farmers and of 2.1 million “repatriates” who had been expelled from the eastern territories of Poland.88

The westward movement of Poland itself had an even more significant impact on the property structure of that country than the odsun (transfer) of Germans had on Czechoslovakia. The factories, farms, and houses on a third of the entire postwar territory fell into the hands of the state. Additionally, the government acquired the property previously seized from Jews murdered by the Nazis or belonging to those who had perished in the Holocaust. Hence by 1945, a large proportion of Polish industry was already owned by the state. Of the six million hectares distributed in the land reform, 4.8 million had been owned by Germans.89

East-Central European governments used these confiscated resources in several ways, but mostly to strengthen Communist control over these territories. First, the property of forced migrants provided capital for social reforms such as the land reforms in Poland and Hungary. By June 1947 the Polish government created 48,528 new farms in central Poland and 389,993 in the western territories, and it had enlarged thousands of already existing small farms to make them more profitable. Second, the Communists redistributed property to build alliances among the general population and to reward followers for their support. As the election results in 1946 in the Czech borderlands indicated, the KSČ was very successful in this endeavor.90 Third, the state could keep the property and use it to build socialism directly. In 1948 the Czechoslovak and Polish governments also used previously German property in collectivization and nationalization campaigns.91

By first using confiscated property in the process of centralizing the economy, the Communists in Eastern Europe were able to inoculate the population against resistance to this centralization. Key industries and banks in Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary were nationalized without trouble because they had belonged to Germans and Jews who had been killed in the Holocaust. Moreover, some of the property was initially distributed to private owners, thus alleviating fears, but this process was easily reversed in 1948.

This was particularly the case in Poland. In 1945-1946 the government gave out almost six million hectares of land. The recipients did not become owners in the legal sense but got the farms, machinery, and cattle as usufructuaries—in short, the fields and the cows on the newly created farms were owned by the state, but the farmers received the crops and the milk. Soon after the falsified election of 1947, the Polish government decided to hand over the farms to their usufructuaries, celebrating this transfer in carefully orchestrated ceremonies. 92 But by the summer of 1947, the registration of new owners had already slowed. When the government decided to collectivize the land in 1948, most farmers did not yet have legal titles for their possessions.93 Thus, collectivization proceeded very quickly in the former German regions of Poland.

Countries that received large influxes of forced migrants experienced reduced social and regional cohesion and were thus easily subdued by Communist rule. In her recent monograph, Krystyna Kersten concluded that the fragmentation of society caused by forced migration weakened Polish resistance. 94 In the former eastern territories of Germany, the degree of solidarity among employees was especially low, and the opposition network was weak.95

The Soviet Zone of Occupation in Germany was more seriously affected by the influx of expellees. The 4.3 million forced migrants—officially called “resettlers” to downplay their suffering and avoid tension with Poland, Czechoslovakia, and the Soviet Union—amounted to almost a quarter of the East German population. In West Germany the 7.5 million expellees were 17 percent of the population in 1948. While the initial problems, such as providing food and accommodation, could be overcome fairly quickly, the integration of the expellees into German society was difficult to achieve. A major problem was the fact that the expellees had lost most of their belongings during the expulsion. Prejudice against the “have nots” became very widespread and sometimes turned into outright hatred when local populations had to share apartments and other property with the newcomers. The second problem, also found in Poland and other countries, was cultural. The expellees spoke unknown dialects, often belonged to different Christian denominations, and in general had different customs and traditions. Thus the economic divide between the German hosts and the recent migrants was exacerbated by social and cultural differences.

In West Germany, the Western allies were afraid that the expellees would fall prey to the propaganda of extremist parties and vote either for nationalists or for the Communists. In 1947 the United States sent an official letter to the prime ministers of the West German states warning that the expellees were forming “minority cells” that might “crystallize into dissident and disruptive groups.”96 A memorandum sent by the British military governor Robertson to General Lucius D. Clay in February 1949 described the situation of the expellees:


The influx from the East has created in Western Germany a propertyless class whose numbers, embittered by dispossession and by the misery of months spent in transit camps and emergency accommodation, are obliged to exist in standards which they cannot willingly accept and which are noticeably lower than those of the native Western Germans.97


The poverty of the expellees began to ease only in the mid-1950s, when the crucial Lastenausgleicḥ (literally, “law regarding the sharing of the burden”) of 1952 began to take effect. This law collected a special tax among the indigenous population in favor of expellees and city dwellers whose homes had been destroyed in the bombing. Finally, in the 1960s the West German “economic miracle” helped to integrate most expellees into West German society. 98 Despite these successes, expellees in West Germany continuously demanded to be returned to their old homelands.99 The hope of returning lasted a long time and decreased only with the coming of a new generation.

In many ways, forced migration became a major aspect of the early years of the Cold War. In West German society the expellees were a strong source of popular and governmental anti-Communism. A total of eight million West Germans had suffered during the expulsion, about one sixth of the population, and they had personal reasons to dislike or even hate Czechs, Poles, and the Soviet Union. Since all the countries that had carried out the “transfer” were Communist by the end of the 1940s, many expellees began to perceive themselves as victims of Communism. Moreover, the expulsions and the loss of territory in the East were a major reason for the anti-Communist, anti-Soviet, and pro-Western character of postwar West German nationalism. The party leader of the Social Democrats, Kurt Schumacher, and several members of the liberal-conservative Konrad Adenauer government came from ethnically cleansed areas in the East. They remained fiercely anti-Communist their whole lives. Schumacher and the majority of the expellees were uncompromising in their rejection of Soviet offers in the 1950s to create a mixed economic system and to reunify Germany as a neutral country.

Some of the German expellees, especially those who were active in expellee organizations, even demanded the revision of Poland’s western border. This, in turn, strengthened the Communists’ claims that only they could guarantee the border at the Oder and Neisse. The Polish and Czech governments thus profited from fear of German revanchism. Among Poles who had migrated to Silesia and Pomerania, rumors circulated that the Germans would come back and that a Third World War might begin.100 When the U.S. secretary of state, James Byrnes, cast doubt on the future of the new borders in his famous Stuttgart speech of September 1946, the Polish government started a huge propaganda offensive against the Western allies and its own pro-Western opposition.101 The British and the Americans were presented as enemies of Poland. This policy was so successful that the government repeated it in 1947 during a foreign ministers’ conference in Moscow.102 The Czechoslovak government used similar arguments.

This propaganda struck a strong popular chord. The Czechs particularly remembered how the British had appeased Hitler and helped to destroy Czechoslovakia in 1938. The Poles recalled that the West had not helped them when the Germans had attacked their country in 1939. The rising political importance of expellee organizations in West Germany in the 1950s provided further opportunity to exploit the fear of Germany and the distrust of its Western allies. Only the detente policy of the 1970s moderated this Cold War conflict. But even then, the expellees were stubborn in their resistance to rapprochement between West Germany and its eastern neighbors.

Despite Communist propaganda, Britain and the United States never seriously supported German demands for shifting borders and returning expellees. The Western allies were mostly concerned with preventing another major conflict in Europe, which meant that they were unwilling to interfere in disputes involving territories within the Soviet sphere of influence. They tried to suppress demands for border revision and considered the expulsions irreversible.103 The Soviet Union pursued the same policies in East-Central Europe. In this manner, the Cold War ensured that no local government or nongovernment organizations could disturb the postwar order of Europe.


ETHNIC CLEANSING: LESSONS LEARNED?

The democratic advocates of ethnic cleansing in the 1920s and 1940s had two major goals: to secure peace and to stabilize the countries of Central and Eastern Europe. The costs included the lives, property, and emotional trauma of the victims. In 1945 and after, the Allies were convinced that their political goals in Europe were worth the cost.

In 1945 the borders between Germany and its two eastern neighbors, Poland and Czechoslovakia, were reduced to a fraction of their previous length. As intended, both countries were thereby better protected against potential German aggression. But this strategic advantage was gained only by moving eight million Germans from Poland and three million Sudeten Germans from Czechoslovakia. A total of twelve million Germans, or a fifth of the population of postwar Germany, harbored animosity against the Czech and Polish states.

Ethnic cleansing during and after World War II has strained German-Polish, German-Czech, and Polish-Ukrainian relations up to the present day. This is particularly obvious in the case of the Czechs and the Germans. The expulsion of the Sudeten Germans was the major reason for anti-Czech sentiment in the postwar period. Even in 1997, a note of mutual understanding was passed only against strong resistance. The migration of tens of thousands of expellees to areas near Poland and Czechoslovakia in the postwar period is but one indicator of the fragile nature of the peace. Only the divide between East and West and tight control over East European borders secured the peace and made a revision of borders and a reversal of ethnic cleansing impossible.

Had the superpowers not guaranteed the postwar borders in Europe, the consequences could have been similar to those in Southern Asia. During the partition of British India in 1947, violence broke out between Muslims on one side and Hindus and Sikhs on the other. Each side expelled the enemy minority to ensure ethnically pure territories.104 Altogether, twelve million people were expelled, and about one million died. These “transfers” clearly failed to stabilize either country or to secure peace. India and Pakistan fought two wars after 1947, and the grievances of forced migrants on both sides greatly contributed to the tensions between the countries. A new war between the two countries is still very much a possibility today.

In Europe it is also difficult to claim that expulsion contributed to domestic stability. In Czechoslovakia, expulsion of the Sudeten Germans did not create a stable nation-state. In the absence of a German minority, postwar Czechoslovakia was even less motivated to develop into a federal state with equal rights for the Slovaks. Slovak nationalists were partially appeased after the Prague Spring in 1968, when a Slovak Republic was created. But further federalization in 1990 did not prevent the country from breaking up in 1992.

Ethnic cleansing also failed to stabilize Poland. Although the government expelled or deported German and Ukrainian minorities, it turned out to be impossible to separate Germans and Ukrainians from “true” Poles. The pre-1939 German-Polish borderland was inhabited by an ethnically and culturally mixed population, which did not fit narrow postwar definitions of Polishness. In reaction to forced assimilation, this population discovered and stressed German elements of its identity. Hence, Poland was again confronted with a large and compact minority that was not loyal to the state and even supported revising the borders. Further internal splits—between central Poles and Polish expellees, for example—weakened social cohesion.105 In short, ethnic homogeneity turned out to be a myth, and the attempt to achieve it had terrible consequences.106

Nonetheless, it could be argued that stable borders and homogenous states permitted the German and Polish governments to establish good relations after 1990-1992. The same is true for Polish-Ukrainian relations. Poland was, after all, the first country to recognize Ukraine’s independence. As Orest Subtelny argues in this volume, the existence of an independent Ukraine greatly benefits Poland’s geopolitical security. Perhaps the separation of nationalities into homogenous territories does, in some cases, eliminate pretexts for conflict. But the process of creating those territories only aggravates tensions. It can be argued that international relations in Central and Eastern Europe flourish not because of ethnic cleansing but in spite of it.

Considering the ultimate cost of forced migration, the international community is right to seek to abolish ethnic cleansing from national and international politics. The rational argument has already been put forth: ethnic cleansing does not work. It fails to secure peace or to stabilize states. There is also a moral argument against the practice: even if ethnic cleansing can prevent conflict, the human cost is too high. The international community can and should try to prevent conflicts from escalating to the point where forced migration becomes standard practice. The outrage over the war in Bosnia in 1995 and the war against Serbia in 1999 may be signs of a more activist international policy. One hopes that such interventions will make ethnic cleansing a relic of the past.


NOTES

1
As Susan L. Woodward has pointed out, the West was quick to acknowledge the independence of former Yugoslav republics in 1991 and 1992, but it did next to nothing to prevent the ethnic cleansing that followed. See Susan L. Woodward, Balkan Tragedy: Chaos and Dissolution after the Cold War (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1995), pp. 250–252.


2
See Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1983), pp. 33—38; Eric J. Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1992), pp. 93–96.


3
John Breuilly, Nationalism and the State (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1993), pp. 96–122.


4
For a discussion of revolutionary French nationalism see also Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism, pp. 20–21, 88.


5
See Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism, pp. 21–23; for Germany and Italy see Breuilly, Nationalism, pp. 96–115. It would be wrong, however, to idealize French nationalism. After France was threatened by foreign troops during the revolutionary wars, French nationalism hardened and was increasingly based on language. Nevertheless, the idea of a revolutionary nationalism based on political values remains valuable.


6
See Hagen Schulze, “The Revolution of the European Order and the Rise of German Nationalism,” in Hagen Schulze, ed., Nation-Building in Central Europe, (Leamington Spa, N.Y.: Berg, 1987), pp. 5—18, esp. 10–12.


7
Stein expressed these views in a letter to the governor of the duchy of Berg, Staatsrat Justus Gruner, in June 1814. See Manfred Botzenhart, ed., Freiherr vom Stein. Briefe und amtliche Schriften, 10 vols. (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1964), Vol. 5, pp. 1–3. For German demands for a homogenous nation-state in the late nineteenth century see Friedrich Heckmann, Ethnische Minderheiten. Volk und Nation. Soziologie inter-ethnischer Beziehungen (Stuttgart: F. Enke, 1992), p. 45.


8
See Jan Křen’s classification of Central European or German nationalism in Konfliktní Společenství. Češi a Nĕmci 1780–1918 (Praha: Akademia, 1990), p. 29.


9
For nation building in Serbia see Paschalis Kitromilides, “‘Imagined Communities’ and the Origin of the National Questions in the Balkans,” European History Quarterly, Vol. 19, No. 2 (April 1989), pp. 149–194.


10
On the importance of language for defining nations and nationality see Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1991), pp. 70–75. Usually one regional dialect was chosen as a “national” language. For example, the Prague dialect was the basis for modern Czech, and a dialect spoken in Herzegovina was chosen as modern Croatian. Ivo Banac, The National Question in Yugoslavia: Origins, History, Politics (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1988), p. 77.


11
John A. Hall, in the introduction to his edited volume, emphasizes this key element of Gellner’s theory about modernization and the rise of nationalism. John A. Hall, ed., The State of the Nation: Ernest Gellner and the Theory of Nationalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 11.


12
This can clearly be seen if one compares the quite complete nationalization of peasants living in the periphery of France and the incomplete nationalization of peasants in the western regions of the tsarist empire at the same time. The processes can be compared by using Eugen Weber, Peasants into Frenchmen: The Modernization of Rural France, 1870–1914 (London: Chatto and Windus, 1979), for the French case, and for the Russian, Alexej Miller, “Russko-ukrainskie otnosheniya v 19 i nachale 20 veka. Rusifikatsiya i prichiny eio neudachi,” Russkii istoricheskii zhurnal, Vol. 1, No. 1 (1998), pp. 131–148.


13
See Holm Sundhaussen, “Bevölkerungsverschiebungen in Südosteuropa seit der Nationalstaatswerdung (19./20. Jahrhundert),” in Wolfgang Höpken, ed., Zwangsmi-grationen in Mittel-und Südosteuropa, Comparativ: Leipziger Beiträge zur Univer-salgeschichte und vergleichende Gesellschaftsgeschichte, Vol. 6, No. 1 (Leipzig : Leipziger Universitäts-Verlag, 1996), pp. 25–40, esp. 28–29.


14
For a still-valid criticism of this centralization see Hugh Seton-Watson, Eastern Europe between the Wars, 1918—1941 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1945).


15
Solange and Christian Gras, La revolte des regions d’Europe occidentale de 1916 á nos jours (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1982), pp. 97–170.


16
One should note that before 1918 there was no international legal definition of what constituted a minority.


17
See Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism, pp. 34–36.


18
For the centralization of interwar Yugoslavia see Banac, The National Question, pp. 214—25, for Poland see Rogers Brubaker, Nationalism Reframed: Nationhood and the National Question in the New Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 84–103.


19
Very insightful thoughts on this topic can be found in Zygmunt Bauman, Modernity and the Holocaust (Cambridge: Polity, 1991).


20
The law was known as Gesetz betreffend die Beförderung deutscher Ansiedlungen in den Provinzen Westpreuβen und Posen.


21
For the parallels between German and Polish settlement policies see Brubaker, Nationalism Reframed, p. 101.


22
For a skeptical view of the “seething cauldron” theory see Rogers Brubaker, “Myths and Misconceptions in the Study of Nationalism,” in Hall, ed., The State of the Nation, pp. 272–301, esp. 281.


23
Dimitrije Djordjevié, “Migrations during the 1912–1913 Balkan Wars and World War One,” in Ivan Ninié, ed., Migrations in Balkan History (Belgrade: Prosveta, 1989), pp. 115–130, esp. 117.


24
See Przemyslaw Hauser, “Kolonista Niemiecki w Polsce w XIX i XX wieku,” in Polskie Mity Politycznie XIX i XX wieku. Polska myśl polityczna XIX i XX wieku, ed. Wojciech Wrzesiński (Wroclaw: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Wrocławskiego, 1994), Vol. 9, pp. 195–214, esp. 203–204. For the situation in Austria see Walter Mentzel, “Weltkriegsflüchtlinge in Cisleithanien 1914–1918,” in Gernot Heiss und Oliver Rathkolb, eds., Flüchtlinge in Österreich im europäischen Kontext seit 1914, (Vienna: J&V Ed., 1995), pp. 17–44.


25
See Sundhaussen, “Bevölkerungsverschiebungen,” p. 35. See also Michael R. Marrus, The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), pp. 46—48.


26
The only exceptions made were for Greeks who had been residents in Istanbul before 30 October 1918 and for Muslims living in Western Thrakia. See Convention concernant l‘Échange des Populations Greques et Turques signée le 30 Janvier 1923 (Istanbul, 1927). For the Treaty of Lausanne see Hans Lemberg, “‘Ethnische Säuherung’: Ein Mittel zur Lösung von Nationalitatenproblemen?” Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte (Bonn: Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung, 1992), Vol. 46, pp. 27–38, esp. 28.


27
Sundhaussen estimates that the entire number of victims of the first wave of ethnic cleansing amounted to three million people in the Balkans alone. See Sundhaussen, “Bevölkenmgsverschiebungen in Südosteuropa,” p. 35.


28
Of the two million Greek inhabitants of Turkey, approximately one million arrived in Greece in 1922–1923; several hundred thousand remained in Istanbul. It is possible that some might have escaped the official statistics, declared a different nationality, or died fighting in the war. Nonetheless, it is safe to assume that several hundred thousand Greeks and tens of thousands of Turks died in the first wave of expulsion. For the impact of forced migration on Greece see Dimitri Pentzopoulos, The Balkan Exchange of Minorities and Its Impact on Greece (Paris: Mouton, 1962).


29
League of Nations, Greek Refugee Settlement (translation) (Geneva: League of Nations, 1926), p. xv. For more detailed information see Renee Hirschon, Heirs of the Greek Catastrophe: The Social Life of Asia Minor Refugees in Piraeus (New York: Berghahn, 1998).


30
See the statistics in Theodor Bierschenk, “Zahlen über die während des Zweiten Weltkriegs umgesiedelten deutschen Volksgruppenzugehörigen,” in Zeitschrift für Ostforschung, Vol. 3, No. 1 (March 1954), pp. 80—83. The entire number of German repatriates from the East rose to 770,577 in January 1944. For the resettlement of Germans from South Tirol to Poland see Karl Stuhlpfarrer, Umsiedlung Südtirol 1939—1940 (Vienna: Locker, 1985).


31
For the expulsion and deportation of Poles in occupied Poland see Czeslaw Luczak, Polska i Polacy w drugiej wojnie światowej (Poznań: Uniwersytet im. Adama Mickiewicza 1993), pp. 145–146.


32
As recent research has shown, the settling of the German repatriates, the deportation of Jews to the “Generalgouvernement” (the General Governorship of Poland), and the initiation of the Holocaust were connected. Götz Aly, “Endlösung.” Völkerverschiebung und der Mord an den europäischen Juden (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer, 1995).


33
Główny Urząd Statystyczny, ed., Historia Polski w Liczbach. Ludność. Terytorium (Warsaw: Glówny Urząd Statystyczny, 1993), p. 196. About one-third of all inhabitants of Nazi-occupied Poland were at some point removed from their homes. See also Włodzimierz Borodziej, Terror i Polityka. Policja niemiecka a polski ruch oporu w Generalnym Guhernatorstwie 1939–1944 (Warsaw: PAX, 1985).


34
Paul Robert Magocsi, Historical Atlas of East Central Europe (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1993), p. 166.


35
Stanislaw Ciesielski, Grzegorz Hryciuk, and Aleksander Srebrakowski, Masowe deportacje radzieckie w okresie II wojny światowej (Wrocław: Instytut Historyczny Uniwersytctu Wrocławskiego, 1994), p. 82. These new statistics are based on Soviet sources unknown to Polish and Western historians before 1992. As the authors of this volume concede, the number of deportees might have been slightly higher, since there is a small possibility that some transports were not registered by the People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs (Narodnyi Komissariat Vnutrennikh Del). This recent research proves that the numbers stated in the major English-language book on Soviet rule in eastern Poland are grossly overstated. See Jan Gross, Revolution from Abroad: The Soviet Conquest of Poland’s Western Ukraine and Western Belorussia (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1988). Nonetheless, they are still widely quoted in the Western literature.


36
Hence, Gross’s contention that Stalin’s policy had primarily national goals and was specifically anti-Polish is disputable. See Gross, Revolution from Abroad, p. 198.


37
The distinction between a permanent and temporary removal, and the many different motivations behind population transfers, are insufficiently clear in Paul Magocsi’s summary of population movements during and after World War II. See Magosci, Historical Atlas, pp. 166—68.


38
See, as an example of how the Germans ignited ethnic violence, Archiwum In-stytutu Śląskiego w Opolu (AIS), Pamiętniki trzech pokoleń mieszkańców Ziem Odzyskanych (1986), Pamiętnik 95.


39
Piotr Eberhardt, Polska granica wscbodnia 1939–1945 (Warsaw: Spotkania, 1993), p. 136.


40
See Jan Łukaszów, “Walki polsko-ukraińskie 1943–1947,” in Zeszyty Historyczne (Paris), No. 90 (1989), pp. 159—199, esp. 180-181 and 194–195; Ryszard Torzecki, Polacy i Ukraińcy. Sprawa ukraińska w czasie II wojnie światowej na terenie II Rzeczpospolitej (Warsaw: Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN, 1993).


41
See Ks. Józef Wołczański, “Korespondencja Arcybiskupa Bolesława Twar-dowskiego z Arcybiskupiem Andrzejem Szeptyckim w latach 1943-1944,” in Przegląd Wschodni, Vol. 2, No. 2 (1992–93), pp. 465–484. For the expulsion of the Poles see also Philipp Ther, Deutsche und polnische Vertriebene. Gesellschaft und Vertriebenenpolitik in der SBZ/DDR und in Polen 1945—1956 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1998), pp. 67–87.


42
For example, see the report in AIS, Pamiętnik 82; see also Jeffrey Burds, “Agen-tura: Soviet Informant’s Network and the Ukrainian Underground in Galicia 1944-1948,” in East European Politics and Societies, Vol. 11, No. 1 (Winter 1997), pp. 89-130, esp.106.


43
The worst pogrom happened in July 1946 in the Polish town of Kielce, where forty-two people were killed. See Božena Szaynok, Pogrom Žydów w Kielcach 4 lipca 1946 (Wrocław: Bellona, 1992). Although there had been tensions between Jews and Poles in the area of Kielce in the interwar period, they had never escalated into a pogrom.


44
Edmund Dmitrów, “Die Zwangsaussiedlung der Deutschen in der polnischen öffentlichen Meinung der Jahre 1945–1948,” Deutsche Studien, Vol. 32, No. 126–127 (June—September 1995), pp. 226-235, esp. 226.


45
Tomáš Staněk, Odsun Němcůz Ćeskoslovenska 1945—1947 (Praha: Naše Vojsko, 1991), pp. 123–127; Jan Křen, “Odsun Němců ve světle nových pramenů,” in Ćeši Němci odsun (Praha: Academia, 1990), pp. 6–32, esp. 16. In Hungary this consensus was less overwhelming. See Ágnes Tóth, “Zwang oder Möglichkeit? Die Annahme der Maxime von der Kollcktivschuld und die Bestrafung der deutschen Minderheit in Ungarn,” in Richard G. Plaschka, Horst Haselsteiner, Arnold Suppan, and Anna M. Drabek, eds., Nationale Frage und Vertreibung in der Tschechoslowakei und Ungurn 1938–1948: aktuelle Forschungen (Vienna: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1997), pp. 89-103.


46
When the southern branch of the Red Army, the Ukrainian army, conquered parts of Upper Silesia in January 1945, similar acts were perpetrated against the Germans. Piotr Madajczyk, Przyłaczenie Śląska Opolskiego do Polski 1945—1948 (Warsaw: Instytut Studiow Politycznych PAN, 1996), pp. 85–94.


47
Some of these refugees were evacuated by the Nazis, but most fled on their own. The estimate of five million refugees and evacuees is given in Theodor Schieder, ed., Dokumentation der Vertreibung der Deutschen aus Ostmitteleuropa, Band I/1-3. Die Vertreibung der deutschen Bevölkerung aus den Gebieten östlich der Oder-Neisse (Bonn: Bundesministerium fur Vertriebene, Flüchtlinge, und Kriegs-geschadigte, 1953–1961), Vol. 1/1, 23E; Magocsi assumes that “flight before military fronts between 1944–1948” encompassed 5,650,000 people. See Magocsi, Historical Atlas, p. 168.


48
Krystyna Kersten, “Polska-państwo narodowe. Dylematy i rzeczywistość,” in Narody. Jak powstawały i jak wybijały się na niepodłegłość? (Warsaw: Państwowy Wydawnictwo Naukowe, 1989), pp. 442—477, esp. 473.


49
The United States and Great Britain warned in late 1944 against the destabilizing consequences of a transfer of twelve million Germans. See Lemberg, “Ethnische Säuberung,” p. 34; Eberhardt, Polska Granica wschodnia, pp. 184-187.


50
In August 1945 the deputy head of the interallied control commission, Lieutenant General Aleksandr Sviridov, handed over an order to the Hungarian government demanding the expulsion of up to 450,000 Germans. In this order the Soviet Union also suggested influencing public opinion to support the “transfer.” Since the Hungarian government did not act accordingly, on 30 November 1945 Marshal Kliment Voroshilov demanded the expulsion of five hundred thousand Germans. See Ágnes Tóth, “Zwang oder Möglichkeit,” pp. 98—100.


51
The “Polski Komitet Wyzwolenia Narodowego” (PKWN) in Lublin was the predecessor of the government installed by Moscow.


52
The treaties are printed in Stanisław Ciesielski, ed., Przesiedlenie ludności polskiej z kresów wschodnich do Polski 1944–1947 (Warsaw: Państwowy Instytut Wydawniczy, 1999), pp. 55–62. See also the orders for implementing the treaty in Archiwum Akt Nowych (Warsaw) (AAN), GP Rz d/s Repatr., sygnatura 1, 19—21 and 28-37.


53
All government statistics about the expulsion of the Poles are quoted from Jan Czerniakiewicz, Repatriacja ludności polskiej z ZSSR 1944-1948 (Warszawa: Państwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, 1987), esp. p. 54. Following the government position, Czerniakiewicz used the term “repatriation,” which was used as a euphemism for Soviet policies against Poles and Poland.


54
In 1945 the former eastern territories of Germany were called “Recovered Lands” (Ziemie Odzyskane). Since the 1960s this propagandistic term was increasingly replaced with “western territories” (Ziemie Zachodnie), which is used in this volume.


55
The registered Polish “repatriates” also included 157,000 Jews. For the repatriation of the Jews see Yozef Litvak, “Polish-Jewish Refugees Repatriated from the Soviet Union to Poland at the End of the Second World War and Afterwards,” in Norman Davies and Antony Polonsky, eds., Jews in Eastern Poland and the USSR 1939—46, (London: Macmillan, 1991), pp. 227–239, esp. 235; Hanna Shlomi, “The ‘Jewish Organising Committee’ in Moscow and ‘The Jewish Central Committee’ in Warsaw, June 1945—February 1946: Tackling Repatriation,” in Jews in Eastern Poland, Davies and Polonsky eds., pp. 240—254.


56
Paragraph 8 of the Treaty of Lausanne contained a similar provision, never kept.


57
See AIS, Pamiętnik 82; Alma Heczko, “Pożegnanie Lwowa,” in Karta, No. 13 (1994), pp. 3-6.


58
See Ryszard Gansiniec, “Na straży miasta,” in Karta, No. 13 (1994), pp. 7—27.


59
For these terms see Krystyna Kersten, “Przymusowe przemieszczenia ludności—próba typologii,” in Hubert Orłowski and Andrzej Sakson, eds., Utracona Ojczyzna. Przymusowe wysiedlenie, deportacje i przesiedlenia jako wspólne doświadczenia (Poznań: Instytut Zachodni 1996), pp. 13—31, esp. 21. See also Kersten’s chapter in this volume.


60
AAN, GP Rz d/s Repatr., sygn. 12, 12—14.


61
See AAN, MZO, sygn. 692, 86; The social-service data are taken from the regional administration in Upper Silesia in AAN, Ministerstwo Administracji Publicznej (MAP), sygn. 2467, 178—79 and 185—88.


62
In some areas, regional Nazi authorities initially severely punished any attempts to flee in order to increase resistance to the Red Army. See Dokumentation der Vertreibung, Vol. I/1, 11E—13E. Also see personal accounts of the evacuation in Dokumentation der Vertreibung, Vol. I/1, pp. 38–47, 58, 65, and 78.


63
Quoted in Bernadetta Nitschke, “Sytuacja niemieckiej ludności cywilnej na ziemiach polskich,” in Polska w Europie, Zeszyt specjalny (Warsaw: Instytut Studiów Politycznych PAN, 1995), pp. 36–44, esp. 37.


64
For the early phase of the expulsion in Czechoslovakia see Stanĕk, Odsun, pp. 60—85; Emilia Hrabovec, “Neue Aspekte zur ersten Phase der Vertreibung der Deutschen aus Mähren 1945,” in Plaschka, et al., eds., Nationale Frage, pp. 117—140. For more details about the expulsion of the Germans from Poland and the western territories see the two relevant chapters in this volume and Ther, Deutsche und Polnische Vertriebene, pp. 50—66. In English there also is Sebastian Siebel-Achenbach, Lower Silesia from Nazi Germany to Communist Poland, 1942—1949 (London: Macmillan, 1994). The drawback of Achenbach’s book is that it is based solely on German archival sources and the older Polish literature on the subject.


65
Claudia Kraft’s chapter in this volume specifically deals with group relations in the case of the province of Olsztyn.


66
Purely material motivations were an important factor for expelling local populations or putting them into work camps. The property of expelled Germans was frequently taken by members of the local administration and the Citizens’ Militia (Milicja Obywatelska, MO). As examples of corruption see AAN, MZO, sygn. 1245, 114—23; AAN, 295/VII/51, sygn. 1, 25; AP w Opolu, Starostwo Powiatowe (SP) w Koźlu, sygn. 349, 20 ff. and sygn 351, 3—5; AIZ, Pamiętnik 201.


67
Franz Scholz, Wächter, wie tief ist die Nacht? Gorlitzer Tagebuc, 1945—1946. (Eltville: Wallter, 1984), p. 33.


68
See Alfred Maurice de Zayas, Nemesis at Potsdam: The Expulsion of the Germans from the East (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1988).


69
Dokumentation der Vertreibung, Vol. I/2, pp. 657—658.


70
Bundesarchiv, Berlin-Lichterfelde (BAB), MdI (Ministerium des Inneren), DO 1—10, ZVU, No. 11, 162.


71
See Nitschke, “Sytuacja niemieckiej,” p. 38.


72
AP w Opolu, PUR Kluczbork, Nr. 4, 2—4; AP w Opolu, PUR Koźle, sygn. 4, 39—40 and 45.


73
See Madajczyk, Przyłaczenie Śląlska, pp. 237—293.


74
See Brandenburgisches Landeshauptarchiv (BLHA), Rep. 332, Nr. 574, 252—253.


75
BAB, DO 1—10, ZVU, No. 11, 236.


76
Rossiiskii Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Sotsial’no-Politicheskoi Istorii (RGASPI), fond (f.) 17, opis’ (op.) 121, Tekhsekretariat Org. Biuro, SK VKP (b), delo (d.) 545, listy (11.) 47—51. The report was classified as secret.


77
See Łukaszów, “Walki polsko-ukraińskie,” pp. 188 and 194. “Łukaszów” (a pseudonym of the Polish historian Jan Olszański) estimates that at least four thousand Ukrainian civilians and partisans were killed during the “repatriation.”


78
For the deportation of Ukrainians see Aldona Chojnowska, “Operacja “Wisła” (przesiedlenie ludnosci ukraińskiej na ziemie zachodnie i pólnocne w 1947 r.),” in Zeszyty Historyczne (Paris), No. 102 (1992), pp. 3—102; see also chapter 8 in this volume, which is based on a substantial number of new Polish, Ukrainian, and Soviet sources. By 1950 the number of deportees had risen to 150,000. This included the “Lemko” population in southeastern Poland, which speaks a Ukrainian dialect.


79
RGASPI, f. 17, op. 121, Tekhsekretariat Org. Biuro, SK VKP (b), d. 545, 11. 47—51. For more details see chapter 7 and the printed documents in Eugeniusz Misiło, ed. Repatriacja czy Deportacja. Przesiedlenie Ukraińców z Polski do USSR 1944—1946, Vol. 1, Dokumenty 1944–1945 (Warsaw: Archiwum Ukraińskie, 1996).


80
See Stefan Šutaj, Mad‘arska Menšina na Slovensku v Rokoch 1945—1948 (Bratislava: Veda, 1993), pp. 138—139. According to the original plans of the Czechoslovak government, more than 170,000 Hungarians were to be resettled.


81
Magocsi, Historical Atlas, p. 168.


82
For the Yugoslav-Italian conflict over Istria and Western Slovenia see Jean-Baptiste Duroselle, Le conflit de Trieste 1943—1954 (Bruxelles: Editions de l’Institut de sociologie de l’Université libre de Bruxelles, 1966).


83
For the statistics see Mikołaj Latuch, Repatriacja ludności polskiej w latach 1955—1960 na tle zewnętrznych ruchów wędrówkowych (Warsaw: Polskie Tow. De-mograficzne, 1961), pp. 83 and 103.


84
Rainer Münz and Ralf Ulrich, “Changing Patterns of Immigration to Germany, 1945—1995: Ethnic Origins, Demographic Structure, Future Prospects,” in Klaus J. Bade and Myron Wiener, eds., Migration Past, Migration Future: Germany and the United States (Providence, R.I.: Berghahn, 1997), pp. 65—119, esp. 69—72. Between 1988 and 1994, another 1.9 million people of German descent migrated to the Federal Republic of Germany.


85
See Philipp Ther, “The Integration of Expellees in Germany and Poland after World War II: A Historical Reassessment,” in Slavic Review, Vol. 55, No. 4 (Winter 1996), pp. 779—805.


86
Arnold Suppan, “Zur sozialen und wirtschaftlichen Lage im Protektorat Böhmen und Mähren,” in Plaschka, et al., eds,. Nationale Frage, pp. 9—32, esp. 32. For the impact of the expulsion on the legal and political history see Benjamin Frommer’s chapter in this volume.


87
See Tóth, “Zwang oder Möglichkeit.” p. 90.


88
This statistic is quoted from Czerniakiewicz, Repatriacja, p. 204.


89
The entire amount of land distributed in the land reform was only 25 percent higher. See Henryk Slabek, Dzieje polskiej reformy rolnej 1944—48 (Warsaw: Wiedza Powszechna, 1972), p. 262.


90
See chapter 11 in this volume.


91
Krystyna Kersten and Zdenek Radvanovský deal with this problem in more detail in their chapters.


92
See orders for celebrating this event and reports about them in AAN, MZO, sygn. 67, 116; AAN, MZO, sygn. 83a, 139, AP w Opolu, SP w Kluczborku, sygn. 139, 29.


93
Stanisław Łach, Przekształcenia ustrojowo-gospodarcze w rolnictwie ziem zachodnich i północnych w latach 1945—1949 (Slupsk: WSP, 1993), pp. 62—63.


94
See also chapter 2 in this volume.


95
Manfred Wille’s and Rainer Schulze’s chapters in this volume deal specifically with integration in East and West Germany.


96
Quoted from Sylvia Schraut, Flüchtlingsaufnahme in Württemberg-Baden 1945—1949. Amerikanische Besatzungsziele und demokratischer Wiederaufbau im Konflikt (Munich: Oldenburg, 1995), p. 64.


97
Quoted from Schraut, Flüchtlingsaufnahme, p. 69.


98
As Paul Lüttinger’s empirical research has shown, income gaps between expellees and the indigenous population remained for a long time. See Paul Lüttinger, Integration der Vertriebenen. Eine empirische Analyse (Frankfurt am Main: Campus, 1989).


99
The police and the infamous State Security Service (Stasi) strictly suppressed these demands in the GDR. In spite of this, thousands of expellees moved close to the border in the 1940s and 1950s because they wanted to be able to return quickly to Silesia and Bohemia. See BAB, DO 1—11, Hauptverwaltung der deutschen Volkspolizei, Nr. 886, pp. 12—24, 134, 159.


100
See Centralny Archiwum Ministerstwa Spraw Wewnętrznych (CA MSW), sygn. 118, 156; AAN, Ministerstwo Informacji i Propagandy, sygn. 960, 10–24; AP w Katowicach, Urząd Województwa Śląskiego (UWŚl), Wydzial Społeczno-Polityczny (Sp-Pol.), sygn. 42, 13 ff; AP w Katowicach, UWŚl, Sp-Pol., sygn. 46, 54; AP w Katowicach, UWŚl, Sp-Pol., sygn. 54, 14; AP w Katowicach, UWŚl, Sp-Pol., sygn. 54/1, 2; Gansiniec, “Na straży,” 16, 18.


101
For the conception and implementation of this propaganda see AAN, MZO, sygn. 83a, 115, 160.


102
See reports about popular protests against Britain and the United States in CA MSW, MAP, sygn. 118, 66.


103
See Schraut, Flüchtlingsaufnahme, p. 132 f.


104
The British were partially responsible for this tragedy, in that their policy gave ample room and motivation for preemptive ethnic cleansing. About the expulsions see Victoria Schofield, Kashmir in the Crossfire (London: Tauris, 1996), pp. 125—131; Ian Talbot, Freedom’s Cry: The Popular Dimension in the Pakistan Movement and Partition Experience in North-West India (Karachi: Oxford University Press, 1996), pp. 12, 154; The journey to Pakistan: A Documentation on Refugees of 1947 (Islamabad: National Documentation Center, 1993), p. 325.


105
See Ther, Deutsche und Polnische Vertriebene, pp. 301—319.


106
Recently it has become fashionable to explain the success and the failure of transformation in East-Central Europe in terms of national homogeneity. As an example see Milada Anna Vachudová and Tym Snyder, “Are Transitions Transitory? Two Models of Political Change in East Central Europe since 1989,” East European Politics and Society, Vol. 11, No. 1 (Winter 1997), pp. 1—35.







I

Creating a Polish Nation-State





2

Forced Migration and the Transformation of Polish Society in the Postwar Period

Krystyna Kersten

 


 


 


 


 


After World War II, Poland lost almost half its prewar eastern territory to the Soviet Union. It was compensated with the eastern territories of Germany, and thus the entire state moved about two hundred kilometers to the west. The shifts in population set into motion by these border changes played an extraordinarily important role in the radical transformation of postwar Poland. The ramifications of the border revisions had consequences for everyone in Polish society, with respect to both immediate political and economic consequences and longer-term shifts in demographics, psychology, and culture.

The forced migration and voluntary relocation of Poles to the former eastern territories of Germany (henceforth to be referred to as “western territories of Poland”) had ample precedent in processes begun in 1919 with the redrawing of the political map of Europe. The American demographer Douglas Kirk once aptly noted that the greatest permanent movements of populations are caused not only by war but also by the peace that follows.1 After World War I, the bilateral agreements on organized resettlement were sanctioned by the League of Nations. The forced migration of millions seemed like a lesser evil in comparison to mass violence and treachery and like a humanitarian alternative to the persecution and physical terror of unilateral expulsions.

At the time, it was widely believed that mass resettlement in the Balkans, justified by particular circumstances, could not serve as a model for solving problems between various nationalities in other parts of Europe. But World War II revived the issue of population transfers, and once again forced migration seemed the proper solution to the question of national minorities within newly created state borders.2 The significant polarization and radicalization of nationalist attitudes after September 1939, as well as the forced migration that occurred during the war itself, set the stage for the population transfers of the immediate postwar period. Forced migration during World War II shattered historically entrenched structures and tore the bonds between people and the communities in which they had been raised, from the smallest family communities all the way up to regional communities.3 One can only concur with the British historian Edward Hallett Carr, who argued that nationalism reached its height when the world decided that enlightened policy could encompass the forced removal of men, women, and children from their homes in the name of creating homogenous national communities.4

Pre— and post—World War II population transfers had many characteristics in common. First, in both cases the migrations were compulsory.5 Second, the goal of forced migration was in both instances to create ethnically homogenous states by removing groups considered foreign and by consolidating communities of compatriots living abroad. Third, the forced migrations were of massive proportions. Fourth, resettlement was considered to be permanent. Despite these common elements, one should not disregard the qualitative and quantitative differences among various cases of forced migration.

To understand the post—World War II forced migration implemented by the Polish state, it is important to understand the historical context of Poland’s wartime experiences, when the country was sandwiched between two totalitarian states, Nazi Germany and the USSR. Although there were undeniable differences between the respective programs of ethnic and racial “cleansing” carried out by the Third Reich and the Soviet Union, both efforts stemmed from ideological plans for a new world order. These plans included the partition of Poland on the basis of the treaty of 28 September 1939. The treaty gave the German Reich Poland’s coastal provinces, Great Poland, and parts of Silesia, Lódź, Warsaw, Kielce, and Kraków provinces (23.7 percent of prewar Polish territory). In turn, the Soviet Union annexed Polish lands east of the San and Bug Rivers (51.6 percent of prewar Poland).

In the territories annexed by Germany, Hitler implemented his policy of “Germanization,” which was based upon his crazed vision of a pan-German empire built on racial-ethnic principles. Territorial expansion was connected with the elimination of inferior races and nations: first the Jews and then the Slavs. In 1942, Germany launched Generalplan Ost: Territories annexed in 1939 were to be Germanized. The Nazis initiated the deportation of Poles from the Zamość region southeast of Warsaw. The deportations and expulsions were either intended to be or were in fact a prelude to total extermination or the creation of a class of slaves.6

Hitler treated the Polish General Government (Generalgouvernement) as a halfway house for Poles, Jews, and other “rabble” (as Hitler told General Wilhelm Keitel on 17 October 1939).7 In time, individuals deported from territories incorporated into Germany were sent to intermediary camps, from which some were sent to the General Government, and others were sent to work in Germany. The plan to remove the Polish population from the territories occupied by Germany in such a short time turned out to be unrealistic, in part because of a lack of German settlers. In the end, nearly 920,000 persons were deported—460,000 of them to the General Government. Over a hundred thousand persons (mainly peasants) were deported from the Zamość region in an attempt to create a “German bulwark in the east”; most ended up in concentration camps.8 The Polish underground resistance movement, as well as the government and president-in-exile, understood that the Germans, having expelled the Jews, were now preparing a similar solution for Poles.

In the territories annexed by the Soviet Union in 1939, the ultimate purpose of mass deportation and resettlement was more ambiguous. Exile, deportation, and banishment, as implemented by the Soviet state, were not necessarily nationalist policies designed to create an ethnic homogeneity. This was “cleansing,” to be sure, but there was no mention of Russification or of the inferiority of the deported nations. Instead, those deported were often charged with betraying the motherland, collaborating with the Germans, participating in “gangs,” or actively resisting Soviet authority.9

There were in 1939 four large deportations from the Polish territories annexed by the Soviet Union. Each involved Poles and a smaller number of Jews, Ukrainians, Belorussians, and Lithuanians. In addition to the residents of Poland’s eastern provinces, refugees from central and western Poland were also deported eastward because they did not manage, or did not want, to take advantage of the opportunity provided by a Soviet-German agreement on the exchange of persons of 16 November 1939 or because they managed to reemigrate to the General Government through the “green border.” Polish sources cite figures ranging from 320,000 to one million Poles deported.10

After World War II ended, even democratic societies decided that the resettlement of ethnic groups did not contradict accepted moral standards (especially when applied to the Germans). The practice of “cleansing minorities” to conform to border changes became legitimate. Further, Nazi crimes were often used as justification for the poor treatment of Germans. In comparison with gas chambers and mass executions, forced migration—whether unilaterally initiated, as in the case of Poland in June and July 1945, or conducted pursuant to the Potsdam accords or the resolution of the interallied Control Council of 20 November 1945—seemed quite humanitarian. Moreover, it was widely believed that only forced migration could remove the source of serious internal and international strife. As was the case with the Balkan resettlements following World War I, post—World War II “transfers” were seen as the culmination of a process that had already begun spontaneously when Germans fled from the advancing Red Army or were evacuated from other territories.

The majority of politicians and influential circles in London and Washington accepted forced mass resettlement based on the criterion of nationality, though they wished to restrict its scope. On 15 December 1944, during a debate on Poland in the House of Commons, Winston Churchill stated:


The Poles are free, so far as Russia and Great Britain are concerned, to extend their territory, at the expense of Germany, to the west.... The transference of several millions of people would have to be effected from the east to the west or north, as well as the expulsion of the Germans—because that is what is proposed: the total expulsion of the Germans—from the area to be acquired by Poland in the west and in the north. For expulsion is the method that, so far as we have been able to see, will be the most satisfactory and lasting. There will be no mixture of populations to cause endless trouble, as has been in the case of Alsace-Lorraine. A clean sweep will be made. I am not alarmed by the prospect of the disentanglement of populations, not even by these large transferences, which are more possible in modern conditions than they have ever been before.11


Similarly, in 1942 Herbert Hoover wrote:


Bitter experience for a hundred years shows that these European irredentas are a constant source of war. Consideration should be given even to the heroic remedy of transfer of population. The hardship of moving is great, but it is less than the constant suffering of minorities and the constant recurrence of war.12


The U.S. view on the expulsion of Germans from Poland was further discussed by Edward Stettinius, the U.S. secretary of state, in a memorandum on the British-Soviet-Polish situation written on 18 December 1944. In this document, Stettinius argued that Poland had to become a strong, free, and independent state; that the Polish nation had an unencumbered right to organize its own internal matters; that the United States would support an agreement concerning Poland’s borders signed by the United Nations and the directly interested parties; that the United States would provide support for resettlement based on nationality; and that while no specific borders were guaranteed, the United States and members of the new United Nations would be responsible for general security issues.13

Very few Polish politicians had any reservations about moving the border too far west. Only the Polish politicians in exile expressed concern, particularly after the dismissal of Stanislaw Mikołajczyk in November 1944. As a high-ranking representative of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the government-in-exile stated, the annexation of considerable areas in the west meant that


Poland will be forced forever to join Russia in conducting an anti-German policy, while, at the same time, the Polish nation will continue to feel antipathy toward Russia for taking nearly half of Polish territory. This will by no means prevent Russia and Germany from coming to terms with one another ... at the expense, first and foremost, of Poland. . . .[T]he theory of compensation will imply that Poland insisted on exchanging eastern for western territories, and this is just one step away from making Poland fully responsible for the “partitioning of German lands.” ... Once Germany regains Western sympathy, it will gladly adopt precisely this interpretation. This is sufficient reason to clearly establish responsibility for moving the Polish border west, if such a turn of events seems unavoidable.14


The new government of Tomasz Arciszewski, the Polish prime minister-in-exile in London, clearly believed that territorial issues should be resolved after the cessation of military operations, as he stated in a memorandum submitted to the governments of the United States and Great Britain. In an interview for the London Sunday Times on 17 December 1944, in a discussion with the American charge d’affaires, and in a dispatch to the delegation of the government on 25 December 1944, the prime minister officially spoke out against moving the Polish border too far west. According to the reports of Rudolph Schoenfeld for the secretary of state, Arciszewski stated that Poland should not covet German territory, since this would make future relations with Germany impossible and turn Poland into a captive of Russia: “Poland should get eastern Prussia and [Upper] Silesia, it would be foolhardy to insist upon Szczecin and Wrocław.”15 In a dispatch to Jan S. Jankowski, Arciszewski wrote, “I pointed out the negative aspects of Poland’s absorption of too much of the German population and the arguments against Polish occupation of Szczecin and Wroclaw. This position has been well supported, especially in the American media. However, it was attacked by our opposition and [the] Lublin [government].”16

There were also some divergent opinions concerning the retention of the German population for the purposes of forced labor during the transition period. However, the prevailing view was expressed by Rajmund Bulawski in July and August, during the first meeting of the Scientific Council for the Recovered Territories (Rada Naukowa dla Ziem Odzyskanych): “Not for a minute do I allow myself to think that because of some demographic difficulties we will leave the German inhabitants in the recovered cities. The population, in my opinion, should be uncompromisingly expelled.”17 Stanisław Mikołajczyk, the leader of the opposition, also spoke out in support of expelling all Germans from Poland, including citizens of pre-1939 Poland. During a discussion on 25 July 1946 with the Council of Ministers over the text of a decree excluding all individuals of German nationality from Polish society, Mikolajczyk protested against any special treatment for Germans who had cooperated with the Polish resistance: “If someone is a German, then his place is in Germany, and not in our country.”18

In Poland itself there was near unanimity concerning the western border and expulsion of the Germans. Both the Communists and the opposition agreed on this point—annexing the western lands and removing the Germans became one of the few issues on which there was political consensus. In the various newspapers of the anti-Communist underground, no article questioned the Oder-Neisse border or the expulsion of the Germans from Polish territory. Toward the end of 1945 one underground anti-Communist newspaper wrote:


The removal of the German population from the western territories is necessary, not only because of economic difficulties, but because of the need to finally settle the score with Germany, to bring the war to a definitive end. Their living conditions should be such that they lose all hope, they should live in an atmosphere of moral terror like that in which they immersed the Polish population. We must present arguments so they understand that they must leave.19


Władysław Gomulka was correct in stating the following in a meeting of the Central Committee of the Polish Workers’ Party on 20 May 1945: “The western territories are one of the reasons the government has the support of the people. This neutralizes various elements and brings people together. Westward expansion and agricultural reform will bind the nation with the state. Any retreat would weaken our domestic position.”20

The deportation of “foreigners” (mainly Germans and Ukrainians) from Poland encouraged many Poles to cooperate with the Polish Committee for National Liberation (Polski Komitet Wyzwolenia Narodowego, PKWN) and successive Communist governments, even those who might otherwise have been negatively disposed toward the Communists. A contradictory image of the new regime appeared—it was seen as a government forcibly imposed by a foreign power, but one that was nonetheless taking care of Poland’s national aspirations. Thus the government gained a certain degree of legitimacy through its expulsion of Germans and Ukrainians from Poland. Moving Poland’s border westward and creating a nationally homogeneous state had been a plank in the platforms of many political groups, especially those with nationalistic leanings. Paradoxically, it was the Communists who fulfilled Polish dreams of a return to the “Poland of the Piast Princes.” Political parties, including the once extremely anti-Communist National Radical Camp (Obóz Narodowo-Radykalny), thought that it was their patriotic duty to participate in the government’s great enterprise of gathering Poland’s “maternal, Piastian holdings in the maritime provinces [Pomerania] and Silesia” and building the Poland of “the three Bolesławs.”21

The Oder-Neisse border helped to narrow the gap between the majority of the nation and the Communists. The greatest impact was felt in western Poland, where there was a national awareness very different from that of the eastern prewar regions. The nationalists in the west were primarily interested in campaigning against Germanization and hoped to establish the Polishness of Silesia, Pomerania, Warmia, and Masuria. Their anti-Russian sentiments were less virulent, and they were most concerned with stopping the German Drang nach Osten once and for all. As a result, the Communists could count on at least limited cooperation from their political opponents. For instance, while the government was still in Lublin, representatives of the Polish Western Union (Polski Związek Zachodni, PZZ) and the Union of Mazurians (Związek Mazurów) applied to join the PKWN. In early 1945, a number of people from the delegation of the PZZ in the Polish government-in-exile began to cooperate with the provisional government in Lublin. The names of many of the coauthors of the western program prepared by the delegation could be found in press articles and documents concerning borders, Polish settlement, infrastructure projects in the new lands, and finally, the expulsion of the Germans.22

The new Polish settlers in the western territories, even if they had suffered forced exile and the loss of their homelands and dreamed of returning to them, were fully aware that their existence was dependent upon the Oder-Neisse border. Hence, they were particularly receptive to the propaganda of the day, including claims that the United States and Britain wanted to give the western territories back to the Germans and that only the Soviet Union could guarantee that these lands would remain in Poland. When Churchill spoke at Fulton College on 5 March 1946, his words resounded in the Communist media: “The Russian-dominated Polish Government has been encouraged to make enormous and wrongful inroads upon Germany, and mass expulsions of millions of Germans on a scale grievous and undreamed of are now taking place.”23

James Byrnes, the U.S. secretary of state, caused even greater concern when in a speech on 6 September 1946 in Stuttgart he questioned not only the border separating the two Germanys but also the Polish-German border along the Oder-Neisse.24 This served as a pretext to attack the Polish Peasants’ Party (Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe, or PSL) on the eve of the elections. The Communists argued that the British and American positions undermined the “very existence, the independence of Poland.” In an open letter to the leaders of the PSL printed on 13 December 1946, the central committees of the Polish Workers’ Party and the Polish Socialist Party asked, “Are you ready to defend Poland’s western borders with us, to resist the Byrneses, Churchills, to explain to all the nations of the world that they are acting against peace, against Poland, and in support of Germany?”25

While the new western borders and the expulsion of the Germans neutralized otherwise hostile attitudes toward the Communist authorities, the issue of the territories lost in the East was much more complicated. The majority of Poles rejected the Curzon Line, a line of demarcation informally agreed upon by Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin in December 1943 at the conference of Teheran and formally confirmed at Yalta. This decision directly affected four million Poles living east of the new Soviet border—although a large, probably indeterminate number of them had lost their lives during World War II, and many now found themselves far from their ancestral homes.26 These Poles found themselves facing the dilemma between staying and changing their citizenship, or abandoning their homes and going to Poland. A peasant from the Novogrod region wrote in 1948: “Each Pole felt torn by his conscience: Poles truly love Poland, but they also love their villages where they were born, where they had their forests and ponds, where their fathers’, grandfathers’, and great-grandfathers’ farms were, and where ashes rested in ancestral graves.”27

It was with the greatest reluctance that the inhabitants of eastern villages and cities agreed to exchange Lwów, Grodno, Stanisławów, or Wilno for Szczecin, Wroclaw, or Olsztyn. When these migrants participated in a 30 June 1946 referendum, they answered the question “Are you for maintaining the Polish border on the Baltic, Oder and Neisse?” by checking “Yes” and writing in the margin “Lwów,” “Wilno,” etc. The desire to return was so overwhelming that rumors of another war were often met less with fear than hope. The Poles from the eastern regions were also very susceptible to rumors of plans to annex Poland to the Soviet Union.28

The unwillingness to accept the loss of their homes in the East and the desire to return did not go hand in hand with the actual attitudes toward resettling Poland. From the beginning of registration at the end of 1944 and throughout early 1945 a steady stream of people came to Poland. Varying degrees of force were applied. In some areas (such as in Ukraine, or in the city of Vilnius) certain social groups, like the intelligentsia, would otherwise have been subject to deportation, incarceration, or loss of professional status. Individuals still had to sign up for emigration to Poland, and they had to prove Polish nationality or Jewish identity since the treaties signed in 1944 stipulated that only Polish and Jewish citizens of pre-1939 Poland had the right to resettle in Poland. The policy toward Poles in the eastern territories was ambiguous and depended on regional conventions on implementation. While some Poles who attempted to stay were forced to leave, others were convinced, or sometimes forced, to stay. Important institutions such as the Catholic Church either openly argued against resettlement or discouraged Poles from migrating to Poland. Eventually, more than 1.2 million persons were officially “repatriated” to Poland in the years 1945—1947; hundreds of thousands remained behind, not always of their own free will. In 1979, some 299,000 inhabitants of the Grodno Obvod claimed to be of Polish nationality, the Vilnius region had 240,000 Polish inhabitants, and L’viv was home to thirty-three thousand persons declaring Polish nationality.

When asked why they had left, the majority of repatriates replied that they felt they could not stay. The tragic experiences in the years 1939—1941, combined with the postwar situation (administrative and psychological threats, the lack of opportunities, and the possibility that an individual could be drafted into the Red Army or be faced with new deportations) convinced many people to leave as soon as possible, for fear that it soon might be too late. In the minds of many people, these conditions were tantamount to the use of force. Polish collective memory, as well as written history, has recorded this event as an “expulsion,” much like that of the expulsion of the Germans from Poland. These feelings were expressed by Arciszewski when at the end of 1945 he said, “The resettlement of hundreds of thousands of Polish citizens, moving from their time-eternal homesteads across a border that was imposed on us by force, is absolutely horrible.”29 The Polish underground press, as well as the legally published Gazeta Ludowa (an organ of the PSL), wrote widely about the tragedy of repatriates from the East. At the same time, politicians and public opinion, and to some extent the repatriates themselves, supported the resettlement of Poles from the eastern territories. This ambivalence reflected the lack of alternatives to migration to Poland.

The migrations caused by moving Polish territory two hundred kilometers to the west were not limited to the “expulsion” of “foreigners” from Poland and the resettlement of Poles to Poland. In addition, the newly acquired western territories were settled by Polish nationals from central Poland. The motives that persuaded people to relocate voluntarily were varied: some wished to improve their living conditions, others were interested in rebuilding the country, and still others wished to regain professional status. The political and public authorities, especially those involved in planning the resettlement (the Biuro Studiów Osadniczo-Przedsiedleńczych), endeavored to minimize the shock for the repatriates by moving entire communities together and by directing them to areas with similar climatic and soil conditions. However, circumstances made such efforts impossible in most cases. Total chaos was the order of the day. Even had the resettlements been carried out according to the regional plans developed by the experts, a new society still had to be built in an area amounting to a third of the Polish state. The 4.7 million uprooted individuals, coming often from very different cultural backgrounds, formed completely new local communities separate from those of the 1.1 million indigenous inhabitants.30 This situation applied to nearly a fifth of the Polish population,31 and these were by no means the only persons expelled from the environments in which they had grown up and lived.

Local traditions and symbols, places of worship, and traditional cultural signs that had defined identities and provided feelings of stability and safety became things of the past. Attempts were made to preserve certain vestiges, to transfer old cultural reference points to new homes. Most of these efforts were in vain. The chaotic nature of the resettlement made it impossible to recreate familiar environments in the newly settled areas. People did, in time, take root in their new communities, but these roots were much weaker than the old ones had been. No matter how strongly the new residents of Wroclaw felt about the town, it was a sentiment qualitatively different from the bonds that had linked Lwowians to Lwów or Wilnians with Wilno. Generally, it can be said that the once-familiar local points of reference were not recreated, and that the locus of identity shifted toward a Polish national identity.

Destabilization caused by mass population movements was also conducive to changes in social station. Resettled individuals often moved from the countryside to urban communities, or from one profession to another. These changes triggered by migration were amplified and interspersed with social and economic changes initiated by the Communists. During the war, as Kazimierz Piesowicz has demonstrated, the most important social classes (workers, intelligentsia, petty bourgeoisie, and peasants) had already undergone considerable changes, as had the relations among these groups.32 After 1945 new factors came into play: agricultural reform, nationalization of industry, and the creation of a new state apparatus. Henryk Slabek, a scholar of rural transformation processes, has written, “In the first postwar period as many as 60—65 percent of peasant families found themselves in a totally new situation (either they were resettled or received a new parcel of land), or a somewhat altered situation (following expulsion, destruction of property, or migration).”33

The sheer dimension of forced migration during and after World War II makes it one of the most significant historical processes of the period. The expulsions of foreign nationals such as Germans and Ukrainians, and the resettlement of Polish populations from central and eastern Poland, caused tremendous upheavals in Polish society and culture. Not only did these migrations help consolidate the power of the new authorities in Poland, but they entrenched divisions caused by the Cold War. After 1948, the distinction between “those who were expelled” (Vertriebene) and those who did the expelling (Vertreiber) was used, especially in West Germany, to support anti-Communist propaganda against Poland, Czechoslovakia, and the Soviet Union.

However, some of the most significant consequences of forced migration were felt within Poland itself. Further weakening of the social fabric was combined with the narrowing of national communities and the rise of xenophobia. Mistrust toward foreigners became a permanent fixture on the Polish stage, as did the conviction that everything foreign represented a lethal threat. Polish society acquired a kind of national unity that abolished the previous social, cultural, and religious diversity.
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“Cleansing” Poland of Germans: The Province of Pomerania, 1945—1949
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At the end of World War II, borders in East-Central Europe changed dramatically. In 1945 the victorious Soviet Union, with the consent of the United States and Great Britain, annexed almost half the prewar territory of Poland. The Allies decided that Poland was to be compensated for its lost eastern territories by shifting its western borders to the Oder River. Because of these border changes, Western Pomerania (Pomorze Zachodnie in Polish, West-pommern in German) came under Polish rule for the first time since the thirteenth century. The Polish authorities, desiring an ethnically homogeneous Polish state, forced the German population of Western Pomerania to migrate from this region.

The forced migration of the Western Pomeranian Germans took place in several stages. During the war, German inhabitants fled their homes spontaneously upon hearing news of the approach of the Red Army. This spontaneous evacuation ended with the cessation of military operations. At this stage Poland unilaterally decided to act before any decisions were made at a future peace conference and expelled Germans in the areas east of the rivers Oder and Neisse. These actions occurred before the Potsdam Conference of 2 August 1945. This meant that in this first phase, the expulsions were not endorsed by international law.

In the second phase of the expulsions, the Allied Control Council supervised the implementation of the arrangements reached in Potsdam. The eastern territories of Germany were placed under Polish administration, and plans were made to transfer the German population of these territories to the four zones of occupation in Germany. The Allied Control Council adopted on 20 November 1945 a resolution that set forth a detailed plan for the displacement of Germans from Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary. The Allies estimated that Poland was home to 3.5 million Germans. Most of them (approximately 2 million) were to be removed to the Soviet Zone of Occupation in Germany, and the remaining 1.5 million to the British zone. The expulsion of Germans was scheduled to be completed by the middle of 1946.1 In 1946, it was decided to carry out the transfer of the remaining Germans to the Soviet and British occupation zones, according to bilateral agreements between Poland and the British Army of the Rhine and the Soviet commanders in Germany.

The final phase began after 1949. The displacements were now performed with the consent of the individuals involved and in most cases upon application for emigration to Germany. The official reason now given for the expulsion of the Germans was the “linking of families.” The migrants who left Poland after 1949 claimed German origins, but economic reasons also played an increasing role in their departure.

This chapter will focus exclusively on the two initial phases of German migration from Poland to Germany before 1949: the phase of flight and expulsion before the Potsdam Conference, and the phase of organized population transfers immediately thereafter.

According to German sources, the eastern territories of Germany were inhabited by approximately 8.5 million people in 1939.2 It is difficult to determine precisely the number of Germans still living there in 1945. In the first phase of the expulsions, the Polish authorities believed that the best means of legitimating Polish rights to these territories (aside from propagandistic slogans demanding that Poland recapture “her own” medieval Piast homeland after centuries of deprivation) was to convince the Allies that all German natives had already left the territory and crossed the Oder River.

In fact, Germans were still on the move at the time.3 They were initially encouraged to leave by local German authorities, who issued decisions on the evacuation of civilians. In practice, most of them decided to leave when Soviet soldiers appeared. The inhabitants then left in haste, even in a panic, and stampeding civilians mingled with retreating troops, creating general chaos. This tragedy was aggravated by exceptionally difficult weather conditions in the winter of 1944—1945, and by the fact that Soviet and Polish troops fighting in the German territory sometimes lynched German soldiers or molested civilians (though Polish commanders sometimes attempted to counteract such practices).4 All of these problems together resulted in a high number of casualties.

The termination of military operations altered the situation significantly. A number of Germans who had previously fled Poland decided to come back to their former places of residence, hoping that this territory would remain in German hands. The subsequent massive return of Germans to the territories east of the Oder brought an immediate reaction from the Polish authorities, who decided to “purify the border strip of land of Germans.” On 26 May 1945, the Polish Workers’ Party (PPR) decided to displace all Germans from the so-called western territories. “We need to think how we will expel those two million to 2.5 million Germans who are still in the recovered territories,” said Edward Ochab. According to Aleksander Zawadzki, governor of Upper Silesia at the time, Ochab added, “We will drive this little herd to the other bank of the Oder.”5 The decision made by the PPR on 10 June 1945, was implemented by the commander in chief of the Polish army (Naczelne Dowództwo Wojska Polskiego), who gave orders to evict all Germans returning from the territory of the Reich. Subsequent orders given on 22 June and 24 June stipulated that all Germans were to be expelled from the thirty-kilometer strip of land along the border and that the land was to be given to military settlers. In practice, this zone was subsequently broadened, and an element of revenge for the German occupation of Poland entered the proceedings. One order read: “Germans should be dealt with in the same way they treated us. Many of you have forgotten what the Germans have done to our children, wives or elderly people.” The army’s task was to cause “Germans to flee voluntarily from Poland.”

The border expulsions were performed ruthlessly. Often, Germans were given only a few hours’ notice of impending expulsion. After they packed their belongings, they were escorted on foot to the Oder, where their valuables were confiscated, leaving each person with only approximately twenty kilograms of luggage.6 Unattended property was pilfered, and soldiers often stole property and even murdered the owners. Sadly, the rape of German women was one of the most common crimes, since the soldiers saw rape as a means to revenge the nightmares of Nazi occupation. Despite strict measures, rape was never entirely stamped out. In Pomerania, these actions caused conflicts with the Red Army, whose commanders often contested decisions made by the Polish authorities. For their part, Soviet soldiers assaulted both Germans and Poles.

Historians are still debating the number of people involved in the expulsions that occurred along the border in the brief period between 19 June and 30 June 1945.7 According to military reports, a total of 274,206 Germans were expelled from the territory east of the Oder. Polish researchers have provided statistics ranging from two hundred thousand to 1.3 million people. German studies cite estimates of 250,000.8 The number of expellees must have been very high, since on 2 August 1945, the British embassy in Warsaw submitted a note to Wincenty Rzymowski, the Polish foreign minister, asking his government to postpone all transfers of Germans from Poland to Germany until the Allied Council of Control determined the number of people to be displaced and drew up a plan for equitably distributing the refugees from Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary throughout each occupation zone in Germany. It was feared that the uncontrolled outflow of large numbers of refugees would increase the burdens of the occupying powers.9

In spite of the British request, in July 1945 the president of the city of Szczecin issued an order declaring that Germans who had obtained a pass from the city leadership were allowed to leave town. A similar order was issued in September 1945 by the governor of Pomerania. The terms and conditions of such departures were set out in a confidential letter written by the Social and Political Department of the High Office of the Plenipotentiary of the Government for the District of Western Pomerania. It demanded that local authorities organize convoys for Germans who decided voluntarily to leave Poland (Germans were required to sign a statement of intent). The West Pomeranian Security Office checked to ensure that the trains did not contain people who were obligated to stay in Poland for reasons of state interest, and the police (Milicja Obywatelska) was to escort the convoys to the German border.10 The number of those willing to leave was substantial. People knew that the Allies had given the territories east of the Oder to Poland, and they anticipated the expulsion of all remaining German citizens.

The plenipotentiary for the district of Western Pomerania asked that representatives appointed from among those seeking to leave make lists of the refugees and collect statements as to the voluntary nature of their deportation. Needless to say, in most cases, migration was not truly and fully “voluntary.” The expellees were allowed to take only personal items that they could carry themselves. The provincial authorities also suggested that only the elderly and the sick should be expelled, since those who were healthy could be employed for agricultural work.

The expulsions were only possible with the consent of authorities in the Soviet occupation zone. To that end, Piotr Zaremba, the mayor of Szczecin, visited Greifswald to hold negotiations with Colonel Sidorov, the commander of the Soviet Wartime Administrative Office of Eastern Mecklenburg. During the negotiations, it was agreed that the first group of 1,500—1,800 Germans would reach Greifswald in the Soviet Zone of Occupation between 15 November and 20 November 1945. The Poles were to safeguard the convoy and to give each of the forced migrants a four-day food ration. The Soviet occupation authorities demanded that the Poles send people of diverse ages so that the shipment would not consist only of people unfit for work. A schedule of subsequent convoys was also laid out: Two convoys a month were to depart from Szczecin on the first and fifteenth day of each month.11

This arrangement was advantageous for the Polish side, since the period of intensive agricultural work was about to end, and therefore German labor was not needed as much as it had been before the harvest. Since there was little work available, Germans had already stopped receiving remuneration, and many of them were hungry enough to resort to theft. For this reason, local authorities suggested expediting the expulsions. Notices posted on the city walls informed Germans of the option to leave Poland and promised them free passage and the possibility of taking personal luggage of up to fifty kilograms.12 German reactions varied. Some of them immediately contacted the authorities to be enrolled for the convoys, but incidents of obliteration of the German text on the notice were also reported.

The president of Szczecin informed Colonel Sidorov in a letter that a shipment of Germans would leave for Greifswald on 20 November. A total of 455 families (1,117 people) were to depart, including 260 craftsmen and skilled workers. Zaremba emphasized that the train was the property of the Polish State Railways and asked that no hindrance be caused on its return. On the scheduled day, approximately six hundred individuals gathered at the railway station. They were surprised to find out that their luggage was inspected by Security Office representatives. Property was confiscated if, in the inspectors’ opinion, it exceeded the needs of a given individual. This obviously embittered the Germans, and many of them decided not to leave.

The first convoy of Germans left Asceticism in compliance with the arrangements made with Soviet officials. The journey was apparently difficult, although Polish sources give contradictory accounts. According to one version, the problem lay in the numerous stops on the way ordered by the Soviet authorities. Finally, the train arrived in the town of Züssow, where Soviet officials and the local German committee decided to let the passengers get off the train. More tribulation occurred on the way back: The local Soviet commander wanted to keep the train, claiming it as the property of the Soviet Union. Eventually, he agreed that the train could depart, on the condition that cargo intended for Soviet troops be shipped. According the Polish representative who supervised the convoy, Soviet officials were not supportive of the planned expulsions and would not agree to any terms and conditions for future convoys.13

To make subsequent transportation of German expellees more efficient, an “assembly point” for Germans was set up in the suburb of Gumieńce in November 1945. Before the end of the year, convoys from Western Pomerania and the provinces of Poznań and Gdańsk arrived on an almost daily basis. The district plenipotentiary ruled that his subordinate institutions had to make their best efforts to transfer as many Germans as possible from the province before the end of the year. The task of the district plenipotentiaries was to assess the number of Germans that could be considered indispensable to the district. It was recommended that the remaining civilians be gradually transported to Germany. The plenipotentiary stipulated that safety had to be guaranteed to all evacuees, and he made it clear that any theft and abuse would be severely punished. To prevent the looting of German property left behind, he ordered that all wealth be adequately protected.14

Despite these new regulations, displacement numbers gradually dwindled. Volunteers were shocked by the news that convoys were being plundered not only by civilians but also quite often by the soldiers who were supposed to guard the convoys.15 According to the account of Piotr Zaremba, then the president of Szczecin, guards had robbed Germans in the initial convoy—in his opinion, a display of scandalous conduct unbecoming a Polish soldier. He suggested penalizing the offenders.16 The uncontrolled flight of Germans temporarily continued, however, despite the establishment of the Polish Border Protection Troops on 1 November 1945. The border was exceptionally easy to cross in the Szczecin region, as this area was under Soviet control.

Although the situation was constantly changing, convoys were still being organized in Szczecin. The Poles had also managed to win the favor of Soviet officials. In a meeting held in the beginning of December, both sides agreed that the process of expulsion would continue and that the forced migrants would obtain special passes from the Polish authorities. The convoys from Szczecin were discontinued temporarily on 21 December 1945 because the authorities were preparing for the displacement of Germans from the interior of Poland, but Szczecin was still on the convoy route. Indeed, the Szczecin-Gumieńce railway station was the transfer point where some fifteen hundred to two thousand Germans daily waited for further transportation to Germany.

For the Germans, living conditions at the station were poor. They continued to be easy prey for assaults, often committed by uniformed men. The local police were unable to provide sufficient protection. As Polish officials pointed out, after a few days of train travel, the passengers were exhausted and depressed enough not to care where they were sent next. The wooden barracks in Gumieńce had no windows, there were few tables and benches, and the floor was only partially cemented. The barracks were systematically raided at night.17 Poor organization, haste, and illegal activities made the forced migration inhumane for most of its victims. Casualties were commonplace, and corpses were taken out of convoys and buried in unmarked graves.

The formal discontinuation of the “transfer” from Szczecin and its vicinity resulted in a change in German attitudes. Some of them attempted to organize in order to appeal to government authorities. As the plenipotentiary of the government in Gryfino put it, they tried “to regain some sense of freedom.” They occasionally formed guerrilla groups in the forests. German pastors in Pomerania still attended to their parishes and held services, which were sometimes attended by Poles. For these reasons, various local initiatives were implemented to resume the transportation of Germans.

The number of Germans who left Poland at that time is difficult to estimate. In the opinion of Tadeusz Bialecki, some 291,000 people were evicted from Western Pomerania before the end of 1945.18 It is difficult to assess the number of convoys organized by Soviet troops, as it is known that some convoys were sent to the interior of the Soviet Union.

The Potsdam Declaration of 2 August 1945 insisted that the transfer of populations take place in an “orderly and humane manner.” Because of the irregularities and abuses that many German expellees suffered in Poland, the commanders of the British and Soviet troops in Germany increasingly insisted on enforcement of the terms and conditions of the “transfer” agreed upon in Potsdam. In discussions with Polish authorities, the British reached bilateral agreements that set forth a detailed plan for the displacement of Germans from Poland. The British Army of the Rhine and Polish representatives signed this agreement on 14 February 1946, and from then on, the displacements were supposed to be better organized and supervised.

German expellees were gathered at designated assembly points, and British representatives were given the authority to monitor compliance with the regulations at so-called control points. Szczecin was chosen as one such control point. The technical aspects of the transfers were to be handled by the National Office of Repatriation. The convoys of Germans from Szczecin were to reach Germany by two different routes: by sea to Lübeck (approximately a thousand people on board each ship), and by shuttle trains to the British occupation zone (fifteen hundred people per day). In the event that the port of Szczecin, which at the time was controlled by Soviet troops, was closed, ships were to sail from Gdańsk or Gdynia. As a matter of fact, the Soviet authorities repeatedly closed Szczecin and used it to ship property disassembled in the Soviet Zone of Occupation.19

On 5 May 1946 a very similar agreement was reached with the Soviet military authorities in Germany. Nevertheless, cooperation between Polish authorities and Soviet troops in the new western territories of Poland remained difficult. As Leonard Borkowicz, Polish government plenipotentiary for the territory of Western Pomerania, wrote in a letter to the governmental offices in Warsaw, Soviet officials employed most local Germans who were fit for work and refused to negotiate regarding their transportation, as such displacements deprived Soviet occupation authorities of a cheap workforce.20

A confidential ordinance of the Ministry of the Recovered Territories on 15 January 1946, ordered that the provincial plenipotentiaries would manage all displacements. The ordinance stated that the local authorities should adopt a “correct” attitude toward displaced people. To avoid any displacement of Poles, assembly and verification points were to be established in all towns. The ordinance also created special verification boards composed of representatives of the borough office, the police or the Security Office, and the local community; their task was to process all the appeals of the people claiming to be of Polish origin.21

In the beginning of February, a detailed schedule was drawn up for the “transfer” of the remaining Germans from Western Pomerania, based on estimates of the number of German civilians remaining. According to the calculations of Tadeusz Bielecki, by the end of 1945 Western Pomerania was still home to 528,000 German nationals. According to data from the National Office of Repatriation, the region of Western Pomerania was inhabited by 276,000 Germans (as of 15 January 1946), of which approximately sixty thousand lived in the city of Szczecin.22 According to the assessment of the authorities, 10 percent of them were professionals and skilled workers, who in the short run could not be replaced by Poles. The displacements were supposed to be completed by June 1946.

The transport of Germans was to take place in two phases. The utility of particular groups of civilians for the Polish economy was a decisive factor in the sequence of displacements. During the first phase, Germans considered “burdensome individuals” (i.e., those unfit for work) were to leave. It was estimated that approximately seventy-five thousand people would leave during this phase, scheduled to end by 31 March 1946. The remaining Germans were supposed to depart during the second phase. Each day, approximately 2,500 people would be sent from the central assembly point, “Aleja Mickiewicza 78,” in Szczecin, which was designed to accommodate approximately four thousand people. If all went well, approximately seventy-five thousand people would pass through Szczecin each month. In the first period, thirty-eight land convoys and twenty-one sea shipments were to be organized. This project, if successful, would complete the displacements from Western Pomerania by 1 July.23 The province was administratively divided into eighteen counties and one city borough; each county was to assemble two or three full convoys and make contributions to four to six other convoys. The German residents of Szczecin were to fill up incomplete convoys.

In each county, local assembly points were established from which people would be transported to the central assembly point in Szczecin. At these assembly points, Germans were to receive rations of “second category” food: one serving of soup and a few servings of coffee per day. After a convoy was formed, each expellee would obtain a two-day ration of food from the German administrator of the train car. In addition, the German administrator of the train was allotted one extra day’s supply of food for the entire convoy. The authorities calculated that the following amounts of food would be necessary for the entire project of displacements: 710 tons of bread, 35.5 tons of lard, 53 tons of meat, 852 tons of potatoes, 142 tons of milk and cereals, 53 tons of sugar, 28 tons of salt, 10 tons of coffee, and 15 tons of soap. Because some of these products were scarce, they could be replaced with other products, provided that the substitutes had the same caloric value. The actual rations were rarely according to plan. However, the presence of British delegates and Soviet authorities forced the Poles to provide German expellees with adequate food rations, since these officials checked to ensure that the trains were equipped with necessary supplies. They did this in their own interest, since their respective nations had to take care of the displaced once they arrived in Germany.

After the Polish-British agreement, the first convoy of Germans was to depart from Szczecin on 22 February 1946. The Germans who assembled for that purpose were not dispatched that day, as the shuttle train did not come back from the Soviet Zone of Occupation on time. Only after Polish authorities from Warsaw intervened was it able to cross the Polish border. An order was given to cease the transport of Germans from the county assembly points, to avoid worsening the overloading of the central assembly point. This, in turn, caused problems in the county assembly points, which were not prepared to accommodate civilians awaiting departure for days.24 The convoy was finally dispatched on 27 February 1946, the people on board hungry and exhausted.

The situation in the port was even more tragic. Soviet authorities did not want to make docks available for the displacements, and only after difficult negotiation were the Poles able to obtain their consent to use a dock some eight kilometers from the assembly point. The dock could be used only if there was a sufficient number of trucks, since it was only available for one day. Again, people waited in the cold and fell prey to frostbite. Finally, the first transport of expellees by sea sailed, on 4 April. The difficulties impeded the process of organizing subsequent convoys, which resulted in overcrowding at the Szczecin assembly point. Despite frequent interventions, these problems remained unresolved. Rail cars were held up by Soviet authorities in Germany, and cars were stolen in the Soviet zone.25

The living conditions in the assembly points varied. At the beginning of 1946, the assembly point in Gumieńce attracted the attention of Soviet officials. They demanded the improvement of sanitary conditions and of the condition of the buildings, and they requested that sick Germans be hospitalized rather than transported abroad. The Polish authorities refused, stating that most of the Germans were reaching Szczecin completely exhausted and weakened, and if all of them were to be hospitalized, Szczecin would become a hospital town. The Poles also ignored suggestions that a bath, hotels, and cafeterias should be built, and they suggested that convoys from the interior of Poland not be transferred to German trains in Gumieńce but to the German side of the border, where there was a branch of the German Red Cross. In this way the Poles “could avoid spending huge sums of money for unproductive purposes.”26 It has to be emphasized that this type of technical and inhuman vocabulary was commonly used in reference to the Germans. It reflected an attitude that had tragic consequences for many individuals.

According to the Polish authorities, the operation of the assembly and control points was orderly. However, an inspection conducted of one point by the State Repatriation Agency on 6 March 1947 contradicted this assessment. The premises of the assembly point were dirty and cold as a result of coal shortages. The officials at the point were not familiar with the rules, regulations, or ordinances, and they relied solely on the instructions of the manager of the point and their own acquired experience. The rationing of food was also controversial. For instance, the German kitchen manager acknowledged the receipt of bread that he never saw himself, since it was collected by representatives of individual German groups. Such a situation caused numerous misappropriations. Only the infirmary seemed to function properly. 27 After completing the inspection, the Repatriation Agency gave various instructions that improved the state of the assembly point, and a subsequent inspection reported favorable conditions. The commander of the British group in Szczecin stated that the Germans were treated correctly. Nutrition and health care, in his opinion, were adequate.

The winter of 1946—1947 was exceptionally severe. Nevertheless, the Polish authorities tried hard to continue the “transfers” of Germans, for fear that the effort might be unilaterally terminated by Britain or the Soviet Union. In spite of difficult weather conditions, the convoys continued to travel. Since the expellees were not sufficiently protected against the cold, there were increasing casualties. The weakest and the sick died in railcars. Occurrences of frostbite were frequent, and there were some fatal cases. An inspection of a convoy sent from Szczecin to Zwidwin, carried out in Białogard, discovered that seven people, six of whom were children, had pneumonia; one person had broken her hip while getting down from the car; and forty-seven people had frostbite—one so seriously that the doctor inspecting the convoy decided that his life could not be saved. He was left at the control site.28

Some of the German families, because they did not wish them to be excluded from the convoys, hid their sick next of kin. The sick were identified too late and became sources of infection. Generally the assembly points did not have adequate conditions for treating patients or even an adequate number of hospital beds. In the event of epidemics, the sick were supposed to be isolated. A terrible epidemic of a vicious strain of influenza that often turned into pneumonia hit the assembly point, preying predominantly on children. The situation was worsened by the poor condition of the barracks, which were not designed to protect against cold weather and did not have sufficient fuel for heating. The sewage system did not function, and there was no running water in the bathrooms. The level of contamination of the site was so high that an epidemic broke out when the snow thawed. In February 1947, as many as 3,450 people fell ill at the assembly point in Zwidwin. Most of them (2,415 people) suffered from venereal diseases, 308 suffered from flu, and 724 required surgery. Ninety-five people died during that period, half of them from heart trouble that, in the case of the elderly, had been caused by exhaustion.

Not every assembly point was poorly organized. In May 1947, the aforementioned inspection team came to the conclusion that Assembly Point 4 in Szczecin was exemplary. It was located at a railway siding, which meant that Germans did not have to pass through the town center and could be easily transported onto the trains. In the opinion of the inspector of the State Repatriation Office, the point was orderly, the food was rationed in adequate quantities, and the meals were tasty. A Polish doctor permanently resided on the site, and the German civilians were not abused.29 However, managers of assembly points were informed of prospective inspections and therefore could brush up their facilities for propagandistic purposes.

By mid-March, a total of 19,891 Germans had been evicted from the region, and by the end of the month an additional 15,726 people had been moved out.30 As we can clearly see, the original plan to displace seventy-five thousand people in the stipulated time did not succeed. An additional problem at the assembly points occurred when a group of Germans approached the British military mission in Szczecin. People who willfully and illegally came to Szczecin numbered approximately nine thousand by July 1946.31 Moreover, a number of Germans from other Polish regions were coming to Szczecin with all their families and luggage. They hoped to leave the Polish territory sooner than scheduled and to get to the British occupation zone in Germany. As the assembly points became increasingly overcrowded, the Polish authorities attempted to stop the influx. This provoked protests from the British, and the Polish authorities began to fear that the difficulties would be used as a pretext for cessation of the “transfers” to this zone. The “queue jumpers” were now excluded from the convoys, and it was additionally ordered that the roads leading to Szczecin be scrupulously controlled. The expellees were sent back to their original places of residence.

In May, 35,909 people left the province of Szczecin. From the beginning of the expulsions through 1 July, a total of 182,574 German civilians (38,892 men, 83,082 women, 60,600 children) left the province, of which 139,361 people (31,507 men, 63,112 women, and 44,742 children) left by land and 43,213 (7,385 men, 19,970 women, and 15,858 children) left by sea.32 The project was on schedule.

The authorities, however, could not prevent unauthorized, “wildcat” migration. On the contrary, in the summer the number of Germans coming to Szczecin from all areas of Poland increased. Some of the detainees had permits from local mayors to leave their place of residence. Some representatives of local administrative offices, railway employees, and even Security Office staff made the journey easier for “queue jumpers” in return for exorbitant bribes. Those who arrived in Szczecin in this manner moved into buildings located in the neighborhood or camped in the open air, hoping to get in a convoy. They easily fell prey to raids and robbery.33

The situation became more complicated after the British unilaterally closed the Szczecin-Lübeck route, refusing to accept more expellees in their overcrowded zone of occupation. Though the Polish ministry of foreign affairs sent a note to the British embassy in Warsaw on 30 September,34 this route was not reopened, and further convoys from Szczecin were sent to Germany via Kalawsk. These were organized until 30 December 1946. In 1946, a total of 148 railway convoys with 244,317 people departed from Szczecin, and 43,213 German passengers left on board thirty-seven ships. The last vessel carrying Germans set off on 9 June 1946. In all, Szczecin was the transfer point for 287,530 Germans on their way to the British occupation zone in Germany. From 27 February to 31 December 1946, fully 234,342 Germans were evacuated from the territory of the province of Szczecin.35

The most difficult issue for the organizers of displacements was a constant shortage of railway cars, which resulted in the overcrowding of convoys. For example, on 2 December 1946, more than fifteen hundred expellees were loaded into nineteen railway cars, although the minimum number for such a large convoy should have been thirty-two. The scarcity of railcars on the northern evacuation route often resulted from the loss of cars from trains returning from the Soviet Zone of Occupation.36 It can be concluded that for the entire period, poorly organized transportation was one of the main factors that prevented the displacements from being carried out properly. Wartime destruction obviously played an important role, but there was also a lack of coordination and determination among some mayors. In spite of periodic bans on sending new convoys to the central assembly point in Szczecin, trains with expellees were still arriving. This caused ever greater difficulties. Official limits on the numbers of people per transport were exceeded on a regular basis.

On 23 December 1946, British authorities notified the Poles that the convoys had to cease due to the severity of the winter. The project was scheduled to recommence on 1 April 1947. This, however, did not stop Germans from trying to reach the assembly points, hoping that they could leave one way or another. Scheduled convoys from localities within the province were also still arriving. The overcrowded assembly points were closed down, so the refugees were forced to camp in difficult living conditions. As the head of the Polish Red Cross reported, “Women, the elderly, and children are in an exceptionally difficult predicament. They are literally half dead with hunger, stay in disastrous sanitary conditions, and are deprived of any form of support and assistance.”37 The Polish Red Cross tried to provide such support but was not entirely successful. For example, when a delegate of the American Red Cross wanted to inspect a camp for German expellees, Polish hosts persuaded him not to, rightly reasoning that his report on this camp would likely have been unfavorable.

Some of the Germans were detained and sent back to their previous places of residence. The Ministry of the Recovered Territories decided that all travelers needed to be more strictly controlled, and it gave the task to the police and the Security Office. When the displacements were about to resume in the spring of 1947, the chief Polish official responsible for the displacement of German nationals ordered that appropriate measures be taken. He reminded his subordinate officers that displacements had to be carried out in proper conditions (with food and heated railcars) and that displaced people were to be protected from robbery and violence. At this time, there were four assembly points in the province of Szczecin: in Slawno (which was to send at least one convoy per week), in Słupsk (two convoys per week), in Swidwin (three convoys per week), and in Szczecin (two per week). Each convoy was to take 1,750 people. The places overcrowded from the influx of Germans throughout the winter (Swidwin and Szczecin) were to send the first convoys. The “burdensome,” the Germans who were not employed on farms, and the unemployed were to be included in the second series of convoys.38

Despite these clear orders, abuses continued throughout 1947: Germans were still given short notice of evacuation and luggage was still looted. Corruption among the police and the security service was widespread. Often, under the influence of alcohol, Polish officials not only confiscated property but abused and harassed expellees. The offenders were rarely prosecuted, although in some cases Polish authorities made decisive efforts to reduce crime. For example, the management and some staff members of Assembly Points 3 and 4 in Szczecin were imprisoned, and the remaining staff members were dismissed. Strict orders were issued to ensure safety and proper food for the expellees.39 However, the treatment of departing Germans did not substantially change—molestation and verbal abuse were still common, the sick were ordered to leave, and medical examinations were superficial. Occasionally, notwithstanding orders, members of a family were separated from each other.

At the end of September 1947 evictions in the province of Szczecin reached their final stage. Counties were ordered to follow scrupulously orders to expel stipulated numbers of Germans. If a particular area had more German families, it was allowed to transport more evacuees to the assembly point. As in the previous year, the convoys ceased in the winter, and evacuation recommenced in an altered political situation in the spring of 1948. As the number of Germans still residing in Poland dwindled, the organization of evacuation changed. Individual provinces were given specific dates when they would send their evacuees, and local authorities were obliged to supply a sufficient number of German families. Individual pleas to migrate to Germany were also accepted. An individual who wanted to leave had to obtain written consent to settle in Germany from the Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs and from the relevant occupation authorities in Germany. The provincial administration recommended that local authorities assist all people considered as burdensome (the elderly, the sick) in their efforts to obtain permits to leave. On the other hand, individuals still useful for the Polish economy were not to be granted permission to leave. In spite of these orders, not all Germans were displaced on schedule. The displacements continued to be carried out, on a lesser scale and different principles, in successive years—1948, 1949, and even throughout the 1950s.

The number of Germans departing in the last period of the evictions is difficult to assess. In the files of the provincial office in Szczecin, a report dated 5 November 1947 states that from the beginning of the project through the end of October, there were a total of 443,847 expellees, and thus the total number of the people evacuated tallied at 469,364.40 These figures, however, raise certain doubts. For instance, not all people who were classified as Germans were displaced during that period. According to the report of the governor of Szczecin, there were still 45,245 Germans in this territory on 1 June 1948, more than half of whom (23,313) were in Soviet custody. A report dated mid-1948 stated that from the beginning of the endeavor until 31 July 1948, a total of 446,835 people left the province of Szczecin.41 The actual figure of German residents in the province of Szczecin who were deported to Germany under the organized program is impossible to determine.

To survey the German population more closely and to avoid omissions during the expulsion process, the provincial governor ordered the registration of all natives on 9 July 1947. Special registration cards were issued, which included a photo of the registered person (if such person had no funds to have a picture taken, it was ordered that the reverse side of the card have the imprint of the person’s right thumb). The card stated that the given person was a German citizen and could not leave the place of his or her permanent residence without the mayor’s consent. Germans were supposed to pay fifty złotys for validating their registrations (only the extremely poor were exempted from paying the fee). The registration was to be completed by 30 July 1947.

In 1947, the authorities ordered intensified surveillance of German nationals still residing in the province. To accelerate displacement and to catch those who sought to avoid deportation, special attention was to be paid to the use of the German language in public. Any offenders not holding relevant “retention certificates” were to be immediately detained and transported to the assembly points. In July, Polish authorities declared that all Germans still remaining in the province of Szczecin would be displaced. This decision raised objections from the larger plants and farms, where managers claimed that deportation would deprive them of a substantial number of employees, making the harvest more difficult. Sometimes, attempts to send Germans to the assembly points were met with violent protests. For example in Międzyz-droje, the Border Protection Troops posted guards outside German homes. On a Chinowo farm, Soviet soldiers shot at individuals arriving to collect Germans.42

A major factor influencing the treatment of Germans in Western Pomerania was the changing attitude toward them. In the period immediately following the war, Polish communities unanimously supported the expulsion of Germans. In 1946, as Polish citizens became accustomed to having a German workforce that performed the most difficult tasks, the situation changed. All Germans fit for work were employed. Often they were assigned the task of cleaning up areas devastated by the war. Later, Germans were employed to work in industrial plants or on farms. There were plenty of jobs, and entrepreneurs were permitted to employ Germans. On hearing that their employees would be taken away, farmers tried to delay departure of their German workers by various means. They either hid the Germans or convinced the authorities that the German families contained elderly or sick people among their members—which, according to the regulations, would prevent their transport to Germany. This was often the truth, since most German families had sick or elderly next of kin. The phenomenon of hiding Germans was so common that a special ordinance was passed that required mayors to assess the precise number of Germans residing in their jurisdiction and to inform their superiors. The Germans were to be collected from private entrepreneurs and directed to state-owned estates. The labor camps became the only authorities empowered to make decisions on employing Germans.

This did not stamp out the individual employment of Germans. As there were fewer Germans on hand and more Poles coming to the province, the demand for a cheap workforce increased. The most “clever and quick” were the police and members of the Security Office. Armed groups of policemen captured Germans in the streets and forced the captives to work for them. No documents produced by the captive could prevent such capture; in fact, such documents were often instantly destroyed. In Szczecin alone, this became so common that 30 percent of the scheduled expulsions could not be performed in the second half of 1946. There were cases in which Germans were seized on their way to registration offices or within the offices themselves. Those on their way to the assembly points were attacked, and their luggage was looted. The authorities felt helpless.43

Soviet troops employed a substantial number of Germans in the province of Szczecin, mainly on farms and estates expropriated by the Red Army. Since the Polish authorities decided that only well-qualified professionals should be retained, Soviet authorities began to overestimate figures for such individuals. Even chambermaids or servants were classified as specialized professionals. The Polish authorities estimated that Soviet officials were still seizing approximately 2,500 German families in 1947.44 At the end of the year, the Soviet embassy applied to the Polish authorities requesting its consent to retain a certain number of Germans to work on the estates held by the Red Army. In consultation with the local authorities, the government consented to let 10,505 employees and their families remain on the estates. These Germans were to be hired pursuant to lease agreements, but such agreements were never fully enforced. At the beginning of 1947, there were still 4,715 German employees on estates managed by Soviet forces—their families brought the number to 12,841 people. In that same year, Polish estates were given the right to grant similar status to their German employees. Taking into consideration the number of job vacancies, the Ministry of Recovered Territories permitted 2,181 Germans to remain in the Szczecin region. Simultaneously, the terms for the remaining agricultural workers were extended on their registrations. At times, Soviet officials defended the German refugees, perhaps for propaganda purposes. This allowed them to convince the Germans that the Poles were exclusively to blame for all the misfortunes afflicting German refugees.

Indisputably, the Allied decision to displace all German nationals residing east of the Oder and Neisse rivers was morally wrong. It was wrong to apply the principle of collective liability to a large group of people who were not necessarily to blame for the crimes committed by Nazi Germany. At the same time, one cannot deny that some responsibility did rest with the German population. Expellees who now claim that the displacements were a form of revenge on the elderly, women, and children (as these groups were predominantly the targets of eviction) are not entirely justified. These groups were the primary targets precisely because German men fit to join the army had been previously conscripted by the criminal Nazi regime to accomplish the homicidal goals of their leaders.

On the other hand, it is also difficult to claim that the expulsion of Germans from Poland was carried out in compliance with regulations then in force, let alone in a humanitarian manner. The first attempts at expelling Germans from Poland were made before the Potsdam treaty and were performed ruthlessly and illegally. The treaty of Potsdam may have changed the legal nature of the expulsions, but it only slowly changed the means by which the population “transfer” was implemented. The historian has the obligation to remember that this process took place soon after a war that had caused the deaths of millions of Polish citizens and had resulted in many human tragedies. This necessarily had a negative influence on the behavior of individuals.

Obviously, the expulsion of the Germans was a traumatic experience. They had to leave behind the wealth generated by many generations and the graves of their ancestors—they had to abandon their Heimat (homeland). They were forced to travel to unknown destinations, where they were not welcome, and where they were perceived as competitors, or sometimes enemies. In terms of individual lives, their lot was tragic. This subjective evaluation of the past, however, should not affect the writing of the difficult history of the two nations. It is not, and will not be, easy to say which side was wrong or right, as this process has been interpreted differently by all parties involved. Nonetheless, it will be impossible to forge unity between nations in the future if the past is not thoroughly and impartially accounted for.
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In the transitional year of 1945, the southern part of former East Prussia was incorporated into Poland as the Region of Allenstein or Masuria (Okreg Olsztyński , or Mazurski). It was renamed the province of Allenstein (Województwo Olsztyńskie) in May 1946.1 Located south of the Soviet border and referred to as Warmia and Masuria (Warmia i Mazury) in Polish historiography,2 it was one of the “recovered territories” (ziemia odzyskane) that became part of Poland as part of the European territorial reshuffling that took place after World War II.3

The term “recovered territories” was intended to underscore the historical basis of Poland’s claim to the region. Though Warmia and Masuria remained a fiefdom of the Polish crown until 1680, the Protestant duchy of Prussia had in fact emerged with the secularization of the Teutonic Order in the sixteenth century. Together with Brandenburg, with which it was united in 1618, East Prussia formed the basis of the future Prussian state. Only the bishopric of Ermland (Warmia in Polish), to the southwest of Allenstein, was closely allied to Poland. It remained Catholic and in 1466 came under Polish sovereignty as part of the Treaty of Toruń, though it retained considerable autonomy. It was not until the First Partition of Poland in 1772 that Warmia was ceded to Prussia. In a plebiscite held in 1920 to determine the future statehood of the southern parts of East Prussia, 97 percent of the residents voted to remain in Germany. Only in Catholic Warmia was there even minimal support for becoming part of Poland.4

It would be wrong, however, to infer from the results of the 1920 plebiscite that the population of southeast Prussia had an unambiguous German identity. German and Polish colonists had settled the region, and over the centuries both had developed typical frontier mentalities, with strong regional rather than national identities. This regional identity was expressed through speaking Masurian, a Polish dialect containing many German loan words. Although a majority of the region’s population began to orient itself toward Germany at the end of the nineteenth century (and especially in the first two decades of the twentieth century), even at this time the residents of the districts (Kreise) directly on the German-Polish border saw themselves neither as Germans nor as Poles, but rather as Masurs.5 It is difficult to determine who considered himself a Warmian or a Masur before World War II. Though the German statistics from 1939 claim there were only 14,135 people of Polish descent, there are contemporary Polish estimates that put the number as high as half a million. There were probably around two hundred thousand, though many of these had already undergone considerable Germanization.6

After World War II, Poles used the presence of the Masurs as an argument for East Prussia’s historical Polishness. The Polish government referred to them as an “autochthonous” population that had only been Germanized because of centuries of German foreign domination.7 The Polish government consistently misrepresented the Masurs’ mainly regional consciousness.

The year 1945 was a transitional one for Masuria, when Polish administrative structures and political control began to take hold. The new Polish administration faced a number of problems related to changes in the composition of the region’s population. It was a situation for which they were ill prepared. Many of the problems were not dealt with definitively until 1946, and in some cases even later. The year 1945 is interesting precisely because of the frequently improvised nature of the Polish government’s policies in the region. This chapter will focus on Polish policies in the “recovered territories,” particularly on policies regarding population and economic issues, which were considered a priority for the office of the government’s plenipotentiary (Urząd Pełnomocnika Rządu) as well as for the district and municipal governments.

When the Red Army began its winter offensive in October 1944, Erich Koch, the gauleiter of East Prussia (and after 1941 also the Reichskommissar of the Ukraine), initially forbade the evacuation of the German civilian population, believing that it signaled defeatism. Nevertheless, the civilian population fled west before the advancing Red Army. By the end of 1944, half a million people had left East Prussia. In mid-January 1945, the wave of refugees grew larger as the Red Army invaded East Prussia itself. By the end of January, Soviet troops had captured all the major towns of the region. Streams of panic-stricken refugees fled west, both over land and by sea.8 A significant percentage, however, returned to their homes after the shooting stopped.

These receding and advancing waves of refugees make it difficult to gauge accurately the area’s population immediately after the cessation of hostilities. It is estimated that there were five hundred thousand people in all of East Prussia at the war’s end, but this estimate does not specify how many of these people remained in what would become the Polish part of East Prussia. 9 The first Polish estimate, from May 1945, puts the number at about 125,000, although it notes that the German civilian population was continuing to return to the area.10 In the months that followed, the number of Germans continued to increase, reaching 142,312 by the end of August. These same Polish estimates put the “autochthonous” population at 30,858.11 The numbers are probably inaccurate. In the first place, the “Ermländers” or “Warmians” (Warmiacy in Polish) and Masurs were arbitrarily put in national categories, since there was no accepted verification process. Second, it took time for Polish officials to reach the northernmost regions, where the German population density was greater, and it was thus only later that they were able to provide exact demographic data for these areas.

Administrative control over the region was exercised by the Red Army’s Second and Third Belorussian Fronts, which had captured East Prussia in January. Under an order from the People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs (Narodnyi Komissariat Vnutrennikh Del, NKVD), the rear-echelon military commanders were responsible for provisioning their troops and for maintaining peace and security in the liberated areas. They were also responsible for rounding up any Germans who were fit to work and putting them in labor camps. Many Germans were sent to the Soviet Union to work on reconstruction projects, but a significant portion remained in East Prussia and worked as farmhands on the large country estates confiscated by the Red Army to provide food for its soldiers.12 There were forty-five camps for German forced laborers in all of former East Prussia. In the largest of them, at Deutsch-Eylau (Iława Niemiecka) in the Polish sector, there were as many as forty-eight thousand internees. But the vast majority of the two hundred thousand to 250,000 East Prussian forced laborers were shipped off to the USSR by way of the camp at Insterburg (Cherniakhovsk).13 Soviet military commanders also ordered the confiscation of industrial plants, which were frequently dismantled and transported to the Soviet Union.

To coordinate Soviet and Polish policy, the Provisional Government of the Republic of Poland (Tymczasowy Rząd Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej) sent representatives to the Soviet military commanders in all the districts that would be ceded to Poland. Lt. Col. Jakub Prawin was the Polish government’s representative with the Second Belorussian Front, which was responsible for southern East Prussia. On 30 March he was named the government’s plenipotentiary for Masuria (Pełnomocnik Rząd u na Okręg Mazurski). In Allenstein, the official administrative transfer from Red Army to Polish civilian administration took place on 23 May 1945, although in reality it dragged on into the summer, especially in the counties (powiaty) farthest from the Polish government’s seat in Allenstein.

To strengthen its claim to the territory, the provisional government began to send Polish officials to the Allenstein area immediately after the cessation of hostilities. In the wake of the Yalta Conference held in February 1945, the Soviet State Defense Committee (Gosudarstvennyi Komitet Oborony) decided that all areas liberated by the Red Army that would subsequently belong to Poland were to fall under Polish administration.14 At first the Poles assumed that promises made in Moscow would be kept by Moscow’s representatives in East Prussia. The Polish Western Union (Polski Związek Zachodni), which lobbied for the rapid integration of the northern and western regions into the Polish state,15 explained in a letter of 19 February 1945 to the council of ministers of the provisional government how matters were supposed to proceed: “The agreement reached with the Soviet Union to secure Polish territorial holdings in East Prussia not only ensures the demographic makeup of the territories, but it is the only way to make clear to the world that we are ready to resolve the complicated political problems that exist there.”16 Time would show, however, that it was to a large extent the Red Army that stood between the Polish officials and the establishment of their administration over the area.

The first Polish civilian authority in former East Prussia was the Land Office (Urząd Ziemski), which opened in March 1945. The second report of its Allenstein office from 19 March gives an idea of the problems faced by Polish officials. The cities were mostly in ruins, the villages were damaged, and the farms had neither machinery nor livestock. The few operational industrial plants were in the hands of the Red Army. To provide an economic and administrative foundation for the Polish state, it was necessary to put the farms and factories in the hands of the Polish population as quickly as possible. At first, however, settlement of the area progressed slowly, since the most important lines of communication had been destroyed and many people did not want to settle permanently in an area where life was so hard. In fact, many Poles left the area soon after their arrival. A decisive factor in their abrupt about-face was the Red Army’s behavior toward the civilian population in the first months of 1945. The Red Army required Poles, Masurs, and Germans to do forced labor. Women were raped regardless of their national origin. A Land Office report stated, “The situation of the local population in East Prussia must be improved. If necessary, diplomatic efforts should be undertaken. What is happening to people here is morally indefensible. Poles are being treated like slaves, in other words no better than Germans.”17 Soviet activity in the Allenstein area affected not only the indigenous population but also the willingness of Poles from central and eastern Poland to settle in the region. In an April letter to its Warsaw headquarters, the Allenstein office of the Information and Propaganda Ministry complained that the Red Army and especially representatives of the NKVD were terrorizing Polish settlers, causing them to turn around and go home.18

Since the beginning of April, “operational groups” of the Economic Committee of the Council of Ministers and the Ministry of Industry (Grupa Operacyjna Komitetu Ekonomicznego Rady Ministrów i Ministerstwa Przemysłu) had been in charge of taking over the operation of industrial plants in the northern and western regions of Poland. Their situation reports also paint a bleak picture. The operation groups and the other teams of bureaucrats that had come to East Prussia since the end of March were too few to take efficient control of the administration and the economy. The reports from March to May 1945 mention only a dozen officials based in Allenstein trying to establish Polish administrative control in the various districts and communities. The Polish officials complained repeatedly that Red Army commanders obstructed their work. The latter, for their part, maintained that they had received no orders regarding the Polish administrative takeover.

Outnumbered by Soviet officials, Polish administrators were for the most part helpless. In a January memorandum about the administrative takeover in the northern and western territories, the Ministry of Public Administration (Ministerstwo Administracji Publicznej, MAP)19 had underscored the need to send Polish officials as soon as possible to former German areas like East Prussia. It estimated that a thousand civilian officials and ten thousand police or soldiers would be needed.20 In early 1945, such estimates amounted to wishful thinking. The Polish personnel shortage was especially apparent in the countryside of the northern districts of Masuria, where the German population was large. Often, the Red Army cooperated with the German mayors and community councils instead of transferring the administration to the Poles.21 Prawin complained about this in a May report to the MAP: “Our administrative authorities, civil servants, and Operation Groups have had run-ins with the local Soviet officials because the military commanders have only allowed seven districts in the south and the center of the region to be placed under Polish administration.”22

When the Poles finally obtained at least de jure administrative authority over the region on 23 May, they immediately turned to the task of changing the region’s demographic composition. In his June report, Prawin for the first time included a detailed account, by district, of the size and national composition of the population. The total came to 211,314. Of these, 56,214 were listed as Poles, 9,527 as Masurs, and 145,573 as Germans.23 The troublesome fact that there were almost three times as many Germans as Poles was exacerbated by the uneven distribution of the population. Almost half the Poles (27,602) lived in the southern districts of Allenstein, Neidenburg (Nidzica), and Osterode (Ostroda). These were also the only districts in which their numbers exceeded or at least equaled those of the German population; all other districts had a (sometimes overwhelming) German majority. For example, twenty-four thousand Germans lived in the district of Sensburg (Mrągowo), northeast of Allenstein, compared to only 110 Poles.

By the summer of 1945 Polish policy was clear in regard to the German majorities. First, the German population was to be utilized during the upcoming harvest. A successful harvest was critical for the region, which had to support not only the current population but also the anticipated new Polish settlers. After the harvest, however, the Germans were to be resettled as quickly as possible. The desire to be rid of them resulted in a number of directives providing for their resettlement on the large country estates24 or in special urban areas, officially (and openly) referred to as “ghettos.”25 These measures were particularly discriminatory, especially in the early phases of the Polish administrative takeover. The Poles were still outnumbered by the Germans, and they therefore used intimidation to forestall German resistance. Some measures—such as the temporary requirement that Germans wear an “N” on their clothing—bore a disturbing resemblance to National Socialist policies. It must be added, however, that the Polish government put an end to such measures in November 1945, appealing to Poland’s international reputation and to the democratic character of the Polish state. The MAP ordered the government’s representatives in the “recovered territories” to resettle the German population as quickly as possible and not to employ methods redolent of Nazism.26

But in Allenstein in 1945, the question of how to treat the Germans was just one of many problems encountered in the process of resettling the region. Polish officials, who at the regional level were busy with such basic tasks as feeding the population and fighting the spread of contagious disease, were less concerned about more general considerations such as the moral implications of their treatment of the Germans. The Poles’ pragmatic approach to the Germans still living in the area may also have been a result of the region’s demographic composition. In postwar East Prussia, Germans were mostly women, children, and elderly people, since the men were still soldiers, prisoners of war, forced laborers, or farmhands on the country estates run by Red Army. The source materials are full of references to the Germans’ utter passivity. Prawin writes in a June report to the MAP, “In general, the German population appears despondent. During the period covered by this report I did not observe any degree of confidence among them.27

As the year progressed, the Polish administration increasingly began to view the Germans as a burden. In the immediate aftermath of the fighting in East Prussia the Poles had been able to settle completely depopulated areas, but by the time the war was over in May they were confronted with a growing stream of returning Germans.28 To stem the tide Prawin issued a number of directives that were intended to force the Germans to leave East Prussia “voluntarily.” The Germans were told to appear at an assembly point on a certain date to be registered for resettlement. Those who flouted the orders were supposed to be sent to labor camps. These directives became more frequent in the fall of 1945, as soon as the Germans were no longer needed to help with the harvest.29 The continued presence of Germans in what were supposedly traditional Polish territories was a thorn in the side of the Polish administration. This was coupled with the perception that German women, children, and the elderly were hardly suited to active roles in the renovation of the economy. Since they were occupying valuable property and becoming poorer by the day, the Polish administration viewed their resettlement as an immediate necessity.

With the worsening of conditions, many Germans began to leave of their own accord. The district administration of Rössel (Reszel) noted that a typhus epidemic in the fall of 1945 had begun to wane because of the immunization program that had been initiated and because the Germans had begun to leave.30 Added to the worsening living conditions of the German population in the fall and winter months were the Polish administration’s discriminatory measures, which caused the Germans to depart “voluntarily.” The district administrator (starosta) of Rössel reported: “A directive was issued that requires the German population to wear a black letter N on their left breast. After this directive was issued, I noted an increased demand for exit permits to Germany.”31

The chronic underpopulation of some of the northern districts led to a temporary halt in the expulsion of Germans.32 In a meeting between Prawin and the provincial lieutenant governor of Warsaw regarding the settlement of Poles from the Warsaw province in the Allenstein area, it was decided that “the evacuation of Germans from their farms would only take place when the new Polish settlers were on the spot and ready to take over. Damage to property in the wake of German resettlements must be prevented.”33 In November, Prawin told all the starostas not to resettle skilled German workers who were needed to maintain industrial production levels.34 Though in such cases residency permits were extended only temporarily, it was Polish policy to attempt to detain German orphans, because they were considered “Polonizable.” Orphans under the age of ten were to be educated alongside their Polish peers. Those between the ages of ten and fourteen were to receive special treatment but at all events were to remain in Poland.35 This plan did not succeed, as was demonstrated by the many special convoys of German children that left Allenstein for Germany beginning in 1946.

In 1945, settling the region rapidly and successfully with Poles was still far more important to the Polish officials than deciding how to deal with the Germans. The latter problem was supposed to “solve itself” with the Germans’ voluntary departure, in the words of the Vicestarosta of Neidenburg.36 All Polish agencies focused their efforts on a speedy Polish settlement of the territories, whether with “repatriates”37 from the areas in eastern Poland ceded to the Soviet Union, or with settlers from central Poland. But it quickly became clear how complicated and erratic the process would be. Things did improve with the progressive establishment of Polish administrative control. By the end of the summer, all administrative posts were occupied by Poles. In June the advisory board of the State Office for Repatriation (Państwowy Urząd Repatriacyjny, PUR) ordered Prawin to see to it that PUR branch offices were opened in each district of the region. But the settlement process was hindered by inadequate public safety. A report of the Allenstein Settlement Committee states, “The lack of public safety puts off the settlers and often leads to their return to central Poland. Robberies and acts of violence are ubiquitous. These, along with the arbitrary treatment of the sometimes sparse population, are enough to break even the strongest wills and make the settlers leave.”38 In August, Prawin requested an additional Polish infantry division as well as a regiment of the newly founded Corps for Internal Security (Korpus Bezpieczeństwa Wewnętrznego) to try to establish order.39

The streams of settlers from the provinces (województwa) of Warsaw and Białystok that bordered on Allenstein often had no desire to settle in East Prussia but instead came to loot livestock, farm machinery, or construction materials. Many districts in these two provinces had suffered considerably under the German invasion and occupation, and their residents felt only too justified in taking reparations into their own hands.40 To the Poles, the residents of East Prussia were no better than the German occupation forces, whether they were Polish or German. The Masurs were Protestants, and in the eyes of the many Poles unfamiliar with the region, this made them Germans.

The southern districts on the former border with Poland were especially hard hit by the looting sprees. These districts also contained large indigenous populations. Prawin ordered all starostas of the districts to locate settlers from the border districts only in areas that were sufficiently far from the former border.41 With this directive he hoped both to stop looting in the territories under his control and to supply the northern districts (where Poles were thin on the ground) with a desperately needed influx of settlers.

Polish officials, especially at lower administrative levels, were often equally indifferent to the area’s complicated ethnic composition. In the Allenstein area, they also took part in the looting sprees, creating an atmosphere of officially sanctioned lawlessness. Units of the civil police (Milicja Obywatelska) and of the Office of Public Security (Urząd Bezpieczeństwa Publicznego) lined their pockets by smuggling. On the whole, the paramilitary units had a deleterious effect on public safety. According to a report of the Settlement Committee, there were not enough of them to prevent the looting—or they were too busy doing it themselves.42 The districts’ monthly situation reports are filled with complaints about the police units and the Red Army.

Like other government agencies, the PUR, responsible for directing the flow of settlers, was short of resources. The inspector’s May report regarding the agency’s first branch offices bemoaned the lack of transportation, qualified officials, and doctors.43 The transportation shortage made it difficult to take the settlers to their new homes, which in turn exacerbated their economic situation. The settlement process was made even more difficult because the Red Army was busy pulling up railroad tracks, confiscating rolling stock, dismantling train stations, and carting it all off to the USSR.44 If a train with settlers arrived at a station that was actually still in operation, there was frequently a shortage of trucks or horse-drawn vehicles to take the settlers to their new homes. For example, settlers from Luck in eastern Poland were marooned for two weeks at the train station in Rosenberg (Susz) owing to a transportation shortage.45 Such reports were not rarities. The settlers’ lot was made still more desperate by the inadequate supply of basic foodstuffs and by the complete lack of medical care. In August, Prawin sent a particularly alarming report to the MAP: “The new settlers’ undernourishment makes them susceptible to contagious diseases. Typhus, scabies, and venereal disease are rampant among them. Their infant mortality rate is very high, since medical care and medicine are completely lacking.”46

But these logistical problems were not the only ones that the Repatriation Bureau and the settlers had to deal with. More significant was the region’s legal situation. In August, the judiciary commission of the Settlement Committee pointed out that although German law had ceased to be valid, Polish law did not yet officially apply to the Allenstein area. This state of legal catch-22 was supposed to be ended as soon as possible by the introduction of Polish law.47 The legal vacuum was especially significant for the settlers from eastern Poland. They had been promised just compensation for the property they had left behind, but they frequently lacked documentation, or if they had it, Polish officials did not recognize it as valid.48 Official complaints began to pile up from the eastern Polish settlers lamenting their social decline.49 The status of the abandoned farms of the indigenous population, which the owners often found occupied by new settlers when they returned to Masuria, was also contested. The provisional ruling was to allow new settlers who had taken up residence before 1 September 1945 to stay where they were. But this ruling was not enforced uniformly, and the regional settlement committees were confronted with a growing number of land disputes.

In addition to the problems faced by individual settlers, there were also problems of a more general, structural nature. Officials tried to settle Poles arriving from the eastern territories in farming areas with which they would be familiar. This meant, for example, that preferential treatment was given to settlers from Wilno over those from Volhynia, since the soil in Wilno is similar to that of Allenstein.50 But some settlers came to Allenstein with the intent to move to a more prosperous region like Posen (Poznań) or Stettin (Szczecin). The files often contain officials’ complaints that the new settlers did not fulfill their obligations. Settlers from war-damaged Warsaw were especially unwelcome, since they were often former civil servants and merchants. Prawin complained to the MAP that these were not the right sort of people to rebuild the region’s heavily damaged cities. The August report of the Office of Information and Propaganda states that the PUR was refusing to allow single mothers with small children to settle in the region. There were already enough nonworking adults to feed, and the addition of more would only lower morale.51 The 7 July 1945 decree of the council of ministers that the four westernmost districts of the region would become part of the province of Gdańsk exacerbated the economic situation, since it meant the loss of Elbing (Elbląg), an important industrial center.

Despite these difficulties, Polish officials were anxious that the settlement process take place as quickly as possible. In August, Prawin reported to the MAP that his region was ready to accept, before the onset of winter, five hundred thousand new settlers, 90 percent of whom were to live in rural areas.52 Under the prevailing conditions, this goal could not be achieved. As of 1 January 1946, the region had 326,153 inhabitants, of whom 168,257 were new settlers from central and eastern Poland. Some 58,287 were listed as Poles born locally; the number of Germans and of those of indeterminate nationality came to 99,609.53 Despite Prawin’s hopes, since June 1945 the number of Polish settlers had grown by only 112,043.

It soon became clear to the Polish government that the only way to increase the number of Poles in Allenstein was to win over the hearts and minds of the indigenous population. The starosta for the district of Johan-nisburg (Pisz) summed up the Polish officials’ failed policy toward the Masurs in a letter to the National Assembly (Krajowa Rada Narodowa):


I consider these events from the perspective that Poland only has a right to this land if Slavs live there. But today I must look on helplessly as the Masurs ... get no help from Poland. On the contrary, the only representatives of Polishness that these people know are the uniformed officials of the executive branch: bureaucrats and policemen who abuse their authority.54


Prawin had issued a directive in May stipulating that anyone who claimed to be a Warmian or Masur would be registered as indigenous. The ability to speak Polish was not a requirement.55 In mid-June 1945, the Polish Nationality Committee (Polski Komitet Narodowościowy, PKN) was formed in Prawin’s Allenstein office. Its purpose was to arrive at a clear division between the German and indigenous populations, to protect the latter from attacks, and, by means of public assistance and “Repolonization Courses,” to bring them back into the Polish fold.56 The PKN was also responsible for verifying an applicant’s “Polishness.” If the applicant passed, he or she would become a Polish citizen. In December 1945, the first hundred applicants registered as Warmians and Masurs officially obtained Polish citizenship.57 Later, the Warsaw central government criticized this procedure and demanded a more meticulous verification process. Standardized verification procedures for the indigenous population and uniform regulations for settling economic disputes between the indigenous and settler populations were not introduced until 1946. The problems would take years to resolve.

In June 1945 there were 45,964 fewer Germans. The decline was not only a result of German emigration, for the number of Warmians and Masurs had also increased magically from 9,527 to 58,287. A considerable number of these had doubtless been counted as Germans in June of the previous year. By early 1946, however, officials were anxious to hoard citizens for the Polish state. They had begun to realize that the region’s complicated ethnic composition meant that they must locate people who might be of Polish heritage and make them new citizens of Poland before they had a chance to leave. In 1946, the majority of the German population thus remained for the time being in East Prussia.58 Nonetheless, the policies regarding the indigenous population, which aimed at categorizing as many of them as possible as Poles, contributed only marginally to the settlement of the future province of Olsztyn. The greater portion by far was made up of settlers from within the former borders of Poland and from the parts of eastern Poland bordering on the Soviet Union.

The new society created during the course of the settlement process was anything but homogenous. The indigenous population treated the settlers from central Poland with as much mistrust as they treated the many remaining Germans. The eastern Poles felt cheated out of the property they had left behind. Also, owing to the lack of clarity in regard to ownership rights, for a long time they felt that their stay in the region was going to be only temporary. The Warmian and Masur population, which suffered discrimination at the hands of both the new Polish settlers and the lower levels of Polish bureaucracy, tended to register themselves as Germans and try to emigrate. Mistrust also continued between settlers from central Poland and those from eastern Poland. It would take years for the various groups to work out their differences.59

The central administration had not issued general instructions to treat the region’s problems. But it was precisely the lack of such general directives that made the region’s specific problems stand out, since as a result the official records often contained disarmingly honest assessments of the situation. Such candor appears less frequently in the records for the following year, since by then the object was to meet the ideologically inspired policy goals set by the central government in Warsaw. The assessments typically paint the picture of a society in a state of emergency, a situation that lasted long after war was over. Any number of indicators—the region’s public health situation, for example—underscore the abnormal situation in a region characterized by the ebb and flow of refugees and settlers. The symptoms of the state of emergency—hunger, sickness, legal limbo—could be found in a more or less acute form throughout the entire population. Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to say that injustice was doled out equally to all the groups that were forced to migrate. A comparative study of the causes of migration and of the administration’s changing perceptions in regard to different groups within the population could help put these historical processes into a larger context.
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The prominent Polish historian Andrzej Paczkowski recently attempted to sum up the history of the territories Poland acquired in 1945: “It was precisely there that one came into contact ... with Poles, who had endured centuries of German domination.”1 Paczkowski was repeating a Polish myth about the western territories, a myth that portrayed this borderland as an essentially Polish land that had had to endure the German “drive to the east” (Drang nach Osten) and several centuries of foreign occupation. Furthermore, this myth claimed that Polish identity remained unconquered, despite the efforts to Germanize the inhabitants of these regions. This myth was popularized by the National Democrats in Poland at the beginning of the twentieth century, and in 1945 it served as the ideological basis for Poland’s successful claim to the eastern territories of Germany.

Paczkowski’s viewpoint, which is still widespread in Poland, ignores the complexity of the history of the western territories. The Polish nationalist sees Upper Silesia solely from the perspective of Warsaw and therefore is unable to understand the local perspectives of the population. Moreover, this myth about the western territories—or, as they were called in 1945, the “recovered” territories—significantly affected the people of Upper Silesia between 1945 and 1950. Polish nationalism drove the policy of the “de-Germanization” (Odniemczanie) of Upper Silesia, its premise being that Germans and the German cultural heritage in the region had been imposed by German occupation, and that the proper approach was to expel the one and eradicate the other.

To understand properly Polish policies after 1945, it is necessary to describe the intricate nature of identities in Upper Silesia. Although historians have acknowledged that the national identities of the Poles and Germans living in the region were fully developed, they have largely ignored a third group—the Upper Silesians. As a result of the complicated history of the region, Upper Silesians developed multilayered identities and were able to shift between German and Polish identities depending on circumstances. Moreover, even those who claimed to be either German or Polish were never fully assimilated into their respective larger national communities and always preserved elements of their Upper Silesian regional identity.

The history of Upper Silesia (as well as Silesia2 itself) tells the story of a region that for centuries stood at the junction of numerous political, economic, and cultural trends. At various times, dynasties and states competed for control over these territories and endeavored to alter their borders. Precisely this understanding of Silesia informs the account of Father Emil Szramek in his classic paper entitled Silesia as a Sociological Problem. Szramek treats Upper Silesia “as crossroads created by geography.” By this he meant that “for centuries it has shared the fate of all intersections, namely that it was continually an obstacle in the paths of others and the site of various collisions.”3 The residents of this region experienced these dynamics repeatedly throughout Silesian history.

Sovereignty in Silesia changed hands several times, and many wars were fought over this region, which is rich in natural resources. In the early Middle Ages, Upper Silesia was the object of contention between Poland and the Bohemian crown. It was mostly ruled by Polish princes and kings of the Piast dynasty. After the fragmentation of Poland in the twelfth century and a brief period of independence for the Silesian principalities, the kingdom of Bohemia acquired Silesia in the 1330s. When the last Jagiellonian king in Bohemia died in 1526, Silesia, along with the rest of the lands of the Czech crown, came under the rule of the Habsburgs. In 1741 large portions of Silesia were occupied by Frederick II of Prussia and remained under Prussian rule for more than two hundred years.4 This period came to an end only at the Potsdam Conference in July—August 1945, when the Allies formally placed most of Silesia under Polish administration. This territorial change was confirmed by Poland and Germany in a border treaty signed in 1990.

Before the nineteenth century, the population of Upper Silesia seems to have participated little in the conflicts between the larger states surrounding it. In those years, national consciousness was reserved for only the upper strata of society, mostly noblemen or burghers. The distinction between people of Slavic and German origin was more or less recognized, but up until the nineteenth century religious divisions between Protestants and Catholics were far more salient. It was the nineteenth century that introduced the concepts of mass participation in politics and national self-determination. Industrialization and modernization in society began to change the consciousness of the residents of Upper Silesia. 5

Thus, in the mid-nineteenth century, Upper Silesians began to distinguish themselves as German or Polish. A substantial portion of the population began to consider themselves German, but a significant minority began to form a Polish national movement, with the assistance of Poles from Wielkopolska and Galicia. After World War I, Poles and Germans divided into hostile camps, and the so-called Silesian uprisings in 1920—19216 resulted in battles between the two nations for control over the region. The conflict was resolved by the partition of Upper Silesia in 1922, based on a plebiscite on national allegiance.7 Upper Silesia was divided into a northwestern part that stayed with Germany (the regency of Oppeln) and a southeastern part that was given to Poland (what became the autonomous Województwo Śląskie, or province of Silesia). The capitals of each of these regions were Oppeln (Opole) and Katowice (Kattowitz), respectively.

After the partition, Germany and Poland attempted to “cleanse” their shares of Upper Silesia.8 Governments and nationalist organizations did so in violation of the minority rights guaranteed in the Geneva Convention.9 Minorities on both sides of the border were oppressed; as a result, Poles migrated to Poland from the German part of Upper Silesia, and vice versa. Despite this migration, Opole Silesia remained ethnically mixed.

During World War II, the National Socialists implemented brutal policies to Germanize Opole Silesia. They forbade the use of the Polish language, including its Upper Silesian dialect. Names of towns, villages, and people were forcibly changed. Anyone who resisted was persecuted, and many were sent to concentration camps. A similar set of policies was pursued in the formerly Polish parts of Upper Silesia after their annexation in 1939. In the so-called Volksliste (national list), Upper Silesians were classified according to the degree of their Germanness.

After World War II, Poland was given both the formerly German and Polish parts of Upper Silesia. The postwar province of Silesia (Województwo Ślask-Dąbrowski, at this time commonly called Województwo Śląskie), consisted of the region of Upper Silesia, the eastern part of the region around Katowice (which had been Polish before 1939), and the formerly German region near Oppeln. The appendix “Dąbrowa” was derived from the region outside historical Upper Silesia known as the Dąbrowski industrial basin, which was united with these two regions in 1945. Thus the province known as Śląsk-Dąbrowa included the formerly German part of Upper Silesia, the Polish part, and the Dąbrowa region. The incorporation of the Dąbrów Valley into the prewar province of Silesia by the Polish government upheld the Nazi German administrative divisions of 1939.10

The province of Śląsk-Dąbrowski created after World War II, then, comprised three subregions that varied in history, national composition, and administrative background. The residents of prewar Opole Silesia (sometimes referred to as German Upper Silesia, or the Opole Regency) were very different from the inhabitants of the Dąbrowa. Although the Opole Silesians were considered Poles by the postwar government of Poland, most of them did not speak Polish, and their knowledge of the closely related local Silesian dialect was fragmentary. By contrast, most Upper Silesians who inhabited the Katowice region spoke Polish or the regional dialect. The inhabitants of the Dąbrowa region spoke Polish. This obviously was very important for the relations of the three major groups within the region—Germans, Poles, and Upper Silesians. Moreover, the residents of these three subregions often had radically different historical experiences, value systems, and behavioral patterns. Hence, a Pole from Upper Silesia could be, and was in many cases, very different from a Pole from the Dąbrowa.

When Germany lost its eastern territories to Poland in 1945, the roles were reversed. Now it was the Polish state that pursued a policy of national assimilation in both parts of Upper Silesia. The government made the decision to segregate the Polish population from the German population. The population defined as German was to be expelled, and Upper Silesians who had some Polish inclination, albeit a strong regional consciousness, were to be fully assimilated into the Polish nation.11 Two policies were continuously implemented between 1945 and 1949 to achieve this end. In the “verification process” (weryfikacja), German citizens of the former Oppeln regency were recognized as ethnic Poles;12 in the “rehabilitation process” (rehabilitacja), residents of the prewar Polish province of Silesia, who had acquired German citizenship via the Volksliste, were similarly defined.13 Verification and rehabilitation aimed at nationally segregating the region’s residents into Germans and Poles. The precise goal of rehabilitation was considered to be the correction of the “errors” committed by the National Socialists in the Volksliste.14

In general, these Polish policies are subsumed under the comprehensive approach toward Upper Silesia known as “re-Polonization.” It was based upon the premise that the Upper Silesians had always been Polish and that German occupation had introduced Germans and German culture into the region—re—Polonization was thus meant to restore what was considered the historical and “proper” Upper Silesian culture. Two processes were meant to assist this policy: first, the introduction of Polish migrants from other regions of Poland, and second, the education of Upper Silesians in Polish culture.

The ethnic composition of the province of Silesia was profoundly transformed by the immigrants who entered the region, immigrants who could be distinguished by their place of origin. A large number of forced migrants from the former eastern territories of Poland came to Silesia in 1945—1946. They were generally poor, and their attitudes toward resettlement were shaped by the fact that they had nowhere else to go. The settlers from central Poland, on the other hand, had been lured to the western territories by nationalist and economic propaganda. They were often refugees from poverty, and they sought easily acquired wealth, even through semilegal methods. Moreover, some of them were convinced that they were serving the fatherland when they migrated to Opole Silesia. They partially believed in the propaganda that called Silesia and other regions to the west of prewar Poland “Piast lands that had been Polish since the beginning of time.” In general, the myth of the “recovered lands” (Ziemie Odzyskanie) was invented by the nationalist camp and co-opted by the Communists. It played an essential role in the territorial consciousness of the new settlers.15

Re-Polonization policies included a wide range of efforts, some of which were meant to change the structure of the region permanently, and some of which were designed as temporary measures to assist in combatting anti-Polish ideas. An example of a long-term policy was the restructuring of grammar and high schools in Upper Silesia to introduce Polish language, culture, and history. While awaiting the accomplishment of this rather difficult task, Polish authorities organized so-called re-Polonization courses for the region, which provided Polish-language instruction and an introduction to the fundamentals of Polish culture. Excursions to central Poland were organized, and Polish youth organizations made trips to the province of Silesia. The government also flooded the region with Polish-language books, catechisms, and other publications.

Authorities soon realized, however, that before re-Polonization could have any real effect, they needed to accomplish the full de-Germanization of Upper Silesia. The authorities used the terms “re-Polonization” and “de-Germanization” broadly, flexibly, and interchangeably. They insisted only on one thing: All measures had to serve the top priority of creating a homogenous nation-state. As has been mentioned, de-Germanization was to occur in two steps. First, the Germans living in Upper Silesia had to be expelled; second, all traces of German culture in the region had to be eradicated. The process was also termed “social integration”—a term that symbolized the merger of nationalism and socialism in postwar Poland.

The de-Germanization policy and the harsh nature of its implementation were based upon the conviction that no cooperation between Germany and Poland was possible. The horrible experiences of the war remained fresh in the minds of the population. The influence of nationalist ideas in Polish society had greatly increased between 1939 and 1945, affecting the general attitude toward the German population. At a meeting with rural administrators (starostas) traveling to Opole Silesia to set up Polish administrative structures, Aleksandr Zawadzki declared:


We who have endured the horrors of Hitler’s terror in our country and the treachery of Auschwitz and Treblinka hereby state with absolute determination that we will not pursue any cooperation whatsoever with Germany, neither at the present time nor at any time in the future. An insurmountable abyss has arisen between the Polish and German nations and there will be no talk of cooperation or attempts to cohabit with Germans at the present nor in the future.16


Jerzy Ziętek, the acting provincial governor, presented his vision for the German population in the eastern territories of Germany (which at this time still were a part of Germany) at a meeting of the superintendents (wójt) of the townships (gmina) in Katowice County on 10 February 1945:


We will deal with the German population inhabiting these lands, which have been Polish since before the beginning of time, just as the Germans taught us. [They will get] 20 kilograms of baggage and 5 minutes [to leave]. In any case, we have work for them to do, and forests to clear—the most appropriate tasks for the Herrenvolk.17


The Polish army, the Security Office (Urząd Bespieceństwa, UB), and the civil administration implemented Zietek’s ideas with particular intensity in the period before the Allies concluded the Potsdam agreement in July-August 1945. As many Germans as possible were immediately expelled to Germany; the remaining Germans were used as forced labor. Before the Potsdam agreement, the lack of certainty regarding the transfer of these territories to Poland encouraged the Polish authorities to create a fait accompli. 18 However, logistical difficulties, especially a lack of means of transportation, made it impossible to expel the whole German population. Sundry attempts were made to solve these problems. In July 1945, the provincial administration ordered that the remaining German population (no serious attempts were initially made to determine what it meant to be Polish) were to be sent to work camps or other places of isolation, such as barracks in rural areas or special closed districts (sometimes referred to as German “ghettos”).19 This ordinance was accompanied by decisions gradually prohibiting the German population from inhabiting successive areas of the province. That prohibition was applied to the area of the prewar Polish province of Silesia in July 1945.20 Similar decisions concerning the industrial cities of the previously German Opole Silesia (Bytom, Gliwice, Zabrze) were implemented in September.21

Supervisory staffs (Sztaby Kierownicze) were created to carry out the actions deemed necessary to purge the territory of Germans. The members of these staffs included not only representatives of the army, the civil administration, and the repressive apparatus—including the police (Milicja Obywatelska ) and the Security Office—but also civic and nongovernmental organizations, such as the Polish Western Union (Polski Związek Zachodni, or PZZ) and former members of the Association of Poles in Germany (Zwiątzek Polakow w Niemczech, or ZPwN).22 The administration and the civil police were supposed to organize “assembly points” (punkty etapowe) for Germans expelled from the easternmost counties. These assembly points were designed to allow refugees in transit to stop for a time.23 Individual starostas were also supposed to make sure that the people awaiting transportation were outfited with dishes, eating utensils, and food,24 a task they seldom performed because of the prevailing conditions. Numerous families managed to avoid the discomfort associated with this type of transportation by opting to leave of their own accord, after receiving permission from the authorities. Such an option was not available to those Germans “whose work we still need in factories and on farms.”25

The ambiguity in this and a series of other ordinances concerning the German population provided extensive opportunities for abuse. For example, on 21 June 1945, a convoy with approximately three hundred people, most of them women and children, went from Bielsko to Cieszyn. During the journey the police escorting the convoy killed twenty-three people. The people under escort later testified to the Security Office that “they were beaten and threatened during the journey, told that they were all going to be killed anyway, [and] they would be made into soap. All of their personal property was taken from them, even pacifiers were taken away from children, and their shoes were removed from their feet.”26

In 1945, the provincial authorities attempted to conceal the nature of the anti-German campaign from foreign opinion and from the upper levels of the central government. On 26—27 September 1945, a representative of the British embassy surveyed Opole Silesia, including the town of Kozle. Franciszek Ciupka, who was the starosta at that time in Koźle, informed him that “for the most part Germans themselves are currently attempting to move to pure German lands; other Germans are given the opportunity to take their private belongings and they are given enough time to pack their things and proceed to the transport.”27 The starosta did not mention, however, that early in the morning on 2 July 1945, the German population in Koźle had been brutally forced to leave the town. Furthermore, some of them had been sent to neighboring work camps. The representatives of the local branch of the Security Office and the civil police had used the opportunity to loot German apartments and to rob forced migrants. Such courtesies were also extended to Polish expellees who passed through the train station in Koźle.

In late 1945 the treatment of the Germans in the western territories provoked the Ministry of Public Administration to send a letter to all its subordinate provincial offices. The ministry criticized the methods used to resettle Germans as “Nazi” and demanded they be discontinued. However, the German population was still to be identified and transported to closed districts. A handwritten comment (probably written by Zawadzki) on the letter called on the military to require the Germans to wear white armbands.28 A series of additional restrictions accompanied the efforts to remove the German population. One order forced the German population to work and to contribute 25 percent of their earnings and other benefits to the Fund for the Victims of Hitler’s Terrorism.29 Germans were also subject to marital restrictions, even if they wished to marry other Germans.30 These repressions remained in force until 1946, when most camps were closed. Thereafter the German population was “transferred” in a more proper fashion.

One way for a German to avoid being expelled or sent to a work camp was to submit to verification or rehabilitation. If the applicant was successful, he or she could apply for Polish citizenship. However, the legal confirmation of “Polishness” did not always mean that one was treated like a Pole. Upper Silesians who had been verified or rehabilitated continued to be discriminated against. Over the centuries under German rule, many ethnically Polish Upper Silesians had been strongly influenced by German culture. Since the Nazis had forbidden the usage of Polish and its Upper Silesian dialect, many Upper Silesians, especially the younger generation, spoke only German, even if they were of Polish/Slavic descent.

It was precisely this German influence on Upper Silesia that was attacked in the second part of the de-Germanization campaign. In 1945, the Polish government insisted that the Germans were responsible for the pervasive presence of the German language in the region. In 1946, by contrast, the government decided that some of the Upper Silesians who spoke German might actually be Poles. After initial doubts about how to fight this trend, the government decided to fine people who spoke German as “nationalist provocateurs.” The Polish government prohibited the use and teaching of the German language in any form in the territory of Upper Silesia. A German speaker was commonly regarded as an enemy of Poland. Sanctions included revocation of Polish citizenship certificates, property confiscation, and incarceration.31

De-Germanization did not stop with the persecution of those who spoke the language. All German street signs and inscriptions were gradually removed during the early months of 1945. This started in the area around Katowice, which had been Polish before 1939. The infamous Ordinance 88, issued by the governor of Silesia on 18 June 1945, meant that Opole Silesia was soon to be similarly de-Germanized.32 One order required the Polonization of the names of all streets, squares, and neighborhoods by 15 July 1945; another regulation stipulated the removal of all German inscriptions “from homes, shops, commercial space” and the eradication of all other types of German billboards and announcements. Zawadzki also ordered all “German writing on churches, parochial buildings, and cemeteries” to be erased.33

Finally, the government developed comprehensive plans to confiscate all German books and pressure individuals to change their first and last names to Polish equivalents. For example, Georg became Jerzy and Adalbert became Wojciech. The full implementation of this program was delayed only by lack of coordination and by the appearance of numerous urgent political issues such as the referendum of 30 June 1946 and the elections of January 1947. Complete de-Germanization could obviously not be achieved in such a short period of time. Hence, the provincial authorities concentrated on the matter they perceived as the highest priority: the expulsion of the Germans and their replacement with Polish settlers.

The final action plan against “Germanness” was implemented in 1946 and the first half of 1947, when most Germans had already been expelled. On 19 August 1947, Zawadzki issued two general circulars.34 The first, addressed to nearly forty social and political organizations, urged them to act resolutely in the struggle against the “return of Germanness.” Active members of the organizations were encouraged to combat the following residual manifestations of German culture: the use of the German language in private or public life; correspondence with relatives and acquaintances in Germany; reading German books and writing diaries in German; caring for German graves; tolerating the presence of German inscriptions in public places or in private homes on pictures, ornaments, or dishware; and providing assistance to German prisoners of war. Hence, national persecution was carried into the private lives of individuals and families.

Zawadzki also ordered the continuous unmasking of members of German youth organizations and, as noted, the forcible Polonization of first and last names. He recommended that all open displays of “Germanness” should be reported to starostas, who were to decide the appropriate punishment. A letter by Zawadzki to the starostas and city mayors enumerated a wide range of possible punishments, including reprimands, relocation to a different domicile, loss of employment, loss of civil rights, loss of businesses and economic rights, steep fines, and incarceration in a special work camp in Gliwice. The system of penalties for using the German language and for other manifestations of Germanness was based on article 18 of the 1932 Law on Misdemeanors: “Whosoever ostentatiously exhibits animosity against or neglect toward the Polish State or government institutions in a public place shall be subject to up to two weeks in prison or a fine of up to 500 Złoty, if a more austere penalty has not been foreseen for the deed.”35 The maximum fine was later increased to thirty thousand złotys (the equivalent of several months’ average salary). Punished individuals sometimes appealed to the courts. Judicial authorities did indeed object when sanctions were imposed for using the German language in nonpublic locations and in private homes. Nevertheless, when faced with pressure from the administrative authorities, the courts often relented. In this manner, insistence on an ethnically pure nation-state helped destroy the remnants of a democratic system in postwar Poland.

These wide-ranging campaigns quickly spawned institutional structures. In October 1947, special civilian control committees (Obywatelskie Komisje Kontrolne)36 were created to conduct campaigns in individual communities. Their tasks boiled down to the eradication of all German inscriptions on buildings, in cemeteries, on roadside crosses and small chapels, in shops and public spaces, and to the inspection of private dwellings to examine household items including ashtrays and dishes. In the spring of 1948, county coordination committees37 were established at a higher level. They were to oversee the work performed by civil control committees, exercise supervision over the changes in first and last names, and issue opinions in matters related to verification. These committees were also to “purge the territory of German books.” A provincial control committee was also established, headed by Zawadzki himself. The entire campaign was to be completed by 22 July 1948. On this day, the Communists celebrated the anniversary of the manifesto of the Polish National Liberation Committee (Polski Komitet Wyzwolenia Narodowego ), which had given birth to Communist Poland. Both the civil and the county control committees continued to exist thereafter, but their activity gradually decreased, and the state apparatus took over their tasks.

The need to continue the campaign against “Germanness” stemmed from a variety of reasons. First and foremost, full social integration was not achieved as planned by the authorities. A series of factors led to the actual failure of this concept and of its implementation. Although German inscriptions were eradicated to a very large extent, and though the German language could be heard only sporadically on the streets, a series of spectacular occurrences confirmed the worst fears expressed by Zawadzki in 1947 that “Germanism” had gone underground. Numerous families with relatives who had been expelled to Germany were corresponding with them in German. People were also demanding to be allowed to travel abroad, and they frequently listened to German-language radio stations.

In the long run, the harsh nature of the actions taken by Polish authorities contributed to rising pro-German sentiments among the remaining Upper Silesian population. Paradoxically, sympathy for Germany and German culture increased among people who did not speak German at home and did not have close cultural ties with Germany.

To this day, the attempt to resolve the German question in the territories incorporated into Poland after World War II generates heated dispute and controversy. These events continue to weigh heavily on Polish-German relations. In addition, emotions within Upper Silesia still run high over these matters. This underscores the necessity of continued research and discussion. It also demands caution in formulating hypotheses, and clarity in defining the conceptual implications of terminology.
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Gathering Poles into Poland: Forced Migration from Poland’s Former Eastern Territories
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Although the last barriers to archival research in Poland were eliminated almost a decade ago, our knowledge regarding the expulsion of Poles from the former eastern territories of Poland is still minimal. The most important publications were written before 1989,1 but this material can serve only as a statistical database, because it is limited by its mostly arithmetical approach and its considerable political bias.2 Because of censorship and lack of expertise in the methods of “social research,” Eastern European historians during the Communist period rarely addressed political and social issues. Since then, almost no research on the topic has appeared in Poland or outside of the country.3 This is an almost embarrassing fact, since the Archiwum Akt Nowych in Warsaw contains a number of sources regarding the forced migration of Poles, and most of these sources were accessible even before 1989. This essay is based on these sources, as well as on materials available in other archives in Poland.4

The fate of the “Zabużanie” (people from behind the Bug River, as the Poles called the inhabitants of the former eastern territories of Poland) can only be understood in the context of general forced migration in the postwar period. The expulsion of Poles from their former eastern territories is only one part of the story that encompasses the expulsion of Ukrainians, Belorussians, and Lithuanians from the former eastern territories of Poland,5 and the expulsion of Germans from the western territories of Poland.

But the postwar forced migration from Soviet territory also has to be understood from the perspective provided by the history of the region. The eastern border of Poland, agreed upon in 1921 and finally demarcated in 1922, left significant minority populations within the boundaries of the Second Republic of Poland. It is impossible to give exact data on these minorities, because Polish authorities deliberately minimized their size, and because criteria used to determine nationality were unclear. The census taken in 1931 seems to have been most accurate, although the results must be treated with some skepticism. According to this census, 68.9 percent, or 21,993,000 out of 31,916,000 citizens of Poland were ethnic Poles. In the eastern provinces of prewar Poland, located east of the Bug and the San rivers (the provinces of Wilno, Nowogródek, Polesie, Wołyń, Lwów, Tarnopol, and Stanisławów), Poles constituted only 38 percent of the population, while in the center of Poland (Warsaw, Łódź, Kraków, and Lublin) they constituted over 85 percent.

The largest minority group comprised the 4,442,000 Ukrainians (13.9 percent of the total number of inhabitants). In the province of Lwów, the Ukrainians constituted 34.1 percent of the population; in Stanisławów they were 71.9 percent; in Wołyń they were 68.4 percent; and in Tarnopol they were 45.5 percent. The Ukrainians lived mostly in rural areas; 90 percent of them worked on farms. The towns in the east were predominantly inhabited by Poles and Jews. For example, Lwów (L’viv) was only 11.2 percent Ukrainian. The Jews were the second-largest community, amounting to 2,733,000 people, or 8.6 percent of the population. In eastern Galicia they constituted 25.4 percent of the population, and in the entire eastern territories they were 16.5 percent of the population. It is more difficult to determine the exact number of Belorussians who lived in Poland, because their national consciousness was less developed than that of the Ukrainians. According to the 1931 census, there were 990,000 Belorussians in Poland, which amounted to 3.1 percent of all inhabitants. These statistical figures are, however, incomplete. Janusz Żarnowski gives an estimate of approximately 1,365,000 (4.3 percent) Belorussians, while Zbigniew Landau and Jerzy Tomaszewski counted 1,950,000 (6 percent). The latter decided that the local people (the “tutejszy,” who did not have a determined national identity and refused to declare either Polish or Belorussian nationality) were in fact Belorussians. In the province of Nowogródek, the Belorussians constituted approximately 39 percent of the population, in the province of Wilno 23 percent, in the province of Bialystok 16 percent, and in the province of Polesie between 43 percent and 58 percent (depending whether the “tutejszy” in this province were counted as Belorussians or as a separate category). The Lithuanians were a comparatively small group (approximately eighty thousand, according to the official sources, which again seems to be an underestimate), but they had a rather strong sense of their national identity. Lithuanians constituted 2 percent of the population of Wilno (66,800 people), and there were thirteen thousand Lithuanians in Bialystok and twenty-five hundred in Nowogródek.

The large percentage of national minorities in eastern Poland was considered to be a politically destabilizing factor. In the 1930s, the tensions between Poland and its Ukrainian minority were especially severe. The Wilno/Vilnius region became the center of conflict. According to the so-called Suwalki Agreement between Poland and Lithuania of 7 November 1920, Wilno was allotted to Lithuania. Two days later it was seized by rebellious Polish troops under the command of General Lucjan Zeligowski, and in 1922 it merged with the Republic of Poland. The issue of Wilno delayed the establishment of diplomatic relationships with Lithuania until 1938. According to the interwar Lithuanian constitution, Vilnius (Wilno) was the capital city of the country, even though it was located on Polish territory.

When World War II broke out, approximately 11,600,000 Polish citizens, including approximately four million Poles and one million Jews, lived in the eastern territories of Poland. The Soviet authorities annexed the eastern half of Poland in 1939 and subjected the population to repressive measures, such as imprisonment, deportation to Siberia or Central Asia, and conscription into the Red Army. When the German army occupied these territories in June 1941, it instituted a brutal campaign of expulsion and extermination. The Jewish community was exterminated, and Poles were threatened by both the Nazi terror and the Ukrainian guerrillas. In 1942 Ukrainian nationalists began their campaign of ethnic “purification” in Volhynia (Wołyń) and eastern Galicia, a campaign that reached its peak in 1943—1944. An unknown number of people fell victim to it, and approximately three hundred thousand fled to the Polish General Governorship. When the Red Army occupied (or “liberated”) the prewar eastern territories of Poland in 1944, it again began to subject Poles to deportation to Siberia and Central Asia and conscription into the Red Army and the Polish army.

In the second half of 1944, the combined number of Jews and Poles in the eastern territories of Poland had shrunk to about half of its size in August 1939, and it remained at approximately 2.5 million. As a result of arrangements made by the Allies in Teheran and Yalta, Jews and Poles now also lived outside the newly created territory of Poland.6 Moreover, the new Polish borders included previously German territories, which added a substantial German minority to the postwar Polish state. While the pro-Soviet Polish Committee of National Liberation (PKWN) and the emigration government in London (recognized by the Western powers until June 1945) had different opinions about the shape of the new borders, everyone agreed that postwar Poland was to be a single nation-state. This obviously entailed the forced migration of millions of people, including Germans from western Poland and Poles from the former eastern Polish territories.

To carry out “evacuation” and “repatriation,” as the forced migration of Poles and Germans was called then, the PKWN and the Ukrainian and Belorussian Soviet Socialist Republics (9 September 1944) and the Lithuanian Soviet Republic (22 September 1944) concluded agreements on the “mutual evacuation of citizens.”7 This meant that Poles and Jews had “the right” to leave the three Soviet republics for Poland, and that Ukrainians, Belorussians, and Lithuanians could migrate to the Soviet Union. The agreements emphasized that the “evacuation” was to be voluntary.8 The agreements were mostly devoted to organizational matters. At least on paper, the evacuees had the right to choose their new places of residence and to receive compensation for property they left behind. Each family was allowed to take a maximum of two tons of luggage, clothes, footwear, food, household equipment, and livestock. Professionals (doctors, artists, and scientists) were permitted to take tools necessary to practice their professions. The evacuees were exempt from all taxes, obligatory deliveries, etc. However, many things were left unclear, including, most importantly, the criteria for determining Polish or Polish-Jewish nationality.

The above agreements had unrealistic deadlines. It was assumed that the evacuees would be registered from 1 October to 31 December 1944, and that the forced migration would take place between 1 December 1944 and 1 April 1945. These deadlines had to be extended several times, and the expulsion of Poles did not end until June 1946. The agreements concluded in September 1944 applied only to Poles who at that time resided in the western republics of the USSR, and not to those who had been deported to Siberia or Kazakhstan. A subsequent repatriation agreement on 6 July 1945 included in the Polish category Poles who were currently Soviet citizens but had been Polish citizens before 1 September 1939.

The forced migrations of Germans and Poles were contingent upon each other: The former had to vacate the land for the latter.9 Therefore, the first wave of incoming Polish migrants arriving at the end of 1944 and in the beginning of 1945 was comparatively small. Expulsions from the former eastern territories of Poland increased in number in the spring, and even more in the summer and autumn of 1945, when the weather conditions were better and the western territories were open for new settlement. This increased influx of Poles, in turn, stimulated the expulsion of Germans.

In 1944, the “evacuation” involved only Poles from the Ukrainian Soviet Republic (117,212 persons). In 1945 the expulsions swelled to include 511,877 Poles from Ukraine alone, in addition to the 135,654 Poles expelled from the Belorussian Soviet Republic, 73,042 from the Lithuanian Soviet Republic, and 22,058 from Siberia and Central Asia. In 1946 the migrations shrank again to 158,435 people from the Ukrainian Soviet Republic, 136,419 from the Belorussian Soviet Republic, 123,443 from the Lithuanian Soviet Republic, and 221,717 from other territories of the Soviet Union. The evacuation from Lithuania, Belorussia, and Ukraine practically ended in mid-1946. In the two subsequent years, only 2,911 persons were “repatriated” from the former eastern territories and 15,275 from Siberia and Central Asia. In 1944—1948, a total of 1,517,983 previous Polish citizens were “officially” moved.10 The Polish Annual Statistical Report of 1949 contained a category for forced migrants who had unofficially migrated to Poland. According to this report, 22,815 came to Poland on their own. The more realistic calculations of the emigration National Unification Executive estimated their number at about two hundred thousand persons.11 These people, as well as those eastern Poles who returned from forced labor in Germany, have to be added to the officially registered “repatriates.”

There were several reasons why the number of forced migrants, especially from Siberia and Central Asia, was surprisingly small. The most important reason was that only people who were Polish citizens prior to September 1939 were “repatriated.” The territory of the Soviet Union was huge, there were transportation difficulties, and Soviet authorities were uncooperative. Many Poles had been subject to the process of “passporti-zation,” in which they had been forced to accept Soviet citizenship. Theoretically, this did not impede their “repatriation,” but in practice, Soviet citizens had to comply with Soviet laws, which made travel abroad very difficult. Soviet citizens of Polish descent living outside of the Ukrainian, Belorussian, or Lithuanian republics lived in republics that had not concluded any agreements with the PKWN.12

Many Poles also initially wanted to remain in their homelands because of deep emotional and traditional attachments. They stayed behind, hoping that eventually there would be further border changes at a future peace conference or that the Lublin and London governments would reach an agreement. The Polish writer and journalist Edmund Osmańczyk noticed similar attitudes among Germans when he traveled from Berlin to the East in May 1945: “I have come across many German families from the Oder and Poznań regions who are intending to come back to their ‘Heimat’ and say: if we work, the Poles will leave us alone!”13

Some Poles, particularly the intelligentsia, were committed to fighting Russification of the eastern territories. A report from Sambor, written on 19 November 1944, expressed this sentiment:


Nothing new. They wear the people down with work and scare them with displacements. People enroll themselves in panic. Fools! They think they will be better off leaving the Soviet Ukraine for Soviet Poland. . . . To voluntarily renounce the homeland of our forefathers! A good Pole would not do it, so let the bastards go and break their necks. We need no traitors who, by signing the list, certify that Polish land is now part of Soviet Ukraine. Sambor registered 2,000 people and was stigmatized, it became the worst backwater town in the eastern territories. Lwów registered 160 persons. And our Sambor?14


In the summer of 1945 Stanislaw Grabski, who supervised repatriation on behalf of the Presidium of the National Council, reported that “many friends from Lwów” were against coming to Poland and thought “that the presence of Poles in the lands annexed by the Russians should make it possible to maintain the national character of these territories and to prevent their complete Russification . . . before new circumstances result in their re-incorporation into Poland.”15 However, these ideals were often defeated by common sense. “A somewhat more precise analysis of the situation made those people think that it was impossible to accomplish the project, and now they are preparing to leave the country with the other Poles.”16

The propaganda of the PKWN and the Interim Government played a considerable role in convincing Polish communities in the former eastern territories to leave. In March 1945 the Wilno chief plenipotentiary for evacuation achieved an almost 100 percent registration of Poles in Wilno. In his words, “I used all events for that purpose: discussion evenings held for the intelligentsia in the offices of the Chief Plenipotentiary, public outings, discussions held by the ZPP [Union of Polish Patriots], the press, etc.”17 For the predominantly rural Polish communities in Belorussia or Lithuania, the Polish authorities were a symbol of hope. Years after the event, an expellee from eastern Galicia remembered that when he read that


the Interim Polish Government will take us[,] . . . we kissed the newspaper, as we had already asked the Polish delegate to take us with him, so that we could eat once a day, sleep well at night, and feel no fear of Bandera guerrillas attacking and murdering us. The Government of the People’s Republic of Poland took care of us and remembered us.18


Polish institutions could only go so far in encouraging people to move. Most Poles departed of their own accord, as a result of fear or pressure to leave. The displacements were not as voluntary as they had been designed to be in the agreements of Autumn 1944. Pressure played a considerable role in the “evacuation” of Ukrainians from Poland, and of Poles from Ukraine, Belorussia, or Lithuania. At times, terror was directly applied, as in the case of the anti-Polish activities of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (Ukrajinska Powstanska Armija), sometimes with the tacit agreement of the Soviet authorities. There were also the very real threats of imprisonment, deportation to Central Asia or Siberia, professional or educational discrimination, and compulsory Ukrainization or Lithuanization. Sometimes, Poles simply were thrown out of their apartments or did not receive their food stamps. A reporter from Lwów wrote on 11 November 1944, “Jews and Poles are pressured to leave as soon as possible. At our university, there are attempts to make Polish professors and docents redundant.” 19 Similarly, a letter mailed in Luck in Volhynia in November 1944 expresses the conditions as perceived by many:


Zosia, you do not even realize what registration is, what kind of pressure there is involved, some people line for a few days. . . . The reason for this congestion is you know what. Look, the Commission registers Poles to send them behind the Bug, and the administrators hand out cards to send people to the Donbas [a coal-mining region in eastern Ukraine].20


The Poles living east of the San and Bug had fewer illusions. It seems that many of them realized relatively quickly, as early as in 1945, that the border changes were final and irrevocable. They had experienced the communal violence and repeated border changes in the years 1918—1920 and 1939—1944. Recalling the deportations between 1939 and 1941, people were afraid that the Soviets would victimize them again.21 They also feared that the registration for displacement would be suddenly halted, or that the statutory deadline of 1 April 1945 would not be extended. Contemporary letters suggest that some of these people had made their decision to leave as early as in August 1944: “Today I picked a newspaper and read about the displacement of Poles and Ukrainians. If you are called to register, then do not bide your time, agree to leave for Poland immediately.”22

Irrespective of arrangements made in September 1944, authorities in each republic treated the urban and rural populations differently. Because officials wished to rid the towns of their more educated inhabitants, the displacement of the rural population was often postponed and occasionally even sabotaged (in particular in the Lithuanian and Belorussian Soviet Republics). This was due in part to nationalism, since the larger cities in the former eastern territories were contested symbols between the Poles, Ukrainians, Belorussians, and Lithuanians. There was a rush to make the cities nationally homogenous. Hence, the Lithuanization of Wilno began as early as the fall of 193923 (before the war, only 2 percent of the population of Wilno had been Lithuanian) and was hastily concluded in the first months of 1945. In Wilno, the registration of evacuees commenced on 28 December 1944, and was finished in March 1945, whereas in the smaller towns surrounding Wilno registration was completed as late as February 1945 or never took place at all.24

Often registration in rural regions was limited, especially where the national consciousness of the population seemed undeveloped. It is worth quoting a report by Aleksandr Janczukowicz, an inspector of the General Plenipotentiary for Evacuation in the Belorussian Soviet Republic:


Often, a Pole could not prove that he was Polish to a Russian representative because he did not have documents that the local authorities considered satisfactory. . . . Types of documents that entitled their holder to be repatriated were never specified, and the so-called mixed committees deprived many Poles of the possibility of repatriation. This aggravated the rural population, especially those who did not have identity cards issued when these territories were Polish. Thousands of village families could not get registered and many of the registered were deprived of their right to repatriate. . . . There were times when peasants were not allowed to register before they had sown the crops. After they had done so on 1 May, the registration was discontinued. There were no railway carriages for those who managed to get registered, so all of them had to wait and wait. The urban population and those who were looking for easy money could find the means to leave soon.25


There were other reasons why villagers were often held back while town dwellers were either allowed or forced to leave.26 The inhabitants of towns lived closer to sources of information, registration points, Polish evacuation institutions, and means of transportation. They were also more mobile than peasants, who wanted to take their livestock and equipment with them. The rural population expelled from Ukraine or Belorussia reported the worst conditions in transit to Poland. There were fewer negative reports by evacuees from the Lithuanian Soviet Republic, who were 44 percent town dwellers.

Registration was also difficult for Poles who had received Soviet citizenship. Lithuania additionally put up hurdles against Poles who had served in Lithuanian military units and against those who had accepted Lithuanian citizenship during the German occupation to avoid harassment by the Germans. 27 The Lithuanians also refused to let go of Poles who had inhabited the territory of prewar Lithuania and who had never been Polish citizens. In some cases the Polish-Lithuanian conflicts over repatriation were so severe that they could not be solved in bilateral negotiations.

Even when those to be repatriated were registered, however, their hardships had merely begun. Getting Poles into Poland proved an extraordinarily difficult and painful task. In the beginning of September 1945, Stanisław Grabski stated in a report submitted to the Presidium of the Council of the Homeland (KRN) that Poles were refraining from registration for “evacuation” because “the fate awaiting the evacuees in Poland was uncertain and the conditions of transportation were awful.”28 Many times, coordination between officials failed, and people were forced to wait until trains arrived. Grabski reported:


The Plenipotentiary was notified that a train departed on a given day and that he was supposed to get one thousand registered persons to the station. The repatriates assembled for that purpose on open-air platforms. As a rule, they waited for the train for 10 to 15 days, unable to cook food, unable to find shelter from rain or wind, and exposed to robbery at night. They could not go back to their homes because they had sold their flats and furniture.29


The difficult conditions and lack of coordination provided many opportunities for corruption.30 Passengers often had to pay bribes to get on trains and to get trains to depart from each station, especially at the border.31 The transportation problems were caused by bad organization, the destruction of railroad tracks, and wartime priorities. In May 1945 Marshal Georgii Zhukov, commanding the Soviet Zone of Occupation in Germany, ordered that all train cars be vacated and sent west. This might well have been the reason why “a convoy of evacuees from Vilnius heading for Toruń was literally thrown from their train,” as was reported on 15 May 1945.32

The journeys of the expellees, which often took several weeks, proved lethal for many of the Poles. Although the number of transports decreased during the hard winter of 1945—1946, the Soviets kept sending trains to the West. The authorities wanted to meet the deadlines for the “evacuation” and to save the people from the increasing terror of nationalistic Ukrainian units in Volhynia. A total of 201,330 people were evacuated in the last quarter of 1945, and 144,703 in the first quarter of 1946.33 The weather conditions, combined with organizational inefficiency, had tragic consequences. The Health Department of the Province of Rzeszów reported to the Ministry of Health at the end of October 1945:


1) Within the borders of our province, there are 16 convoy trains with evacuees from the east and the south that have been stuck for 2—3 weeks in different stations without hope of continuing their journey. The general number of evacuees in the said transports is 10,000 people. The carriages (open platform cars!) are also homes for the livestock the evacuees were allowed to take with them. There are approximately 3000 animals. 2) The food received by the evacuees is scant. What the PUR [State Office for Repatriation (Państwowy Urząd Repatriacyjny)] and the Polish Red Cross can give them is much less than 1000 calories per person per day! The cattle have no fodder! ... People are on their last legs and beg to be killed because they cannot live in such conditions. A great number of them have broken down. Their health is in miserable condition. People die without proper medical care.34


Another convoy containing 961 people traveled the 250 kilometers from Buczacz to Rzeszów between 19 November and 10 December 1945, in twenty-one days. In the time that the train remained at the border, four people froze to death. The report does not mention the sick or other casualties.35 We do not know—and most probably will never know—the entirety of the losses suffered by forced migrants.

The evacuation treaties allowed each family to take two tons of luggage. This was vastly more than the amount of goods that an average German evacuee family was allowed to take with them. Władysław Wolski, the plenipotentiary for the evacuation, boasted to the Italian ambassador that by 1 November 1945, Polish expellees took twenty-nine thousand horses, seventy-five thousand cows, twenty thousand pigs, thirty-five thousand sheep, four thousand tractors and harvesters, 760 sowing machines, twenty-six thousand items of “miscellaneous agricultural equipment,” and 176,400 tons of various goods with them.36 Although this might have sounded impressive, it meant that only every eighth forced migrant could take a cow with him, even though many of them were farmers.

The decisions of local authorities, local informal arrangements, and local conditions mattered more than international agreements. Administrations in the individual republics or regions interpreted the provisions of agreements to the detriment of forced migrants. The Lithuanians treated all household goods (such as mattresses, for example) as furniture and banned their export. The police confiscated furniture from those who attempted to take it with them.37 A Polish woman complained bitterly about this in a letter to her husband, who was serving in the Polish army: “You can’t tell with the displacement to Poland. They held a meeting down here and said that all our possessions have to be given to the authorities. I tell you Wladziu, I dread to think what will happen if we have to leave it all to them. I wish we could keep the cow, because she gives us food. But what can we do about it?”38

The forced migrants also had to undergo very rigorous inspections at the border.39 Although they were allowed to sell a part of their property before departure, they could take no more than a thousand rubles (or the złoty equivalent) to Poland. Revenue and savings exceeding this sum had to be deposited on savings books at the Bank of the Soviet Union. According to the treaty, the Polish government was supposed to return the deposited money. In fact, most of it was consumed by inflation, and sometimes it was difficult to recoup any of the savings at all. It is also impossible to estimate how much the forced migrants had to spend for bribes or to survive a journey lasting several weeks. Along the way, livestock died as a result of fodder shortages or were killed to feed passengers.40 During the journey through Ukraine, Belorussia, and Lithuania, soldiers of the Red Army or outright bandits attacked the convoys.

Even when the trains arrived in Poland, the difficulties were far from over. The Polish administration was incapable of organizing the transports, and food supplies were scarce. A report filed by Roman Modrzejewski, the head of the Social Welfare Office in Wroclaw, best describes the situation:


A shipment of almost 2,000 highly qualified workmen from Lwów (the staff of the Lwów gas works, power station, water works, etc.) was journeying from Katowice to Wrocław from 28 November 1945 through 8 December. Although the PUR has offices in Katowice and Wroclaw, although both offices and branch offices of the PUR (such as, for example, Opole) knew of these transports, nobody found it appropriate to accelerate the movement of convoys between Katowice and Wroclaw, where some were kept at small stations for 2—3 days without any reason. As a result, there were three casualties in the carriages. . . . Many children had frost bite, bad colds, and everyone was exhausted and on their last legs. Hundreds of railway carriages were loitering around the country without any reason or purpose. . . . [Sluch PUR convoys sometimes form an unnecessary traffic jam, then there is a shortage of rolling stock, all this comes from negligence and sloppiness of the management of PUR and its representatives. . . . A large PUR transfer point became infamous here in Silesia as “another Auschwitz.” . . . This transfer point was meant to house approximately 4,000 repatriates, but according to the opinion of the manager of the health department, it is not fit to be used as lodgings even for . . . animals.41


In such situations, the PUR was frequently accused of sabotage. On certain occasions, PUR officials may have been to blame, but we can also find evidence that some of them were devoted to their jobs.

Another set of difficulties was created by the actions of Red Army units stationed in Poland or the western territories prior to the Potsdam treaty. There were many accounts of “confiscations” of goods by Red Army soldiers, such as this one from June 1945: “We were stopped in Choszczno. The Russian authorities inspected us and looked for spirits and other objects. We were checked 7 or 8 times. . . . They confiscated many goods and food.”42 A Polish army officer in Nowa Sól appealed to the commander of the 11th Infantry Division on 16 August 1945: “Please speak to the relevant Russian military authorities so that they can give orders to their soldiers not to . . . take away cattle, agricultural equipment, or other goods. This may only apply to a few disobedient soldiers, but we need a law, since prosecution will not be successful due to lack of funds or means.”43 The population from the western territories was also frequently robbed and attacked by Polish criminal bands.

Many forced migrants attempted to move to areas as close to the eastern border as possible, since they seemed less alien than territories farther west. However, in 1945 the main goal of the Polish government was the prompt colonization of the western territories, even at the cost of chaos and losses. Furthermore, the government was afraid that the expellees could damage the relations with the Soviet Union if they settled close to their old homeland. Local branches of the PUR sometimes disobeyed orders on this matter. By the end of 1945, the Bialystok branch of the PUR settled repatriates from the USSR in the already crowded counties of Bielsko, Bialystok and Sokółki, instead of settling them in the western territories.44

Particularly in 1945, no arrangements were made for the expellees after they had arrived in the western territories. Usually the repatriates were “unloaded” at stations or in the fields. The PUR described the situation in Lower Silesia as such:


As the repatriates come with their property, furniture, and livestock, . . . they camp in the neighborhood of railway stations, sometimes between railway tracks, they build huts from planks, bags, pieces of tar paper etc. and live in those slums.... People are dirty, they sleep in their clothes. . . . Doctors called to examine the repatriates found many skin diseases, including furuncles, warts, abscesses, scabies and frequent stomach and intestinal diseases among children.45


Reports of clerks who visited similar camps in Upper Silesia in June 1945 presented a similar picture:


On 21 June 1945, I went to . . . the railway station in Strzelce to visit the repatriates who were staying there temporarily. All around the place . . . as far as I could see, there were unattended easterners on the railway tracks. We came close to the carriages and asked them where they were from, how many days they had been on their journey, and where they intended to go. We learned that they had been on the move for more than four weeks, and that they wanted to go to Poznań. The repatriates who were at the railway station in Strzelce mostly came from Stanisławów and Równe. During our conversation, the repatriates complained that they had to stay in the open air and nobody wanted to help them in any way. . . . The repatriates complained that they were not guarded, as all the guards left the convoy to trade in Kraków, Katowice, and other towns.46


One month later (18 July 1945), a report from the villages of Popielowo and Siolkowice stated:


The camps of repatriates are a picture of grief and misery. Food is generally unavailable, the repatriates are plagued by illnesses. Their livestock share the same fate. Thousands of flies swarm on the leftovers, the nearby heaps of manure, and the livestock—a macabre picture. The Soviets remove the repatriate families who were not allowed to settle in certain villages and give empty flats back to Germans.47


Some Poles bitterly complained that the Soviets preferred the Germans over them, temporarily halted the expulsion of Germans from certain areas, and prevented Poles from settling there. A report from western Pomerania written in July 1945 stated:


Often Russians expel Poles and give their newly-allocated farms back to Germans.... Polish women are raped by Red Army soldiers. The commanders, especially the “war commanders” are very clear about it and say that their soldiers have not seen their wives for a long time. As there are no German women around, Polish women should please them. Poles are often robbed by Red Army soldiers. Germans are not subject to any of the above threats and dangers, as they are protected by special and strict instructions, which stipulate that Germans are to be dealt with in a correct manner. The instructions say nothing about the Poles.48


The chaos before, during, and after the transport to the West also caused the impoverishment of many forced migrants. Each migrant who left property behind in the eastern territories was to be compensated for the value of the property in his new residence. This provision in the evacuation treaty, however, referred only to the property for which migrants had relevant proofs of ownership, such as titles, mortgage registers, court deeds, donation agreements, and tax returns. The basis for compensation was the description of property drawn up by local bilateral (Soviet and Polish) committees. After their arrival in Poland, forced migrants could also apply for compensation based on a confirmation made by two reliable witnesses. The strict regulations for compensation had the consequence that many forced migrants did not receive anything at all. Some of them had left in haste, turmoil, or under pressure or terror.49

After their arrival in Poland, many people were settled on farms and in apartments left behind by German expellees. The Polish expellees,


glad to have a new place to settle, did not know that they had to apply for compensation, or neglected to file such a request. They often thought that the documents in their possession, such as purchase contracts, title deeds, one-sided descriptions of property etc. entitled them to receive the ownership of the farms on which they were settled.50


The decree of 7 November 1946 on Agricultural Constitution and Settlement in the Recovered Territories regulated compensation by crediting the value of the property left behind to the purchase price of the farm that the “repatriates” had received in Poland. As it turned out, many expellees had no right to receive a new farm, because they could not prove that they had left property behind in the East. The authorities were supposed to approach this problem “in a flexible manner”; nonetheless, many people who could not prove former ownership retained only usufruct rights.51

When the Polish expellees arrived in their new places of residence, they were perceived as a foreign element and as competitors for scarce resources, such as food. Letters sent from Polish expellees to relatives who remained in the eastern territories of Poland reflected their feelings of alienation and the poor relations they had with their neighbors. “Dear!” one letter began, “the people here are very strange and mean, they do not think that the people from Volhynia are Poles.” Another letter stated a similar opinion: “People are not particularly kind, they do not trust us, they think that we are Communists.”52

Another reason for the hostility facing the newly arrived repatriates in the western territories was the desire of the Polish Workers’ Party (PPR) to build a “clientele” system by apportioning the land expropriated from Germans. In the town of Gostynin, a report of August 1945 declared, “Although there is a large number of farms previously owned by Germans (as many as 1242), the Land Office does not permit any settlements. Only 14 families have been allocated new farms so far.” A similar situation prevailed in Sochaczew, in July 1945: “There are 1123 farms, and only 31 of them have been given to repatriates. . . . The trustees run the previously German farms and property very badly. Many of them have their own farms in the neighborhood, and they rob the property with which they were entrusted.”53 Finally, there was the following complaint written by Polish soldiers of eastern Polish origin:


Marshal Żymierski! We, the soldiers of the 1st and 2nd Armies, ask you to help us as soon as possible. Our families, as repatriates, were temporarily settled in Szywałd [in Upper Silesia]. The borough is managed by mayor Borys, a villain, and our family have nobody to protect them. He brought his friends from Kraków or Olkusz here, they took up the management in the borough, in the “Samopomoc Chłopska” (farmers’ cooperative), and in the police.... The mayor . . . gave the best farms to his friends, and bosses repatriate families around. . . . [T]herefore we ask your honor to order the governor to change the mayor in Szywałd.54


By distributing previously German property to local followers, the Communists built up a system of patronage, to the disadvantage of repatriates. The PUR complained in the following manner about the treatment of repatriates in the province of Warsaw:


The settlement of a repatriate is difficult, since . . . the PPR prohibits settlements in the county and threatens to remove all settlers by force. All previously German farms are taken up by trustees who, apparently, deserve special compensation from the state. It is impossible to remove such trustees. The secretary of PPR said that he would respect orders of political parties and nobody else’s.55


On 1 May 1946, the government materially facilitated the activities of the PPR when the Chief Plenipotentiary for the Evacuation, Wladyslaw Wolski, decided that settlement of expellees should be halted in the province of Warsaw.56

The PUR attempted to intervene in favor of the expellees, but to no avail. Usually the land commissaries, County Plenipotentiaries for Agricultural Reforms, secretaries of the PPR, or the local organizations of the Peasant Party (Stronnictwo Ludowe) represented the interests of local populations. This was clearly demonstrated in an incident that occurred in the province of Lódź, which theoretically had a considerable “settlement capacity” of approximately eleven thousand farms and apartments. The elites of the province jointly objected to settlements of repatriates. Finally, on 2 August 1945, the Interparty Committee in Łódź resolved to “stop the settlements of repatriates in the province of Łódź.” The governor accused the PUR of engaging in “anti-national activities that increase unrest in the country and discontent with our Government.” The governor further stated that he would not tolerate any more settlements in the territory of the province.57 The representatives of the PUR objected at the meeting, arguing that “the allocation of previously German farms to repatriates is not an act of mercy but only an act of justice.” They explained that out of these eleven thousand farms the “repatriates” received as few as three thousand.58 These arguments did not convince the governor, who “finished the conference by showing the door to the representatives of the PUR, making a very explicit gesture while the door was wide open, saying: ‘get out of my province.’”59

As the media were not fully under government control until 1947, they were able to report the plight of the forced migrants. At times, this was enough to convince authorities to intervene in favor of the repatriates. Media pressure may have resulted in a circular from the Settlement Department of the Ministry of the Recovered Territories, issued on 13 August, in which the “errors” of some local officials were reported. It is worthwhile to quote a long fragment from this circular, because it also describes the problems of the “repatriates” in detail. “The most important task in the reconstruction of the Polish state,” the circular stated,


is the continual process of bringing together individual groups of civilians who have been migrating since the end of the war. The repatriates, who are economically disadvantaged and removed from their former workplaces, deserve assistance and help from the authorities. . . . Unfortunately, reports from the province suggest that not all groups in society understand this situation, especially a number of officials in Central Poland and in the Recovered Territories. Therefore I would like to repeat that the privileges the repatriates enjoy under the relevant decrees, ordinances, instructions, and circulars should be respected by all offices and agencies subordinated to the Ministry of the Recovered Territories, without any exceptions. . . . [T]o influence those immune to administrative pressure, a propagandistic campaign should be arranged.60


Wolski, the author of this circular, addressed it to the governors of Olsztyn, Gdańsk, Szczecin, Poznań, Wrocław, Katowice, and Bialystok.

The drama of repatriation continued long after the expellees had been settled in the Polish territory. It took years for the new migrants to integrate fully with the indigenous Polish population. But this is a topic beyond the scope of this article. It may be hoped that historians will not wait too long before attempting to provide more diverse and comprehensive accounts of the displacements of Poles from the former eastern territories. Research is currently being done on newly accessible documents in the Russian, Ukrainian, Belorussian, and Lithuanian archives. Scholars eagerly await the results.
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Expulsion, Resettlement, Civil Strife: The Fate of Poland’s Ukrainians, 1944—1947
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On 9 September 1944, approximately two months after Soviet armies occupied western Ukraine and eastern Poland, Nikita Khrushchev, representing the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR), and Edward Osobka-Morawski, acting on behalf of the Polish Committee of National Liberation, signed an agreement in Lublin on the evacuation of Ukrainians from Poland and of Poles from the Ukrainian SSR.1 According to this agreement, resettlement was to be voluntary. The transfers, which were based on the assumption that the borders between the two states would run along the so-called Curzon Line, were to begin on 15 October 1944.2 It was expected that the transfer process would be completed by 1 February 1945—that is, prior to the Yalta Conference, where the issue of Polish-Soviet borders was to be decided. However, it quickly became apparent that resettlement would take much longer than expected.

This agreement regarding the deportation of the Ukrainians after World War II was part of a broader forced migration process that was also causing the expulsion of national minorities, primarily Germans, from Eastern European countries. Several governments decided to resettle populations based upon the principle that each nation should inhabit its own state. Since large numbers of Germans, Poles, and Ukrainians lived outside the new borders of their nation-states (although the Ukrainian SSR was not truly a state), they were subjected to transfer from their traditional homelands to their new “national” states. The result was a demographic upheaval of vast proportions, one that invites analogies to the Volkerwanderungen of ancient times, or to the population transfers of the Greeks, Turks, and Bulgarians in the 1920s and the ethnic cleansing in Yugoslavia in the 1990s.

The Ukrainian-inhabited lands in Poland constituted a long, narrow belt of territory (approximately seven hundred kilometers long and a hundred kilometers wide) along the Polish—Soviet-Ukrainian border. As in the rest of Eastern Europe, where the size of ethnic minorities is always a matter of dispute, opinions are divided as to the number of Ukrainians who inhabited this territory at the end of the war. Polish estimates place their number at about 650,000, while Ukrainians claim that there were more than a million.3 Most probably, the actual figure was about seven hundred thousand. A complicating factor in this dispute is that a large portion of this population did not possess a modern national consciousness: Most identified themselves according to religion—Greek Catholic or Orthodox; others, especially the Lemkos in the southwest, adhered to regional, subnational identities.4 Moreover, in many areas, Poles and Ukrainians were intermixed, and intermarriage was common. Ukrainian national consciousness, however, was on the rise, most notably among the small but growing number of the educated and semi-educated. The vast majority of this population was rural, occupying hundreds of often impoverished villages. Finally, the region was sparsely populated and heavily forested, providing ideal terrain for partisan warfare.

Large and traumatic transfers of population were an unusually frequent feature in modern Ukrainian history.5 In the early 1930s, Stalin’s collectivization campaign involved the deportation of about 850,000 “kulaks” from Ukraine to Siberia. In 1939—1941, about 1.2 million people were transported from western Ukraine and western Belorussia to Kazakhstan and other Central Asian republics. Most of these deportees were Poles, but a large proportion were Ukrainians. The German invasion of the Soviet Union led to a massive evacuation of the Soviet population, including nearly two million inhabitants of the Ukrainian SSR, to the Soviet cast. Nazi occupation policies resulted in the shipment of about another 2.1 million inhabitants of Ukraine to Germany as slave laborers. In 1944, hundreds of thousands of Ukrainians fled westward to avoid the advancing Soviet forces. Finally, in 1944—1947, at the time the Polish-Ukrainian population transfers were occurring, over two hundred thousand western Ukrainians suspected of supporting the Ukrainian nationalist movement were arrested and shipped to Siberia.

In this manner, the Ukrainians had more frequent experiences with “demographic engineering” than did the Poles, Germans, and Czechs. Consequently, the expulsion of about 485,000 Ukrainians from Poland to Ukraine in 1944—1946 did not possess for them the uniqueness that similar events had for their Eastern European neighbors. The reason for the vulnerability of Ukrainians to massive and forced population transfers is not difficult to establish. Until 1991, Ukrainians did not have a genuinely sovereign, independent state that could look after their interests (the Ukrainian SSR certainly did not fit this description). In this they were in a position very different from, and less advantageous than, those of the Poles, Czechs, and Germans.

However, the idea of achieving ethnic homogeneity, which was central in the expulsion of Germans from Czechoslovakia or of Ukrainians and Germans from Poland, played little or no role in Soviet considerations.6 The leadership in Moscow was not interested in creating an ethnically homogenous Ukrainian republic—quite the contrary. In place of the Poles who left Ukraine in 1944—1946 came even greater numbers of Russians. Indeed, creating ethnic heterogeneity was standard Soviet policy in Ukraine and elsewhere in the USSR.7 Thus, a major motivating factor for population transfers that was present both in Poland and Czechoslovakia was absent in the Ukrainian case.

THE DEPORTATION AND RESETTLEMENT PROCESS: PHASE ONE (FALL 1944-SUMMER 1945)

In October—November 1944 an administrative apparatus was established to conduct the resettlement process. It consisted of parallel Polish and Ukrainian institutions and commissions. The Polish administrative bodies had their central offices in Lublin, with a staff of about twenty, headed by Jozef Bednarz. On the Ukrainian side, the administration was headed by Mykhailo Podgorny (replaced in early 1946 by M. Romashchenko). Polish personnel were often recruited from regional and local governments, while the Soviet authorities in Poland initially utilized personnel from the First Ukrainian Front and Second Belorussian Front, especially Soviet officers from the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs (Narodnyi Komissariat vnutrennikh Del, NKVD), later the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD). Later, officials from the Soviet civilian administration took over much of this work.8 The resettlement commissions began by distributing information about resettlement by means of leaflets and newspapers, setting up mobile registration centers, compiling lists of those interested in participating, and preparing staging areas and transportation.

The first region to participate in resettlement was Kholm in the northeastern portion of the Polish territories largely inhabited by Ukrainians. To a large extent this resettlement was voluntary, a result of the ideological sympathies of a considerable portion of the population. Even during the interwar period, much of this population had been pro-Communist, partly in reaction to the oppressive social, economic, and political policies of what they viewed as a “bourgeois nationalist” Polish regime. In the villages, the pro-Soviet Sel-Rob Party exerted widespread influence; also, the illegal Communist Party was well entrenched. During the war, the region was influenced by the strong Soviet partisan movement in neighboring Polissia and Belorussia. The arrival of the Red Army in summer 1944 was welcomed by many as liberation, not only from Nazi rule, but also from the Polish oppression of the interwar years. Initially there were widespread hopes that the region would be annexed to Soviet Ukraine. When it became clear that this would not occur, resettlement to the Soviet Union seemed an acceptable alternative.

The second region to participate in resettlement was located at the opposite, southwestern portion of Ukrainian-inhabited Polish territories, near the Polish-Czechoslovak border. This region was also populated by a substantial minority of Lemkos, a distinct ethnic group, which at that time had not yet defined their national identity. Among this population, Ukrainian national consciousness was weak, and sympathies for the Soviet Union were considerable. These regions were still a bastion of Russophilism, and many of the residents argued that they, who sometimes called themselves Rusyns, were a branch of the great and powerful Russian nation. Many inhabitants in this area viewed the arrival of the Red Army as liberation by their fellow Russians. They, too, viewed relocation to the east as an acceptable alternative, especially as tensions between them and their Polish neighbors mounted.9 According to the estimate of Ivan Bilas, the number of voluntary registrations for resettlement was about ninety thousand.10

There were important social and economic factors that contributed to the decisions of these people to migrate. The above regions were impoverished, and many of the peasants were landless. The ravages of war, notably in the Kholm region, had only exacerbated the poverty, destroying what little the peasants had owned. For these peasants, Soviet propaganda about the advantages of life on collective farms was especially appealing. They were given no opportunities to resolve whatever doubts they had. In numerous cases, village communes appointed respected individuals (often priests) to obtain more information from Soviet authorities and to request permission to travel to Ukraine to examine the proposed destinations. Soviet responses to these requests were invariably negative.11

The poverty and political naivete of the early settlers also contributed to their desire to be assigned to collective farms in southern and eastern Ukraine. Although Soviet authorities offered the newcomers the opportunity to set up individual farms in nearby Volynia, few took advantage of the offer. Apparently, most did not have the wherewithal to establish their own farms. Thus, the first wave of newcomers was assigned to collective farms in the Dnepropetrovsk, Odessa, Mykolaiv, Zaporozhe, and Kherson regions. When they arrived, they were informed that it was illegal to leave.12

The resettlement process was soon beset by problems. The conditions of war, poor planning (the resettlement commissions lacked an up-to-date census of how many Ukrainians there were and where they lived), and lack of transportation facilities (particularly railroad cars) greatly impeded the work of the resettlement commissions. But perhaps the greatest problem encountered by the early migrants was that Soviet officials were unprepared. Indeed, quite often they were less than eager to receive the newcomers. The new arrivals were assigned dilapidated or partially destroyed homes, and they were not provided materials to repair or heat them. Food was scarce. Many of their goods and livestock were confiscated or stolen. Life in the collective farms was a shock for most: They were expected to work long hours and given little for their efforts. When they complained, they were denounced as “Poles” and malcontents.

Within months, a growing number of Soviet reports complained of newcomers illegally leaving the collectives and attempting to get back to Poland or at least to the not-yet-Soviet western Ukraine. The problem became so severe that Soviet authorities were ordered to establish roadblocks on roads leading westward to intercept “unauthorized movement.”13 Nonetheless, some people did manage to get back to Poland, and news of harrowing experiences spread rapidly. Despite Soviet censorship, letters from Ukraine, written in Aesopean language, confirmed the returnees’ tales. As a result, by early 1945, voluntary registrations declined drastically.

Polish authorities began to use intimidation and even force against the remaining Ukrainian population. At this point, resettlement became deportation and expulsion. Polish pressure came from several sides. On the one hand, the newly established police units moved into Ukrainian villages, threatening the inhabitants, destroying property, and even killing people who resisted. On the other hand, civilian authorities imposed huge taxes on the Ukrainian population. When payment was not forthcoming, property was confiscated. Meanwhile, the Polish nationalist underground, the Armia Krajowa (AK), launched its own terror campaign against the Ukrainians. It organized acts of brutality, such as burning entire villages and massacring their inhabitants. The AK declared that it was taking revenge for similar massacres inflicted on Poles by Ukrainian nationalists in Volynia two years earlier. Both the Polish police and the AK incited Polish villages to attack and plunder their Ukrainian neighbors. Finally, the region was infested with roving bands of common bandits who preyed on defenseless civilians. The situation became so terrible that even Soviet authorities were shocked. For example, on 14 March 1945, Soviet Ukrainian authorities informed Moscow that “recently, border police units of the NKVD have received reports that Polish government organs and military units are terrorizing the Ukrainian population, participating in mass killings of Ukrainians, burning their homes and even entire villages and robbing them of their property and livestock.”14 However, Ukrainians could not rely on Soviet protection, as was made clear in an NKVD report about the robbery of a convoy of Ukrainians by Red Army units.15

In the spring of 1945, the Ukrainian nationalist underground in Soviet-occupied western Ukraine began to send units of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (Ukrainska Povstanska Armiia, or UPA) to the aid of the Ukrainians on the Polish side of the border. Their mission was to stage reprisals against the Polish military, police, and civilians. The Polish government, for its part, dispatched even more troops to the region. Matters were clearly getting out of control: What was to have been a swift, peaceful, and voluntary transfer of populations was turning into a vicious, destructive military struggle. Indeed, it was beginning to display all the characteristics of a civil war.

On 24 July 1945, the Polish government made an attempt to defuse the situation. It flew eight representatives of the Ukrainian communities to Warsaw for a conference. Polish officials made it clear that they intended to continue the process of resettlement in order to rid the country of the problem of minorities and specifically of the troublesome Ukrainian minority. Ukrainians who wished to stay in Poland would have to resettle in small groups in the newly acquired territories in the west and east of the country. The Ukrainians replied that all those who wished to leave Poland had already left. The rest desired to remain in their ancestral homes, where they wanted only to retain their ethnic identity and enjoy equal civil rights with the Poles. Although the conference ended amicably, the Warsaw government soon demonstrated that there was no room for compromise. In September, it dispatched three infantry divisions—the Third, Eighth, and Ninth—to the Ukrainian-inhabited regions with orders to ensure that the deportations continued unabated.

These developments concluded the first phase of the resettlements and deportations. What had been achieved and what was still to be done can be seen from table 7.1.16


PHASE TWO: FALL 1945-SPRING 1946

The subsequent phase of expulsions was marked by terror, localized violence, massive destruction, and warfare. This was primarily because two military forces became involved in the resettlement process. On the one hand, the UPA concentrated on blocking further deportations. On the other hand, Polish authorities committed a large military force—numbering twelve to fifteen thousand men—to ensure that the process continued. 17 In addition, the Polish Communists were aided by the Soviet units stationed along the border.18

In the first phase of the population transfers, UPA units, some of which were already on the Polish side of border, remained largely inactive. Since many of those who were initially resettled were either pro-Soviet or proRussian, the Ukrainian nationalists were pleased to see them go. But as the core lands of Ukrainian settlement in Poland—the Przemysl, Jaroslav, Lesko, and Rzeszow regions—were subjected to Polish pressure, the UPA moved into action. From the point of view of the UPA leadership, the removal of the friendly Ukrainian population was a mortal threat to its own existence, since a nationalist organization could hardly exist without a demographic base of support. Indeed, in the geopolitical plans of the Ukrainian nationalist underground, the Ukrainian-inhabited lands within Poland had a crucial role to play; they were to serve as a kind of Piedmont for nationalist and partisan activity, a bastion where hard-pressed forces in Soviet Ukraine could recuperate and regroup. As Polish attacks mounted, the UPA also began to emphasize the “defense of the homeland” theme. It proved highly attractive to the large numbers of young Ukrainians who fled to the forests to escape Polish attacks, and these swelled the UPA ranks. This was confirmed by a letter from V. Riasny, the Ukrainian commissar of internal security, to Lavrentii Beria, head of the NKVD:


The mistreatment of the Ukrainian populace by the Polish police—the pillaging and destruction of property—is excused by the argument that it is necessary to combat the UPA bands. However, in every case they are killing innocent people, mostly the elderly, women, and children who do not wish to go to the Soviet Union. Because of the continuous pillaging and killing of Ukrainians by the Polish police, the latter flee to the forests in hope of obtaining protection from UPA bandits, There they come under the influence of the latter, thus greatly reinforcing the bandit groups and enlarging their supply base.19


Table 7.1. Ukrainians Evacuated to the Soviet Ukraine






	As of 15 November 1944
	3,505


	As of 1 December 1944
	12,951


	As of 1 January 1945
	39,864


	As of 1 March 1945
	81,323


	As of 15 August 1945
	222,509


Source: See note 16.



This is not to say that all Ukrainians supported the UPA. Some were negatively disposed to the Ukrainian nationalists, some tried to maintain neutrality, and some had to be terrorized into providing shelter and supplies or refusing to cooperate with Polish authorities.20 However, voluntary support must have been widespread. Otherwise, the UPA’s lengthy and extensive campaign of resistance could hardly have been mounted.

The Ukrainian nationalist underground in Poland was a force to be reckoned with. It operated on several levels. The OUN (Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists) was a highly secretive and tightly organized civilian network. Polish estimates put the number of its members at an average of five per village. They estimated that about 325 villages had such cells, which meant that the OUN numbered at least 1,625. In addition to these highly motivated activists, there were numerous sympathizers in every village. Many villages also had OUN-led self-defense units, averaging about forty members each, for an estimated total of twenty-eight hundred. Finally, there were the trained military units of the UPA, units whose numbers averaged between two thousand and twenty-four hundred men. Highly disciplined, strongly motivated, and well armed, they constituted a dangerous opponent.21

The strength of the Ukrainian nationalist forces appeared all the greater because of the relative weakness of the Poles. The Communist-led government had only recently been organized, and it lacked popular support. Indeed, it was still involved in combating the AK, the Polish nationalist underground. The three divisions—Third, Eighth, and Ninth—that had been sent to combat the UPA were inexperienced in partisan warfare. Moreover, the police and many army recruits, a large portion of whom had been recently repatriated from Ukraine, were AK sympathizers and thus reluctant to fight for a Communist government. Perhaps most debilitating was the almost total lack of intelligence on the Polish side about the UPA, in sharp contrast to the UPA’s effective intelligence network. Finally, the Polish forces had the difficult task of keeping the UPA at bay while simultaneously ensuring that the expulsion of Ukrainian civilians proceeded without interruption.

In late 1945 and early 1946, the UPA went on the offensive. To achieve its primary goal, the disruption of the expulsion process, it commenced a campaign of attacking police outposts, destroying railroads and bridges, and assassinating members of the resettlement commissions. In February 1946, in major staging areas such as Sanok, not a single train with deportees was able to leave because all the bridges and tracks had been destroyed. In the Przemysl-Sanok area, over twenty police outposts were destroyed within one month. When these were rebuilt, they were destroyed again. Soon, the police and smaller military units were forced to retreat to the towns, while the UPA increasingly dominated the villages. It even staged attacks on such towns as Hrubieszow, Lesko, and Bircza (three times).22

Ukrainian resistance to deportation was encouraged by another factor. A conference in Przemysl on 11 April 1946 of high government, military, and police officials determined that the Ukrainian Greek Catholic clergy was using its influence to discourage the cooperation of its faithful with resettlement officials. Especially in the Przemysl region, where the Ukrainian bishop, Ya. Kotsylovsky, was highly respected by his flock, rates of deport-tion were exceedingly low. After Polish consultations with the NKVD, Kotsylovsky and his staff of sixteen were arrested and shipped to Kiev. Thereafter, he was exiled to Siberia, where he died soon after. Village priests also became targets of attacks by Polish forces. Ukrainian nationalist sources reported that in the Przemysl region alone, thirty-six were killed during this period. The Soviet liquidation of the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church in 1946 put an end to resistance from this quarter. 23

As Communist and Soviet influence in Poland grew, the OUN-UPA made a promising but ultimately futile attempt to reach an understanding with the AK and its successor, Wolność i Niezawislość (WiN). For three years the two sides had fought each other and launched murderous attacks on the villages of each other’s supporters. But now they were forced to admit that they shared a common enemy: the Communists and their Soviet patrons. Consequently, the two sides (more specifically, their local representatives) agreed on a nonaggression pact. They began to share intelligence, disseminate joint anti-Communist propaganda, and respect spheres of influence. In several instances they even launched coordinated attacks on government forces, most notably in Hrubieszow. However, in 1946 the London-based Polish government-in-exile (which never sanctioned cooperation with UPA) concluded that further military opposition was futile and disbanded its military underground.24 The Ukrainian nationalists were left to face the Communists alone.

The period from the summer of 1945 to the spring of 1946 was the high point of OUN-UPA activity. Large parts of the Ukrainian-inhabited areas, especially the villages of the Przemysl, Sanok, Lesko, Jaroslaw, and Rzezow regions, were dominated by its forces. Here the Ukrainian nationalists established their own police force, village administration, postal service, and social welfare system. They even supported the development of several small-scale industries to provide scarce products such as soap and farm implements for the population. Indeed, they boasted of creating a “Zakurzon (Trans-Curzon) Republic.” This, undoubtedly, was an exaggeration, since towns in the region were controlled by Polish government troops and since deportations, although considerably slowed, continued.

Early in 1946, indications appeared that Ukrainian nationalist influence had peaked and the government forces were gaining the initiative. In the first place, despite UPA resistance and sabotage, the number of Ukrainians who were being deported continued to grow. As a result, the UPA’s demographic base of support shrank. Although the UPA, by burning vacated villages, was able to hinder the government policy of repopulating them with Poles from Ukraine, there were fewer and fewer villages from which the partisans could obtain support. In the second place, government forces became more adept in antipartisan warfare. This allowed them to push the UPA out of many villages into the forests, where provisioning was much more difficult, especially in winter.25 Finally, there were demoralizing developments in geopolitical terms. A key assumption of the Ukrainian nationalists had been that, sooner or later, a Third World War would break out between the forces of democracy and Communism.26 Their immediate task was to hold their positions until this occurred, at which point they hoped to receive Western aid. By 1946-1947 it became increasingly clear that a major war between the United States and the Soviet Union was unlikely. Serious doubts about the possibility of winning the struggle began to rise on all levels of the OUN-UPA.

Although the OUN-UPA was by no means a spent force, it was evident that it was losing the struggle to halt the deportations. In the summer of 1946, government forces intensified their efforts. As a result, by 2 August they could report that the majority of Ukrainians (482,107) had been dispatched to Ukraine. This allowed the Polish and Ukrainian Soviet governments to issue a joint communique announcing the completion of the transfer of populations that had been agreed upon almost two years earlier.

As the Soviet reports (tables 7.2 and 7.3) summarizing the process indicate, it had been an exceedingly costly achievement.27 Similarly, Polish estimates place the number of fatalities suffered by OUN-UPA from June 1945 to March 1947 at 3,392.28

Table 7.2. Losses Suffered by Ukrainians during Resettlement






	Attacks on Ukrainian Communities (by government troops and AK)
	180


	Ukrainian (civilians-OS) killed
	4,670


	Ukrainians hanged and drowned
	47


	Robberies
	2,268 families


	Incidents of Ukrainian property burned at staging areas
	850


	Horses confiscated
	1,020


	Cattle confiscated
	1,319


	Hogs and sheep confiscated
	711


	Villages burned (80-100% destruction)
	305 (11,300 buildings)


Source: Szczesniak and Szota, Droga do nikad, pp. 421-432.



Table 7.3. Losses Suffered by the Poles






	Civilian deaths in 1944-1946
	582 (vast majority in Rzeczow region)


	Military deaths (including border guards)
	811


	Police and government officials killed
	603 (404 police deaths)


Source: Szczesniak and Szota, Droga do nikad, pp. 421-432.



Table 7.4. Resettlement of Ukrainians from Poland
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Source: Bilas, Reprysyvno-karalna systema, Vol. 1, pp. 230-231.



Table 7.5. Resettlement of Ukrainians in Soviet Ukraine







	Western Ukraine


	
	Ternopil region
	173,360


	
	Lviv region
	56,866


	
	Volyn region
	22,346


	
	Drohobych region
	33,445


	
	Stanislav region
	19,749


	
	Rivne region
	17,102


	
	Total
	322,868


	Eastern and Southern Ukraine


	
	Voroshilovgrad region
	6,782


	
	Stalino region
	12,490


	
	Kharkiv region
	4,557


	
	Dniepropetrovsk region
	23,088


	
	Zaporozhia region
	34,242


	
	Odessa region
	25,945


	
	Kirovograd region
	10,250


	
	Mykolaiv region
	14,612


	
	Kherson region
	16,982


	
	Poltava region
	7,947


	
	Sumy region
	2,116


	
	Others
	230


	
	Total
	159,241


Source: Bilas, Represyvno-karalna systema, Vol. 1, pp. 230-231.



Table 7.6. Nationality, Age, and Occupation of the Deportees







	Nationality


	
	Ukrainians
	439,135


	
	Russians
	23,846


	
	Rusyns
	18,759


	
	Belarusans
	126


	
	Other
	243


	Age


	
	Males 14—56 years of age
	129,585


	
	Females 14—56 years of age
	158,887


	
	Males and females over 56 years of age
	51,730


	
	Children under 13 years of age
	141,907


	Occupation


	
	Peasants
	288,444


	
	Retired (elderly and disabled)
	182,603


	
	Tradesmen
	4,447


	
	Industrial workers
	1,817


	
	Transportation workers
	733


	
	Civil servants
	1,176


	
	Clergy
	287


	
	Teachers
	759


	
	Researchers
	11


	
	Medical personnel
	118


	
	Others (mostly agricultural labor)
	868


Source: Bilas, Represyvno-karalna systema, Vol. 1, p. 232.




PHASE THREE: SPRING-SUMMER 1947

The announcement of August 1946 declared that the resettlement of Ukrainians from Poland was complete. It did not, however, clarify the situation of the approximately two hundred thousand Ukrainians who still remained in Poland. According to Szczesniak and Szota, these could be divided into two distinct categories: Lemkos and Ukrainian nationalists. The vast majority were the nonpolitical Lemkos, who often intermarried with Poles and who were known for their unusually strong attachment to their native land. They were loyal to the current Polish government and wanted nothing more than to be left in peace. The other, much smaller category were the Ukrainian nationalists and their families who had fought against resettlement from the outset.29 One might dispute whether the distinctions between the two groups were as stark as Szczesniak and Szota claim, since it seems likely that what the Ukrainians who were left in Poland wanted above all else was peace and the right to remain in their traditional lands.

On 28 March 1947, an event occurred that heightened the conflict over the remaining Ukrainians in Poland. Near Baligrod, a UPA unit ambushed a Polish military convoy and killed the famous General Karol Swierczewski, a Communist hero in the Spanish Civil War and deputy minister of defense of Poland. The Ukrainian partisans were probably unaware of whom they were attacking. Nonetheless, the death of Swierczewski created a sensation in Poland and throughout Europe. On 24 April, the Presidium of the Council of Ministers of Poland sanctioned the launching of “Akcja Wisła, ” a military operation to liquidate the OUN-UPA in Poland, a campaign that directly resulted in the expulsion of the remaining Ukrainians from their ancestral lands.30

The rationale behind the launching of the Akcja Wisła has long been the subject of heated debate between Poles and Ukrainians. The former argue that the operation—and with it the mass eviction of Ukrainians—was necessitated by the need to eliminate the UPA.31 The latter claim that the government used the death of Swierczewski as a pretext to launch a long-planned action to expel the Ukrainians from their homeland and once and for all solve the Ukrainian question in Poland.32 To buttress their argument, Ukrainian authors point out that even before the death of Swierczewski, Polish government officials discussed the possibility of dispersing the Ukrainians throughout Poland. In February 1947, General Stefan Mossor, deputy chief of staff and commander of the Akcja Wisła, had submitted a plan to his government that called for the resettlement of Ukrainians “in separate families to the newly acquired lands where they will be quickly assimilated.”33 Indeed, as early as 1945 high Soviet NKVD officials frequently spoke of Polish plans to resettle to western Poland any Ukrainians who remained in the country.34 Scholarly consensus as to the motives of the Polish government in launching the Akcja Wisła is still elusive. But given the government’s explicit goal of achieving ethnic homogeneity in Poland, it is likely that more than purely military motives were involved.

The Akcja Wisła had two goals: the liquidation of the OUN-UPA and the eviction of the Ukrainian (mostly Lemko) population to the newly acquired, formerly German-inhabited lands in northern, northwestern, and western Poland. To achieve these goals, General Mossor had over twenty thousand men at his disposal. Moreover, he was assured of military support by the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia. The Czechoslovak government committed about thirteen thousand troops to the operation. It was estimated that both goals could be achieved in about four weeks. Speed was of the essence, since the deportees had to reach their new homes in time to plant their crops.

Eviction was accomplished relatively quickly. By 16 June, the Lesko, Sanok, Przemysl, Krosno, Jaslo, Lubaczow, Gorlice, and Jaroslaw regions had been cleared of Ukrainian inhabitants. Similar results were achieved soon after in the areas of Tomaszow, Lublin, and Hrubieszow to the north and in Nowy Sacz to the west. The speed with which these deportations were carried out could explain the extreme brutality with which they were conducted. The usual method was to surround a village (to prevent inhabitants from hiding in the forests) and then, before dawn (4 o’clock seemed to be the preferred hour), to burst into the inhabitants’ homes. The terrified peasants were given at most two or three hours to gather their belongings. With their children, the elderly, and the sick, they were marched to the nearest staging areas. Often houses were burned to speed up the evictions. Those who protested were beaten.35 If they persisted, they were dispatched to the concentration camp at Jaworszno, where over three thousand recalcitrants and suspected nationalists were interned.

The Ukrainians were dispatched to formerly German-inhabited lands that were already occupied by Poles recently arrived from Ukraine. Strict rules applied to relocation. They were not allowed to live closer than a hundred kilometers to land borders or within fifty kilometers of the seacoast. Only two or three families were allowed to settle together in one place. Because they arrived later in the lands vacated by the Germans than the Poles repatriated from Ukraine, they received the worst houses and farmlands. Many arrived too late to begin planting. Therefore, they had to hire themselves out to Poles, who had little sympathy for their plight.

It is generally accepted that over 140,000 Ukrainians were evicted from their homes during the Akcja Wisła, of which 95,846 were from the Lublin wojewodstwo and 44,728 from the Rzeszow wojewodstwo.36 Of these, about fifty-six thousand were sent to the Olsztyn region. Others were dispersed in the Szczecin, Wroclaw, Gdańsk, and Poznań regions.37

The second goal of Akcja Wisła—the liquidation of the UPA—was more difficult to achieve. In the spring of 1947, UPA forces still numbered around two thousand. In addition, there were approximately three thousand men in the OUN underground and the village self-defense units. Clearly, the deportation of the entire Ukrainian population was a staggering blow to the UPA—desperate attempts to prevent it were checked by overwhelming government forces. Confronted with General Mossor’s forces and their Czechoslovak and Soviet allies, the UPA adopted a defensive—or more accurately, a survivalist—strategy. It avoided battles, subdivided its forces into ever smaller units, and sought to avoid detection by seeking refuge in its vast system of camouflaged bunkers and forest hideouts. Nonetheless, as Soviet and Czech troops blockaded the borders, and Polish troops systematically combed the forests, relentlessly pursuing the semistarved partisans, UPA losses began to mount. Its units attempted to escape Polish encirclement by slipping across the Soviet—or more often, the Czechoslovak—borders. About five hundred partisans attempted to fight their way through Czechoslovakia to the Allied zones of occupation in Germany. Of these, approximately a hundred reached the American Zone in Bavaria.38

Even though defeat was imminent, the UPA continued to be a dangerous and determined foe. In August it launched a campaign to burn as many of the vacated villages as possible so as to hinder the arrival of Polish settlers: In the Lublin region, twenty-three vacant villages were destroyed, and ten were demolished in Rzeczow. Their actions had the desired effect. As of 31 July 1947, only 13,500 Poles had moved into the region. Polish settlers were loath to occupy the burned-out villages.39 UPA activity ceased only in September 1947, when most of its commanders had been killed in action. Thus by late summer of 1947, the Ukrainians of Poland had ceased to exist as a territorially compact ethnic minority.


CONCLUSION

The eviction of the Ukrainians from their ancestral lands in the newly reconstituted Polish state was a development of great—one might even argue, of epochal—significance. From the Polish point of view, these events marked a historic transition of Poland from a multiethnic to an essentially ethnically homogeneous society. Of all the ethnic groups that lived in Poland, the Ukrainians had consistently been the most troublesome to the Polish majority. Thus, the eviction of the Ukrainians solved the age-old “Ukrainian Question” in Poland.

From a combined Polish-Ukrainian or regional perspective, the events of 1944—1947 were equally momentous. For centuries Poles and Ukrainians had lived in close proximity and, unfortunately, frequent and intense animosity. Some of the bloodiest clashes in early-modern and modern East European history were the results of Polish-Ukrainian conflicts. With the eviction of the Ukrainians from Poland and the repatriation of Poles from Ukraine, the two peoples were finally disengaged, or segregated from one another. Consequently, the basis for ethnic conflict disappeared. This came at a considerable cost—the suffering of hundreds of thousands brutally uprooted from their ancestral homes, as well as the lingering bitterness that these Ukrainians felt toward the Poles (matched by the ill feeling that Poles from Ukraine had for their Ukrainian neighbors). But this, apparently, was the price that had to be paid for peace and stability on the Polish-Ukrainian border. In any case, Ukrainians and Poles, who for centuries had been intermixed, now began to live apart.

In strictly Ukrainian terms, the consequences of the eviction of Ukrainians from Poland are more difficult to assess. The events clearly traumatized a significant segment of the Ukrainians. The Ukrainians from Poland did not play a significant role in Ukraine. They were dispersed among the population, practically without a trace, and they generally arrived empty-handed in Ukraine, or in other parts of Poland, receiving no compensation for the land and property they had left behind. Hence their bitterness was even deeper than that of expatriated Poles. Nonetheless, the process of deportation did encourage the emergence of a Ukrainian national consciousness among many of the deportees. As noted above, many of them had been unsure or ambiguous about their national identities prior to their deportation. But because they were viewed as Ukrainians by the Poles who evicted them, they now began to consider themselves Ukrainians as well.

Viewed as a whole, however, the elimination of the Ukrainian minority in Poland had a largely negative impact on Ukrainians. Historically, Poland had served as a bridge to the West for the Ukrainians. Those living among Poles had been exposed to the political, cultural, economic, and even psychological impact of Europe. Little wonder that western Ukrainians were considered the Piedmont of the Ukrainian national movement in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Even the OUN-UPA hoped to utilize the Ukrainians in Poland as a base in its struggle against Moscow. However, with the elimination of the Ukrainian communities in Poland, access to the West—still appreciable, even in Communist Poland—was barred. For the first time in their history, Ukrainians were exposed to influence, and indeed domination, from one direction only—the East.

Today, as Ukraine is once again trying to gain access to the West, Poland is playing a major role in encouraging this process. Poland was, after all, the first country to recognize Ukraine’s independence. Poles now generally acknowledge that the existence of an independent Ukraine greatly benefits Poland’s geopolitical security. It seems that the segregation of the two peoples was a necessary precondition for the development of a mutually beneficial relationship between them. Apparently the old adage that “good fences make for good neighbors” has been proven true once more.
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The military-administrative operation known as the Akcja Specjalna Wisla (Akcja Wisla) aimed to bring an end to the partisan activities of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (Ukrainska Povstanska Armiia, or UPA) and the civilian underground organization known as the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (Orhanizatsiya Ukrains’kykh Natsionalistiv, or OUN). The crushing of the Ukrainian partisan forces was accompanied by the expulsion and deportation of Ukrainians, who constituted a very close-knit ethnic group in southeastern Poland. The Akcja Wisla was the largest post—World War II military operation in Poland.1

WARTIME EXPULSIONS

In 1943 and 1944, the OUN-UPA fought against both Polish and Soviet forces to establish an independent Ukrainian state. Several factors played important roles in determining the strength and capacity of the OUN-UPA. In the first place, the organization was active in territories inhabited by overwhelming Ukrainian majorities, which lent it full and unwavering support. In the second place, the area’s mountains, forests, and greatly underdeveloped communications and transportation infrastructure were ideal for guerrilla warfare. The OUN-UPA was well prepared for guerrilla warfare, and its regular detachments (1,600—2,400 men) were ideally sized for agility and ease of movement, as were the rural self-defense units (2,500 men). Finally, the organization had a well-developed intelligence network and excellent logistical support, including storage facilities, field hospitals, and bunkers. The UPA forces had considerable experience in underground and partisan activities. Most of the UPA was very well armed, equipped, and trained.2

Particularly during 1942—1944, the strife between the OUN-UPA and Polish troops was devastating for combatants and civilians alike. Somewhere between sixty and seventy thousand Poles were murdered in mass executions in the years 1943—1944, mainly in the regions of Podole, Volhynia, and Lublin. In the Lublin region and Polesie alone, Ukrainians killed approximately ten to twenty thousand people, although to this day these figures remain mere estimates.3

Polish partisans also organized self-defense formations and carried out retaliatory military actions. The strongest partisan detachments (the “Rysia” peasant battalions and the “Wiklina,” “Kozaka,” and “Korczaka” detachments of the Polish Home Army—the Armia Krajowa, or AK) were sent to anti-Ukrainian fronts. In 1943—1994, following attacks by Polish self-defense detachments and AK forces, the UPA and civilian populations were forced to leave their positions and villages in the counties of Kowal, Wlodzimierz, and Lubomel. An order issued on 10 February 1944, by Lt. Kazimierz Bąbiński (pseudonym “Luboń”), the commander of the Polish Partisan Division (later the Twenty-seventh Wolhynian Division of Home Army Infantry), testifies to the fierceness of the Polish-Ukrainian fighting. Under his command, Polish partisans were ordered to treat armed Ukrainians with utmost severity, sparing only women and children.4

The events of 1944 in the region of Chelm were particularly tragic, and they have yet to be fully researched. On 13 and 14 March 1944, Polish partisans burned down fourteen villages and executed or murdered 1,500 Ukrainians, 70 percent of whom were women and children. In the village of Sahryń alone, seven hundred people were killed and 260 farmhouses burnt down. The numbers of casualties in other villages were equally horrifying: Szychowice—eighty dead, 150 houses destroyed; Turkowice—eighty people, 150 houses; Głtasków—250 people, ninety-five houses; Modryn—seventy-five people, thirty-six houses; and Mięetkie—105 people, 160 houses. By the summer of 1944, some 150 Ukrainian villages, home to fifteen thousand inhabitants, had been burned to the ground.5 Fighting between Polish and Ukrainian partisans continued throughout June 1944, resulting in considerable bloodshed on both sides and the destruction of dozens of Polish and Ukrainian villages.

After the retreat of the German army, a tight-knit minority of approximately seven hundred thousand Ukrainians (including 150,000 Lemkos)6 remained in the postwar territory of Poland, most of them in the provinces of Cracow, Rzeszów, and Lublin.


THE EXPULSION OF UKRAINIANS, 1945-1946

In postwar Poland, the creation of a nation-state was the first priority. This necessarily led to the conviction that forced migration was the only effective method for dispelling ethnic antagonisms. In Poland, the Ukrainian question, much like the German question, became an adhesive that bound Communist authorities and the majority of the Polish nation together. Much like the Germans, Ukrainians were an undesirable element in the new Polish state. Plans to expel the Ukrainians gained the acceptance of the Western Allies, Soviet authorities, the Communist Party, and the Polish government. Strong anti-Ukrainian feelings, which prevailed in Polish society due to the tragic events of World War II, were further exacerbated by the loss of Poland’s prewar eastern territories. In spite of a number of incidents of military collaboration between the Polish underground and the OUN-UPA against Communist authorities, national loyalties prevailed. As is usually the case in such conflicts, most of the victims were civilians.

The Polish military-administrative solution to the Ukrainian problem was, in practice, nothing more than a Stalinist approach to ethnic policy. Stalin used all means possible to repress “resolute” ethnic groups, such as the Ukrainians, Ingush, Chechens, and Tatars; he used the Soviet military and secret police to put down resistance, to force entire communities to resettle, and to punish populations, on the basis of the notion of collective responsibility. According to a letter from Lavrentii Beria to Josif Stalin, the People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs (NKVD) and the People’s Commissariat of State Security (NKGB) resettled 602,193 people inhabiting zones from the Caucasus to Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan during February and March 1944. Nearly five hundred thousand Chechens and Ingush living in the inaccessible regions of the Caucasus were evacuated within seven days (23—29 February 1944).7 In the same manner, on 19—20 May 1944, some 180,014 Crimean Tartars were taken from their homes, loaded on trains, and (as “special resettlers”) were sent to Uzbekistan. Between April and July 1944, a total of 225,009 people were forcibly deported from Crimea—mostly ethnic Tatars, Bulgarians, Greeks, Armenians, and Kurds. The Crimean resettlements were carried out by a total of twenty-three thousand NKVD soldiers and nine thousand NKVD and NKGB operational personnel.8

The Soviet Union had also set a precedent for the Polish treatment of the Ukrainian population. During the war, the primary reason given for the persecution of Ukrainians in the Soviet Union was the political and military activity of the Ukrainian underground, particularly in areas that prior to 1939 had been part of the Second Polish Republic. Armed Ukrainian nationalists attacked Red Army soldiers, NKVD-NKGB personnel, industrial facilities, public institutions, and collective farms. Ukrainian nationalists also assassinated a number of public and party officials and organized a mass boycott resisting conscription into the Red Army.

In light of these events, the Soviet administration started its first large-scale, planned operation against the underground and civilian population in western Ukraine. The central Soviet state-party authorities commissioned the NKVD-NKGB to put down all resistance by the local population. Similar assignments were given to the military councils of the First Ukrainian Front and the Second Belorussian Front. In March 1944 Sergei Krugov and Ivan Serov (deputies to the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs) were dispatched to organize and coordinate the operations. A total of 28,000 armed personnel were sent as reinforcements to western Ukraine (the obvody of Rovne and Volyn), including four brigades of NKVD Internal Forces (ten thousand men), four regiments of NKVD border forces (four thousand men), two divisions, four brigades, one regiment of cavalry, and one NKVD tank battalion.9

The casualties among the Ukrainian underground and the civilian population illustrate the scale of the Ukrainian resistance. During military-police operations in 1944-1945, the NKVD Internal Forces of the Ukrainian okrug killed 48,363 people, arrested 91,754, and detained 80,685 who had refused to serve in the military. The majority of these people were OUN-UPA members and collaborators. In 1945 the NKVD identified another 34,398 people who were OUN-UPA members or sympathizers, or who had collaborated with the German authorities and occupying forces during the years 1941—1943. In 1945, a total of 6,155 “bandit families”—whose members had collaborated with the OUN-UPA underground10—were deported from Ukraine. In the period between 15 February and 1 April 1945, a total of 1,396 operations were carried out, in which 5,003 members of the OUN-UPA were killed and 11,681 OUN-UPA members, 5762 collaborators, and 2,494 “bandit families” were arrested. During this same period, 134 UPA detachments and groups were eliminated, 6,205 bunkers or hideouts were destroyed, and 4,504 weapons were confiscated.11 In 1946 the Internal Forces of the Ministry of the Interior of the Ukrainian Socialist Soviet Republic carried out 67,122 operations, during which 652 OUN-UPA detachments were eliminated, 8,360 people were killed, 25,359 were detained and 3,135 were identified as OUN-UPA collaborators.12

To this day, historians have yet to document fully the role of Soviet intelligence and Soviet partisan activity on Polish territory itself. Evidence of such collaboration does exist. For example, General Teodor Strokacz, commander in chief of the headquarters of the Ukrainian partisans, wrote on 19 July 1944, “The commander of the Comrade Kunicki Partisan Group in the Lesko region [fifty kilometers west of Przemysl] reports that the NKVD divisions of commanders Karasev and Prokopiuk were behaving scandalously. In particular Karasev’s men confiscated personal belongings—food/provisions, money, watches—causing civilians to run away in panic.”13

In 1944 and 1945 the Polish regime was in the hands of Soviet officials (such as General Nikolai Bulganin, Soviet government plenipotentiary, and General Ivan Serov, NKVD plenipotentiary). Despite the existence of a nominally Polish government—the Polski Komitet Wyzwolenia Narodowego (the Polish Committee for National Liberation, or PKWN)—and despite the fact that Polish forces were fighting at the front, authority was wielded by NKVD support forces. These were also the first armed units to fight the Polish and Ukrainian underground. Moreover, the Polish-Ukrainian border in 1944 was demarcated by the deployment of NKVD forces. Thirty-four detachments of the NKVD Border Forces were created in July 1944 to protect the western border; seven of these were deployed along the new 440-kilometer border between Poland and the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR). The headquarters of the border guards of the Ukrainian NKVD were in L’viv, and border detachments (1,630 men each) were stationed in Lubomel, Włodzmierz Wołynski, Sokal, Rawa Ruska, Jaworów, Nowe Miasto, and Ustrzyki Dolne.14

The so-called exchange of populations between Poland and the Soviet Union was carried out in the years 1944—1946, on the basis of an agreement between the PKWN and the governments of the Ukrainian and Belorussian Socialist Republics (signed on 9 September 1944). Relocation was supposed to be voluntary, and each individual was to choose whether to go or stay. In practice, however, these exchanges were forced resettlements. The majority of Ukrainians who left Poland were compelled to do so. Very often, violence, or the fear of violence, was the motivating factor. Threats, psychological blackmail, and various economic pressures were brought to bear on minority groups. For example, Ukrainians wishing to stay in Poland were subject to unrealistic mandatory agricultural targets.

The public administration, police, and military participated in harassment of ethnic minorities. Exceptions were few. In a letter of 19 October 1944, the minister of internal affairs in the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic, informed Nikita Khrushchev, head of the Central Committee of the Ukrainian Communist Party (KCKPU), that in the Hrubieszów and Tomaszów Lubelski regions only 60 percent of the Ukrainian population had expressed a desire to be resettled to the Ukrainian SSR.15

On 21 October 1944, the Ukrainian minister of agriculture wrote to the head of the KCKPU Department of Agriculture that the resettlement agreement with Poland called for the relocation of 240,000 Ukrainians (a total of sixty thousand households). Of this number, nearly 192,000 people (80 percent) were to be settled in western Ukraine, and the remaining forty-eight thousand were to be sent to the eastern regions of the Ukrainian Republic. In western Ukraine, some 47,500, or 19.8 percent of the settlers, were to be quartered in abandoned single-family houses. Over 144,500, or 60.2 percent of the resettled Ukrainians, were to live in houses abandoned by ethnic Poles who had been forced to migrate to Poland. More than 20 percent of the Ukrainians (or forty-eight thousand people) sent to eastern Ukraine were placed in collective farms and houses previously inhabited by ethnic Germans. Ukrainians expelled from Poland were supposed to receive eight arable hectares per household, which would have meant a total of 480,000 hectares of land. A total of thirty-one thousand farms with 248,800 hectares of arable land left behind by resettled Poles were appropriated for Ukrainians resettled to Ukraine.16

The UPA, the Kushchovi Viddily Self-Defense, and makeshift armed groups rose up in opposition to this exchange of populations, and they tried to prevent the expulsion of Ukrainians. A number of military formations were sent to put down UPA resistance, including soldiers of the Polish Internal Army, operational groups of the civil police and security agencies, and detachments from the Soviet border police, army, and NKVD support forces. In the spring of 1945, a total of nine NKVD operational-battle regiments and one motorized NKVD battalion were active in Poland.17

The years 1945—1946 constitute a particularly bloody chapter in the Polish-Ukrainian conflict; fighting was fierce, and both sides committed acts of extreme cruelty. Outstanding instances included: the murder of thirty Ukrainians fleeing the village of Kobylnica Ruska on 6 February 1945; the burning of the village of Lubliniec Stary and the massacre of 540 people on 25 March 1945 in response to the deaths of eleven Polish soldiers during an engagement with Ukrainian self-defense forces in the same village; and the murder of four hundred Ukrainians in the village of Gorajec on 6 April 1945. These actions were carried out by the Second Independent Operational Battalion of the Internal Military Forces, based in Lubaczów, and the Third Battalion of the Ninety-eighth Regiment of NKVD Border Forces. They were coordinated by a Soviet colonel, Bezborodov, stationed with an NKVD operational group in Lublin.18 In addition, on 3 March 1945, a Home Army detachment commanded by Lieutenant Józef Bis (pseudonym “Wacław”) murdered more than 360 inhabitants of Pawlokom, in the county of Brzozów. Polish residents of nearby villages participated in this attack. On 16 April 1945 a detachment of the Narodowa Organizacja Wojskowa (NOW), commanded by Colonel Józef Zdziarski (pseudonym “Woyniak”), murdered nearly four hundred Ukrainians in the village of Piskorowice (in the county of Jarosław). Polish inhabitants of nearby villages also took part in this attack. Even today an incident in Wierzchowiny (county of Krasnystaw), where 194 ethnic Ukrainians were murdered on 6 June 1945, remains a mystery. It is most likely that the Lublin-based detachments of the Narodowe Sily Zbrojne (NSZ), headed by commanders Mieczysław Pazderski (pseudonym “Szary”), Roman Jaroszyński (pseudonym “Roman”), Eugeniusz Walewski (pseudonym “Zemsta”), and Stanisław Sekuła (pseudonym “Sokół”) were responsible for this attack.19

To this day, we do not know how casualties were distributed among members of the UPA, the Kushchovi Viddily Self-Defense, villagers who took up arms against the Polish and Soviet forces, and innocent bystanders. The acts of violence on the Ukrainian side were by no means less bloody. The UPA targeted members of resettlement committees, state officials, and trains and railroad infrastructure used to transport resettled Ukrainians. According to Jan Mirski, the governor of the province of Rzeszów, in 1945 the UPA burned approximately thirty villages (some 5,100 farms) whose Ukrainian populations had been forcibly resettled.20

During the spring and summer of 1945, UPA activities succeeded in temporarily halting the resettlement effort. Necessary agricultural deliveries in parts of the province of Rzeszów where the UPA was active dropped to nearly 10—12 percent of previous levels, and the Polish administration was practically paralyzed in these regions. In the southeast, from the Bieszczady Mountains to Lubaczów, only two township administrations were operational. This situation directly led to the decision, made on 22 August 1945, to send the Third, Eighth, and Ninth Divisions of the Polish infantry to the regions of Przemysl, Lesko, and Lubaczów. These divisions were ordered to eradicate all OUN-UPA operations and resettle the indigenous Ukrainian population. For purposes of “state security” they were also ordered to “cleanse” the undesirable population from a fifty-kilometer-wide strip along the border.21

Attempts were made to resolve the issue of Ukrainian minorities within Poland at a 24 July 1945 conference at the Ministry of Public Administration in Warsaw.22 Among the Ukrainian delegates were members of the Communist Party of Western Ukraine, members of the Włościańsko-Robotniczy Komitet Lemkowszczyzny (Lemko Landowners-Workers Committee), and members of the Ukraiński Komitet Obywatelski (Ukrainian Citizens Committee), but there were no OUN-UPA representatives. According to Jevhen Shtendera, the former leader of the Third OUN District, some members of the UPA leadership were offered opportunities to participate in the conference. In July 1945 Colonel Witold Popko (commander of the Ninth Infantry Division of the Polish army) and Major Stefan Tielatnikow (commander of the Twenty-sixth Infantry Regiment, in Jaroslaw) proposed that the UPA send delegates to the conference to discuss issues related to transferring populations to the Ukrainian Republic, restoring order, providing Ukrainians access to public services, and enabling Ukrainians to create a police force staffed by ethnic Ukrainians. For a number of reasons, this initiative never got off the ground.23

At this conference, ten invited representatives of Ukrainian communities from the provinces of Kraków, Rzeszów, and Lublin presented a series of demands in a document entitled Memoriale ludności ukraińskiej. Only one of the demands concerned the question of exchange of populations—that the process be truly voluntary. Most involved creating Ukrainian schools in Poland, freedom of association in social and political organizations, participation in agricultural reform, and amnesty for the Ukrainian underground. In general, the Ukrainian delegation declared that Ukrainians wished to spend their future in Poland.24

The Polish government ignored these demands and focused exclusively on ensuring that there would be no large concentrations of Ukrainians in postwar Poland. It offered Ukrainians the option of “voluntary” transfer, either to Ukraine or to northwestern Poland (the former German lands). Moreover, the Polish authorities reserved the right to make arbitrary rulings concerning the fate of the Ukrainian population, either for economic reasons or in response to suspected collaboration with the OUN-UPA. During this meeting, however, the Polish government announced that amnesty might be provided the Ukrainian underground in the future, and that the other Ukrainian demands would be met after the completion of population transfers.25

The conference highlighted the Polish government’s serious dilemma: It could either recognize the right of ethnic Ukrainians to stay in Poland or expel the whole ethnic Ukrainian population to Ukraine. The latter was clearly in violation of the principle of voluntary resettlement set out in the treaty of 9 September 1944. In late July 1945, the Polish government, believing itself justified by the increasingly ruthless tactics of the UPA, turned to the use of force to resolve the Ukrainian question. On 22 August 1945, the Polish government decided to send the Third, Eighth, and Ninth Infantry Divisions into the regions of Przemysl, Lesko, and Lubaczów. These divisions were ordered to eradicate the OUN-UPA and expel the Ukrainian population to the Soviet Union. At the same time, administrative authorities in the provinces of Lublin and Rzeszów were ordered to begin collecting back taxes and produce from Ukrainian farmers. Only families that signed a declaration of voluntary transfer were exempted. On 3 September, the military started moving Ukrainians out of the counties of Lesko, Lubaczów, Przemyśl, and Sanok. Even the communities represented at the conference in Warsaw were subjected to harsh treatment. Most of the delegates were arrested and expelled. It was in this context that the OUN-UPA undertook a wide range of efforts in defense of the resettled ethnic Ukrainians, who were often subjected to brutality at the hands of the military and security forces and unfair treatment by the resettlement committees.26

The Polish army intensified its operations in the spring of 1946, creating a special military unit, Grupa Operacyjna “Rzeszów” (GO “Rzeszów”). Its task was to combat the UPA and expel the residual Ukrainian population. On 5 April 1946, GO “Rzeszów” commenced operations aimed at eliminating all armed resistance (both Ukrainian and Polish) by 20 July 1946. This goal turned out to be unrealistic, as priority was given to resettlement activities, and two-thirds of the military personnel were assigned to resettlement-related tasks. Nonetheless, expulsion efforts were completed by the beginning of July 1946.

Before the Polish military began its expulsion efforts, some 222,000 people had already been transferred to the Soviet Union. With military participation, another 138,000 people were expelled between September 1945 and March 1946, resulting in a total of 350,000 Ukrainians expelled from Poland between 15 October 1944 and 5 April 1946. Of this number, only ninety thousand ethnic Ukrainians could be said to have left Poland primarily of their own free will.27 By 1 August 1946, a total of 482,500 people had been at first encouraged, and then brutally forced, to migrate from Poland to the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic, including 464,500 ethnic Ukrainians, more than fifteen thousand Lemkos, and a number of Russians. Under the evacuation treaties, the whole process was supposed to have been completed by 1 February 1945. For various reasons, the deadline was moved forward twice, first to 31 December 1945, and then to 15 June 1946. Between August and December 1946, an additional 5,500 people were expelled, mainly from the counties of Sanok and Lesko. These expulsions involved individuals or entire villages that were considered untrustworthy because of their previous collaboration with the UPA.28

At the same time, those transferred from western Ukraine to Poland included some 742,000 Poles, thirty-three thousand Jews, and twelve thousand “repatriates” representing a variety of nationalities. Some thirty-five thousand people returned to Poland from eastern Ukraine. July 1946 also marked the completion of the resettlement of the Belorussian population from Poland to the Belorussian Socialist Soviet Republic. Of the 160,000-member Belorussian minority in Poland, nearly eighty thousand were removed.29

In the spring of 1946, the first voices could be heard arguing that mass, forced migration to the Ukrainian SSR had not solved the so-called Ukrainian problem. The idea of deporting Ukrainians to other parts of Poland began to gain ground. The military argued that the only effective method of eliminating the OUN-UPA was to remove its source of moral and material support—the local Ukrainian population. For instance, at a briefing of district commanders on 13 and 14 May 1946, Brigadier General Stefan Mossor (deputy chief of staff of the Polish army) said that the UPA was of little danger to state security and that UPA forces would be quickly eliminated. He was a little less optimistic regarding the completion of the expulsion. Ukraine had already announced that it would no longer accept, nor provide transport for, ethnic Ukrainian resettlers as of 15 June 1946 (the planned date for the completion of the resettlement process). According to Mossor, another thirty thousand Ukrainian families (nearly a hundred thousand people) awaited expatriation from Poland. This meant that the evacuation of the Ukrainian population from the counties of Hrubieszów, Jarosław, Sanok, and Lesko could not be completed.30

Following the completion of the evacuation to the Ukrainian Republic, the Polish army commanders in the regions of Kraków and Lublin were asked to provide the following information: how many Ukrainian households had been resettled, and how many had been evacuated from each county; how many Ukrainian households remained, their whereabouts, and the reasons they had not left; what percentage of the indigenous Ukrainian population had been resettled; what the general mood of the local population was; and any additional noteworthy information concerning the evacuation process.31

In one of the reports, shortcomings were blamed in part on the field offices of the security services. It was reported that they had failed to coordinate their activities with the Polish army and had not managed to infiltrate the OUN-UPA. In effect, largely military means were used to counteract the Ukrainian underground, means that were very resource-intensive and not always effective. The elimination of OUN structures and UPA forces was further hampered because the local Ukrainian population gave the Polish authorities no support or voluntary assistance whatsoever. As a result, Lieutenant Colonel Ziernicki proposed to expel and deport the entire Ukrainian population in a combined effort of the local public authorities, the civil police, and the security services. Ziernicki’s report suggested setting up three processing centers in the province to facilitate resettlement of the remaining Ukrainians.32

Between November 1946 and March 1947, the Polish authorities made little effort to combat the UPA. Starting in November 1946, the main task of the Polish army was to train propaganda-security personnel in preparation for the upcoming elections to the Sejm (held on 19 January 1947). Nearly three quarters of the soldiers engaged in fighting the underground were reassigned to help with the elections, and many of the planned military operations were postponed until February 1947.

Simultaneously, the Polish side undertook steps to continue the expulsion of Ukrainians. Policy guidelines set out by the Państwowa Komisja Bezpieczeństwa (State Security Commission, or PKB) for the pre-election period in July 1946 called for evacuating all remaining ethnic Ukrainians. However, in spite of diplomatic efforts, Poland was unable to get official agreement from Ukraine to postpone the completion date for a third time. Nonetheless, on 23 November 1946, the Polish ministers of public security and public administration (Stanislaw Radkiewicz and Władysław Kiernik, respectively) issued a joint executive order to expatriate the Ukrainian minority by 31 December 1946, including all Ukrainians who had signed evacuation cards and had not yet left Poland and those who had left but had come back to Poland subsequently.

Falsified elections in January 1947 put full power in the hands of the Communists. When the Sejm passed the “Little Constitution” on 22 February 1947, an amnesty for all members of opposition movements was announced. The amnesty also covered more than seventeen thousand political prisoners. However, like the previous amnesty of 2 August 1945, this did not include members of the OUN and UPA, as they were considered allies of Nazi Germany. This policy clearly had nationalist undertones. At a meeting of the leaders of Communist parties in Szklarska Poręba in September 1947, Władysław Gomulka, the leader of the Polish Workers’ Party, informed the leaders of other Communist parties that under the amnesty more than fifty-five thousand people had left the underground by May 1947. He added that a total of 14,876 people had been killed in fighting (including both the Polish and Ukrainian underground forces).33 The 1947 amnesty marked the end of the Polish armed underground. The remaining threat to state security was the Ukrainian armed underground and the Ukrainian population that lent it support.34

Meanwhile, in February and March 1947, a kind of stalemate was reached between the Polish army and the UPA. A general demobilization resulted in the departure of many older, more experienced soldiers from the Polish Eighth and Ninth Infantry Divisions. The UPA was also in crisis, and it was forced to cut back significantly on military operations. Cut off from its traditional supply sources in the villages, it was obliged to spend the harsh winter in isolated bunkers and hideouts in the Carpathian Mountains. Food and clothing shortages meant outbreaks of disease (primarily typhus and diphtheria) and other conditions that led to widespread desertion. By March 1947, UPA forces were down to fourteen hundred soldiers.35 The reduction of Polish military operations was accompanied, however, by a heightened propaganda offensive. Atrocities actually or allegedly committed by the UPA were used to divert society’s attention away from the crimes being committed by the Soviet and Polish security apparatuses—crimes that caused more suffering and death in Poland than the UPA.

On 17 February 1947, Władysław Wolski, the Polish government’s general plenipotentiary for repatriation, issued an executive order to complete the expulsion of Ukrainians by 10 March 1947.36 Once more the Polish army stepped in. General Boleslaw Zarako-Zarakowski, the commander of Military District VII, issued an order instructing his forces to provide armed support to resettlement committees should they encounter resistance on the part of the UPA. At the request of local administrators and security forces, the Polish army undertook expulsions in the counties of Hrubieszów, Wodawa, and Biała Podlaska. This operation was only a partial success. For instance, between 1 March and 10 March 1947 only forty-three families were evacuated from the county of Biała Podlaska, and these were families who had signed up to leave but could not be expelled earlier because of sickness or other reasons. After the new amnesty was issued, there was a reduction in the threat of violence and a greater use of persuasion and pressure, which meant that ethnic Ukrainians no longer urgently desired to be moved to Ukraine. People hid in the woods and did whatever was necessary to avoid expulsion.37


THE AKCJA WISŁA

The failure of the expulsions became increasingly obvious. The concept of moving Ukrainians to western Poland, originally proposed in July 1945, began to gain ground in the summer of 1946, when specific plans were put forth by the state administration, political parties, and several social organizations. A review of the pertinent documentation (minutes of Politburo meetings and PKB meetings, reports from the general headquarters of the Polish army, and documentation from the Ministry of Public Security and the Ministry of Public Administration) reveals that the first plans for the “final and general solution of the Ukrainian problem” were already being considered in late May and early July 1946.

The legal basis for deporting the Ukrainians within the existing borders of Poland was originally a prewar statute—the “Executive Order of the President of Poland on the State Borders” of 23 December 1927 (as amended on 9 July 1936).38 Under this law, provincial governors and village administrators (starostas) were authorized to forbid people from living in or entering a border area (that is, within two kilometers of the border). The law provided for the extension of a border area should this be required for national security. Other laws allowed for the removal of offenders guilty of misdemeanors (przestepca pospolity) for up to three years from counties adjoining the border. This period could be extended up to ten years for criminals endangering national security. This provision was also cited as the statutory basis for the expulsion of ethnic Ukrainians to Ukraine in 1945 and 1946, in particular those from Lemkowszczyzna.39 This law was also used as the legal basis for resettling the Ukrainians within Poland.

On 14 August 1946, the head of the Polish Border Patrol ordered the Eighth Unit of the Border Patrol in Przemysl, the Eighth and Ninth Infantry Divisions in Sanok and Przemysl, and the county security services in Brzozów, Lesko, Lubaczów, Przemysl, and Sanok to prepare lists of individuals living within thirty kilometers of the state border whose presence was considered a threat to the security of the frontier.40 These lists, ready by October 1946, were later used during the Akcja Wisła. According to Eugeniusz Misilo, these lists were originally prepared for the purposes of either expulsion to Ukraine or resettlement of Ukrainians within the existing borders of Poland.41

Similarly, in January 1947, military commanders in southeastern Poland received orders to draw up lists of Ukrainian families and Ukrainian-Polish mixed marriages. On 31 January 1947, Lieutenant Ignacy Wieliczko, commander of the Ninth Infantry Division and chairman of the Provincial Security Committee in Rzeszów, ordered units of the Polish army and Internal Security Forces in Rzeszów to prepare by 2 February a list of all ethnic Ukrainians still living in the region.42

In February 1947, when it was finally apparent that expulsions were no longer practical, military circles began to formulate a more specific “final solution to the Ukrainian question.” There was to be a combined effort to exterminate the UPA and to resettle remaining Ukrainians to other parts of Poland. As Mossor argued during a routine inspection of the Provincial Security Committee in Kraków on 20 February 1947, “Because of the deterioration of the of bandit organizations and the severe winter, the next two months should be spent in maximum effort to direct public opinion against the opposition and these gangs of criminals. This should be enhanced by a very subtle application of amnesty, and merciless extermination of all terrorist elements, even those who have temporarily stashed their weapons and are not currently active.”43 Mossor wrote later,


The situation in the country is overshadowed by the problem of the remaining Ukrainians in the Kraków District. Many individuals, even entire families, hide in the forests or in villages just across the border in Czechoslovakia, only to return to their former homesteads and continue to support UPA bandits.... Since the Soviet Union will no longer accept these people, it seems necessary to commence an operation to resettle this population next spring, family by family, and distribute them throughout the entire western territory, where they will quickly be assimilated. Attached is a complete list of the remaining population of 4,876 families (20,306 individuals). I propose this matter be referred to Mr. Wolski, director of the State Repatriation Agency.


Mossor also cited prewar legislation as the basis for the proposed operation:


There is a prewar law that allows administrators of counties along the border to resettle families whose activities are deleterious to the state. Using this law, we could relocate the families of members of the underground, especially in counties with the highest level of banditism. I ordered the Provincial Security Office to present a detailed list of such families as soon as possible to the minister of security, and to send a copy to the Security Commission. Once this is done we’ll be able to discuss this matter with the minister of public education.44


At a meeting of the PKB on 27 March 1947, Mossor presented his plan to deport the remaining Ukrainian population in Poland. Stanisław Radkiewicz, Minister of Public Security, participated in this meeting and was authorized to present the project to the Politburo of the Polish Communist Party.

On the following day, General Karol Swierczewski, Assistant Minister of National Defense, was killed in an ambush outside of Jabonki, in the Bieszczady Mountains. The assassins were never found, but a special meeting of the Politburo on 29 March 1947 resulted in the political decision to carry out a repressive military operation targeting the local Ukrainian population. 45 Świerczewski’s death provided the Polish administration with an excellent excuse to hold the civilian Ukrainian population collectively responsible for the doings of the Ukrainian underground. The assassination was only a pretext, as is clearly proven by various decisions concerning the deportation taken prior to 1947. On 29 March 1947, the Politburo made the following decision:



	Promptly resettle the ukrainians [sic] and mixed families to the recovered lands (mainly northern Prussia), in a dispersed manner and no closer than 100 kilometers from the border.

	Coordinate the resettlement with the Soviet and Czechoslovak governments.

	Assign comrades Spychalski and Radkiewicz the task of preparing data about the Ukrainian population in Poland and a plan for resettlement. Deadline—one week.46


From this moment until October 1947, the Ukrainian question was discussed in almost every weekly meeting of the Politburo. The formal decision regarding the leadership of the Akcja Wisła was made on 11 April 1947; on 16 April, decisions were made regarding the date on which to commence deportation, procedures for relocation to the western territories and northern regions of Poland, and the means of coercion to be applied.47 All other decisions about the deportation (made by the Council of Ministers, the State Security Commission, the Ministry of Public Security, the Ministry of National Defense, the Ministry of Public Administration, and the State Repatriation Agency) were secondary to the resolutions of the Politburo.48

The resolution of 24 April 1947 was never published in the official list of laws, the Dziennik Ustaw, nor was it contained in the minutes of the Presidium of the Council of Ministers. The resolution was drafted by a team supervised by Field Marshal Michał Zymierski, as can be seen on the original copies of successive versions stored in the Centralne Archiwum Wojskowe (Central Military Archive, or CAW). This was connected with Mossor’s demand for government-issued authorization papers after he was appointed commander of the Akcja Wisła. These were issued on 23 April 1947, the day before the commencement date set by the Politburo. Mossor did not receive the authorization until 25 April 1947, which caused the operation to be postponed for three days.49

On 12 April, at a meeting chaired by Zymierski, the PKB ordered Mossor to prepare by 16 April a plan to resettle the Ukrainian population and eliminate all remnants of the UPA. At another meeting of the State Security Commission, on 16 April, Zymierski and the Minister of Public Security, Stanislaw Radkiewicz, accepted the operation plan prepared by Mossor.50 The next day, the State Security Commission issued Executive Order 00189/III establishing GO “Wisła” on 20 April 1947. The operation was set to begin on 23 April. Difficulties in deploying the necessary troops and, as noted, Mossor’s insistence on special government authorization, caused the date of commencement to be postponed until 28 April 1947.51

Mossor was appointed the Polish government plenipotentiary by the Council of Ministers’ resolution of 24 April 1947. This documentation and a copy of the resolution were brought by special plane to Sanok on 26 April by Stanislaw Letowski, who worked with the minister of national defense. Mossor was given far-reaching authority over the commanders of the Military Districts in Kraków and Lublin, all border protection forces, the police, the offices of public security, local public administrations, and the communication infrastructure. The headquarters of GO Wisła established its own military prosecutor and court, which were authorized to try both military personnel and civilians, under expedited procedures.52

The Soviet Union’s role in the Akcja Wisła is yet to be fully determined. In 1944-1956 Poland was within the USSR’s “outer empire” and enjoyed only limited sovereignty. Zymierski and Radkiewicz were unquestionably connected with Soviet secret services. Stalin had his own people everywhere in Poland, and even the decisions of the Polish Politburo were purely formalities. Ryszard Torzecki argues on the basis of new evidence that there can be no doubt of Soviet approval for Polish actions.53

One document that testifies to Soviet involvement is a note from V. Yakovlev, an advisor of the Soviet embassy in Warsaw, following a discussion with the Polish deputy minister of state administration, Wladyslaw Wolski. According to Yakovlev’s note, on the evening of 2 April 1947, Wolski came to the Soviet embassy without notice and asked to see Yakovlev. He told Yakovlev that on 29 March 1947, the Politburo had decided to resettle forcibly all ethnic Ukrainians living in the provinces of Rzeszów and Lublin to eastern Prussia and to Poland’s western territories. He requested that Moscow be informed of these decisions. Wolski clearly feared that the Polish state and party authorities had not consulted with the Soviets, and as a result he foresaw considerable difficulties in following through with the decision. When Yakovlev asked about the number of Ukrainians to be resettled, Wolski responded that he did not know and stressed that no one had authorized him to release the information he was providing. He added that on the previous day, 1 April, another twenty-three soldiers had been killed and seven kidnapped by bandits in the very same spot where Swierczewski had been assassinated. At the very moment that Wolski was at the Soviet embassy, he said, an extraordinary meeting of the Politburo of the Polish Workers’ Party (BPKC PPR) was being held. Wolski feared that the Politburo would decide immediately to resettle the ethnic Ukrainians. Before leaving, Wolski asked Yakovlev to not mention to the Polish Workers’ Party that he had brought up the murdered and kidnapped Polish soldiers.54

During the Akcja Wisła (28 April-31 July 1947), 630 members of the Ukrainian underground were killed, and 820 were detained. Additionally, 2,780 civilians were detained under suspicion of collaboration with UPA or membership in the OUN civilian network. Between the end of the Akcja Wisla and the end of 1947, another fifty people were killed, as were 162 ethnic Ukrainians who died in a camp at Jaworzno.55


CASUALTIES

According to some Polish historians, four thousand ethnic Ukrainians were killed between June 1945 and March 1947. Of these, approximately 1,500 were members of the UPA.56 The remaining twenty-five hundred people were either civilian members of the OUN or simply civilians. According to Ukrainian sources, seven hundred people were killed in Military District VI (or the “San” region in southeastern Poland) between the summer of 1944 and autumn of 1946.57 In addition, numerous losses were incurred by OUN-UPA soldiers making their way westward through Czechoslovakia between 10 June and 12 November 1947. Some sixty people were killed in engagements with Czechoslovak forces, and another 280 were detained.58

Polish historians tend to estimate the losses among the Ukrainian underground and civilian population in Poland during the years 1945—1947 as somewhere between 4,700 and five thousand people.59 This seems to be a very low estimate. Tadeusz Olszański estimates the total Ukrainian losses in Poland between autumn 1944 and autumn 1947 at between eight and ten thousand dead. He holds the Polish armed underground responsible for murdering anywhere from 2,500 to 4,500 people.60 According to Prof. Zygmunt Mańkowski, in the Lublin region alone Polish-Ukrainian fighting during autumn 1943 and spring 1944 resulted in nearly eight thousand dead and the complete destruction of dozens of villages.61

During the years 1945-1947, the Polish side lost some 997 soldiers in combat with the Ukrainian underground (including 729 soldiers from the Polish army, 196 members of the Border Protection Corps, and seventy-two soldiers from the Internal Security Corps). Between July 1945 and March 1947, 811 soldiers were killed,62 as were another 603 people working for the security services, public administration, and political parties. UPA acts of terror in the years 1944-1947 resulted in six hundred Polish civilian deaths (117 people in 1944, 368 in 1945, ninety-eight in 1946, and sixteen in 1947). The total number of deaths on the Polish side amounted to 2,200 soldiers and civilians. 63 These figures are not definitive, nor do they include the number of injured or permanently disabled.

It is hard to estimate the material losses caused by the Polish-Ukrainian conflict, although the incomplete information available suggests that these losses were great. During the resettlement of ethnic Ukrainians, and as a result of military operations, armed activities of the Polish underground, and steps taken by the state administration, more than eleven thousand dwellings and other buildings were burnt down in 304 Ukrainian villages. Eight trains transporting resettlers were ambushed, resulting in the destruction of 103 wagons and 62 bridges, and the cutting of 22 rail lines.64 On the other hand, between July 1946 and March 1947 the UPA destroyed 982 farms, three schools, two railway stations, six bridges, six oil wells, and 35 kilometers of telephone lines, and it attacked seventy-one villages and nine outposts of the civil police.65

Looking back fifty years later, we see that the Akcja Wisła, in addition to eliminating all remnants of OUN-UPA activity, resulted in the “final solution of the Ukrainian question” in Poland, both in ethnic and territorial terms. All Ukrainians were subject to resettlement, regardless of their loyalty to the Polish state; even members of the Communist Party, employees of the civil police, and functionaries of the public security offices—often people who had themselves been fighting the OUN-UPA—were not spared. Administrative and legal barriers made it impossible for Ukrainians to return to their homes. Resettled families were strewn throughout ten provinces in northwestern Poland. The fate of the resettled Ukrainians was sealed between July—September 1949, when the state treasury (acting on a decision of the Council of Ministers) expropriated all property left behind, including land and buildings belonging to the Greek Catholic Church and to Ukrainian community organizations.66


CONCLUSION

The account presented in this article, though based on new evidence, can only begin to scratch the surface of the events that occurred during the Akcja Wisła. For example, one issue that remains is the strange coincidence between the decision to resettle the Ukrainian population (27 March 1947 by the State Security Commission and 29 March by the Politburo) and the assassination of Swierczewski (28 March 1947). It might be fruitful to ask whether Swierczewski’s death was a tragic accident or the result of a preplanned chain of events.

Historians should also evaluate more carefully the role of the Soviet Union in Poland’s decision to enact the Akcja Wisła. It should be assumed that it was impossible in 1944-1947 for the Polish party elite and public administration to undertake completely sovereign and independent decisions, especially regarding the armed underground and the Ukrainian population. The Ukrainian question was one that concerned both Poland and the Soviet Union, since Ukrainian aspirations for independence affected the regions on the border between these two countries. Should the Akcja Wisła be considered the result of decisions made in Moscow? Archived documents released in the future will surely prove interesting.

The Akcja Wisła has often been justified as contributing to the stability of the Polish state. Many argue that the government could not have allowed the continued existence of an armed underground Ukrainian organization aiming to create an independent state. Moreover, the expulsion and deportation of the Ukrainian population under the Akcja Wisła is treated in Polish historiography as the result of centuries of conflict between Poles and Ukrainians. Polish historians present the argument that the OUN—with its guerrilla activities that began in 1929 in prewar Poland, its collaboration with the Third Reich in the years between 1939 and 1944, its genocidal activities in Volhynia in 1942-1944, and its continued terrorist activities after the war—forced the hand of the Polish state.

Until 1990, there was a tendency in Poland to avoid considering the Akcja Wisła as one of the darker chapters of Polish history. One can see hope, however, in the fact that the Senate of the Third Republic of Poland passed a resolution on August 1990 that categorically condemned the Akcja Wisła as an inhumane act.
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In 1945 and 1946, after six years of unprecedented terror and destruction inflicted by Nazi Germany during World War II, newly reconstituted Czechoslovakia expelled millions of ethnic Germans. Often accompanied by Nazi-style violence, the expulsions cast a shadow on the postwar reconstruction of Czechoslovakia. Now, fifty years later, Czech historians have focused a critical eye on the violence of the immediate postwar years. This essay will give an outline of the Czechoslovak expulsions, consider both traditional and current historiography surrounding them, and suggest an explanation for the particularly violent form they took in the summer of 1945.

The expulsions have long been more than an exclusively academic problem for the Czechs. For many years after World War II, the threat of border rectification or of massive German claims for compensation made the expulsions a touchy subject for Czechoslovak historians. Most Communist and non-Communist domestic scholars of the expulsions produced more or less sophisticated justifications of the mass resettlement of Czechoslovakia’s 3.2 million ethnic Germans. Though German Ostpolitik and the ironclad political realities of the Cold War made border revisions or large-scale compensation unlikely after the early 1970s, the Communist line regarding the history of the expulsions changed little.

Among Czechoslovak dissidents, however, criticism of the expulsions began to appear in conjunction with criticism of the Communist regime in the late 1960s and again in the late 1970s. Just as the Germans needed the psychological, moral, and political catharsis of coming to terms with Nazism, so too, these dissidents argued, should Czechoslovakia publicly reconsider the expulsions and their aftermath. In “normalized” Communist Czechoslovakia, however, public debate of the expulsions was out of the question. So, while the foundation of a reevaluation was laid in the late 1970s, the process of a societywide coming-to-terms with the expulsions began only after the Velvet Revolution of 1989. As many of the dissident historians argued back in 1979, a Czech “return to Europe” was unthinkable without a forthright and critical treatment of the expulsions by both historians and the wider public.1

DETERIORATION OF CZECH-GERMAN RELATIONS, 1918-1945

A full explanation of the expulsions would have to begin in the late nineteenth century, when Czech and German nationalist ambitions clashed over language laws in the Habsburg Empire. Though deadlocked parliaments and fights in the streets paralyzed the empire in the aftermath of the Badeni language ordinances in 1897, it was the creation of a Czechoslovak national state in 1918 that opened the deepest wounds. When the Versailles peacemakers approved the outline of the new Europe after World War I, Czechoslovakia received most of the territory for which Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk and Edvard Beneš had lobbied. As a result, 3.1 million ethnic Germans, ringing the western, northern, and southern borders of the historic Bohemian lands, ended up as a “Sudeten German” minority within Czechoslovakia.2

Since Germans had been accustomed to a dominant position in Bohemia and the Habsburg Empire, it was difficult for them to come to terms with their new status as a minority group. Among the interwar successor states in East-Central Europe, Czechoslovakia had the most generous minority policy; nonetheless the Sudeten Germans complained, with justification, that they suffered occasional discrimination in the majority Slav state. Many German schools were handed over to Czech administration, and increasingly strict language examinations reduced German representation in the state bureaucracy to only 12.9 percent.3

As the economic depression struck Czechoslovakia in the early 1930s, the hard-hit German population turned increasingly to the nationalist Right. In 1933, Konrad Henlein established the Sudetendeutsche Heimatfront (SdH), which, reconstituted as the Sudetendeutsche Partei (SdP), went on to win two-thirds of the German vote in 1935.4 Receiving covert subsidies and overt rhetorical backing from Adolf Hitler, Henlein’s party increased its support among the Sudeten Germans to 85 percent in elections during the summer of 1938. The overwhelming antistate vote of 1938 would become the centerpiece of Edvard Beneš’s wartime lobbying effort for the postwar expulsion of the German minority.

After his electoral successes, Henlein made a series of escalating demands for German autonomy, culminating in the Munich crisis of September 1938. When Hitler insisted on a resolution of the Sudeten problem, Neville Chamberlain, the British prime minister, and Eduard Daladier, the French premier, agreed to press for Czechoslovakia’s cession of the Sudetenland to Germany. Unwilling to fight the Germans alone, Beneš agreed to the terms of Munich and soon thereafter gave up the Czechoslovak presidency and left the country. Within six months, Hitler pressured Emil Hacha, the weak president of rump Czechoslovakia, to allow a German occupation. On 16 March 1939, Hitler’s army entered Prague, and the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, as well as a puppet Slovak state, replaced lifeless Czechoslovakia.

Munich and the subsequent destruction of Czechoslovakia left a lasting scar on the Czech political psyche. Beneš spent the next seven years fighting in diplomatic circles abroad to reverse the legal implications of Munich. Abandoned by France and Britain in 1938, he turned to Stalin and the Soviet Union for support for his postwar plans. Czech society in general learned a number of painful lessons from Munich, most importantly that having a Western-oriented democracy was no guarantee of Western protection. Many Czech political parties were compromised by Munich and the subsequent German occupation, preparing the way for a postwar Communist electoral surge. In addition, Munich alienated Czechs decisively from the Sudeten Germans, opening the possibility of a radical solution to the minority problem that had dogged Czechoslovakia during the interwar period.

In the meantime, the incorporation of the Sudetenland into the Reich involved a process of Gleichschaltung (coordination) similar to that which had taken place in Germany and Austria after the Nazis had taken power. The SdP entered the Nazi Party (NSDAP) in December 1938, contributing 190,000 members to a Sudeten branch of the Sturmabteilung (SA). Henlein became Gauleiter of the Sudetengau, with the Karlsbad Nazi Karl Hermann Frank as his deputy. With the creation of the protectorate, the Sudeten NSDAP’s jurisdiction expanded to include the new territory.5

Though officially the protectorate had a Czech cabinet, Germans held the ultimate authority. The highest official was the Reichsprotektor, a position first filled by Constantin von Neurath. In late September of 1941, when SS officials complained that von Neurath was too soft with the Czechs, Hitler replaced him with Reinhard Heydrich.6 During the next nine months, Heydrich ran a brutal police state. By the end of 1941, SS and Gestapo agents had arrested over four thousand Czechs, four hundred of whom were executed. Heydrich crushed the small Czech resistance movement that had kept Beneš informed about conditions at home.7 Through a combination of terror and incentives, Heydrich kept the Czechs productive in their collective role as the “arsenal of the Reich.”

A number of Sudeten Germans were appointed to oversight positions, including the commissars attached to the administration of major Czech cities.8 Frank ran the police and was the highest SS official other than Heydrich in the protectorate. Frank’s authority increased after Czech and Slovak agents assassinated Heydrich in late May of 1942. A wave of German terror followed, peaking on 10 June with the razing of the village of Lidice and the mass murder of its male inhabitants. With Heydrich dead and ministries shuffled, Frank became the de facto ruler of the protectorate in the summer of 1943, with the official title of “Minister of State in Charge of the Ministry for Bohemia-Moravia.”9

Though much research remains to be done on the role played by the Sudeten Germans in occupied Bohemia-Moravia, the perception of them as the most uncompromising of Nazis radicalized Czech attitudes toward them as the occupation wore on.10 Whether rightly or not, Konrad Henlein and Karl Frank became the symbols of the Sudeten German betrayal of Czechoslovakia. On a local level in the Sudetenland, the German government confiscated thousands of Czech farms, which were taken over by the SS or new German settlers. Thousands more Czechs lost small businesses and factories, which were closed in order to limit competition with larger German-run establishments.11 Without extensive research, it will remain difficult to link specific Czech grievances to postwar reprisals against Germans. Nonetheless, it is understandable that a Czech sense of helplessness fed a brooding animosity toward the Germans. This animosity would explode upon liberation with a violence unprecedented in modern Czech history.

From renewed clandestine links with Czech resistance groups in the protectorate, Edvard Beneš received news of the pent-up anger among his countrymen. Combining this resentment with his own sense of failure over Munich, Beneš developed a plan for the postwar transfer of the Sudeten Germans from a reconstituted Czechoslovakia.12 After extensive discussions with his exile cabinet in early 1941, Beneš broached the transfer idea publicly in Britain in September 1941. Thereafter, his diplomatic work aimed at two goals. First and foremost, he sought the restoration of a secure Czechoslovakia in its pre-Munich boundaries. Second, he pursued the approval of the Allied powers for his transfer proposal. Both goals required the support of Britain, the United States, and the Soviet Union—the expected occupiers of a postwar Central Europe.

Beneš had already sent feelers to British officials before he went public with the transfer proposal in September 1941. In a memorandum dated 22 May 1941, Bruce Lockhart, the British liaison to the Czechoslovak provisional government, forwarded an early Beneš plan to Anthony Eden, the foreign secretary. The memo suggested that after the war, Czechoslovakia would cede territory holding approximately 1.2 million Germans to Germany. Beneš would allow four hundred thousand Germans to stay in what remained of Czechoslovakia, while 1.1 million Germans would be expelled. 13 Lockhart and his superiors in the Foreign Office were generally amenable to Beneš’s proposals. In an internal memorandum to the U.S. secretary of state on June 14, 1942, Lockhart reported, “We have given some encouragement to the Polish-Czech proposals for a solution of the minority problem by a transfer of populations.” He concluded, “Today the brutal treatment meted out to the Czechs is arousing wide-spread indignation, and from all parts of the world requests are coming for reprisals. The chief agents of this bestiality are the German Bohemians.”14

At the same time Beneš was tentatively raising with British officials the question of transfer, he began a propaganda offensive in the United States. In the journal Foreign Affairs in early 1942, Beneš outlined his vision for “The Organization of Postwar Europe.” After critiquing interwar minority agreements, Beneš suggested, “Perhaps it will be necessary to undertake this time the transference of minority populations . . . . This must be done in as humane a manner as possible, internationally organized and internationally financed.”15 Beneš justified the transfers in three ways. First, the Sudeten Germans needed to be punished for their betrayal of the Czechoslovak state. Second, relations between Czechs and Germans would be so bad after the war that it would be impossible for them to live together. Third, in the name of postwar stability, all excuses for German expansionism should be removed from East-Central Europe.

As Hitler’s warfare increased in intensity and destructiveness, Allied leaders came to share Beneš’s postwar goals. After Hitler had started his expansion in the name of incorporation of minority enclaves in Czechoslovakia and Poland, he employed a policy of large-scale expulsion and resettlement in an attempt to expand and consolidate a racially pure German Reich. German atrocities in occupied Poland and Czechoslovakia fueled Allied propaganda efforts, which came to identify all Germans with Nazi crimes. In addition, the desire to cement the alliance with the Soviet Union led Prime Minister Winston Churchill and President Franklin D. Roosevelt to agree to the movement of Polish borders westward. All these factors contributed to the agreement among the allies by 1944 that German “fifth columns” would have to be removed from East-Central Europe. As Soviet armies pushed their way west, Beneš prepared to enter his liberated country with Allied support for a policy of large-scale expulsion of Sudeten Germans.16


THE END OF THE WAR: NEW FORCES OF ORDER (OR DISORDER)

Histories of the Czechoslovak expulsions have tended to focus on their long-term implications and on whether they were justified. Though most historians mention postwar chaos as responsible for some of the worst atrocities, little has been written on the nature of the “chaos” of the summer of 1945. Several sources of authority existed in the borderlands, including “National Committees,” “Revolutionary Guards” (both discussed below), Czechoslovak army detachments, Red Army detachments, as well as self-proclaimed security forces, made up of Czech partisans, adventurists, and even German Communists. We need more research on the relationship between these different sources of authority, as well as the role that each played in the violence and expulsions in particular districts. In the following account of the situation just after the end of the war, I will outline the often-uncertain structure of authority in the newly reestablished state.

The Soviets entered Slovakia in April 1944, but Bohemia was still one of the last German holdouts a year later. With German resistance melting, however, in early May 1945, U.S. troops under General George Patton approached the border of western Bohemia. On 1 May, General Dwight Eisenhower relayed a message to Soviet commanders that the American Third Army would halt at the Karlsbad-Pilsen-Budweis (Karlovy Váry-Plzeń-České Budĕjovice) line in western Bohemia.17 Soviet troops continued advancing in Moravia. On 4 May, after U.S. advance teams reported that Prague was rising against the Germans, Eisenhower sent a request to Moscow that the American army be permitted to advance to Prague to relieve the Czechs, who were battling SS and Wehrmacht forces. General Alexei Antonov, the acting chief of staff of the Red Army, made a “rather violent protest,” and Eisenhower decided not to press the issue.18 Thus the Americans remained at the Karlsbad-Pilsen-Budweis line, occupying the southwestern portion of the Sudetenland and an approximately 3,600-square-kilometer triangle of the protectorate. The fate of the large concentration of Sudeten Germans under the American occupation would differ markedly from that of the Germans in the rest of Bohemia and Moravia.

As U.S. troops waited for the arrival of their Soviet counterparts, the Red Army entered Prague on 9 May. The day before, German SS and Wehrmacht troops (numbering close to ninety thousand according to one reporter) had negotiated a cease-fire with the Czech partisans and retreated toward Pilsen, in hopes of surrendering to the Americans.19 The Soviet army came in two waves. Combat troops arrived first, looting and raping Germans as they passed through. Soviet propaganda had depicted the Germans as inhuman, and soldiers treated them that way. The second wave of occupation troops was less savage but undisciplined nonetheless. During the occupation of Czechoslovakia, which ended in late 1945, the Czechoslovak government lodged a number of complaints about the behavior of Soviet soldiers.20

Hard on the heels of the Soviet army came a Czechoslovak government and army, which had gathered in Russia. Led by Beneš, the government was a combination of officials from the government-in-exile (in London) and the Czechoslovak Communist Party (Moscow). Beneš was president, and Zdenek Fierlinger, nominally a Social Democrat, was prime minister, but Communists led the ministries of interior and agriculture (important in redistributing confiscated land) and also important deputy positions throughout the government.21 All government parties agreed at Košice (Slovakia) on 5 April 1945 to join the National Front.

In Kosice, the provisional government issued a program for the reconstitution of the Czechoslovak state apparatus. The new cabinet called upon local citizens’ groups to form “National Committees” immediately to aid in the liberation and subsequent reconstruction of Bohemia and Moravia. The committees, it instructed, “will, in the future, administer all public affairs within their sphere of competence[;] will, together with the central authorities, take measures in the interest of public security[;] and will set up a democratic machine of officials, subordinate to themselves. ”22 Areas without Slavic majorities were to be ruled solely by Czech or Slovak committees, even if their members had to be imported. The provisional government established the army around the frame of the First Czechoslovak Army Corps, which had fought under General Ludvik Svoboda (now minister of defense) in the Soviet Union. Though not officially a Communist, Svoboda supported a pro-Soviet policy.23 The expanded army was to be a political (“nationalist”) organization, with “educational officers” subordinated to the (Communist-controlled) cabinet ministry of education.24 The program encouraged partisan warfare, and it promised that upon the arrival of peace, partisans would be welcome to join the army. In foreign policy, Czechoslovakia would maintain “an unwavering adherence to the closest alliance” with the Soviet Union.25

Germans and Magyars, unless they could prove they had resisted the Nazi occupation, lost their citizenship and could regain it only with approval from the government. “Those Germans and Magyars who have been prosecuted and condemned for a crime against the Republic . . . will be expelled from the Republic for ever.”26 To try the offending minorities, as well as Czech and Slovak collaborators, “Extraordinary People’s Courts will be set up everywhere in liaison with the National Committees.”27 People’s Courts took a variety of forms. Some, hastily assembled by local officials, would administer summary justice on suspected collaborators. Others, with some pretense of maintaining due process, operated at a snail’s pace, and the accused remained in prison for up to a year while awaiting trial. The National Committees would also have jurisdiction over the confiscation of property, which would be redistributed or, in the case of agricultural land, held in a government-controlled fund pending wide-ranging land reform.

When Beneš and the government arrived in Prague on 13 May 1945, many overlapping sources of power existed in reconstituted Czechoslovakia. West of the Karlsbad-Pilsen-Budweis line, the U.S. occupiers constituted a well-disciplined, if sometimes indifferent, force for order. As in the rest of Czechoslovakia, National Committees in that zone sprang up and generated a local gendarmerie as soon as the liberating troops arrived. But there were few reports of unchecked violence from this area as long as the American troops remained.28 In fact, the U.S. ambassador to Czechoslovakia, Laurence Steiner, noted that the Czechoslovak government considered U.S. troops “too friendly with Sudeten Germans in occupied areas.”29 In contrast, the Red Army troops occupying the rest of Czechoslovakia provided only arbitrary and sometimes chaotic oversight. Reports of looting and rape by Soviet soldiers were widespread. Often they worked in tandem with Czechoslovak troops, locally appointed police, or Communist partisans, who did their dirty work. But in other cases, Soviet officers or soldiers would intervene to limit Czech violence against Germans. Though the Soviet occupiers were inconsistent in their intervention, they had the ultimate say in local matters in the early summer of 1945.30

Below the Red Army in authority was the Svoboda Army—of which the core was the First Czechoslovak Army Corps—officially directed from Prague. Throughout Svoboda’s tenure as minister of defense, the army as a whole was commonly referred to as the “Svoboda Army,” even though it also included not only his corps, formed during the war, but London exiles and Home Army partisan recruits. Svoboda had close links to the Moscow-based Communists, including Klement Gottwald, Vlado Clementis, and “fellow traveler” Fierlinger. In 1947, the first year for which figures are available, one-third of the army’s leadership was Communist. As a result of Communist control of the education ministry, all of the education officers were Communist. In 1946 elections, a large number of soldiers (close to 70 percent in some garrisons) voted Communist.31

The “Revolutionary Guards” (partisans) were the third most powerful military force in Czech localities. These bands, often of unclear political affiliation, had formed around a core of partisans who had undertaken small-scale sabotage against the Germans during the war. Their ranks increased during the Prague uprising of 4—9 May 1945 (discussed below). During the summer, the Revolutionary Guards swelled with opportunists and adventurers who hoped to receive the spoils of the pending evacuation of the Germans. The Košice program had promised to redistribute confiscated agricultural land, with preference “given to those who have proved their worth in the national struggle for liberation—partisans, soldiers, workers in the underground movement, victims of foreign terrorism, etc.”32 There were other advantages to a partisan career, as an article in the London journal Einheit pointed out:


For members of the resistance movement, jobs as civil servants, in firms, factories and in national or private commercial enterprises will be reserved. They will be given priority treatment in the issue of commercial licenses and in the allocation of land or industrial property confiscated from the Germans.33


In addition to the mobile forces of the army and Revolutionary Guards, the local National Committees often took responsibility for policing throughout Czechoslovakia. While the professionalism of the new gendarmerie varied widely, its members in the Sudeten areas were the least disciplined. Since 1938 the Sudetenland had had a German gendarmerie, in addition to the SD and Gestapo, which arrived upon the area’s entry into the Reich. When the Sudetenland was liberated, the new National Committees created a police force made up of Czech civilians. As the events of the summer would show, the local gendarmerie often acted more as a paramilitary force than a force for order.


WILD AND ORGANIZED EXPULSIONS

The actual expulsions took place in two phases: the period of what Czechs have tended to call the “wild transfer” (Divoký odsun) from May until August of 1945 (continuing sporadically thereafter), and that of the “organized transfer” (Organizovaný odsun) of 1946. The period from mid-August to December of 1945 was a transitional one, as preparations for the organized transfer coincided with continuing but diminishing violence against Germans. For all three phases, the word “transfer” sounds deceptively benign. In a recent publication, a joint Czech-German historical commission uses terminology that I find more descriptive. Its report refers to the wild period as an “expulsion” (vyhnáni), with its connotation of violence, and to the organized transfer as a “forced expatriation” (nucené vysídlení).34

Retribution against Sudeten Germans began in early May, as soon as Soviet troops had secured liberated areas. The first reports of widespread atrocities came during the Prague uprising of 4—9 May. Soon thereafter, expropriation, mob justice, forced labor, and internment spread to ethnically mixed areas of the now defunct Protectorate of Bohemia-Moravia. Except for a few such mixed regions, however, the Sudetenland remained calm. By late May, Czech National Committees had set themselves up in largely German areas of the Sudetenland. At the same time, Revolutionary Guards began moving out of the now pacified former protectorate into the border regions. During June and July, the National Committees, the Revolutionary Guards, and the Svoboda Army interned hundreds of thousands of Germans in concentration camps, expropriated German property arbitrarily and with little notice, and expelled approximately 750,000 Germans from Czechoslovakia.

Case studies from Prague, Brno (Brünn), Šatec (Saaz), and Most (Brüx) illustrate patterns of violence common during the wild expulsions. Though it is in the Czech heartland of central Bohemia, Prague housed thousands of Germans, due to its status as capital city. The Moravian capital of Brno also had been an ethnically mixed city in the protectorate. Šatec and Most were German-majority towns in the northern Sudetenland, but before 1938 they had been the centers of a region with a substantial Czech minority. During Nazi rule, many of the Czechs and Jews in the Sudetenland had fled or had been removed from their homes and driven into the protectorate.35

In Prague the worst atrocities occurred during and immediately after what became known as the 4—9 May uprising. On 5 May, Czech partisans stormed the German-held radio station and began broadcasting calls to “kill Germans wherever you meet them!”36 It is difficult to separate deaths of German officials and soldiers from those of civilians, but numerous reports suggest that hundreds of the latter were killed, many in particularly ugly fashion. In most of Prague, the newly formed Revolutionary Guard rounded up Germans and interned them in prisons, theaters, and schools. The prisoners faced starvation, rape, and other forms of torture.37

With the negotiated retreat of German troops on 8 May and the entry of the Red Army on 9 May, the violence increased in intensity. Many German witnesses of the events of mid-May have described scenes of rape of German women by Soviet soldiers. In some of these cases, Czech partisans, civilians, and even nurses helped the soldiers gain access to interned women.38 The Revolutionary Guards forced interned Germans to clear barricades erected by the Czechs during the uprising. As the Germans worked in the streets, they faced repeated attacks by Czech crowds. Thousands of Germans unfit for work or associated with Nazi rule were sent to concentration camps around Prague, most notably Theresienstadt (Terezin), which the SS had used to hold Jews before sending them to Auschwitz.39

In Brno, a smaller uprising broke out after news of Prague events arrived on 5 May. Thousands of Germans were interned in the next few days, including almost the entire German population from 12 to 15 May, when Beneš was scheduled to make a visit on his way to Prague. Revolutionary Guardsmen forced thousands of the internees to march toward Prague, where they were put in labor camps operated by the Guard. Kurt Schmidt, a German engineer, estimated that three hundred people died out of thirteen hundred in the group with which he marched.40 From 15 to 31 May, officials from the Brno National Committee went from house to house establishing valuations of German property. At the same time, partisans and gendarmes moved into German houses, declaring themselves “managers” for Czechs that would establish residence in the German homes. Reports from Brno Germans suggest that anyone with a weapon, including Russian soldiers, could and did confiscate German household goods, jewelry, or cash. On 31 May, Revolutionary Guards expelled most of the remaining Germans (around twenty thousand) from Brno, forcing them to march to holding camps and eventually to the Austrian border.41 In August of 1945, a British correspondent for the Daily Mail reported widespread starvation and epidemics in the camps.42 Czech historians have estimated the total number of deaths in the so-called Brno death march (pochod smrti) at around seventeen hundred.43

In Šatec, expulsions and internment began in early June. On 3 June, Svoboda soldiers rounded up the German men in the town (approximately five thousand) and interned them in a camp at nearby Postelberg. Soldiers and “Communist guerrillas” (Revolutionary Guardsmen) together confiscated everything of value the Germans had brought with them. Suspected Nazis, SS members, and other people associated with the Nazi administration were, as one witness put it, “picked out and taken away for ‘special treatment,”’ often torture and execution.44 On 13 June, the remaining German women and children received notice that they would have to leave their homes for labor camps. With German houses now vacant, Czechs from the former protectorate moved in, with permission from the local National Committee. The labor camps around Šatec and Most were fluid, with some Germans allowed to leave if assigned to work at nearby factories or farms.45 For those who remained in the camps, the rations were often insufficient. One internee reported that “twice a Russian commission turned up. After that the food got better for a few days.”46 In addition to hunger, the German men faced arbitrary and sometimes fatal beatings by Revolutionary Guardsmen. Another German prisoner remarked that in the women’s camps, “Armed Czechs and Russians appeared at night in one or the other of the barracks, chose their victims by the light of torches and raped them in public.”47 Czech authorities required all Germans in the area, living in or outside of the camps, to wear white armbands. They were eligible only for “Jewish”-level rations and were not allowed to use public transportation.

Similar conditions held throughout the Sudetenland during May and June. In May the Red Army came through Most in two waves. Combat troops, who arrived in early to mid-May, behaved viciously toward the Germans and looted indiscriminately. Occupation troops, who remained behind, acted more decently and often protected Germans from Czechs. In late May, Revolutionary Guardsmen began arriving from the former protectorate. These Guardsmen abused Germans on the street and subjected them to arbitrary arrest. A German doctor in Most, who investigated suicides for the local Czech Committee, reported an “epidemic” of suicides from June through August. He put the number of suicides in Most at around six hundred for the summer—3 percent of the German population of the town.48 It is hard to say how many of these suicides stemmed from unbearable conditions and how many from fear of punishment for wartime crimes. On 2 June, the Svoboda Army began a series of roundups that sent many Germans to labor camps or across the German border into Saxony. In this case the army acted against the wishes of the local committee; according to Dr. Grimm, the suicide investigator, “The National Committee had actually nothing to do with the operation, to which, indeed, it was opposed. I know from a member of the Committee that it made efforts to get the Red Guard out of the city and to keep the Svoboda-troops away.”49 Evacuations of German families went on sporadically during June and July.

Throughout the summer and fall of 1945, cases of extreme anti-German violence often followed reports of German “Werewolf” terrorist activity in the borderlands. The most notable of these reprisals resulted in the massacre of approximately a hundred Germans in Ústí nad Labem (Aussig) after the explosion of a munitions warehouse in July 1945.50 Tomaš Stanĕk documents a sharp increase in reports of Werewolf activity in late July and early August of 1945, but it is not clear whether this was a result of changing conditions on the ground or an attempt by the Czechoslovak government to influence the great powers meeting at Potsdam during that time.51 As far as I know, researchers have uncovered no organized bands of German “Werewolves,” and most are at a loss to explain the reports of their existence. Did the Werewolf sightings reflect local fears of postwar chaos? Were Werewolf reports used as ex post facto cover for violence and revenge? Did local or central Communists manufacture Werewolf reports in order to perpetuate a state of revolutionary fervor? Studies of the Werewolf problem should give us a better sense of how popular fears and demands influenced expulsion policy, both on the ground and in Prague.

Overall, arbitrary and often violent roundups were heaviest from mid-May until August, at which time the Allies asked for a stop to expulsions until they could be regularized. In their meeting at Potsdam from 17 July to 2 August, Churchill, Truman, and Stalin decided to allow the Transfer to recommence as long as the governments involved “agree that any transfers that take place should be effected in an orderly and humane manner.”52 The Czechoslovak government subsequently ordered a halt to expulsions until the end of 1945. Even so, violence against Germans continued in many areas, and persecuted Germans continued to leave of their own accord throughout 1945.

Beginning in January 1946, Sudeten Germans were transported to the borders of occupied Germany in trains, running on regularized schedules. Officially, they were allowed to carry at least twenty-five kilograms of luggage and up to a thousand Reichsmarks. In practice, Czechoslovak guards often stole valuables and cash, leaving the transferees with little more than clothing when they got to the border. When officials in the American Zone began refusing transferees without baggage (starting on 1 May 1946), Czech officials allowed the Germans to retain the stipulated amount of luggage and at least five hundred Reichsmarks.53 Though the number of German fatalities declined in 1946, holding camps, marches, and overcrowded trains continued to claim victims. There is a wide range of estimates as to the number of German deaths during the wild and regularized expulsion periods, but the Czech-German Commission has determined that it was somewhere between nineteen and thirty thousand (see table 9.1).54


INTERPRETATIONS OF THE CZECHOSLOVAK EXPULSIONS

Until the late 1970s, debate over the expulsion of Czechoslovak Germans amounted to a mélange of history, polemic, and moral posturing. Edvard


Table 9.1. Number Expelled







	Wild Expulsions: May–August 1945


	
	To Soviet Occupation Zones
	~750,000


	
	To Austria
	118,574


	Organized Transfers: January-November 1946


	
	To Western Zones
	1,239,000


	
	From Austria
	–118,574


	
	To Soviet Zone
	750,000


	Flight and POWs: 1945


	
	To All Zones
	~300,000


	
	Total
	~3,039,000


Source: Theodor Schieder, ed., Documents on the Expulsion of the Germans from Eastern-Central-Europe (Bonn: Federal Ministry for Expellees, Refugees, and War Victims, 1960), Vol. 4, p. 127.



Beneš, many Communist historians, and some émigré Czech historians, such as Radomír Luža, sought to justify the expulsions as a matter of historical justice and strategic necessity. According to this view, Munich and World War II had proven that Czechs and Germans were unable to live together in a single country. By supporting the Nazi-allied Sudetendeutsche Partei (SdP), Czechoslovakia’s Germans had put themselves in Hitler’s hands at Munich. Collectively guilty of treason, they would have continued to pose a revisionist threat if allowed to remain in Czechoslovakia. Moreover, they bore the blame for the often brutal Nazi rule under the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia. In the prototypical version of this argument, Beneš claimed at Lidice on 10 June, 1945, that blame for Nazi crimes rested with “the overwhelming majority of Germans, and thus the Germans as a whole are responsible.... And let us not forget that the leading instigators, accomplices, and executors of these crimes were Bohemian Germans.”55

Wenzel Jaksch, an antifascist German Social Democrat and Beneš’s wartime antagonist in London exile, represented many Sudeten German émigrés in rejecting Beneš’s charge of collective guilt. Both Jaksch in the 1950s and the human rights lawyer Alfred de Zayas in the 1970s argued that Beneš and his countrymen adopted from Nazism an unacceptable racial collectivism. 56 Just as Jews were victims of Hitler, they implied, so too were the Sudeten Germans victims of Beneš’s collectivist policies. Germans, as Jaksch emphasized, “were required to wear white armbands,” were herded into “concentration camps,” where they “were placed on ‘Jewish’ food rations,” or were driven from Czech territory in forced marches.57

Certainly there is a good deal of truth to claims of Nazi influence on Czech policy; Václav Havel has recently labeled this an illustration of the “infectious nature” of the Nazi “ethnic concept of guilt and punishment.”58 But Jaksch and de Zayas took their comparison of Nazi and Czech crimes too far. Their approach is especially problematic given the role postwar expulsions have taken in the West German “historian’s debate” (Historikerstreit). For Andreas Hillgruber, the expulsions represent a part of the German “demise,” which he juxtaposes with the destruction of the Jews. The title of his revisionist book, Zweierlei Untergang. Die Zerschlagung des deutschen Reiches und das Ende des europdischen Judentums [Two Kinds of Demise: The Destruction of the German Reich and the End of European Jewry], indicates a desire to make the Holocaust relative by comparing it with the sufferings of Germans in the wake of their defeat.59 Jaksch foreshadowed Hillgruber’s position by stressing the similarities between the treatment of Jews and the treatment of Sudeten Germans. To suggest that the expulsions were a genocide akin to the Holocaust, however, is to underrate vastly the evil and totality of the Nazi “Final Solution.”

Theodor Schieder and a team of historians associated with the West German Ministry of Expellees made no such overt comparisons in their work, focusing instead on documenting the experiences of expellees.60 The Schieder project collected thousands of reports (Erlebnisberichte) written by expelled Germans in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Historians sorted through the reports, publishing representative samples and cross-referencing them extensively. Written up to five years after the expulsions, the testimonials are vivid and highly personal, often mentioning perpetrators by name. Because such accounts are often prone to exaggeration, Schieder was careful to use only information confirmed by other reports.

In a long introduction to his compilation of narratives relating to Czechoslovakia, Schieder sketched the outline of a picture that emerges in the reports. The result is a useful descriptive history of the expulsion period from the point of view of the German expellees. But the very nature of Schieder’s sources ruled out a broader understanding of the expulsion syndrome. Schieder’s expellees invariably began their testimonies in 1945, as the Reich was collapsing.61 The writers portrayed themselves and their German neighbors as innocent victims; hardly any of the reports mention Nazi crimes or violence against Czechs.62 Moreover, we get little sense of how or why local Czechs undertook their cleansing campaigns. Even so, Schieder’s efforts were an important start to the long process of establishing the facts of the expulsion period.

Ultimately, however, Czechs would not be able to accept a one-sidedly German narrative of the expulsions. Coming to terms with the past is as much a matter of public self-reflection as of fact finding. In the late 1970s, dissident Czechoslovak historians provided a foundation for this process by publicly questioning “the morality and wisdom”63 of the expulsions. Writing under the pseudonym “Danubius,” the Slovak Ján Mlynárik criticized the concept of collective guilt and argued that the anti-German violence and expulsions of 1945–1946 were morally reprehensible acts of revenge.64 Moreover, by undermining the rule of law and the sanctity of private property, they had prepared the way for the Communist coup of 1948.65

A group of Czech authors weighing in under the name “Bohemus” joined Danubius in pointing to other long-term implications of the expulsions, including economic damage, cultural stagnation, and moral decline. Both Bohemus and Danubius rejected Luža’s attempt to justify the expulsions by reference to Nazi crimes during World War II. They agreed that the expulsions might be “explained” as a response to Nazi racialism but argued this did not “justify” such a response. Given that Charter 77 dissidents were founding their criticism of the Communist regime on human-rights issues, Danubius argued, they should take a similar stand on the violations of German human rights from 1945 to 1947.66

Since the fall of Communism in East-Central Europe in 1989, the dissident view expressed by Danubius and others has worked its way into the historical mainstream of post-Communist Czechoslovakia (after 1992 the Czech Republic). Instead of attempting to justify the expulsions, Czech historians are now working to document them and to understand more clearly the longer-term consequences of the massive depopulation and then partial resettlement of the borderlands of Bohemia and Moravia.

The most important contribution to this new historiography is Tomáš Stanĕk’s thorough survey Odsun Nĕmců z Československa 1945–1947 (The Transfer of Germans from Czechoslovakia, 1945–1947), published in 1991. Stanĕk carefully draws from both German and Czech sources, including newly accessible archives, in presenting an overview of the domestic and international developments related to the violent expulsions of 1945 and the organized transfers of 1946. He concludes that “in scores of cases, [the transfer] was extremely harsh, sometimes inhuman.” A “pogrom atmosphere” emerged in “the unstable situation” in the aftermath of the war in May 1945.67 Though his main goal is to provide a foundation for future research, Stanek incorporates many of the conclusions of the émigré revisionists of the 1970s. He stresses that the historian must take a moral stand against retributive violence and collective guilt, and he acknowledges a connection between the expulsions and the Communist seizure of power in 1948.

Stanĕk is one of a number of Czech historians who are working with their German colleagues to come to a better understanding of the expulsions. Since the fall of Communism and the unification of Germany, reconciliation with Germany has become a central goal of Czech foreign policy. As the richest, most populous, and most influential of the Czech Republic’s neighbors, Germany was a key supporter of Czech entry into NATO and strongly backs its entry into the European Union. With this in mind, both the Czech and German governments supported the creation of a joint historical commission to discuss the history of Czech-German relations, with a special focus on World War II and the expulsions. After a series of conferences, the commission in 1996 issued an outline of their conclusions.68 The commission’s account is not itself groundbreaking, deriving primarily from existing Czech and German sources. The breakthrough is rather the cooperative nature of the project, joining two traditionally independent strands of historiography of the expulsions. There is now much less room for radical historians and politicians on both sides to distort expulsion history for political purposes.

The balanced work of the Czech-German commission and of Tomáš Stanĕk offers a sound basis for future research on the expulsion of the Sudeten Germans from Czechoslovakia. The commission reports that a number of Czech scholars are currently preparing local studies, surely a positive sign for both Czech historiography and Czech-German relations. Yet in spite of this flurry of interest in documenting the expulsions, there remain substantial factual and interpretive gaps in the expulsion narrative.

First—and most surprisingly, in view of renewed ethnic cleansing in the former Yugoslavia—recent Czech and German literature on the expulsions has largely ignored the comparative possibilities inherent in the topic.69 As it turns out, the Czechoslovak case shares preconditions common to many cases of ethnic cleansing: the collapse or weakness of a central government, the proliferation of rumor and suspicion, semi-autonomous militias or partisans, the prevalence of a legitimizing collectivist vocabulary, and the emergence of political opportunists who use nationalist rhetoric to rally support.

Similarly, there have been few attempts to place the Czechoslovak expulsions into the broader intellectual and ideological context of the jagged twentieth century. Nationalist rhetoric combined with a modernist purge mentality brought legitimacy to previously unthinkable and massive population transfers and exterminations. The twentieth-century urge to engineer states, people, and societies reached its height under the totalitarian regimes of Hitlerite fascism and Stalinist Communism, but it was also present in numerous other cases of ethnic cleansing, forced sterilization, and political purges during and after the war.70 The vocabulary of “cleansing,” which we now use in condemnation of atrocities in the former Yugoslavia, was used with approbation throughout much of Europe in the 1940s. Czechoslovak leaders, including Beneš, Gottwald, and others, continually called for očistení (cleansing, purification) of the German borderlands in 1945.71

In the interwar period, a social-engineering vocabulary was gaining currency in certain circles of the Czechoslovak elite. The German historian Friedrich Prinz notes that Beneš originally hoped “the German problem” would solve itself as the Czech population grew and Germans were assimilated, in what he referred to as a “modern sociological process.”72 In Prinz’s interpretation, the failure of assimilation led Beneš to consider transfer as a viable alternative “solution” as early as 1938.73 We need closer studies to determine how extensive these notions were and the extent to which they influenced policy in 1945.

Second, we need better documentation of the administrative chaos of the summer of 1945, as well as of the ways in which unclear lines of authority affected the expulsion process. A number of historians of Nazi Germany, most notably Martin Broszat, have argued that the Nazi state was “poly-cratic,” a kind of structured chaos that encouraged the most radical of Hitler’s deputies to press their exterminationist schemes in an effort to please the Führer.74 Though the expulsions do not compare with the Holocaust, is it possible that the confused authority structure of postwar Czechoslovakia functioned similarly to that in Germany? It is well known that the Communist members of Beneš’s national front often acted independently of the rest of the government. Even on the highest level, the government often spoke with more than one voice. For instance, when Britain filed a complaint in mid-June over treatment of Czechoslovakia’s Germans, an article in the Observer reported that Beneš “appealed to the people to be considerate, cautious, and calm, and stated that the German question will be solved in agreement with the Soviet Union, Great Britain, and the United States.” In the same article, however, Clementis, the Communist deputy minister of foreign affairs, noted that “the Prague government had the support of the Russian government in the actions they were taking; and that it expected ‘understanding’ from the Western Powers. He also announced that ‘the cleansing of the Czech lands of German elements was being carried out energetically.”’ The Observer reporter concluded that “there appear . . . to be two voices at present in the Prague Government.”75 We need local studies that will tell us exactly who committed specific acts of violence, what official or unofficial organs they worked for, and from which authorities they claimed sanction for their actions.76

A third major shortcoming of expulsion literature, particularly on the Czech side, is a tendency to view it solely in the context of Nazi barbarity and brutalization of Europe. There is no question that the Nazis created an atmosphere of violence, racialism, and collective punishment, an atmosphere that came back to haunt East-Central European Germans after the war. But collectivism had much deeper and wider roots in Europe than Mein Kampf. We need careful studies of how the collectivist mentality functioned among the Czech population during the period of wild expulsions in the summer of 1945. These questions are pertinent for Czechoslovak leaders as well as for the representatives of the Allied victors of World War II, who similarly were accustomed to thinking and speaking collectively regarding nations and minorities.77

I would argue that a collectivist mindset and rhetoric were already well established among the Czech, Slovak, and German citizens of Czechoslovakia before the 1930s. As early as the 1890s, Czechs and Germans were resorting to boycotts and violence to assert their competing demands for control over Bohemia’s schools and bureaucracy. With the establishment of Czechoslovakia, Germans went on the defensive. In the 1920s, German political parties and lobbying organizations sent petition after petition to the minority-protection apparatus of the League of Nations. In them they argued that Germans were being discriminated against as a group in Czechoslovakia and that they should have collective rights within the Czechoslovak state. German collectivism was to some extent a response to nationalist assertions of the Czechs regarding their status as the state-forming people of Czechoslovakia. In the years after World War I, the Czech press and Czech politicians railed against German “settlers and colonists,” who had supposedly been rewarded with land at Czech expense after the Habsburg victory at White Mountain in 1620. It should be no surprise that this history-distorting rhetoric reappeared in speeches and communications of Czechoslovak politicians in 1945.78


CONCLUSIONS

Comparison, contextualization, and a consideration of the structural prerequisites of expulsion are all part of a broader project to “historicize” the forced migrations in postwar East-Central Europe. The time has come to step away from justifications and accusations and instead take a step toward an understanding of how expulsions have been carried out and where they fit in the broader sweep of twentieth-century history. I use the term “historicization” in the spirit of Martin Broszat’s call for a reevaluation of the history of Nazi Germany. More precisely, this refers to “the normalization of our historical consciousness,” the use of “applied historical method” rather than a “political-moral perspective.”79

The central questions in a “normalized” approach to the expulsion period are: What preconditions were necessary to produce terror, arbitrary executions, and expulsions? What encouraged a destructive mindset among a normally peaceful and previously democratic people? Individuals who commit atrocities no doubt have very personal reasons for their actions—some are driven by opportunism, others by ideology, and still others by revenge or sadism. All of these motivations exist in milder forms in everyday life—they may underlie people’s choices in relation to their careers, social activity, and political affiliations. Only rarely do they drive people to murderous behavior.

I would like to summarize the Czechoslovak case by suggesting that three converging conditions determined the severity of the violence against Germans during the summer of 1945. First, Czechs entered the summer with profound resentment and perhaps a little embarrassment after over six years of German rule.80 Under a Nazi regime that practiced a nationalist racialism, it is understandable, though not justifiable, that Czechs had begun to think in terms of collective punishment. All Germans became associated with the crimes of Hitler, the SS, and Sudeten German political leaders. Nonetheless, ethnic hatred does not inevitably lead to murder and ethnic cleansing.

The second condition contributing to the outbreak of violence was the “mood” set by Czechoslovakia’s returning political leaders. Though Beneš abjured violence, his repeated public speeches on the collective guilt of the Germans must have carried great moral weight. Communist spokesmen, who controlled the airwaves through the ministry of information, were even more condemnatory, often suggesting that Czechoslovakia be “cleansed” of Germans.81 This was a rhetoric deeply rooted in twentieth-century nationalist thought, and it clearly struck a responsive chord with many. But in spite of their accusations of guilt and calls for cleansing, it was in the interest of Czechoslovakia’s leaders to avoid violence and murder as much as possible. A number of postwar goals of the government—including the transfer of the Germans to occupied Germany—depended on the good will of the Allies. The atrocities of the summer produced repeated warnings from British and American officials, and the government made a concerted effort at damage control, especially in July and after.

The final, and in many areas decisive, precondition for Czechoslovak ethnic cleansing was the confused distribution of authority on the local level in the summer of 1945. Though general policy regarding Germans (confiscation of property, loss of citizenship) was well known, the partisans, National Committees, and Czechoslovak soldiers often cleansed towns or regions autonomously, without specific directives from central organs. In the general chaos of the postwar months, Germans faced attacks and wild expulsions that a more vigorous central presence could easily have suppressed.

With the atrocities and expulsions of the Yugoslav civil war still in recent memory, it is natural to conclude with a warning that the recently ended century of horrors has brought the danger of further ethnic cleansing. We can only hope that by understanding how ethnic cleansing has functioned historically, the world community will be better equipped to head off such outbreaks in the future.
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To Prosecute or to Expel? Czechoslovak Retribution and the “Transfer” of Sudeten Germans
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On 5 April 1945, in the eastern Slovak town of Košice, the new Czechoslovak government declared that it would “take as its highest responsibility and its moral duty before the Czech and Slovak nations to capture, prosecute, and punish all Nazi war criminals, all traitors, all conscious and active helpers of the German and Magyar oppressors.” The leaders, in triumphant return from exile in London and Moscow, promised to “carry out this task without any delays, without vacillation, and without indulgence for anyone.” 1 Despite many such pronouncements, however, it soon became clear that prosecuting war criminals was not the new regime’s highest priority. Then, on 31 July 1945, a military depot near the northern Bohemian town of Ústí nad Labem (Aussig/Elbe) exploded, killing twenty-six individuals and wounding hundreds more, and Czech crowds murdered hundreds of local Germans in response.2 In the wake of the “Ústí catastrophe,” the government cabinet debated the expulsion of “dangerous people” who had played important roles in the National Socialist Party (NSDAP), Hitler Jugend, SS, and other Nazi organizations. The Communist Party leader, Klement Gottwald, was indifferent to whether they were expelled or jailed, as long as they did not remain at large or in sensitive occupations. The minister of the interior, Václav Nosek, assured his colleagues, “Instructions for the organized transfer have been issued. Dangerous people are being transferred first and foremost.”3 A mere three months after the end of the war the promises made at Košice had been forgotten—expulsion, not prosecution, was now the government’s primary concern.

 


After the Second World War, the Czechoslovak government implemented a massive program of “national purification” (národní očista), designed not only to rid the country of troublesome minorities but also to revolutionize both the state and society. The Sudeten Germans were a major concern of the postwar regime, but the “purification” focused also on alleged collaborators and traitors from the ranks of Czechs and Slovaks. Political parties considered responsible for the national failures of Munich and March 1939 were banned, and accused collaborators were purged from civil service and even the arts. Last, but by no means least, the government created a massive system of special courts to prosecute those who were judged to have aided the Nazi occupation authorities. In the first two years after the war, in the Czech provinces alone, a total of 132,549 persons were investigated and 37,982 were tried for war crimes, treason, and collaboration.4 In addition, local tribunals vetted several hundred thousand Czechs for less serious “offenses against national honor.” One Czech parliamentarian estimated that counting family members, over 1.5 million people from a prewar population of around ten million were affected by retribution.5

This essay explores the relationship between two facets of the “national purification”—“retribution” and “transfer.” Each of these terms merits a brief explanation. Contemporaries employed the word “retribution” to denote the prosecution and punishment of suspected traitors, collaborators, and war criminals by specially established courts and tribunals. In the Czech provinces, retribution encompassed the institutions and processes resulting from three presidential decrees: the “Great Decree” (16/1945, of 19 June 1945), which established twenty-four “Extraordinary People’s Courts” for the prosecution of “Nazi criminals, traitors, and their helpers”;6 Decree 17/1945 (19 June 1945), which created a National Court in Prague to try the most prominent Czech collaborators; and the “Small Decree” (138/1945, of 27 October 1945), which granted local administrative councils the power to punish Czechs for “offenses against national honor.”7 As for the contemporary Czech term “transfer” (Odsun), although it is a euphemism that fails to convey the violent nature of the expulsions, I have chosen to use it for historical accuracy. In this essay “transfer” refers specifically to the organized expulsion of the Sudeten Germans from Czechoslovakia—that is, the concentration of indigenous Germans in internment camps and their subsequent removal by rail to occupied Germany throughout 1946.

Transfer and retribution—collective and selective punishment—were clearly linked. They were often seen as alternatives. One contemporary Czech newspaper proclaimed, “Sympathy for a German or a traitor does not belong in our dictionary. Simply—away with them! Or—punish them!”8 Treacherous national minorities were lumped together with individual suspected collaborators, irrespective of nationality. In the same breath, the presidential decree on confiscation declared “Germans, Magyars, traitors, and collaborators” to be “unreliable.” Their property was to be seized and put under national administration.9 In spring 1945, when thousands of Germans were murdered, vigilantes executed an unknown number of alleged Czech traitors.10 Suspected collaborators and Germans awaiting expulsion found themselves interned together in the same camps. Like the Germans, indicted Czechs were disenfranchised and often dispossessed. Only after they had proven their innocence could those officially investigated by a retribution tribunal regain the right to vote or receive their property back. As historian Tomáš Stanek explains, “The course of retribution was connected in many ways to the expatriation (vysídlení) of the Germans and to the implementation of civil, material, social, and occupational measures against them (as well as against individuals accused of callaboration).”11

The government justified retribution and transfer on similar grounds. Both programs aimed to prevent a recurrence of the “Munich betrayal”—when Sudeten Germans and Czechoslovak traitors allegedly stabbed their own state in the back. Both efforts sought a measure of justice for crimes committed during the Nazi occupation. Nonetheless, retribution and expulsion were based on very different concepts. Whereas retribution entailed trials of selected individuals accused of specific transgressions, transfer was the collective punishment of an entire national minority. Whereas the punishment of collaborators permitted their eventual release and rehabilitation (that is, for those not executed), expulsion was intended to be final and irreversible. Most importantly, unlike the transfer, retribution affected Czechs as well as Germans. Despite these differences, retribution and deportation were intertwined phenomena that profoundly affected each other. At first glance, the punishment of individual Nazi collaborators and the expulsion of the German minority may appear to have been compatible, but their goals soon came into conflict. Whereas retribution served to justify and support transfer, the reverse cannot be claimed. In fact, transfer weakened and eventually undermined retribution.

RETRIBUTION SUPPORTS TRANSFER

Even in the summer of 1941, when Nazi defeat seemed unlikely, the central Czech resistance organization had already envisioned the supporting role that retribution trials could someday play. In a message to the government-in-exile in London, the group declared that opinions at home had “radicalized.” The people demanded not only the eventual reestablishment of the interwar state in its original boundaries but also the expulsion of its German population. The dispatch stressed that the “international situation” mandated that “measures against Germans . . . be conducted within the framework of the punishment of criminals and traitors and not as national repression.”12 Even when the Potsdam agreement approved the “orderly transfer of the German population” from Eastern Europe,13 the Czechoslovak government continued to worry about foreign reactions to expulsion. With this concern in mind, President Edvard Beneš told the inaugural session of the Czechoslovak Provisional National Assembly on 28 October 1945, that the International Military Tribunal (IMT) at Nuremberg would prove to the world that transfer was justified. He counted on revelations about Nazi aggression and Sudeten German treachery to sway international opinion in favor of the Czechs.14 Along those lines, one Czech newspaper argued, “The Nuremberg Trial is simultaneously our best defense before the whole world and an explanation why we, like the Poles, cannot and wish not to continue to live under one roof together with the Geravans.”15 Robert Jackson, the chief American prosecutor at Nuremberg, provided international confirmation of, even benediction for, the Czechs’ beliefs, when on a visit to Prague he said, “After the Nuremberg trial I understand why you are in favor of the transfer of the Germans.”16

For the domestic audience, the trials of individual Germans provided concrete examples of the crimes of which the entire Sudeten population was collectively accused. As Milan Kundera has written, the “memory of the tribunal” is “the forgetting of everything that is not a crime.”17 In the case of postwar retribution, only “malevolent” Sudeten Germans were put on trial, and only their stories were broadcast and publicized. The prosecution naturally selected only that information necessary to prove criminal intent. Consequently, the trials reduced the Sudeten German experience to one of hatred, violence, and treachery. Perhaps more than any other individual, Karl Hermann Frank, the former Nazi state secretary of the protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, symbolized the entire Sudeten population in the minds of Czechs. As Prokop Drtina, the non-Communist minister of justice, explained, “The prosecution of German guilt culminated in the trial against Frank.”18 The lessons of the Frank trial were reinforced in the spring of 1947, when in the prosecution of members of the Kladno Gestapo, the Prague People’s Court relived the June 1942 liquidation of the town of Lidice and the extermination of its entire male population.

The trial of “Henlein’s representatives”—interwar parliamentarians and senators from the Sudetendeutsche Partei (SdP), once headed by Konrad Henlein—became for Czech political and press elites the ultimate reminder of why transfer was necessary and just. In winter 1947 the Prague People’s Court tried fifteen former SdP representatives, convicted all of them, and sentenced six to death by hanging. During the trial, the alleged treachery of Czechoslovakia’s Germans was reviewed from its ancient beginnings up through the Munich pact and beyond. The verdict against the SdP representatives provided a closure of transfer, and thus also ended centuries of Czech-German coexistence. One Czech newspaper summarized the trial: “The just punishment, which the Czech people imposed on the Swastika-ed representatives and senators, is the symbolic conclusion to the final parting of the democratic Czech population from the German parasites.... The day has come when once and for all the ‘Sudeten fifth column’ has ceased its activity.” 19 Although leading politicians and editorialists viewed the trial as a critical moment, both Drtina and the court’s chief prosecutor later complained that there had been a dearth of public interest. In fact, the seats in the courtroom reserved for the audience were at times completely empty. 20 Then again, with transfer by and large complete by that time, perhaps the need to convince Czechs of German guilt, if such a need had ever existed, had expired. Drtina nonetheless declared to parliament his intention to ensure that the lessons of the trials would not be forgotten:


I myself will see to it that those documents—which demonstrate the Germans’ intention to annihilate or at the very least deport our nation, and which have been gathered for these [retribution] trials—will be made available in popular and inexpensive publications to all our people.... With no less importance, I call on our schools to transmit concrete knowledge of the horrors of the German assault that our generation survived. . . . And I believe that if we utilize the material about the German war guilt collected by our postwar political and military courts, then we will best serve not only the interest of our own nation, but also secure a lasting peace.21


The government did in fact publish portions of the Frank trial.22 Nonetheless, fate—in the form of the Communist takeover of February 1948—intervened before Drtina could personally fulfill his promise.

In addition to providing examples of Teutonic evil, thereby ideologically reinforcing the will to expel, retribution helped to ensure that few voices would be raised against transfer and that few Czechs would sabotage its completion. The Small Decree mandated that District National Committees (Okresní národní výbory) create special commissions to punish Czechs (with up to a year’s imprisonment) for various “offenses against national honor.” These penal commissions were given a wide mandate in the framework of an advisory list of transgressions. Whereas the Great Decree spoke of the “Nazi and fascist evil” and criminalized service “in the interest of Germany,” the Small Decree referred to Germans as an ethnic group. “Offenses against national honor” included political, professional, economic, and social collaboration with Germans qua Germans. The category “social relations” included “not only attendance at German theaters and concerts, ... hunting and drinking with Germans, but also frequent or regular visits to German families or inviting Germans into one’s home.”23 Moreover, as an official interior ministry pamphlet explained, “amorous relations” were of particular concern.24 National Committees were empowered to prosecute Czechs who had attempted to acquire German nationality during the war but had failed. They could not, however, penalize those who had successfully acquired German nationality—after all, as one contemporary publication explained, “Such a person is already punished by the fact that he is now treated as a German.”25 The Small Decree was clearly a weapon to be used against anyone who might have crossed national boundaries during the war.

The Small Decree’s significance for transfer, however, lies in the National Committees’ ability to penalize everyday “offenses against national honor” committed after the war was over. This surprising and frightening aspect of postwar retribution followed from the government’s definition of paragraph 18 of the Great Decree, according to which the retribution tribunals could penalize actions committed during “the period of heightened danger to the republic,” from 21 May 1938, “until the date determined by government edict.” The government discussed several possible end-dates for this period and finally settled upon 31 December 1946.26 That is, the National Committees could still punish, in the words of the Small Decree, “inappropriate behavior, which insults the national sentiment of the Czech or Slovak people” committed over eighteen months after the end of the war. This threat was not merely implied. In February 1946 the National Committee in Ústí nad Labem informed the interior ministry that it could not estimate the number of expected cases because “in this district criminal transgressions against the decree on national honor, particularly cases of unapproved contact with Germans, are still being committed.”27 The punishment of “social relations” was undoubtedly abused for political gain. The Communist weekly for National Committee members, Lidová správa (The People’s Administration), exhorted party cadres to police their fellow citizens’ behavior: “Don’t forget that ‘social relations’ with Germans are also punishable; don’t forget that there are still people who not only interact with Germans far more than is necessary, but who even want to marry German women.... Apprehend these cases and as necessary make an example of them.”28 On 3 May 1947, the Litoměřice National Committee separately tried and punished two Czech males for having “maintained amorous relations” with their German female partners even after the two women in question had been expelled. Neither defendant was an ordinary citizen: One had fought Nazi Germany as a soldier in the Czech foreign army, and the other had been the chairman of a postwar local National Committee. Although the (former) chairman had illegally traveled to occupied Germany after his loved one, he was tried not for violating the border but for an “offense against national honor.”29 It is unknown how many Czechs were punished for maintaining relations with Germans after the war, but we can assume that the threat of reprisal deterred many from violating the ethnic segregation that ensured the thoroughness of transfer.


MEMBERSHIP HAS ITS DISADVANTAGES

On 16 July 1945, in a radio address marking the promulgation of the Great Decree, the Czechoslovak minister of justice, Jaroslav Stránský, explained, “Above all else, it’s a matter of retribution for German crimes.”30 According to justice ministry tabulations, in the first two years after the war the People’s Courts sentenced 21,848 defendants, of whom 70.3 percent were of German nationality, to prison terms of varying lengths. An additional 455 Germans and 308 Czechs got life imprisonment. A total of 467 Germans and 253 Czechs were sentenced to death.31 It should be noted, however, that nationality was not a clear-cut category. In addition to “Sudeten Germans” and German-speaking citizens of foreign states, the justice ministry’s definition of “German” nationality encompassed individuals who would have called themselves and were officially considered Czech before 1938 but who during the war had adopted German identity or acquired Reich citizenship. The interior minister estimated the total number of these “renegades” to be in the range of three hundred thousand.32 Although only a case-by-case examination of each and every trial could establish how many of the so-called Germans were formerly Czech, reports from the first month of trials before the People’s Court in Uherské Hradiště indicate that a disproportionate number of such “new Germans” were prosecuted. Of the first eighteen defendants recorded as having “German nationality,” eight had formerly been “Czechs.” Typical was the case of one defendant who was listed as being of “German nationality” but of “Czech origin.”33

In his speech for the promulgation of the Great Decree, Stránský had stressed that “not only the leaders’ high treason, not only the Gestapo-ers’ atrocities, but the entire merciless mob that helped them on the streets, at meetings and celebrations, must be tried and convicted.”34 The Great Decree itself ensured that the People’s Courts would not limit themselves to the punishment of notorious Nazis like Frank and the SdP parliamentarians. It criminalized entire organizations and mandated the harsh punishment of leaders and active members of numerous other groups. According to paragraph 2, all members of such paramilitary groups as the SS, SA, or Freikorps were guilty simply by virtue of their membership. In contrast, paragraph 3 stipulated that only the leaders and active members of the NSDAP, SdP, and various Czech fascist organizations were punishable. The Great Decree mandated a minimum sentence of five to twenty years for violation of either paragraph. The government eventually expanded the list of groups to more than seven dozen organizations and formations—including the Czech Organization for Collaboration with Germans, the Anti-Jewish League, the Bund deutscher Osten, and the Reichskolonialbund.35 The criminalization of entire organizations undermines the claim that retribution, as opposed to expulsion, was based on individual, not collective, guilt. The Czechoslovak government justified this mass approach as necessary for expedience and defended it as consistent with the practices of the International Military Tribunal at Nuremberg.

From the very beginning, the criminalization of membership in various organizations caused headaches for the courts. For one, the numbers were overwhelming. The Jihlava chief prosecutor informed the justice ministry that most Germans had been members of some Nazi organization, while his Opava counterpart estimated participation in certain areas at up to 80 percent. 36 Second, many of the accused hardly fit the profile of dangerous criminals. As the chief judge of the Česká Lipa People’s Court explained, all the young and healthy German men had been drafted into the Wehrmacht, leaving only the old and sick behind. Nearly all of those who remained had filled the necessary positions as members or even functionaries in some sort of Nazi organization.37 The punishment of minor officials even reached down to the Blockleiteren, functionaries who had been responsible for the smallest component of the Nazi organization: a block, composed of forty to sixty households. A Czech police officer, called as a court expert, testified that some Blockleiteren were not even Nazi party members. Toward the end of the war the NSDAP apparently accepted just about anyone—in some villages there had even been Blockleiteren who could not speak German.38

Membership charges dominated the dockets of the People’s Courts. Of the 4,049 offenses indicted by the Opava court, nearly two-thirds (2,678) were charges of membership in a Nazi or fascist organization. Of these, the most common cases were NSDAP or SdP functionaries (929) and SA members (642).39 In Cheb, defendants were punished most frequently for being active in the Sudetendeutsche Partei and the NSDAP.40 The Liberec People’s Court, for its part, mainly prosecuted an alphabet soup of Nazi organizations: the “NSDAP, SdP, SA, SS, BdM, DAF, NSKK, NSV, NSF, RAD,” as well as the Freikorps and the Gestapo.41 Membership was often a secondary charge accompanying a more serious offense—for example, denunciation, terrorization, propagation of Nazism, or even torture and murder.

The immense number of cases eventually forced the government to abandon its original commitment to judge quickly, if not its determination to rule summarily. At the end of 1945 the 24 chief prosecutors reported that a total of 23,049 cases remained on their dockets, still awaiting decisions as to whether to proceed to trial or not. Moreover, they expected another 58,000 cases to be submitted—which, as it turned out, was a gross underestimate. In areas with large German majorities the backlog was enormous: In Lit-oměřice eight thousand cases were expected, in Opava five thousand, in Cheb four thousand, and in Liberec 3,500.42 As of 30 June 1946, the prosecutors had resolved 48,383 cases and had another 43,762 remaining. Of the Germans yet to be prosecuted, it was expected that 8,954 could be taken care of via expulsion. With the exception of the largest cities, the biggest caseloads were in heavily German areas like Cheb, Liberec, and Most, where more than three-quarters of cases remained to be resolved. Transfer, however, would go a long way toward relieving the burden. In Cheb the prosecutors expected to dismiss 1,709 of the 3,869 cases remaining to facilitate the expulsion of the accused; in Most they estimated that 1,635 of the 4,241 cases left on their docket would be resolved via expulsion.43 Despite the original intention of dismantling the Extraordinary People’s Courts after one year, retribution was extended twice, in July and December 1946, and finally brought to a close only on 4 May 1947.44


TRANSFER UNDERMINES RETRIBUTION

The backlog of retribution cases threatened Czechoslovakia’s plans for the expulsion of the country’s remaining Sudeten Germans. On 4 March 1946, just six weeks after the “organized transfer” began, the interior ministry informed local authorities and the police that it had reached the conclusion that the prosecution of all suspected collaborators “would in practice make impossible the expatriation (vysídlení) and transfer of a preponderant share of those of German nationality.” The American authorities in Germany had advised Czechoslovakia that they would only accept “whole” families (defined as spouses, their children younger than eighteen years old, and other dependents incapable of work). Exceptions were to be made only for convicted war criminals serving sentences longer than one year and for those awaiting trial in the official custody of the court.45 At the time, however, prison overcrowding had resulted in some twenty to thirty thousand German suspects awaiting trial in internment camps.46 The ministry warned:


If the regulations of the retribution decree were strictly adhered to ... the Extraordinary People’s Courts would be overburdened with such a great number of defendants whose guilt would consist only of indiscriminate affiliation or even simple membership in certain criminal sections of the NSDAP such that the adjudication of all these cases could not possibly be expected in the foreseeable future. Not to mention that, as a result, an insoluble problem with housing, guarding, and feeding them would arise. According to a rough estimate there would be at least half a million cases of this type.... And it cannot be forgotten that these criminals have two to three times as many family members. In other words, this would mean that some one to one and a half million individuals could not be transferred, because by November of this year only about one-fourth of all Nazi criminals could be convicted and quartered in prisons and jails.

These facts point . . . to no other solution except to adapt the implementation of measures against the Germans to the demands of expediency and to the prosperity of the republic and thus give first priority to the demands of expatriation. In other words, to give precedence to [expatriation] before criminal prosecution wherever it is a question of a mass of war criminals against whom only membership in certain organizations and formations can be charged.47


The directive specified that anyone accused only of membership in a fascist or Nazi organization, even in the SA or the Waffen-SS, should be released for expulsion.48 In other words, membership in many groups was essentially decriminalized de facto, if not de jure. This exemption, however, did not apply to members of such organizations as the SS itself, SD (Sicherheitsdienst), and Gestapo, or to anyone who had served as a concentration camp guard or an executioner. They were still to be tried before a People’s Court, along with anyone who was suspected of a specific transgression covered by the Great Decree—for example, terrorization, denunciation, torture, or murder.49

As a weak defense against anticipated criticism, the directive suggested that Czechoslovakia’s failure to prosecute expellees did not mean that they would avoid punishment altogether. Their deportation papers would include notices that they were war criminals. It would then be up to the Allied occupation authorities in Germany to decide whether or not to prosecute.50 As the number of Germans in Czechoslovakia decreased, an even greater emphasis was placed on ridding the country of those who remained. In June 1946 the justice ministry requested that each court forward a list of Germans who had been convicted of crimes that had later been determined to be grounds for expulsion, not incarceration. Instead of serving their full terms, they were to be deported.51 In a publication intended to explain retribution to the Czech public, the justice minister reported that “German transgressors” who had received sentences of fewer than five years were also included in transfer. In his words, this “meant considerable relief for our prisons.”52 In July, the government went so far as to alter the criminal code to permit the cessation of proceedings and punishment in cases where the defendant was to be extradited, repatriated, or expelled.53 On 22 January 1947, the ministry of justice called for a priority on remaining German cases so that transfer could be completed. The People’s Courts were instructed to inform National Committees of any acquittals so that the defendants could be expelled.54

For most German defendants, expulsion was probably preferable to imprisonment. If the accused had not already been tried, then release for deportation was merely an administrative matter. But once a German had been sentenced to prison, expulsion was likely to be far more difficult.55 The case of Josef Michelfeit, a former NSDAP Blockleiter, illustrates the odyssey experienced by many Germans convicted of membership crimes. Michelfeit was arrested seventeen days after the end of the war and remained in jail until his trial, on 4 April 1946. The People’s Court in Kutná Hora sentenced him to five years of imprisonment, because, in the words of the verdict, “The accused acted during the occupation like every other ferocious Nazi.” Six months after the trial, in October 1946, the district National Committee asked for his release for deportation, and the justice ministry approved. Despite his relocation to an internment camp one month later and subsequent transfer to a second “collection center,” Michelfeit did not reach the American Zone until the end of May 1947, two years after his arrest.56 The nationality of a convict or of his family could determine whether the authorities would permit his expulsion. For example, local authorities in the town of Mistek answered the court’s request for the release of a former Blockleiter, Basil Dept: “If he is of Czech origin, he can’t be transferred. If he demonstrates German origin, then there is no objection to his transfer.”57 Germans married to Czechs often had their petitions refused because the authorities allegedly did not want mixed marriages to be broken up. Many had to sit out their terms in Czechoslovak prisons.58

In its directive, the interior ministry warned against releasing “real criminals,” who would later have to be extradited by the Czechoslovak authorities. According to the chief prosecutor in Jihlava, the indiscriminate nature of the “wild transfer” in the spring of 1945, when local Germans had been brutally chased en masse across the border into Austria, had already enabled thousands of serious offenders to escape justice.59 After the interior ministry directive, however, National Committees and the police expelled indicted Germans without the approval, occasionally without even the knowledge, of the People’s Courts. Sometimes judges and prosecutors learned of defendants’ expulsions only when they failed to appear at trial. For example, a prosecutor in Opava requested that a German be handed over to the court two days after he had been expatriated.60 In Ostrava dozens of SA members and even several SS officers were expelled before trial. Some releases were later regretted. After he had been deported, František Wallek, a former SS guard at the Mauthausen concentration camp, was tried in absentia by the Ostrava People’s Court.61 Despite the general belief that “Henlein’s representatives” were guilty of high treason, at least five SdP parliamentarians and senators were expelled.62 Although the discharge of convicted Germans was to be limited to those with minor sentences, more serious cases were also involved. For example, on 10 October 1946, Vilém Voigt, who had been sentenced by the Liberec People’s Court the previous January to ten years for membership in the SdP, NSDAP, and SA, was released from prison and “transferred,” having served only a fraction of his term.63 The priority on transfer also undermined subsequent efforts to extradite war criminals. Although by January 1947 the interior ministry brought 470 German suspects to Czechoslovakia for trial, it refused many others, because it feared that “we would have to support them at our own cost and then set them free again.”64

By the spring of 1947, a total of 14,879 cases were dismissed from further proceedings for the expulsion of Sudeten Germans or the repatriation of citizens of other states.65 Statistics from the Opava court indicate the considerable effect of transfer on retribution. Of the 978 German suspects expelled, the majority (534) had never even been prosecuted. Only forty-nine served their entire sentences before being deported.66 The Ostrava authorities, for their part, indicted 382 individuals who were later “transferred” to Germany. The court dismissed 140 cases before the main trials, and another 38 were prosecuted in absentia because the defendants had already been expelled. A mere 25 of the 198 defendants who were convicted actually sat out their entire sentences.67 Although the mandatory minimum sentence for any crime was five years, as of 16 June 1948, only about half (7,965 of an original 15,360) of the Germans convicted still remained in Czech prisons. By the end of 1948 Czechoslovakia had released a total of 3,183 Germans from incarceration. 68 Finally, in 1956 Czechoslovakia deported an additional 1,437 German convicts, including many prisoners serving life sentences.69

For Germans accused of membership crimes, the interior ministry directive made the date of a trial one of the most important factors in determining its outcome.70 Until the directive was issued, the People’s Courts sentenced numerous defendants to long jail terms solely on the basis of membership in Nazi or fascist organizations. Such cases were often dismissed later. The greatest differences occurred in the treatment of SA members. Simple membership in the SA was originally prosecuted in the same fashion as membership in the SS, according to paragraph 2 of the Great Decree, which mandated a minimum of five years imprisonment. According to the interior ministry directive, the absence of any infraction other than SA membership was grounds for dismissal. As a result, numerous former SA members languished in prisons or in labor battalions, with many years left to serve, while former comrades escaped trial. This inequality was exacerbated by the Nuremberg Tribunal’s decision that unlike the SS, the SA had not been a criminal organization. It is thus not surprising that of the 219 cases in Opava in which SA membership was the only charge, only 136 were even tried and only sixty-two of those resulted in jail terms.71 In general, transfer negatively affected subsequent trials by depriving the courts of witnesses, particularly in those areas where non-German natives had been a rarity.72 This problem was exacerbated by the decision to expel minor collaborators, who could then no longer testify against their superiors. The chief justice of the Lit-oměřice court reported, “For that reason numerous grave (capital) cases ended with the acquittal of the accused.”73

Although the jails were progressively emptied of Germans marked for expulsion, Czechs remained incarcerated awaiting trial. Even after the March 1946 directive, they could still be prosecuted under paragraphs from which the deportees had been exempted. As the defendants became less “German” and more “Czech,” however, the public’s desire to prosecute waned. As time elapsed and the horror of the war faded into memory, dissatisfaction with abuses and delays mounted. The chief prosecutor in Olomouc reported that the people’s judges—laymen, who outnumbered professional jurists on the courts’ judicial senates four to one—hesitated to convict individuals in mixed marriages for lesser crimes. Punishment would not only have been unfair but would have harmed “Czech” families.74 The Cheb chief justice reported that people’s judges repeatedly invoked mitigating circumstances that were contrary to the provisions of the retribution decrees, and that they often handed down penalties well below the mandated minimum sentences. In their defense, they argued that they were not the first to disregard the Great Decree. After all, “an ordinary directive from one ministry violated the law and absolved from punishment criminals—who should have been rightly prosecuted and convicted according to the clear sense of the decree.”75

Once the main phase of transfer was complete, the release of suspected “war criminals” was severely criticized. In particular, the decision was decried as unfair to Czechs. In the final parliamentary debate on retribution, one speaker argued:


The insufficiency of the retribution decree can be found in the fact that it treated Czechs the same as Germans, even though the Germans were the main criminals.... The injustice of punishment was exacerbated particularly by the transfer of the Germans, nearly one-third of whom essentially escaped punishment.... [R]etributive justice was turned completely on its head.76


The prosecutors themselves complained that the government policy had been unfair to Czechs. After the interior ministry directive, the Znojmo prosecutor remarked, most defendants had been Czech. In his words, “The real collaborators escaped punishment while only their collaborators remained here for judgment.”77 His colleague in Uherské Hradiště wrote, “This in turn aroused the incorrect impression that Czechs . . . had been treated more harshly than the Germans themselves.”78 In response to such criticism, Drtina admitted that many Germans had escaped justice. He nonetheless defended the government’s actions, arguing that “the state interest in [the Germans’] transfer and the transfer of their families was greater than its interest in their punishment.”79

In the end, many judges and prosecutors singled out the punishment of minor functionaries as the greatest failure of retribution. The Litoměřice chief justice complained that membership cases “reduced the People’s Courts to the level of police courts.”80 The Opava head prosecutor argued that minor functionaries should have never been prosecuted in the first place.81 The government’s response to the problems that arose only made matters worse. The chief justice in Česká Lípa harshly criticized the authors of the Great Decree:


After all, it must have been obvious from the beginning that the prosecution of all members of organizations according to paragraph 2 of the retribution decree and all of the most minor functionaries in the [Nazi] party would cause problems in housing, feeding, and guarding [them]. After all, it must have been known that the opportunity to transfer [the Germans] would be limited by time. And, considering the known fact that practically all Germans were either voluntary or forced members of Nazi organizations, it was imperative from the outset to count on the fact that there would be tens of thousands of Germans here after the completion of their sentences.

If these realities had been taken into account, the embarrassing experience—that a particular act was prosecuted as a crime and punished with . . . a minimum of five years, then later the transfer was given priority over punishment—would not have occurred. Only the timing of each case . . . determined how it was resolved.82


The judge further commented that as a result of such “vacillation” not only did Germans doubt the fairness of Czechoslovak justice, but the people’s judges themselves “understood it with great difficulty and unfavorably criticized it.”83


CONCLUSION

The expulsion of the Sudeten Germans was clearly the postwar regime’s first priority, to which everything, including the prosecution of suspected war criminals, was secondary. This was true not only of retribution but of economics and geopolitics. In preparation for the 1946 harvest Czech officials in the borderlands petitioned for exceptions so that Germans could be used as labor. Despite the dire situation that threatened the economic health of the country, the government refused to accede to these requests. In fact, it sought a solution elsewhere, suggesting that workers be imported from Slovakia or even from Bulgaria.84 In the realm of geopolitics, President Beneš and the non-Communist government ministers concurred with the Communists that Czechoslovakia’s foreign policy needed to be oriented toward the Soviet Union, not only to counter a future German threat but to ensure that transfer was irreversible.85 The belief that Soviet help was a sine qua non of the expulsions ultimately prevented non-Communists from challenging the country’s reliance on Stalin’s good will.

When the Czechoslovak government chose to deport indicted and convicted Germans, it severely undermined the country’s commitment to exacting just retribution for wartime crimes. But even before this decision, the prosecution of tens of thousands of “ordinary” Nazis severely hampered attempts to punish those accused of more serious war crimes. Although the criminalization of membership in certain formations, for example the SS, may have been justified, trials of simple Nazi functionaries, especially the Blockleiteren, were counterproductive. Samuel Huntington has argued that if retribution is to be successful, it must be swift and limited. Although he refers to the overthrow of repressive domestic regimes today, Huntington’s advice to “democratizers”—“prosecute the leaders of the authoritarian regime promptly . . . while making clear that you will not prosecute middle-and lower-ranking officials”—resonates in the context of post-occupation Europe.86 The Czechoslovak government’s decision to prosecute membership crimes made postwar retribution laborious and expansive. As the People’s Courts dragged on well beyond their original mandate, the popular will to prosecute waned, and public dissatisfaction grew. As Huntington has warned, with time, “popular support and indignation necessary to make justice a political reality fade.”87 In the end, both the criminalization of membership in Nazi organizations and the expulsion of German defendants contributed to the common perception that postwar Czech retribution had been uneven, incomplete, and all too often unjust.
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Northwest Bohemia, also known as the Ústí border region, is a territorially and industrially compact unit that developed relatively independently for many decades before World War II. The core of the region is the brown-coal basin around the cities of Chomutov, Most, and Duchcov, as well as the nearby cities of Bilina, Teplice, and Ústí nad Labem (Aussig). The industrial city of Dečín was also added to the region, completing what became a highly industrialized zone with a relatively unimportant agricultural hinterland. In pre-Munich Czechoslovakia, the Ústí region was primarily inhabited by Germans. Of 741,000 inhabitants registered in the 1930 census, 559,000 (69 percent) were Germans, and 182,000 were Czechs.1 Ten years later, when the Germans carried out a census in the recently acquired Sudetenland, the population had declined to only 660,000 people, of which a hundred thousand were Czechs.2 The drop in the Czech population was the result of the departure of Czech officials, as well as the flight and expulsion of Czechs, German antifascists, and Jews after the German occupation in October 1938.3

From 8 to 10 May 1945, units of the Soviet and Polish armies liberated the fjsti region, preparing the way for the return of the Czechoslovak state and local administration. Revolutionary National Committees emerged, and together with Czechoslovak military units, “Revolutionary Guards,” and police formations, they formed the basis for a new administrative structure and prepared the ground for new settlers. In the early days after liberation, resettlement consisted primarily of returnees—that is, Czechs who had lived in the borderlands until 1938 but had left or been expelled in the aftermath of Munich. These people were of special importance because they were already acquainted with local conditions and often knew those inhabitants (both Czech and German) who had remained. In the beginning, new administrative organs occupied themselves with “revolutionary” tasks, working without any specific directives from the returning government.4 National committees (and administrative commissions in regions without a sufficient Czech population for committee elections) emerged in regions that had previously been dominated by German inhabitants and had not maintained regular connections with Czechoslovak organs in the interior of the country before 1945. Even so, the new National Committees ended up playing roles similar to those of prewar local and regional administrations, contributing to a relatively quick consolidation of state control over the former Sudetenland.

In considering the events in northwest Bohemia in the first days and weeks after liberation, it is necessary above all to keep in mind the atmosphere that reigned as various military and paramilitary groups poured into the borderlands. At the end of the war, all levels of Czech society were gripped by an unprecedented wave of national radicalism. Previously repressed anti-German emotion that had accumulated during the occupation exploded upon liberation, encouraged by calls for revenge from the highest Czechoslovak organs.5 The measures against Germans outlined in the Košice Program of 5 April 1945 were quickly disregarded, as charged national feeling among the majority of Czechs radicalized conditions on the ground. The Czech treatment of the Germans was a result of their perception that the Germans were “unreliable” as a group and could be held collectively responsible for the Nazi crimes.6 Various military commanders, National Committees, individual commissars, and “revolutionary” armed formations organized campaigns leading to the uprooting, expatriation, and outright expulsion of Germans from many communities. These organizations, and particularly some members of the Revolutionary Guards, often took uncompromising stances toward the German civilian population, committing numerous brutal acts.7 The behavior of members of Czechoslovak armed formations and some of the early Czech settlers resulted in a terrible fear of retaliation among the German population. Hundreds of Germans in the Usti region committed suicide in the first weeks after the end of World War It. 8

The idea of resettling the Bohemian and Moravian borderlands with Czechs and Slovaks emerged at the same time as the plan to drive the Germans out of the Sudetenland after the war. Historians generally consider the birth of the resettlement plan to have come in December 1943, during Benes‘s conversations with representatives of the Moscow leadership of the Communist Party regarding postwar measures to be taken against the Sudeten Germans.9 In conjunction with the proposed transfer, it was considered necessary to replace the German workforce in the borderlands with Czechs from the interior of the country and possibly with Slovaks as well. Even though the Allied powers had not yet approved the transfer of the Germans as of spring 1945, politicians of the all-party National Front included concrete resettlement plans in the government program ironed out in Moscow in March-April 1945.10

Specifically, the Košice Program declared that the first task of the returning government would be to confiscate all of the property of “Germans, Hungarians, traitors, and collaborators.” The property was immediately placed under the direction of so-called national administrators.11 After extensive negotiations within the Communist Resettlement Commission and the Coordinating Committee of the National Front, President Beneš signed the Decree for the Confiscation of Enemy Property and the Creation of a Fund of National Renewal (Fond národní obnovy, FNO) on 25 October 1945.12 The decree confiscated all nonagricultural property without compensation and abolished the property rights of Germans, Hungarians, and traitors, with the exception of proven German antifascists. A significant number of these confiscations remained under state administration instead of being reprivatized, as the democratic parties in the government demanded.13 The FNO was then entrusted with the liquidation, temporary administration, and eventual resale of former German property.14 Profits from the sales were to go the Currency Liquidity Fund, set up to restore and help stabilize the Czechoslovak currency. The confiscation decrees were supposed to solve outstanding property disputes in the borderlands. On 23 June an agricultural confiscation decree came into effect. Since the decree concerning national administrators was the only other legal directive regarding property until the signing of the confiscation decree on 25 October it was not clear either legally or in practice what would happen to “enemy property” that remained unconfiscated. As a result, local organs of power often simply “confiscated” property arbitrarily.

A second major task intrinsically connected with the property issue was the resettlement of the borderlands. A resettlement plan soon took concrete form in a series of presidential decrees, starting with a decree of 19 May 1945 concerning national administration.15 On 17 July the president signed a decree providing for the unified administration of internal settlement.16 Above all, it aimed at reintegrating the borderlands into the general economic structure of Czechoslovakia as soon as possible. The decree set up a central commission for the coordination of resettlement, directed by the (Communist) interior minister, Václav Nosek.17 Resettlement offices with considerable independence were set up in Prague and Bratislava, with eight regional subdivisions to oversee the resettlement process.18 One of the main tasks of the Settlement Office was to secure confiscated nonagricultural property, to facilitate its use in an economically sound manner by Czech settlers, and to ensure that departing German workers were replaced by Czechs and Slovaks. As will be shown below, the transfer of the Germans endangered industrial production in the borderlands and in Czechoslovakia as a whole.

The resettlement of the borderlands occurred in two phases. The first wave of Czech migrants arrived in the spring of 1945, when the establishment of national administration over factories and businesses created numerous career opportunities. Also, Czechs who had been expelled by the Nazis or had chosen to leave in 1938 now returned to their previous homeland. Relatively few workers came to the Ústí region during the following months, partly because of a shortage of suitable housing. After the approval of directives regarding the transfer of Germans in December 1945, the Settlement Office completed a comprehensive resettlement plan. Thus the second phase of the settlement of the borderlands—this time primarily by blue and white-collar workers—began at the same time as the organized transfer of Sudeten Germans in 1946. Up to nine hundred workers a day poured into borderland factories to replace departing German employees.19

The publication Bohemia Borderlands is a good source for understanding the Settlement Office’s envisioned resettlement up to 1947.20 The expelled and transferred population in the borderland was to be replaced mostly by settlers from the interior of the Czech lands and partially by settlers from Slovakia. Because the transfer would reduce the Czechoslovak population by 25 percent, the borderlands would only be resettled up to 75 percent of their original population. Thus, when particular districts reached this level, new settlers would be directed elsewhere.21 This new phase of settlement could only begin in conjunction with the mass transfer, because the departure of the Germans freed up the necessary housing as well as jobs.

The early returnees almost immediately began to encounter what would become a burning problem for practically all new settlers in the borderland—a catastrophic lack of housing. Numerous homes had been destroyed in the last months of the war. At the same time, homes abandoned by flee-. ing Germans were taken primarily by members of Czech armed units that had come to the borderlands to keep order. The first returnees, if they could not move directly back into their original homes, often had to live in rental housing with German families at first, or with friends, in hotels, or in various other provisional lodgings. Most would have to wait until Germans were expatriated to get an apartment or perhaps a house. The housing shortage was especially keen in areas that had been bombed at the end of the war. In Ústí nad Labem, where there had already been a housing shortage before 1938, the postwar situation was critical. The National Committee ended up putting new Czech settlers in rental housing with German families, who had to free up parts of their apartments to make room for their temporary guests.22 The brown-coal region around Most was similarly hard hit, having lost almost ten thousand apartments to bombing during the war.23 Workers and, above all, miners lived in unsatisfactory conditions during the early postwar years, as a result of which a relatively small number of workers were interested in long-term work in the mines. Housing conditions only gradually began to change for the better during 1948, at the end of the two-year plan, when extensive housing projects were constructed in Litvinov.

In the first months after liberation, new settlers often took advantage of the chaotic situation in the borderlands and began to take over apartments arbitrarily. To make matters worse, they often exchanged apartments several times, happily taking property they liked with them. Borderland National Committees tried to prevent this, but usually without success.24 The prospect of a better standard of living and a higher social position was in fact one of the main incentives to come to the borderlands. One of the primary attractions was to become a national administrator of an industrial enterprise, business, or shop (because of the character of the region, agricultural settlers came only to a few specific locations).

By the end of August 1945, state-controlled “national administrations” had been introduced at 701 industrial plants in the Usti region, employing a total of 100,667 people. Administrators also took over several thousand small enterprises, stores, and workshops. A large number of national administrators were needed, because practically all businesses had been owned by former German residents. In the Ústí nad Labem district alone, there were 180 enterprises, 134 of which kept data on the introduction of national administrations. Of these, 118 were property that had formerly belonged to the NSDAP, citizens of the German empire, Austrians, and individuals who had been declared unreliable.25 Not all enterprises in the borderlands belonged to German owners, however. The example of the Ústí district shows us that there were also businesses that had belonged to Czech, Jewish, and even English owners before the war. There were three cases in which the original owners asked for the removal of national administrators and the return of their property.26

During the establishment of national administrations, no particular industrial sector took precedence. Applicants simply arrived in a district, chose among the businesses offered, and, if necessary, submitted proof of their qualifications. If they failed to find anything of interest, they moved on to another district. Often, national administrators were named only temporarily, to get production started again. In most of these cases, a certain Czech employee of an enterprise might be named administrator, with the intention of replacing him as soon as someone with more qualifications arrived. Understandably, there were many cases of national administrators with strong personal ambition, who attempted to extract from a business as much as possible for their personal benefit. This was especially common in the first postwar weeks, when administrative organs were only just forming and oversight was insufficient, if it existed at all.

Regional officials themselves undertook extensive research on the introduction of national administrators from May to October 1945.27 These studies show that immediately, in the months of June and July, national administrations were introduced into 56 percent of the enterprises in the Ústí region. The settlers first came to the districts that were easily accessible by transportation. Only when the economically most attractive districts could no longer satisfy their demands did settlers proceed to other areas of the Ústí region. The data at our disposal also allow us to conclude that the size of enterprises had no demonstrable influence on the interest of potential national administrators. During the first few months after liberation, there was interest in large, medium, and small enterprises alike. Nor did the size of an enterprise determine the number of national administrators assigned to it. The most common case was that of a single person being put in charge of a business, whatever the size. There were also instances of two-to-five-member national administrations, but these were not necessarily in larger enterprises.

By the end of the summer of 1945, 80 percent of enterprises in the region had Czech national administrators. Unfortunately, not all of these proved to be competent in their new positions. In some businesses, there were relatively frequent changes of administrators, including the replacement of single-member administrations with two or more overseers (or in exceptional cases, vice versa). The sources indicate all sorts of reasons for these changes, though the most common reason was substandard performance.

Through the joint efforts of new national administrators, factory councils, and administrative organs, production was restored in individual enterprises in the Ústí region. However, from the very beginning, a majority of factories and businesses had to come to terms with sudden declines in their workforces, caused first by the departure of displaced workers and prisoners of war and later by the first violent expulsions of Germans. Only a small number of enterprises and factories in the Ústi region worked at full capacity in the summer of 1945.28

There were only around 110,000 Czechs living in the ÚÚsí region at the beginning of May 1945 .29 From May to July 1945, tens of thousands of Germans were expelled, with tens of thousands of Czechs arriving at the same time. According to incomplete data from individual communities and districts, around sixty thousand new settlers arrived during this time. 30

As mentioned above, some of these settlers came to take advantage of the chaotic situation, enrich themselves, and quickly return to the interior of the Czech lands. Even though the records of local and district National Committees several times raise the question of so-called gold-diggers, the frequency of such discussions in no way suggests that the committees devoted special attention to the issue. Communist Party general secretary Klement Gottwald sharply denied press accusations in early 1946 that the borderlands had been overrun by gold-diggers, suggesting that in fact the Communists were working hard to put property in the hands of the most successful national administrators. 31 Later Czech and especially German memoirs offered somewhat more evidence of exploitation, however.32 Even so, the overwhelming majority of settlers wanted opportunities to start new lives in the borderlands, and these stayed in spite of the difficult conditions.

The Potsdam Conference put a temporary stop to the forced resettlement of Germans from the Ústí region in August 1945. Because settlers continued to arrive during the following months, however, the result was an increase in the number of workers and employees in practically all industrial sectors. This meant that for a while, several enterprises had more employees at the start of 1946 than they did in the first months after the end of World War II.33 Once the : organized transfer was resumed in early 1946, interest in moving to the borderlands dropped off. Even though the transfer of Germans freed up housing, not nearly as many Czech and Slovak settlers arrived as in the six months after liberation. This decline of settlement soon became quite palpable, with the gradual decline in the numbers of industrial workers in much of the Ústí region. During 1946, the number of employees in industry fell by 41,470. The only districts to see increases in the labor force during this time were Duchcov and Litomĕřice, the former due to the halting of the transfer of mining and glass specialists, the latter due to its combination of agriculture and industry.34 The overwhelming majority of enterprises, however, now began to face not only a lack of raw materials but also acute shortages of workers.

In spite of all efforts, the largest labor shortages were in the mining industry around Most, even though northwestern Bohemia was a major producer of coal. During the war there had been over forty thousand workers in the coal fields, but after the departure of displaced and foreign workers, only 15,500 employees remained.35 After the return of several hundred Czech miners from the interior, output rose somewhat, but it fell again sharply with the forced expulsion of many of the German miners, who were not immediately replaceable.36 The lack of miners in the north Bohemian coal basin eventually led to extraordinary measures—four thousand miner-repatriates from France were resettled there.37 The output of coal began to rise gradually in August 1945 after this measure was taken, but it remained insufficient to satisfy rapidly growing demand. In an effort to increase output, a new five-member national administration replaced the single administrator in August, and in September the government even appointed a special government trustee with power to take all necessary measures to increase coal output in the brown-coal fields. At the same time, the government decided that for the time being the further transfer of German miners was to be forbidden. 38 The new trustee informed district National Committees that the transfer would eventually include German miners but that it would have to be accompanied by a planned resettlement of around fourteen thousand new families from the interior of the Czech lands.39 Because of the continuing need for greater output in the brown-coal industry at the beginning of 1946, administrators requested an allocation of German prisoners and other former members of the German armed forces.40 In May, a new ordinance required that all prisoners, so long as they were physically capable of work in the mines, be allocated to the mining industry. The authorities fixed up an old labor camp for the prisoners and implemented special security arrangements. 41 Brigades also came from Slovakia and even from Yugoslavia.42 During this difficult period, even the Czechoslovak army ended up helping out in the mines.43 The Stalin Works in northwest Bohemia were especially important for the Czechoslovak economy; 44 they developed synthetic fuels from brown coal and various oils. In mid-1946, the Stalin Works accounted for 96 percent of domestic consumption of fuel and supplied thirteen cities and 35 factories with heating oil.45

Light industry faced even greater problems, causing significant and lasting structural change in the region. The numerous glassworks and foundries in the region were hit by a lack of workers; their directors tried in vain to find qualified glaziers to replace expatriated German glass workers. New settlers simply lacked the experience and dedication to the craft of their departing predecessors. Even though the great majority of settlers were people who wanted to find new homes and careers, most enterprises had difficulties with their low work morale. Many people tried to avoid their responsibilities at work by all means possible. Fluctuations in the workforce took place during these months, due, on the one hand, to the ongoing transfer of Germans, and, on the other hand, to the dissatisfaction of settlers who came to the borderlands simply for temporary personal gain. Delays in the promulgation of resettlement allowances added to unrest and low morale.

In conjunction with the preparation and initiation of the organized expatriation of Germans from the borderlands, the question of the excess of industrial enterprises in the region needed to be resolved. Already in the fall of 1945 an interior ministry circular on the granting of commercial licenses was issued to administrative organs in the Ústí region. It declared that the borderlands had too many enterprises of all types and that the expatriations would mean a smaller population density in the region, leading to a worsening of labor shortages. To remedy this problem, a statewide distribution network was set up in the borderlands, as an experiment for possible further economic restructuring in the whole of Czechoslovakia. All shops and other enterprises were to be relocated on the basis of the actual needs of individual regions. This was an important step toward establishing a state-controlled, or planned, economy.46

During this time, officials also began making lists of industrial enterprises located in the borderlands. A special commission was formed, made up of representatives of the Central Council of Unions, the Ministries of Industry and National Defense, the Settlement Office, provincial National Committees, and political parties from the National Front. Their task was to classify all industrial enterprises of the borderlands into three groups, taking into account the technological setup of an enterprise, its social arrangements, mechanization, modernization, and profitability. Enterprises of statewide significance were classified as “category A.” Firms of lesser importance were grouped into “category B,” indicating that production could be temporarily halted. These businesses would remain open only if a Czech staff could keep them running at the same level of productivity as before the expatriation of German workers. Firms designated as “category C” were marked for liquidation, as they primarily consisted of antiquated and unprofitable industrial enterprises and often experienced work shortages after the departure of the Germans. To avoid destroying equipment, materials from category C industries were transferred to factories in category A, other parts of the Czech lands, or Slovakia.

Prevailing conditions made the relocation of factories highly unpopular among the population that had just arrived in the region. People were settling during an acute shortage of workers, raw materials, apartments, and food supplies. Most came with the intention of helping to stabilize local conditions. As resettlement advanced, the local population became increasingly dissatisfied with the relocation or closing of businesses.47 The problem was further complicated by the interventions of local organs, which often completely ignored decisions of the Ministry of Industry or at least partly restored production at firms and factories marked for liquidation or relocation. Subsequent attempts to dismantle machinery were viewed by the firms’ personnel as an attack on their very existence, which led to protests. New craftsmen, industrial councils, and national administrators of businesses all had interests in the preservation of enterprises in their original locations. Craftsmen saw the closing of a business as the loss of a customer. For national administrators, it meant the loss of leading positions in firms, as well as the necessity to find new work. Workers’ councils and National Committees saw it as a question of prestige and were averse to the labor of relocating workers in other enterprises. Moreover, as production slowly picked up, most factories had somewhat more favorable conditions for operation than in the immediate postwar period. Under the circumstances, news of the relocation of a particular plant was usually highly unwelcome. In numerous cases, announcements of a closure or relocation drew angry petitions complaining of potential local damage, including the possible reemigration of settlers back to the interior.48

In the meantime, the Resettlement Office and National Renewal Fund announced in January 1946 a “revision” of national administrators in businesses and other enterprises.49 On the basis of suggestions from regional settlement offices and other local organizations, district administrative commissions (National Committees) selected “revision boards” to evaluate the performance of national administrators. Overall, 85.9 percent of national administrators in the Ústí region were confirmed by the board.50 Special emphasis was put on national reliability and good civic conduct, which seems to have made revision an instrument for strengthening political control over the elites in the borderlands.51 The press in the borderlands argued for definitive transfers of property to national administrators who had proven themselves effective managers. In the opinion of one Ústí newspaper, the review would help to calm conditions in the borderlands and confirm legal relationships throughout the state.52 As it turned out, these conclusions were premature; nonetheless, the demand for the accelerated transfer of confiscated property to the permanent ownership of national administrators became central to the “Reconstruction Program” of the National Front after the May 1946 elections.

The first sale of movable assets took place on 24 April 1946 and was carried out by local National Committees.53 To prepare property for sale, administrators were directed to submit lists of property under their care.54 Other directives published in 1946 further helped to bring former German property under legal ownership, transferring certain important immovable assets to communities, public corporations, etc. In the spring of 1946 the Communist-dominated Settlement Office tried to extend property rights to all approved national administrators, but the non-Communist parties of the National Front stalled, trying to withhold this important source of patronage from the Communists before the May elections. Further negotiations dragged until mid-March 1947, when the Communists succeeded in passing a law aimed at a definitive redistribution of confiscated property.55 Even so, the process of valuation continued into 1949, well after the Communists had eliminated their democratic enemies from the government. Ownership of many industries too small to be included in the nationalization drive also remained undecided into 1948. Until the events of February 1948, the Communists and the democratic parties fought bitterly over the fate of these industries. The democrats pushed to keep them in private hands, while the Communists pressed to merge them with nationalized enterprises. Due to the opposition of the democratic forces, before February 1948 the Communists managed to nationalize only 35 of 2,620 potential candidates for attachment to larger industries.56

Despite these setbacks, the Communists celebrated major political victories in the borderlands, and these regions became a strong political power base. From the beginning, the Communist Party took an active interest in engaging the new arrivals in the social and political life of the region. The first members of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia (Komunisticktá Strana Československa, KSČ) arrived in the liberated borderlands in mid-May 1945, and following party instructions they immediately involved themselves in the work of revolutionary National Committees. The party gradually gained a steadily growing influence in individual communities. They quickly began organizing both local and factory councils. By early August 1945 the Communists were able to put on a regional party congress, with over a thousand delegates representing seventeen thousand party members.57 Other parties of the National Front were far less organized and active than the Communists. The Czech National Socialists and the Social Democrats also founded secretariats and gradually built their organizations, but often with great difficulty. The Populist Party, which had found little support in the industrial north even before Munich, had even greater problems setting up any organization at all in scores of communities. For a long time after the liberation, it often could not even fill its allotted positions in the National Committees. The Communist Party’s head start in northwest Bohemia allowed it to fill important positions in the National Committees (in spite of the preelection parity agreement), in all social organs of the National Front (unions, women’s organizations, and youth leagues), in factory councils, in agricultural commissions, and among national administrators.

The elections in May 1946 only confirmed Communist dominance in the region. The results determined who filled positions not only in the highest state organs but also, more importantly, in local and district National Committees. On 27 May a government directive required that National Committees recalculate their representation on the basis of ward election results in the vote for the National Assembly.58 Of the total of 163 districts in the Czech lands, 128 ended up with Communist chairmen; in the Ústí region, the number was seven of eight. In a vast majority of individual communities, Communists—either alone or allied with the Social Democrats—controlled the selection of chairmen of local National Committees. By mid-1946, the Communists thus held a decisive position in National Committees in the Ústí region. Together with their positions in the most important social organizations, this power allowed them to spread their influence substantially in upcoming months. The democratic parties found themselves constantly on the defensive, and over several months following the elections they were forced to vacate an increasing number of positions.

While the KSČ got 38 percent of the vote in the republic as a whole and over 40 percent in the Czech lands, it won up to three-quarters of votes cast in the former Sudetenland in the May 1946 elections. In most of the districts of northwestern Bohemia, the Communists received absolute majorities. Their support tended to be weaker in cities such as Litomĕřice (37.4 percent) and Teplice (41 percent), while they gained overwhelming victories among rural and agricultural inhabitants. This unusual circumstance was due to the Communist-administered land reform, which was approaching its conclusion around election time. In this way, the financial resources acquired by the government through the dispossession and the transfer of the Germans were used successfully to build political allegiances. Factory workers and miners in northwestern Bohemia traditionally had given their votes to the Communists even during the prewar period. A large number of artisans and small businessmen in the towns hesitated to support Communists, however, because they still lacked undisputed ownership of their confiscated German property.

The 1946 elections meant not only the end of a period of mutual parity among the political parties of the National Front but also the beginning of a new phase, in which the Communists steadily strengthened their role in politics and the economy. This increasingly dominant role was felt most strongly in the borderland regions. At this time, the Communists came out with the “Foundation Program” of the third government of the National Front. The plan was, in substance, the same as the platform of the Eighth KSC Congress, which had set the agenda for the party’s election campaign in 1946. The first set of proposals was to be realized in the immediate postelection period. The second set was tied to the two-year plan for the renewal and construction of the national economy. The plan assumed that in 1947-1948 production would reach the average prewar level and surpass it by 10 percent by the end of 1948. Considering the marked decline in the number of employees in industry after the expatriation of the German population, this was a daunting task. The Foundation Program contained concrete plans both for the conclusion of resettlement of the borderlands and for overcoming the region’s labor shortage. To make up for the decline in the workforce, the program called for a “national mobilization of labor,” in which each individual was to participate for the sake of honor and patriotism. Miners announced voluntary “national shifts,” to be worked even on Sundays.59 The mobilization was also supposed to return qualified workers to their original occupations, convince employable people without jobs to do productive work, ensure that the most important productive sectors would attract new talent, and increase the number of working women.60

The resettlement of the border region was essential for the economic consolidation of the whole republic and for the successful implementation of the two-year plan in Czechoslovakia.61 Firms in the region were to meet an eighth of the overall output targets in the two-year plan, practically as much as all of Slovakia—and this after the expulsion of the Germans. The mining, chemical, and metal industries were to contribute one-quarter of the production outlined in the plan.62 The city of Ústí nad Labem itself was an important artery for the industrial north. This was all to be accomplished in a region that had accumulated many more problems than anywhere in the interior: lack of workers, shortages of suitable housing, the necessity to ensure transportation to workplaces (primarily from the adjacent Litomĕřice region), and unresolved ownership issues left after the transfer of Germans.

At a district conference at the end of July 1946, the Communist Party introduced a special two-year plan for the reconstruction and development of the Ústí region. The proposal contained a plan for the repair of damaged houses and buildings, with priority going to schools and other public structures. It called for the improvement of damaged sewers, roads, and other parts of the regional infrastructure.63 The plan aimed to ensure a sufficient number of workers through consistency in managing the resettlement process,64 and indeed by late 1947 the labor situation had stabilized somewhat. After the organized transfer of Germans from all districts in the region, the workforce had fallen to a mere 77,000 people; less than a year later, the number of workers and employees had almost doubled, reaching 143,000 people.65 Thanks to the postwar enthusiasm of the great majority of workers, damaged factories were quickly repaired and put back on line. A lack of raw materials in certain sectors still limited production, but that was true for all of Czechoslovak industry. Shortages of workers persisted only in the mining, construction, and ceramic industries. In 1947, some 16,834 brigade workers passed through the north Bohemian mines, with the average daily number of temporary workers as high as 1,460.66 The overwhelming majority of temporary workers returned to their original enterprises at the end of their specified contractual terms; only a small number stayed behind. Recruitment of permanent workers continued to flounder, largely due to the lack of housing, which began to be solved only with the extensive construction of the 1950s. Yet labor productivity in enterprises gradually improved as workers gained experience, so firms managed to maintain levels of output even with small workforces. The turnover of employees slowly dropped.

On the other hand, the supply of raw materials decreased substantially, as the impact of the reorientation of Czechoslovak foreign trade from Western markets to the Soviet Union began to be felt. The shortage of raw materials was worst in construction, metalworking, textiles, and the food industry. All these problems during the first year of the two-year plan made it impossible for the Ústí region to fulfill its goals.

We can conclude that the primary goal of postwar Czechoslovak politics—the exchange of populations in the borderlands—was mostly achieved by the end of 1946. In the first postwar census on 22 May 1947, when it was possible to consider the resettlement of the Ústí region as complete, 130,000 people were reported having lived there as of 1 May 1945. Of these, the overwhelming majority were citizens of Czech nationality, with a small number of German miners and specialists still to be transferred. During the preceding two years, 312,000 new settlers had moved to the Ústí region, of which 260,000 were from the Czech interior (82.5 percent), 27,500 from Slovakia (9.2 percent), and 23,000 from abroad (8.3 percent).67 Almost half of the settlers came from neighboring central Bohemia, with Prague alone providing over 39,000. A relatively large number came from Slovakia, with almost thirty thousand people moving, or being moved, to the Ústí region (see table 11.1). This included a number of Hungarians whom the government had failed to expatriate to Hungary. In some districts, settlers from Slovakia formed upward of 6 percent of the total population.68

None of the Ústí districts had less than half the prewar population (see table 11.2). In fact, the Most district far exceeded the anticipated level of 75 percent. The loss of population there was only 14.9 percent as compared to the 1930 level. More than a third of the population of the district were original Czech inhabitants or German specialists who had not been transferred. In the more industrialized districts, such as Ústí or Chomutov, population exceeded 70 percent of prewar levels. More agricultural regions, such as Lit-omĕřice, achieved only 60 percent of their prewar populations.

Table 11.1. Overview of Population Movement to the Ústí Region from 1 May 1945 to 22 May 1947
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Source: Osídlování pohraničí českých, table 2: Northwest Bohemia (without Žatec district).



Resettlement during the first two years after the war changed the national composition of the borderlands completely. In 1930, nearly 70 percent of the Ústí region’s 740,000 inhabitants were German. By 1947, after the transfer and resettlement, the total population declined to 510,000, of which 94.8 percent were of Czech (or other Slavic) nationality. The German population now constituted a negligible minority of 28,000, primarily individuals in mixed marriages, antifascists who had decided to stay in spite of the unfavorable conditions, specialists in the glass and chemical industries, and miners in the Most region.

The great migratory movements of the two immediate postwar years gave way to a gradual stabilization of the population during the winter of 1947— 1948. Political conditions, however, remained volatile. New settlers only gradually overcame various national, cultural, religious, and social differences to build ties to the land that was to become their new home. Not all of them succeeded, and for years to come the developed Ústí border region witnessed tremendous losses both in the housing stock (due to the disappearance of whole villages and devastation of cities) and in soil quality (due to desolation of fields and meadows). The cultural landscape was gradually transformed into one of an abandoned and half-empty wasteland, more or less extensively cultivated by rootless settlers. Even today, the Ústí region has not recovered from its wounds, and much of the damage (especially the ecological devastation) is irreversible.

Table 11.2. Settlement in the Ústí Region in 1947 as Compared to 1930
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The forced migrants who streamed into the four occupation zones of postwar Germany found anything but intact societies when they arrived. Traditional bonds were dissolving, and social structures were being transformed.1 Close-knit communities in villages and small cities had already been shaken by the wartime influx of evacuees, forced laborers, and prisoners of war. Bombing raids had broken down the social and economic structures of all large and some medium-sized cities, and population figures had declined accordingly. 2 The people in what remained of the German Reich had seen their families uprooted and separated. The evacuees from the bombing raids returned to an alien world of rubble-filled streets, bombed-out offices and factories, and disintegrated neighborhoods.3 The vaunted solidarity of National Socialism dissolved quickly in the face of hunger, shortages, and the severe repercussions of military defeat. This was especially true in the provinces and municipalities that were heavily damaged and bursting with evacuees. The local population hoped the departure of the outsiders would mean a return to normalcy and a more familiar social order.4 They were not prepared for a new wave of migrants and in many areas refused to accommodate them.

Though these conditions applied to postwar Germany as a whole, the situation was slightly different in the Soviet Zone of Occupation (Sowjetische Besatzungszone, SBZ). Soviet officials not only permitted the mass expulsion of Germans from the former eastern provinces of Germany and from Czechoslovakia, they encouraged it. Because of this, in their own zone of occupation they had to accommodate millions of the very deportees and forced migrants they had helped to drive from their homes.5 Because of its geographic position, the SBZ bore the brunt of the influx. Three of its five provinces bordered directly on the areas that were emptying the fastest, and the other two were within a hundred kilometers of the border. In addition, these territories were among the most heavily damaged in the final weeks of the war.6 After the Allies had agreed on an exchange of evacuees between East and West and on the distribution of the expellees among the occupation zones, millions of Germans from the eastern provinces and from Eastern Europe were transported to West Germany by way of the SBZ.7 By order of the Soviet Military Administration in Germany (Sowjetische Militäradministra-tion in Deutschland, or SMAD), the Soviet authorities in the SBZ were in charge of organizing their transport.8

In a number of ways, the SBZ was at a comparative disadvantage economically. To a degree unknown in the other zones of occupation, the Soviet authorities dismantled industrial plants and transportation facilities and carted them off to the Soviet Union. In addition, they extracted considerable reparations in the form of industrial, commercial, agricultural, and forest products.9 The SBZ also had to provision the occupying Red Army, which considerably challenged the large agricultural sector. In addition to war-related damage and reparations, the SBZ had to contend with other challenges, such as scant coal deposits and an almost complete absence of raw materials and shipbuilding industries—factors that were rapidly widening the economic gap between it and the other three zones. The combination of Soviet demands and the slow recovery of the economy left little room for social initiatives or public assistance.

The SBZ had a number of difficult social challenges to face, mostly because of the nature of the Soviet rule in the region. Through de-Nazification and nationalization, German Communists set in motion a process of social transformation that would eventually lead to the establishment of a dictatorship. 10 The political monopoly of the Socialist Unity Party (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands, SED), infringements on property rights, and drastic changes to the economic order postponed the desperately needed social consolidation for years and left the SBZ inadequately prepared to solve the problems that loomed on the horizon.11

After hostilities ceased in Europe, neither the Allied occupation troops nor the German authorities were prepared for the arrival of millions of homeless people. While the war was in progress, the Big Four had agreed to shift the Polish border westward at Germany’s expense and to resettle the German population of the Reich’s eastern provinces. They had also accepted the need for “ethnic cleansing” in Central, Eastern, and Southeastern Europe to rid these areas of their German minorities.12 These policies were reiterated at the Potsdam Conference.13 But there had been absolutely no agreement on the practical fulfillment of the resettlement program. It appears that no one had really considered the magnitude of the undertaking. In the European Advisory Commission’s 1944 paper on the future zones of occupation, the eastern provinces were to constitute the SBZ.14 Up until mid-1945, Soviet occupation authorities probably assumed that they would have to accommodate the eastern expellees in their zone. A study done in July 1945 estimated that the SBZ would have to absorb twelve million forced migrants.15 A few weeks later, the state and provincial governments in the SBZ informed their occupiers that it was impossible for a territory with a population of fifteen million to provide food, shelter, and work for that many expellees.16 It was decided that Germans who were already homeless or threatened with expulsion would be distributed proportionally among the four zones of occupation.17 The Berlin Office of Social Affairs (Hauptamt für Sozialwesen) produced a paper that outlined the plan for the SMAD and served as the basis for negations with the three Western powers.18 On 10 September 1945 the Allied Control Council decided to have its Coordinating Committee review Marshal Georgii Zhukov’s proposal regarding the resettlement and distribution of Germans from the eastern provinces, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary.19 Agreement was reached soon thereafter in the form of the SMAD guidelines of 4 October 1945, under which the SBZ would accept 4.3 million expellees.20

It is hard to say how many forced migrants actually arrived in the SBZ (later the German Democratic Republic, or GDR) and how many of them stayed. There are no exact figures for the first two waves of eastern refugees: those who arrived between the winter of 1944-1945 and the end of the war in May, and those forced to leave Poland and Czechoslovakia between May and September. Some estimates put the number of eastern refugees and forced migrants in the SBZ at 1.5 million for the summer of 1945. More than seven hundred thousand of them were housed in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern. 21 In the last three months of 1945, 827 convoys deposited 1.12 million forced migrants in the SBZ and Berlin during the first phase of the so-called organized resettlement.22 By the end of 1945, the Central Agency for German Resettlers (Zentralverwaltung für deutsche Umsiedler, ZVU) claimed to have registered 3.38 million resettlers, 78.9 percent of the SBZ’s 4.3 million allotment.23 Despite inevitable counting errors, this figure is probably accurate. As late as March 1947, some 128,956 evacuees from western Germany were still living in the villages and small cities of the SBZ.24 There were most likely about one million evacuees counted as refugees and expellees in these figures. This leaves 2.3 to 2.5 million actual expellees for all of 1945. More reliable totals are available for the organized resettlements of 1946-1948, when according to government estimates, 1.92 million people arrived from the eastern provinces (see table 12.1). Prior to November 1949, SBZ authorities registered 4,347,377 expellees. Figures from April 1949 (see table 12.2) show their distribution among the five states.

A comparison of the zones of occupation for 1945-1949 shows that the SBZ accepted proportionally the greatest number of forced migrants. Taking into account deaths and war-related migrations among the resident population, the SBZ’s population increased by 17.8 percent from 1939. Population density increased from 141 to 155 people per square kilometer. In Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, the least populous state, density actually went up by 50 percent.25

Table 12.1. Expellees Arriving in the SBZ
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Source: 1. BArchB, DO I, Mdl, 10, ZVU, no. 49, 146.



Table 12.2. Expellees as Percentage of SBZ Population as of 19 April 1949
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Source: 1. BArchB, DO I, Mdl, 10, ZVU, no. 49, 146.



With few exceptions, Soviet statistics did not list expellees by their regions of origin. Statistics contained only broad descriptions, designating expellees as from “the eastern provinces” or the “Polish-occupied areas.” Exact figures (see table 12.3) were first generated as part of the 1946 census.

The 3.5 million forced migrants included 245,817 Germans from Poland, 46,246 from the Baltic states, 11,163 from the Soviet Union, and 57,070 persons of German heritage from Romania. A comparison of these figures with Gerhard Reichling’s26 numbers for 1950 shows that Silesians settled predominantly in Saxony and Saxony-Anhalt, Pomeranians in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, East Brandenburgers in Brandenburg, Sudeten Germans in Saxony-Anhalt and Thuringia, and East and West Prussians in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, Saxony-Anhalt, and Brandenburg.27

The SBZ statistics for October 1948 show that of the 4.3 million expellees, there were 1.21 million men (28.1 percent), 1.92 million women (44.6 percent), and 1.17 million children (27.3 percent). Compared to the breakdown of the SBZ’s resident population, the forced migrant population comprised 4 percent fewer men, 0.6 percent more women, and 3.4 percent more children. There were already proportionally more women in the SBZ resident population than in the other zones of occupation. Compared to the western states, with the exception of Schleswig-Holstein, the SBZ expellee population had the highest percentage of women.28 The age composition of Germany’s population was, as in the rest of Europe, the disfigured product of two world wars and changing fertility habits. But Germany’s population would be altered further by the arrival of millions of expellees. The figures in table 12.4 are for the expellees who arrived in the SBZ before October 1948.

Table 12.3. Expellees in the SBZ by Region of Origin
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In this fashion, the ravages of war and migration left Germany mostly old and female, a fact reflected in an arbor vitae for the SBZ compiled for the October 1946 census. The productive age groups—especially men between the ages of twenty and forty—were disproportionately small. There was also a decline in the birthrate during the wartime and postwar years.29 Marion Frantzioch contends that the typical image of the expellee population—mostly old, frail, unfit for work, or single mothers—is inaccurate for the western zones of occupation. This also applies, with some restrictions, to the SBZ.30 For example, in all four zones there were disproportionately more male than female children.31 It is questionable, however, whether this ought to be attributed solely to war and migration-related deaths among the female civilian population.32

It is hard to say how many of the expellees who came or were sent to the SBZ made their way to West Germany before the Berlin Wall was erected on 13 August 1961. In the 1980s, it was still common to claim that a majority of those who left the GDR had been forced migrants, a view that today has been called into question.33 On the other hand, it is also not true that it was only the dynamic and creative younger generation that left for the West.34 There is no exact information about the SBZ expellees who went to West Germany before 1950, especially considering the extensive intrazonal migration of evacuees and others returning to their homes. According to a government estimate, some 452,000 people left the SBZ for the West before January 1949. A ZVU document states, “The reason for this considerable migration appears to lie in a dissatisfaction that is most pronounced among the resettlers, who think they can make a better life for themselves in the West.”35 The assumption that most of those who left the SBZ were expellees is confirmed by Steinberg’s figures for September 1950, which put the number of expellees in the GDR at just below four million. Seraphim estimates that around four hundred thousand forced migrants left the SBZ-GDR before 1950.36 According to Reichling, who has produced the most accurate figures for the period after 1949, some 680,000 expellees came to West Germany between 1950 and 1982. Approximately forty thousand went to Austria, and about the same number emigrated to other countries.37 Of course, the vast majority of these left before the wall was built, which suggests that about 760,000 expellees left the SBZ between 1950 and 1961.38 Taking mortality into account, approximately 2.8 million forced migrants remained in the GDR and East Berlin after 1961. Reichling estimates that there were 3.75 million forced migrants (including their progeny) living in East Germany toward the beginning of the 1980s.39

Table 12.4. Arbor Vitae of Expellees in SBZ by Region
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In the summer of 1945, the Soviet occupation agencies and the German administration made the first recommendations and designed the first plans to deal with massive forced migration. In the postwar environment, such arrangements were necessarily ad hoc. Problems stemming from the large influx of migrants demanded quick and practical solutions: There was no time to design comprehensive public policy. Like their colleagues in the western zones of occupation, the SMAD had no choice but to settle the majority of the expellees in the rural areas most able to house and feed them.40 The thinly populated state of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, for example, was to play a key role in Soviet planning.41

Some processes of social adjustment were more painful in the SBZ-GDR than in West Germany. A weak housing sector was incapable of halting the war-related de-urbanization of large municipalities. This meant that the majority of expellees were forced to remain in villages and towns; the rest migrated to the less damaged medium-sized cities, the new industrial centers, or the Federal Republic.42 The demographic shifts of the first postwar years remained unchanged for quite some time. In 1949, 47 percent of forced migrants lived in villages, 22 percent in towns (those having two to ten thousand residents), 13.3 percent in small cities (10,000 to 50,000 residents), and 12.2 percent in medium-sized cities (fifty to a hundred thousand residents). Only 5.5 percent had made their homes in cities with over a hundred thousand residents.43

From the beginning, Soviet naturalization policy was based on the premise that the expulsion of Germans from Eastern and Southeastern Europe was compensation for the damage wrought and the crimes committed during the German invasion and occupation. For the Soviets, resettlement was final and irreversible. Postwar German political parties, organizations, and agencies had no choice but to go along with it.44 To a much greater extent than the Western allies, the Soviet leadership viewed resettlement as a political matter. They were concerned that German expellees would resist surrendering their homes, property, and wealth. To avoid political uncertainty and destabilization in the SBZ, the Soviet occupation forces planned for the German administration to carry out the assimilation of the expellees quickly, under the direction of the occupation agencies. Soviet integration policy rested on five principles: the ideological reeducation of the expellees, legal equality with the resident population, assignment of living space, employment for the able-bodied, and minimal public assistance for the elderly, injured, and those unfit for work.

The expellees’ indoctrination was viewed as the most important task, because the arrival of millions of essentially indigent people exacerbated the SBZ’s already precarious social and economic situation. They represented a potential threat to an orderly transition. As the forced migrants arrived, they were subjected to political examinations and were categorized as reliable, indifferent, or reactionary.45 An active effort was made to accommodate the politically reliable, “antifascist settlers” (Antifa-Umsiedler)—especially Communists—to increase the influence of the Communist Party (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands) in rural areas and to add to its membership before its planned merger with the Social Democrats.46 For the vast majority of forced migrants categorized as politically indifferent, the plan was to reeducate them by means of ideological indoctrination, a process that began in the arrival camps.47 The Soviet occupation forces and the German Communists were most concerned about those who were found “unreliable” in the political examinations. Among these were former Nazi functionaries and party supporters, “militarists,” “reactionaries,” and members of the property-owning classes. They were to be housed in detention camps. The Soviets directed each SBZ state to prepare two or three such camps.48 Although construction on the camps was initiated, they were never completed. It is unclear how many expellees were placed in the special camps run by the Soviet security service (NKVD).

The Soviet and German Communist indoctrination policy was intended to put the blame for forced migration on the Nazi regime and its policies, to destroy all hope among expellees for eventual return to their homelands, to reduce anti-Soviet and anti-Communist sentiment, and to convince the expellees to play an active role in rebuilding their new country and transforming its society.49 In addition to the question of war guilt and the need to make reparations, a central aspect of the Soviet and Communist ideological campaign was the concept of homeland (Heimat). An SED central committee document from early 1947 complained that many forced migrants continued to live in the past instead of looking toward the future. A yearning for the former homeland was considered a fundamental hindrance to rapid integration into the new society.50 The occupation authorities and the SED leadership were thus anxious that Silesians, East Prussians, East Brandenburgers, Pomeranians, and Sudeten Germans completely dissociate themselves from their pasts and their homelands. Public reference to the former territories was forbidden and subject, in the immediate postwar years, to investigation and prosecution by the police and the NKVD.51 Radio stations in the SBZ, for example, were ordered not to play songs (Heimatlieder) associated with the eastern provinces or the Sudetenland or to play their melodies with different lyrics.52 After all, the SBZ was now the expellees’ homeland. Beginning in May 1947, the ZVU began publishing a newspaper with a title that trumpeted its policy goal: Die neue Heimat.53 According to Soviet integration doctrine, expellees did not need to contribute anything to the naturalization process beyond their labor, their professional skills, and their will to survive. They were supposed to integrate themselves into their new society as ahistorical beings, officially forbidden to keep memories of their homeland alive or preserve their cultural and intellectual heritages.

In addition to ideological reeducation, the SBZ’s integration policy was primarily directed toward providing expellees with housing and employment. These two aims understandably had the highest priority in the western zones of occupation as well.54 New arrivals were typically housed in camps for two to three weeks and then distributed among the territories, districts, and municipalities. Unfortunately, the available housing stock in the SBZ was not of recent vintage—where it was still standing at all.55 In 1939, there had been 4.3 million housing units. The war destroyed 430,000 of them and damaged another 650,000—fully one quarter of the prewar total.56 Most of the destruction was the result of aerial bombardment in the large urban centers or of the fierce ground fighting in and around Berlin in the final weeks of the war. In the district of Eberswalde in Brandenburg, for example, 21 percent of the housing stock was destroyed. In the district of Lebus, the total destroyed amounted to 34 percent.57 In October 1946, it was estimated that the SBZ had 1.9 million fewer housing units than it needed.58

With the exception of the construction program for “New Farmers” (Neubauernbauprogramm), very little new housing was constructed in the decade after the war. East Germany lacked both construction materials and financial resources.59 The only course that remained open was to reallocate the available housing stock, a task that fell primarily to the municipalities. Their administrations passed “local laws” (Ortsgesetze).60 To comply with the Allied Control Council’s March 1946 housing law for the SBZ, the German Office of Employment and Social Welfare issued, with the SMAD’s approval, an implementation order on 27 July 1946.61 The order provided for the creation of housing authorities and committees. The task of the housing committees was to advise the authorities and to ensure fair distribution of housing space.62 The SBZ’s already dense thicket of local housing ordinances was made more impenetrable by these new laws at the state level. The states and provinces even went so far as to invoke the Nazi regime’s 1939 law on eminent domain to enable the local authorities to require residents to surrender housing space, appliances, and furniture.63

Contemporary government documents spoke both of successes and failures in the housing of expellees. Reports and estimates written in response to requests from on high tended to emphasize the positive aspects of the effort. The 1948 statistical report of the Resettlement Office, the ZVU’s institutional successor, fits this mold. It made the impressive claim that 98 percent of forced migrants had already found permanent housing. Finding roofs for more than four million people was, of course, no small task.64 In fact, though the SBZ’s efforts are comparable with those of the western zones of occupation, the figure was a wild exaggeration.65 Only a year earlier, the ZVU had listed a million expellees as living in temporary housing.66 In a report of 16 July 1947, the state government of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern had listed only eighty thousand forced migrants as having their own homes or apartments. It had found that 414,000 of them lived in temporary housing, 64,500 shared living quarters with other families, and 4,500 were in camps.67 It was common for such reports simply to categorize refugee camps as apartment complexes.

In contrast to the rosy picture presented by SBZ newspapers, a report prepared for a ZVU conference held in July 1947 in Eisenach did not obscure the facts:


Too little new construction has taken place in the past two years. The only housing units that have been built are in the imaginations of our statisticians. They have two methods for doing this: spontaneous growth and re-christening. The first consists of taking roomier apartments and declaring them to be two or more separate apartments. The second re-christens the shacks, barracks, and storage rooms that are currently serving as accommodations as new housing units. They have made something from nothing, which is no small achievement. Thousands of forced migrants live in attics, cellars, wash rooms, and stables that were never housing units before and that never ought to have been labeled as such. True, the people in them are not without shelter. They are housed—but not in livable housing. Yet these places continue to be counted as housing units.68


The postwar call for a comprehensive construction plan for public and private housing, with “healthy competition to produce the best, cheapest, and most practical housing units,” was not realistic considering the smothering of private initiative and the shortage of construction materials and financing.69 Not much changed during the next decade. The statistical survey (see table 12.5) for March 1949—one of the last to list forced migrants separately—shows that they had, on average, half the living space of the resident population. The reports, from which table 12.5 was taken, also claimed that as of the spring of 1949 only 16,422 forced migrants were still in temporary housing.70

Table 12.5. Living Space in the SBZ as of 31 March 1949







	State
	Living Space for Residents in Square Meters
	Living Space for Expellees in Square Meters


	Brandenburg
	10.5
	4.6


	Mecklenburg- Vorpornmern
	10.7
	3.9


	Saxony
	9.2
	5.6


	Saxony-Anhalt
	9.5
	6.2


	Thuringia
	10.9
	5.7


	SBZ
	10.2
	5.2


Source: BArchB, DO I, Mdl, 10, ZVU, no. 49, 153.



As a matter of both social and economic policy, the Soviet occupiers and the SED attached great importance to the forced migrants’ rapid entrance into the labor force. The new migrants were to make up for the labor shortage caused by the departure of forced laborers, the continued imprisonment of members of the Wehrmacht, and the war-related decline in the population. It was also hoped that work would help keep a lid on the anticipated discontent of the expellees, make the naturalization process smoother, and save money on welfare payments.

After the emotional, social, and financial rigors of expulsion, forced migrants were eager to get jobs that matched their training, and they welcomed the chance to start new careers. Regardless of their previous social status, all expellees had become indigent in a matter of weeks. A job represented a modicum of security. Unfortunately, their professional competencies had not played a role in determining where they were settled during the mass transfers of 1945—1946. The goal had been to find them accommodations, a goal most efficiently met, as we have seen, by settling them in villages. There was a similar disjunction between professional training and geographic location in the western zones of occupation.71 There simply were no jobs where the majority of the expellees had been settled. Where there were job opportunities, there was little housing space.

In the postwar years, the labor market varied according to economic sector. 72 On the one hand, the Soviets dismantled industrial plants and transportation facilities; on the other hand, they promoted economic development so that East Germany could make good on its reparations.73 This explains why the Soviets pressed hard for the employment of expellees, beginning as early as the summer of 1945. The state and provincial governments were told to register all able-bodied forced migrants.74 A look at the range of professional competencies among the expellees from the eastern provinces and Czechoslovakia shows how important their labor potential was for rebuilding the SBZ (see table 12.6). At the same time, it became clear that their palette of skills would not quickly erase the shortage of trained workers in the steel, chemical, and construction sectors. A SMAD Order 140 of 10 May 1946, which called for the retraining of 180,000 persons for jobs that were particularly hard to fill, was never implemented.75

Table 12.6. Occupational Training of Expellees in SBZ







	Occupation
	E. Provinces
	Czechoslovakia


	Agriculture and forestry
	22.3
	17.2


	Steel and mining
	4.1
	4.1


	Industry and commerce
	26.0
	37.0


	Construction
	3.3
	4.3


	Other trades and professions
	42.8
	36.1


Source: BArchB, Q-2, ZV Arbeit und Sozialfürsorge, no. 31, 132.



At first, the majority of gainfully employed expellees worked in agriculture. Land reform created ninety thousand positions for New Farmers.76 The others had to make livings as seasonal workers or farmhands. According to ZVU figures from April 1947, some 43.8 percent of gainfully employed expellees worked in the agricultural and forestry sectors. By contrast, only 2.5 percent were employed in the mining and steel industries. Some 19.5 percent had jobs in other industries and in commerce.77 At the same time that the SBZ’s coal, potash, iron, and chemical industries were experiencing labor shortages, its fields were being tilled, tended, and harvested by skilled craftsmen, technical workers, and miners from the eastern provinces.

The underutilization of the skills of so many qualified workers made the Soviets consider an extensive internal resettlement program.78 Its scope was severely limited by the housing shortage in the industrial regions and the centers of commerce, but also by the attitude of many of the expellees. A memorandum on the subject states, “Though he [a skilled worker] fancies the idea of returning to the urban lifestyle he knows best, he also has his stomach on his mind. This is the only way to comprehend, though by no means excuse, why there are still thousands of skilled workers in Mecklenburg who refuse to leave their meager accommodations in the countryside to migrate to the industrial centers of Thuringia and Saxony.”79

It was not until SMAD Order 234 that the younger, more mobile skilled workers among the expellees were specifically recruited to the new industrial regions to work—for example, at the SAG concerns (on the first uranium extractions from the Erzgebirge) and on the other large projects of the first Five-Year Plan.80 In the 1950s, the first new housing construction in some large cities also made an influx of new workers possible. Beginning in 1950 it was forbidden to register forced migrants separately, so their percentage of the GDR working population could no longer be determined.81 The last available statistics (see table 12.7) are for April 1945.

The vacancies left by de-Nazification enabled 140,000 expellees to find jobs. Of these, 72,865 were in public administration and 23,411 in education. The self-employed came primarily from among the New Farmers and the resettler cooperatives.82 One-third of the able-bodied were not actively employed. Of the 714,000 unemployed, the statistics list 85,000 as able-bodied and 41,000 as partially able-bodied. Some 587,000 did not want or could not accept a job. Most of the latter—507,000—were women who either lacked job training or had small children.83

Table 12.7. Gainfully Employed Expellees over Fourteen Years of Age by Occupation as of 1 April 1949


[image: e9781461642985_i0020.jpg]

Source: BArchB, Q-2, ZV Arbeit und Sozialfürsorge, DO 1, Mdl, 10, ZVU, no. 49, 151—52.



As in the western zones of occupation, the expellees in the SBZ-GDR played an important role in repairing war damage, rebuilding cities, and reconstructing the (destroyed or dismantled) industrial plants and transportation facilities. Their presence made personnel shortages in government, industry, commerce, education, and health care less severe. Without their knowledge and energy, the development and expansion of key economic sectors would have been unthinkable, particularly in coal mining, copper extraction, chemical production, the iron works at Fürstenberg,84 and in the transfer of the entire Stettin shipyard to Wismar.85 Many crafts and trades found new homes in the western and southwestern GDR. Sudeten Germans, many of them craftsmen in the Gablonz glassware and jewelry industries, set up production facilities in economically weak regions of Thuringia and Saxony-Anhalt. But owing to the SED’s stance against private industry, these industries were starved of resources and eventually nationalized.86

When they arrived in the SZO, the forced migrants were a closely knit group. This soon began to change. Some expellees had found work and were making a way for themselves, but others survived only on meager pensions and public assistance. A number of factors influenced the expellees’ fates: their age, their former social status, the degree of their attachment to the homeland, and their desire to make a new start. From the beginning, the SMAD, the SED, and the resettlement agencies concentrated their efforts on young people. A ZVU document stated, “The attachment of children and young people to their former homeland is less intense. Theirs is a new life, and it is important to us that they be educated for this new life.”87 Young people were more willing to put their traumatic childhoods behind them and to escape poverty by making a new start. They became members of the Free German Youth (Freie Deutsche jugend), helped in the fields, joined the activist organization named after Adolf Hennecke, mined uranium in the Erzgebirge, and smelted iron.88 In early 1949, of the 1.4 million gainfully employed expellees, almost a third were between the ages of fifteen and 21.89 Though many were unskilled laborers, they were offered vocational training. In accordance with the law of 8 September 1950, the children of expellees were given preferential treatment in the allocation of apprenticeships and places at the Worker-Farmer Colleges (Arheiter-und-Bauern-Fakultäten) and universities. 90 Preliminary research indicates that these young people played a significant role in the formation of a GDR intelligentsia friendly to the regime.91

The Soviet and SED policy goal of rapid, centrally directed, and tightly controlled assimilation was accelerated by the international situation of 1947—1948. The Cold War broke out between the Soviet Union and the West, which resulted in the division of Europe and the Stalinization of the countries of Eastern Europe.92 In the context of geopolitical confrontation, the two Germanys and their different social systems began to go their separate ways. From that point on, both sides pursued completely different policies in regard to expellees.93 In West Germany, forced migrants were allowed to form organizations and be politically active. They were able to lobby for their interests through the Expellee Association (Bund der Vertriebene) and the associations for the various former territories (Landsmannschaften).94 They were free to identify with their homelands and their histories and to retain their heritage, customs, and traditions.95 With the help of government compensation payments for war-related losses (Lastenausgleich), they participated in the economic upturn, acquired property, and began to build new lives. Naturalization was neither immediate nor easy, but expellees were allowed to retain their regional identities.

In the SBZ-GLDR, it was a different story. The dictatorial regime modeled on the Soviet Union seized control of nearly all areas of life. Lobbying for the demands or interests of a particular group had no place. The Soviet occupiers and the SED demanded that the expellees assimilate rapidly and declared the resettler problem solved. In a document written in February 1945, the SED central party apparatus demanded brusquely that there was to be “no more discussion of the ‘resettler problem,’ but only discussion of our labor and social policy. The word ‘resettler’ ought to vanish from public discourse. All comrades ought only to discuss and act on matters from a social viewpoint.”96 A few months later an SED resolution stated, “The naturalization of resettlers in the Soviet zone of occupation is complete.”97 But this only meant that the agencies and institutions dealing with forced migrants had been closed. The SED leadership had agreed to set up an expellee advisory committee in May 1947, but it soon changed its mind.98 The resettlement agencies had their staffs reduced, were incorporated into the interior ministry, and eventually were shut down.99 These steps were viewed as “a political necessity.”100 Only a few resettlement bureaucrats found positions in the Population Policy Department of the interior ministry.101 The plug was pulled on the resettler advisory committees.102 At a March 1949 meeting of the SED’s central secretariat on “redefining the resettler problem,” Georg Chwalczyk argued that since forced migrants would no longer have a special status, the resettler advisory committee was superfluous.103 Die neue Heimat ended publication.104 Expellees were no longer listed separately in government statistics.

By 1949, the forced migrants in the GDR had only limited opportunities to articulate demands and represent their interests. All forms of association by regional affiliation were criminalized, investigated, and prosecuted. One report stated: “If the assimilation process is not to meet with emotional resistance, the interior ministry and especially the police will have to see to it that there are no events that cater specifically to east Prussians, Silesians, Sudeten Germans, or Danzigers, etc.”105 They were forbidden to combine their regional identities with their new society. The forced migrants become people without pasts. So as not to imperil their futures, many kept silent about their fate and their experiences of flight and expulsion. Most were eventually assimilated into GDR society, not necessarily because of the state’s integration policy, but rather owing to contacts made at the workplace and at leisure activities.106
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In October 1948 an expellee who had settled into a community near Bernau in Brandenburg wrote the following in a letter to Edwin Hoernle, president of the German Administration for Agriculture and Forestry in the Soviet Zone of Occupation (Sowjetische Besatzungszone, SBZ):


As a refugee from Neumark, . . . I was perceived and treated in the village like an unwanted intruder and alien element. The old owners are more or less related by ties of family or marriage, or connected in some other way. The fundamental rules of mutual assistance among the peasants . . . don’t seem to be applied to refugees. Here in the village, there isn’t a single office that would be ready to lend me any assistance when I’m hard-pressed. After the death of my husband, who succumbed to the strains of having to flee and relocate, others launched hostile attacks against me with the goal of making my life unbearable and driving me away.1


Flight and expulsion in the Second World War and the immediate postwar period formed a matrix of experiences that, while by no means uniform and frequently not explicitly articulated, nonetheless profoundly shaped the consciousness of the population. In Eastern and Central Europe, the combined effects of material deprivation, disintegration of traditional value systems, and loss of certainty about how to behave resulted in “experiences of uprootedness.”2 Such experiences generated new socioeconomic conflicts, but they also enabled the transformation of society and a radical upheaval in politics. The impact of flight and expulsion on social relations and traditional cultures in postwar Germany has only recently become the subject of historical research. For too long, this subject was concealed by the “myth of rapid integration.”3

In the refugee policy of both German states, the goal of integration attained supreme importance. In 1948—1949, the Socialist Unity Party (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands or SED) regime unilaterally declared the integration of expellees (officially characterized after October 1945 in the SBZ as “resettlers,” by order of the Soviet military administration) as complete, and it accordingly ordered the refugee administration to be dissolved. The difficulties resulting from flight and expulsion and the desperate situation of many forced migrants could not be openly discussed in the German Democratic Republic (GDR).4 By contrast, in the 1950s, public officials in the Federal Republic of Germany recognized the integration of refugees as a political challenge, and expellees there could continue to articulate their interests, especially through their lobbying associations. But even in the Federal Republic, the state authorities and parties were fixated on rapid integration. This point of view shaped not only political discussion, but also historical research on refugees well into the 1980s.5

Integration policies ran up against major barriers in all occupation zones. In the SBZ, the policy of inclusion clashed sharply with the persistent power of social networks and communities. By no means could society in East Germany be “as it were, set at rest,”6 and the rigorous policy of integration and the pressure to assimilate caused persistent tensions (lasting at least into the 1950s). Recent research has investigated the conflicts between compulsory integration efforts and reluctant entrenched communities. Studies have likewise accentuated the close connection between the integration of refugees and the policy of social and economic transformation implemented by the German Communist Party (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands, KPD) and by the SED. But prevailing historical approaches and political discussions are still largely hostage to a teleological vision of the integration process as “the genuine postwar German miracle.”7

By contrast, the following regional study treats the impact of the centrally initiated and politically induced changes in rural society on the success of the integration of “resettlers” in Brandenburg, and it discusses the previously ignored relationship between imposed integration and the persistence of separate migrant communities. The integration of refugees in rural Brandenburg is interpreted here as a dynamic and multidimensional process that cannot be seen simply as a process conforming to central decrees, or as something that developed in a linear fashion.8

REFUGEES AND THE LAND-REFORM PLAN

After occupying Poland, the National Socialist regime had already begun resettling “ethnic Germans” (Volksdeutsche) between 1939 and 1941. German occupation authorities expelled Poles from their homes and pushed them eastward. Foreign workers and prisoners of war were obligated to do forced labor in Germany, mostly in rural regions and in the war industry. As Allied bombing of German cities increased in 1943, compulsory resettlements also took place in the Third Reich. In October 1944, more than 6.5 million evacuees were already registered. From 1944 to 1947 about fifteen million Germans finally had to abandon their homes in Eastern and Southeastern Europe. Of the 12.5 million people who survived flight, approximately eight million settled in the Federal Republic of Germany in 1950, and some 4.3 million in the GDR.9 Flight and expulsion also went hand in hand with the dissolution of the National Socialist ruling system and the permanent discrediting of the German authoritarian state and German nationalism.

After the Red Army reached Eastern Prussia late in the summer of 1944, thereby precipitating the flight of many Germans living there, the KPD leadership openly recognized the difficulties that would arise from the influx of refugees into postwar Germany. The Communist concept of land reform—which envisioned divesting property from National Socialist functionaries, leading representatives of the Third Reich, and large estate owners—was increasingly tied to refugee policies. An “Action Program for the Fighting Democratic Bloc,” presented by Anton Ackermann at the end of 1944, merely designated land-hungry peasants and rural workers as recipients of land from confiscated estates. However, Edwin Hoernle, the KPD’s leading agrarian-policy official, used a lecture on “The Agrarian Policy of the Fighting Democratic Bloc” on 4 February 1945 to classify the “resettlement of a hundred thousand peasant and rural proletarian refugee families from the east” as an “especially difficult and important task.”10

In a meeting in Moscow on 4 June 1945, Stalin forced top KPD functionaries Walter Ulbricht, Gustav Sobottka, and Ackermann to implement land reform in the SBZ immediately. The party leadership used a public appeal on 11 June 1945 to proclaim that land intended for expropriation was going to be distributed “to peasants ruined and rendered propertyless by the war.”11 In the summer of 1945, attacks by recently released forced laborers led to widespread insecurity among the rural population. The Red Army, as well as Soviet commanders, were arbitrarily requisitioning agricultural means of production, and individual estates were already being confiscated—as Hoernle emphasized on July 3—“to create faits accomplis.”12

The fundamental objective of land reform was to divest large estate owners of power and expand the KPD’s influence. In the campaign that began in August 1945, KPD functionaries made a special appeal to the landowning aspirations of the peasantry and rural laborers. Beyond that, the impending land redistribution was also justified as a measure to secure the livelihoods of rural laborers, small peasants, and “resettlers” accommodated in the countryside. According to a Central Committee directive of 22 August 1945 sent out to district and county party managers, confiscated land was supposed to be “divided up and given to landless or land-poor peasants, rural workers, small tenants, and partly also to those peasant refugees who were not active members of the Nazi parties and its branches.”13

In the same fashion, the provincial administration in Brandenburg legitimated the land reform as a de-Nazification and reparations measure. In the land-reform decree it issued on 6 September 1945, the administration called for “giving land to resettlers and refugees who lost all their possessions because of Hitler’s rapacious war policy.” This rationale came to occupy an important position in the KPD’s propaganda even after the conclusion of the land reform, as did the intent to bring about more equitable property distribution and widespread social equality in the countryside. Ultimately, the redistribution of land aimed at implementing Communist rule in the countryside, where new peasants were to become a loyal group as a result of land reform.14


OBSTRUCTED INTEGRATION IN THE COUNTRYSIDE: REFUGEES AND CONFLICTS OVER RESOURCES

Land commissions in the local communities, formed in autumn 1945, were controlled by county-level, provincial, and state commissions. Land commissions secured confiscated land, picked trustees for the provisional management of confiscated estates, examined applications from rural laborers, small peasants, and tenants with eligible claims, and compiled plans for dividing up land. While the new peasants took over land, livestock, and equipment on an individual basis, heavy machinery passed over to the “peasant committees for mutual assistance,” which in 1946—1947 were restructured into the Association for Mutual Peasant Assistance (Vereinigung der gegenseitigen Bauernhilfe, VdgB).15

Land reform began in Brandenburg on 23 September with the division of the estate in Plänitz (in the county of Neuruppin). By the end of 1946, the local community land commission had confiscated around 2,600 operations, of which about sixteen hundred were manorial estates with over a hundred hectares apiece. Nearly 83 percent of the public land fund was made up of confiscated land that had been expropriated from large estates. In October 1947 refugees and expellees in Brandenburg (22.8 percent of the population at the end of 1946) had received 25 percent of the land that had been awarded to individual owners and around 22 percent of the new peasant plots, averaging 4.7 hectares each. The “resettlers” were deliberately allotted lower-grade farmland and significantly less grazing land and woods than the native applicants. Many local community land commissions apparently restricted the group of land recipients arbitrarily. As Carl Steinhoff, the president of the Brandenburg provincial administration, remarked critically in a decree circulated in September 1945, “local community land commissions rejected an award of land to refugees, arguing that land could only be distributed to refugees who were local residents.”16

Since around forty thousand hectares of expropriated land in Brandenburg had not been distributed by the end of March—especially in the war-ravaged eastern rural counties—expellees who first arrived in the SBZ in 1946—1947 were supposed to be given land in these areas. However, according to a 25 March 1946 order of the Soviet Military Administration in Germany (SMAD), many of the “resettlers” who were brought to Brandenburg from Thuringia, Saxony, and refugee camps in Berlin apparently proved unsuited for agricultural work. Furthermore, plots of land not yet transferred were frequently mined and proved to have little in the way of livestock. Given their insufficient supply of machinery and farm implements, these areas were also barely appropriate for cultivation. Therefore the number of areas in Brandenburg that had to be awarded by the start of July 1947 actually increased, to 57,000 hectares.17

As early as January 1947, the Central Committee of the SED rescinded an order issued at the end of 1946 to reexamine the distribution of land completed in Brandenburg. This meant that there would be no comprehensive revision of land reform in favor of the “resettlers.” Rather, according to a report submitted in August 1947 by Heinrich Rau, Brandenburg’s Minister for Economic Planning, the dominant “tendency in the local communities was ... to endeavor to refill . . . settler positions recently vacated with local established persons.”18 In isolated cases, mayors, who frequently influenced the implementation of land reform as the chairs of their local community commission, refused to hand over land to the expellees. For example, in September 1945 the mayor of the local community of Garzin (in Lebus county) categorically refused to distribute plots of land to refugee women on the basis of this observation: “Whoever really wants to become a peasant or to settle down isn’t going to care where his new home will be located. Among the refugee families that are completely lacking in male family members, however, we have land applicants who cannot offer me a guarantee that they can cultivate 5 or 10 hectares of land.”19

When it came to awarding livestock, machinery, and farm implements, refugees were also at a major disadvantage. Each resettler family, on average, received four pigs, four milk cows, two or three sheep or goats, three horses, and two chickens. The local community land reform commissions similarly favored native applicants when it came to the allocation of machines and implements. Through the first months of 1947, new peasant refugees received 4.3 percent of the tractors allocated, while landless peasants got 5.3 and land-poor peasants even 6.7 percent. Expellees were able to secure 22.5 percent of the iron harrows that were confiscated, while landless peasants got 25 percent and land-poor peasants 37 percent.20 While the new peasant refugees received around 28 percent of the residential houses allow-cated through July 1949, landless peasants were assigned 37 percent. The demand for the construction of buildings among the “resettlers” remained extremely high well into the late 1940s. The new peasant construction program ordered by SMAD in September 1947 merely reduced the acute scarcity of residential and working buildings among refugee operations.21

The “Law for the Further Improvement of the Situation of Former Resettlers,” passed by the GDR on 8 September 1950 similarly did nothing to make lasting improvements in material conditions for the new peasant refugees. To be sure, the law gave them better access to credit at favorable interest rates for building residential and business buildings, but the new peasant refugees overwhelmingly rejected these plain buildings and also feared incurring high levels of debt. For example, in February 1951 in the county of Ruppin alone, more than 47 percent of the refugee new peasants erected buildings combining residential houses with stables. As a result, many new peasant lots remained unprofitable.22

The native population predominated in the institutions most responsible for making decisions about allocating scarce resources in the countryside. Expellees were thus significantly underrepresented in the local community land commissions, a situation that higher-level institutions were by no means able to remedy in the thick of postwar chaos. The local commissions, which were meant to consist of land-poor and landless peasants, rural laborers, and “resettlers,” had, at the end of 1946, a membership that was only 19.5 percent refugee. By contrast, land-poor and landless peasants, as well as both blue-collar and white-collar workers, accounted for 26.6, 33.6, and 16.1 percent of the membership, respectively. The expellees were victims of arrangements made between various native groups in village communities, arrangements that led to “irregularities on the part of land commissions or their chairmen.” In the local committees of the VdgB, longtime resident peasants (with a membership share of 35.3 percent at the end of 1946) commanded a dominating position vis-à-vis the “resettlers” (who made up only 22.3 percent of the members).23

On the whole, the VdgB in Brandenburg was unable to challenge the influence of village notables, whose power derived from the persistently high social prestige derived from property ownership and collective trust. In spite of the radical political agitation and economic restrictions that the SED regime unleashed against farmers labeled as “Grossbauern” (“big peasants,” having more than twenty hectares of property) in 1948, these old peasants still ran 13 percent of the VdgB local committees in 1949. Native farmers also largely determined the activity of the Democratic Peasants’ Party of Germany (Demokratische Bauernpartei Deutschlands, or DBD, founded in 1948) in local communities. Even in June 1954, in the party’s county associations in the Brandenburg districts of Potsdam, Frankfurt an der Oder, and Cottbus, 27.5 percent were old peasant proprietors and only 23.1 percent new peasants.24

The local “resettler committees,” formed according to an order of the Central Administration for German Resettlers in September 1945 to expedite the absorption of refugees, were not able to forge institutional links with the local community land commissions, contrary to the stipulations of the refugee administration. For this reason too, socially collusive arrangements within the villages resulted in considerable influence over the allocation of land, livestock, and technical equipment. The persistent power wielded by social networks prevented the traditional communities from accepting outsiders, so that the claims made by newly arrived refugees and expellees were rejected in some villages. In February 1946, Heinrich Rau, who was at that time the vice president of the Brandenburg provincial administration responsible for nutrition, agriculture, and forests, criticized the manner in which “the land-hungry are rejected by district administrators or mayors, as different cases illustrate, while land is still available for these people.”25 Admittedly, by the end of 1946, almost 80 percent of the refugees who had applied for land received plots from the land fund. On the other hand, many of the expellees who had fled from the counties Germany lost in the Neumark of Brandenburg (immediately east of the Oder and Neisse) refused to take over new peasant plots. One report from the provincial administration voiced frustration at refugees who rejected the option of “resettling themselves anew[,] . . . always in the quiet hope of returning to their abandoned homeland in the future.”26

On the whole, the land reform barely touched rural communities that were dominated by native residents. Local peasants refused to deploy their locomotive power on plots belonging to immigrant peasants, whose agricultural qualifications were viewed with widespread skepticism. The machine-lending stations formed in 1948—1949 from the VdgB’s machinery parks helped only gradually to diminish the economic dependence of the new peasant refugees on the native proprietors in the late 1940s and early 1950s. In addition, the privileges granted the new peasants confirmed their social isolation in village communities dominated by the older residents. Thus, one result was


the incursion of resettlers ... who . . . developed initiative and zeal in implementing the land reform, but who did not command sufficient knowledge of peasant economic conditions and the peasant mentality [caused] ... internal conflict. This could not be diminished by enlisting the native residents’ animal teams or machines to help the immigrants with their tasks.27


In the postwar economy of scarcity and in the “rubble society,”28 land reform generated a dynamic of mutual hostility over distributional conflicts that could barely be controlled politically.

On the whole, those abandoning their newly acquired lands were mostly refugees who had been inadequately supplied with livestock, buildings, and technical inventory, who had not worked in agriculture before the end of the Second World War, and who had remained socially marginal in their new homes. After more than nine hundred refugee families in Brandenburg had already given back their new peasant plots in 1945—1946, the number of abandoned operations rose to over two thousand in 1947. This meant that nearly 13,100 hectares of land reverted to the land fund. In the first half of 1949 alone, 862 “resettlers” renounced their new peasant plots, which had included more than 5,500 hectares. By 1950, about 10 percent of the refugee new peasants in the county of Calau-Senftenberg abandoned their operations. As the first Five-Year Plan of 1951—1955 accelerated industrial economic reconstruction and increasingly absorbed labor from the agricultural sector, unprofitable new peasant lands that were no longer cultivated could not be reallocated. This highlighted the limits of the SED regime’s integration policy in the countryside.29


ASSIMILATION PRESSURE IN THE COUNTRYSIDE: REFUGEES AND VILLAGE COMMUNITIES

In postwar Brandenburg, the influx of refugees brought about a thorough transformation in demography and social structure. Already in December 1945, “resettlers” numbering 406,000 made up 19.5 percent of the province’s population. In March 1949, some 723,000 refugees lived in Brandenburg, making up 27.4 percent of the population. Out of a total number of 728,959 “resettlers” registered in Brandenburg counties in November 1947, fully 27.1 percent came from Upper and Lower Silesia and 17.5 percent from West Prussia. The share of women and children among the refugee population in October 1946 came to 72.6 percent, and two years later the shares for grown women, men, and children among the expellees came to 28.1, 44.6, and 27.3 percent, respectively.30

In the summer of 1945, the influx of refugees was largely unregulated. Only on 5 September after SMAD ordered Brandenburg to absorb an additional seven hundred thousand expellees from Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary, and the other Southeastern European countries, did the provincial administration give an allocation plan to district administrators and mayors. The Brandenburg provincial administration further ordered that movements of refugees between counties be stopped, that expellees be moved only in fixed groups under police supervision, and that they should initially be isolated for two weeks, owing to the risk of epidemics. Therefore, “resettlers” were put up in absorption centers and quarantine camps before they were transported, along fixed routes, to the counties where they were ultimately settled. But the refugee administration gradually established in Brandenburg over the course of 1945—1946 was able to gain control only slowly over the often aimless wave of migration. Since many expellees expected to return to their homelands, they clustered themselves in areas immediately west of the Oder and Neisse.31 Up until August 1946, the influx of refugees into the counties of Westprignitz and Ostprignitz led to dramatic increases in population, by 77 and 74 percent respectively. In Guben, the residence of nearly 10,800 evacuees as early as the end of 1944, the population grew to more than double its original size between 1939 and August 1946.32 Since the amount of available housing was far greater in the countryside than in the cities, due to the lesser extent of rural wartime damage, most refugees in Brandenburg (and in postwar Germany as a whole) initially were placed in villages. Even as late as December 1947, some 54.8 percent of the expellees lived in communities with fewer than two thousand residents. In the villages, mayors and native residents often refused to absorb and house the refugees assigned to them. Thus, according to a 1948 report of the Brandenburg interior ministry, “the idea that resettlers have equal rights in the allocation of residential quarters [had] not yet caught on in small communities.”33

Following their release from the quarantine camps, the “resettlers” were only hesitantly incorporated into communities. In the villages, furthermore, the refugees frequently found accommodations only in bunkers and barracks. Thus, in March 1948 one expellee who had settled in Tremsdorf (Zauch-Belzig County) asked the district administrator in a moment of desperation “to liberate me and my children from this hole in the ground.... Our hole in the ground doesn’t even shelter us from the rain.”34 Many “resettlers” also had to be accommodated in partly dilapidated farm buildings, which had only large rooms and could barely be heated. In the community of Werder (Lebus County) as late as 1950, there were still “settlers and their families . . . accommodated in what had once been farm buildings badly damaged in the war. The roofs are sometimes completely destroyed, or at a minimum defective, so that it rains into the extended rooms.”35

In April 1947, more than 87 percent of the refugees in Brandenburg lived in close quarters with the native population, almost 29 percent of them among the peasantry. To be sure, the housing offices and committees, to which the Allied Control Council had given comprehensive powers, ordered residences to be reallocated. In addition, the resettlement committees in the counties and local communities were supposed to improve accommodations for expellees. But when it came to the allocation of residential quarters, discrimination against “resettlers” in Brandenburg persisted into the late 1940s. While the native population in Brandenburg enjoyed housing space averaging 10.5 square meters per person in August 1949, refugees received merely 4.5 square meters.36

The native peasants did find both accommodations and work for the expellees. Immigrants were employed in agricultural operations where working hands were needed to replace labor formerly provided by foreign forced laborers and prisoners of war. Often peasants used refugees only seasonally (especially women) to cultivate the fields or bring in the grain harvest. In this way “the resettler who had been a rural laborer or had owned his own farm . . . usually [entered into] a relationship of dependency.... Squeezed together in narrow quarters with his family, forced to borrow household goods and many other daily requisites, he witnessed on a daily basis how the native peasants were able to keep their property undiminished.” In 1945—1946, more than half of all gainfully employed “resettlers” worked in agricultural operations; even as late as December 1948, the figure was 20.6 percent. Overall, by the end of 1948, 319,000 refugees had taken up jobs in agriculture. Of these, however, only 25,375 (8 percent) were allocated new peasant plots.37

The influx of refugees into Brandenburg contributed to the creation of a whole new lower class. Refugees were subject to occupational discrimination and social marginalization. As a result, the refugees—especially in agrarian village regions barely disturbed by war and land reform—felt a high degree of pressure to assimilate, a pressure that was reflected in persistent conflicts. The native population, usually tightly integrated into village social networks, frequently projected onto “resettlers” the prejudices they had traditionally held against foreigners (and that had been fortified during the Second World War by the deployment of foreign forced laborers and prisoners of war). Local Brandenburg communities were reluctant to allocate provisions to refugees, in spite of their relatively low standard of living, since the native population feared the strangers would be granted further special privileges. Many expellees resisted the demands of the native population and the pressure to conform by registering protests with the authorities in charge of administering refugee issues. Thus, in Brandenburg in 1946, there were “loud complaints rooted in personal quarrels between the native population and the resettlers. The reason for these disagreements is not infrequently the resettler’s need to lay claim to a landlord’s property, simply because he doesn’t own the bare necessities of house and home.”38

Other refugees fought ostracism by conforming thoroughly to the ways of the villages that had taken them in, hoping to achieve equality and integration quickly. According to a report of the German Resettler Division within the Brandenburg provincial administration, many expellees at the end of 1946 still felt “only like tolerated guests and agree uncritically to every measure and every accommodation.... Nowadays they often display a humble, wait-and-see behavior.” Heavy pressure to assimilate also encouraged the expellees to leave expellee organizations (Landsmannschaften) set up by former residents of the “old country” as a way of confronting the host society.39

A denominational divide often sharpened conflicts between the native population and the refugees and increased the pressure to assimilate. Many Catholic refugees settled in Brandenburg, so that the province’s nearly homogenous Lutheran population was diminished in the postwar period. In 1946 more than 9 percent of the residents of Brandenburg were Catholic, and in the county of Calau the figure came to nearly 14 percent. The Catholic Church, to be sure, integrated “resettlers” into their own social network, and this also served to distinguish newcomers. On the whole, as the Resettler Division in the Brandenburg provincial administration emphasized in 1946, “in the cities, assimilation into the indigenous population [has occurred] considerably faster than in the countryside.”40


INTEGRATION VERSUS ASSIMILATION? TRANSFORMATION POLICIES AND THE PERSISTENCE OF COMMUNITY TIES

The social integration of the refugees in Brandenburg’s rural regions was not straightforward. It was instead a difficult process, since the refugees were not only included in the SED regime’s policy of integration but were also subjected to assimilation pressures from the local population. The “resettlers,” to be sure, had limited freedom of action. They certainly did speak up for their interests and demand measures to ensure their social equality. The expellees therefore availed themselves of the opportunities for integration and participation that land reform appeared to offer them.

But in the fierce conflicts over the distribution of resources that shaped everyday life in the immediate postwar period, the refugees were thoroughly vanquished—they did not achieve the social equality they sought in the countryside. The Soviet military administration in Brandenburg criticized the work of the Brandenburg provincial administration’s Resettler Division in March 1947:


Living conditions for the resettlers do not reflect living conditions throughout the province.... Not enough is being done to combat the resentful attitudes of the natives vis-à-vis the resettlers. They are still often viewed as “foreigners” and “newcomers.” ... The resettlers who have been provided with land as a result of land reform have not been made a priority when it comes to providing them with agricultural inventory, seed, and (where possible) locomotive power.


Until well into the early 1950s, it was difficult to do away with the persistent power of rural-agrarian communities that delayed the integration process (and occasionally prevented it altogether).41

Land reform, to be sure, was shaped by the KPD’s political goal of increasing the party’s influence in the countryside. But the expropriation of manorial estates and the distribution of confiscated land to rural laborers, small peasants, “resettlers,” industrial workers, and white-collar workers was a reflection of a policy of social-revolutionary transformation and radical redistribution. Redistribution was supposed to facilitate the integration of the refugees, even as it ignored existing property rights and occasionally violated human rights. Moreover, the land reform implemented by SMAD and the KPD in the immediate postwar period broadly covered estate owners only, so that networks of social relations in agrarian village communities did not collapse immediately or without exception. Because the policy of integration within the SBZ and GDR concentrated on the material needs of “resettlers,” and the SED’s political monopoly excluded any articulation of specific interests by the refugee population, the problem of social, cultural, and psychological integration remained unresolved.42

Expropriating the property of the manorial estate owners and dividing up their land into small new peasant plots of five to ten hectares did not have the desired leveling effect on socioeconomic inequality in the countryside, where social status and political power continued to rest above all on landed property and family or marriage ties well into the 1950s. Even in symbolic-representative spheres of activity, like the club culture of village notables, the native population in rural society pushed the expellees toward seamless assimilation. To this extent, the taboo on expressing refugee identity was warmly supported by the native population. Accordingly, many “resettlers” submitted to the demands of the rural society, although without necessarily abandoning their special interests or entirely shaking off the life histories that had shaped them.43

Only after the special laws for “resettlers” had expired in the early 1950s did the extensive assimilation of refugees in the countryside move into a phase of integration that, while remaining asymmetrical, increasingly opened up opportunities of participation and mobility for expellees. The collectivization of agriculture, begun in the summer of 1952 and officially concluded in the “Socialist spring” of 1960, deprived many refugees of the property that in many cases they had only just acquired a few years back. But the collective farms (known by their German acronym as LPGs) did offer new peasant refugees a chances to get a second start in their professions if their operations were unprofitable and inadequately equipped. Thus, in 1952—1953 three-quarters of all LPG members had previously cultivated new peasant plots. Although socio-cultural differences between the “resettlers” and the native population within the agricultural collectives persisted into the 1950s, integration accelerated significantly.

Apart from agrarian transformation, forced industrialization and “territorial planning” also promoted integration in the late 1950s. In the agrarian village communities, whose homogeneity rapidly declined because of collectivization and the formation of cooperatives in the late 1960s and early 1970s, refugees achieved equality step by step.44

The process of asymmetric integration, with all the social and psychological problems it caused, continued to complicate the relationship between refugees and the native populations in the GDR and in the Federal Republic until unification and even to the present day. The problems resulting from integrating the expellees also long disturbed relations between the two German states and their neighboring countries in Eastern Europe. In the 1990s, however, new hope arose, because, as Peter Glotz emphasized in 1995, “Peace between the peoples in question can . . . only be restored one way, by an unconditional and untainted dialogue touching on all the painful questions.... One can learn from history, although one seldom does. Revising history is something one can only do once in a while.”45
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Today, more than fifty years after the end of the Second World War, the integration of the German refugees and expellees from the East is generally regarded as one of the great success stories of West Germany’s history.1 The problems and tensions caused by the influx of millions of people from Eastern Europe at the end of the war have been all but forgotten. However, in the immediate postwar years, these problems and tensions were seen as so grave that contemporary West German observers feared it might take a generation or more to overcome them. Indeed, Heinrich Albertz, a prominent refugee politician and himself a refugee from Breslau, Silesia, still believed in early 1949 “that the refugee question is the greatest problem of our present German destiny. Not the only problem, but the one on which all other problems must obviously be based.”2

The first postwar census of 29 October 1946, showed that in the three western zones there were almost six million people who had lived outside “Potsdam Germany” (the four zones of occupation) before the war.3 Most of these had come from territories east of the Oder-Neisse. The statistics referred to them as Heimatvertriebene (expellees from their homes). In addition to these expellees, the census showed that there were also a million people in the western zones who had lived in Berlin or the territory of what was now the Soviet Zone on 1 September 1939. They were referred to as Zugewanderte (immigrants, or newcomers).4 The British Zonal Statistical Office called both groups “refugees” and defined a “refugee” as “a person who was dwelling in areas east of the British Zone on 1st September, 1939, or who is a member of a family unit which was so dwelling on the same date.”5 It estimated that by the end of 1946 the British Zone alone had received more than half of the “refugees” who had come to the western zones.6 At that time, Heimatvertriebene and Zugewanderte together already made up almost 16 percent of the total population in the three western zones, and the numbers still continued to rise during the following years. The next census of 13 September 1950, only four years later, established that the number of those who had come to the western zones (now the Federal Republic of Germany) during or after the Second World War had reached almost 9.5 million people, or just under 20 percent of the total population.7

This great influx of population caused enormous problems, which were exacerbated by the fact that the refugees and expellees were not distributed evenly over the territory of the three western zones but were concentrated in their eastern parts. The distribution was initially determined by the spontaneous and largely undirected flight of the refugees ahead of the advancing Soviet troops, which meant that the majority of the refugee population in the western zones ended up in the territories ranging from Schleswig-Holstein in the north via the eastern parts of Lower Saxony and Hesse to the eastern parts of Bavaria in the south. Neither in the last months of the war nor in the immediate postwar period were the German authorities able to level out differences in the distribution of forced migrants.

Attempts by the Allies after the end of the war to organize the influx by negotiating specific “contingents” for each zone of occupation also met only limited success. The French, for one, did not regard themselves bound by the Potsdam agreement and kept their zone largely closed to the stream of refugees and expellees. Moreover, after 1945-1946 a growing number of people fled from the Soviet Zone to the West, further aggravating the refugee situation. Among them were a considerable number who had originally fled or been expelled from areas east of the Oder-Neisse line and initially settled in the Soviet Zone but had regarded this as only an “intermediate stop” and were determined to move on across the “green border” to the western zones. In absolute terms, Lower Saxony and Bavaria took in the highest number of refugees and expellees, each receiving about 2.2 million people by 1950. This number represented roughly half of all the refugees and expellees who had come to the western zones. Northrhine-Westphalia came third, with an intake of just over 1.7 million, followed by Schleswig-Holstein with almost a million, and Hesse with nearly nine hundred thousand. By comparison, Baden and Wurttemberg-Hohenzollern, both in the former French Zone, took in only about 130,000 refugees and expellees each. In terms of percentage of the total population, Schleswig-Holstein had the highest proportion of refugees and expellees (38.2 percent), followed by Lower Saxony (32.7 percent), and Bavaria (23.6 percent). In Rhineland-Palatinate the proportion was lowest with only 6.6 percent, followed by Baden with 9.5 percent.8

The most urgent problem posed by the refugees and expellees was accommodation. The four occupying powers insisted that the Germans from the East could not be housed in camps but should be billeted in private accommodations—a plan the Nazi authorities had insisted on during the last stages of the war. This meant that the majority of refugees and expellees had to be directed to rural areas that had been least devastated by the war. However, much of the spare accommodation available in these regions was already taken up by people who had been evacuated from the major cities and industrial conurbations to escape Allied air raids, and the growing number of refugees and expellees quickly filled all spare space. German authorities continued to appeal to the native population to make housing available, but their appeals were met by increasing reluctance. Local housing offices found it necessary to register and control officially all available housing space. Despite the stated principle that accommodation was to be distributed evenly among the native population and the refugees and expellees, refugees often complained that the natives had much more living space per person and that not all spare rooms in their houses were made available for the newcomers. As the number of refugees and expellees coming to the western zones continued to rise, the housing offices applied increasingly strict rules for the registration of accommodation; they even began to requisition space. In the end, however, space was simply far too limited, and camps had to be set up, many of which were not much more than converted barracks, often unfit for winter use. These camps were meant to be only temporary accommodations, but a number of people, especially large families, families on welfare benefits, and war invalids, lived in these camps for years, and some of these “shanty towns” existed until the late 1960s.9

It was equally difficult to supply the refugees and expellees with food, heating fuel, furniture, clothing, shoes, and general household commodities. Many refugees had lost most, if not all, of their belongings in the course of their flight and expulsion, and supplying them with the needed goods worsened already existing postwar shortages. While the native population was able to supplement official rations by growing vegetables in gardens and selling or bartering valuable possessions on the black market, the refugees and expellees were very rarely in any position to do this. To provide them with the bare necessities, local economic offices showed preferential treatment to the refugees when they distributed the few available goods. This gave rise to resentment on the part of the native population, who complained that everything was given to the refugees and expellees while their own demands remained unmet. The initial willingness of the natives to help, by taking collections for household commodities and clothing for the refugees, could not bring about a general improvement of the refugees’ living conditions; soon, the willingness to help was exhausted. Donations from abroad were of similarly limited effect.

Finally, there was the problem of finding employment for the refugees and expellees. In most rural regions, there was at first a need for the refugees to replace the recently liberated foreign slave laborers, who had been forced to do the agricultural work of German men serving in the Wehrmacht during the war. There were also some jobs available in rural trades and handicrafts. Many refugees and expellees were forced to take on jobs for which they had no skills or training, and for which they were overqualified, which caused tensions on all sides. Moreover, when native men began to return home from prisoner-of-war (POW) camps, refugees and expellees once again became unemployed and now were regarded as unwanted competition in a severely restricted labor market. The currency reform of 20 June 1948 brought about further deterioration of the employment prospects and economic situation of the refugees and expellees. The reform favored those who owned tangible assets, and these were predominantly natives.10 In the winter of 1949-1950, refugees and expellees made up more than half of all the unemployed in many regions in the western zones.11

At first, the refugees and expellees were still received and treated like “guests,” with hospitality and charity, mostly because the native population felt a sense of duty toward their fellow Germans. The Nazi authorities and later the occupying powers were willing to enforce the settlement of the refugees and expellees by any means necessary, and this ensured that the “hosts” initially did not openly resist taking in their “guests.” During the war, rural areas had experienced “enforced guests” such as foreign POWs and forced laborers, members of the German Labor Service, and evacuees from the large cities and industrial urban areas. In those cases, however, it had always been clear that their periods of stay would be relatively short or, at any rate, finite. When it became obvious that the vast majority of the refugees and expellees would stay for much longer and possibly indefinitely, and when the occupation and German administrations began to support the demands of these newcomers for equal rights, the misgivings of the natives grew.

Especially in the rural regions, these problems led to rising tensions between natives and newcomers.12 At first there were many examples of cooperation and willingness to help on the part of the natives, but hostility soon began to rise. In November 1945, the Landrat of a rural county in Lower Saxony commented on the situation in a report to the British authorities: “The Kreis and communities are facing exceptionally difficult tasks as a consequence of the overcrowding with evacuees and refugees.... The coexistence of so many people in close quarters naturally creates dissatisfaction on one side or the other, particularly if good will is lacking on either or both sides.”13 Another report from the same rural district, only two months later, pointed out: “As a result of the great crowding of dwellings with refugees, some dissatisfaction is emerging, mostly when the peasants do not show the necessary understanding for the emergency situation of the refugees. On the other hand the refugees believe that they have the right to take opportunities wherever they present themselves.”14

Contemporary reports show that particularly in the rural regions, natives and refugees formed two different “camps” and that the gap between them was increasingly difficult to breach.15 Among the natives, negative opinions of the newcomers clearly prevailed, and these became even more pronounced with time. Natives often complained that refugees and expellees were lazy and showed no willingness to lend a hand, while at the same time they expected all sorts of help and support. Rumors circulated that most newcomers were prone to stealing and other dishonest activities. As a local peasant from Landkreis Celle, a rural county in Lower Saxony, declared, “They all do thieving! That’s not regarded as bad, and as I’ve heard them say themselves, where they come from it’s quite usual. Where they come from, a neighbor takes crates from his neighbor’s field.” Many natives, moreover, were convinced that the people from the East were dirty and slovenly; some also felt the newcomers had no “culture.” Moreover, the refugees and expellees were accused of not showing sufficient gratitude.

Many of these attitudes toward the refugees stemmed from the simple fact that the natives viewed them as strangers. The native population still had their homes and their personal belongings, they were able to work in their traditional jobs, and they had enough land to support themselves beyond the meager official rations. Above all, they still retained their old social status and sense of identity. All of a sudden, they were expected to share these things with people who had lost everything. Moreover, the cultural upheavals were tremendous. Native villagers were supposed to live peacefully with refugees and expellees from large cities and industrial towns, Guelphs with Silesians and East Prussians, Protestants with Catholics. Peasants now often found themselves living under the same roof with people who had been industrial workers or office employees. Different norms and standards, manners and mentalities, traditions and customs made coexistence of native and refugee populations in rural areas much more difficult than in the metropolitan and industrial regions, where people were accustomed to greater diversity. But the rural areas experienced much larger population increases than urban areas due to the influx of refugees and expellees. In some villages the population almost trebled. Since most rural regions had been spared the worst devastation and destruction of the war, the members of the native population—even if they could intellectually grasp the situation of the refugees and expellees—mostly could not or would not really empathize with them.

There were growing fears that the refugees were changing the character of the areas to which they migrated. Long-existing prejudices against people from the East, which had still been reinforced by the Nazi propaganda against the “Slavic subhuman,” played an important part in this fear of “foreign infiltration.” One estate owner commented in 1947, “Every farm is completely undermined by the ferment of refugees, this foreign element actually undermines every enterprise. They are hostile to family and to work, and . . . permanently shatter the uniform character of our villages and farms.”16 Only those who came from environments similar to those of their new residences, who were willing to help on the farms, who perhaps had at least been able to save some personal belongings, and who, most importantly, were willing to adapt to the established way of life and its norms and values without any reservations, encountered less antipathy. In the rural regions, teachers and ministers particularly emphasized the danger of foreign infiltration by the newcomers from the East:


This influx . . . creates the danger that the original character of our Volkstum will lose its authenticity through mixing with a character alien to its land and ways. . . . One may say without exaggeration that life in our Heath villages was as healthy and happy as possible in its religious, cultural, economic, and social relations; [but] now an axe seems to have been taken to the roots of the old tree.17


Moreover, there was a growing fear that the newcomers were threatening the general standard of living. A pastor in Wienhausen in Landkreis Celle was quite clear about this:


The struggle over resources in the villages has been brought to the most extreme pitch by the influx of the refugees and our intermingling with them.... There is only one solution that can help the [native] peasantry: the area in the East must be given back again, and the refugees must be told: “This is your only chance, we simply cannot get on in the long run, neither in terms of space nor economically.”


Not surprisingly, almost all refugees and expellees expressed feelings of homesickness—the loss of their “home” in the East was often felt much more strongly than the loss of personal belongings. For a long time the refugees expressed hope that it would be possible to return to the places where they had been their own masters and had not been dependent on the compassion of others. Many began to speak of their former homes in the East as a lost paradise. They also expressed deep disappointment about the attitudes and conduct of the natives. They had become quite bitter because they felt that the natives wanted them to go away and showed no sympathy for their hard lot. Thus, a refugee from Brieg, Silesia, who had settled in Landkreis Celle, commented in January 1948, “I am so very disappointed by the Lower Saxon farmers.... We Silesians are accustomed to generous hospitality.... But here we have found no kindness at all.... It is high time that these local farmers also learn what it means to be forced to beg. This injustice is terrible.”

Native fears of competition and rivalry and fears of losing their accustomed standard of living came to the surface and sometimes led to open hatred of the newcomers, and in some places even gave rise to violent confrontations. The years 1947-1948 were of particular significance in this respect because the events of these two years made clear to almost everyone that a return of the refugees and expellees to their homes in the East was impossible. Contemporary sources show that after 1947–1948, natives began to realize that the refugees who had at first been received only as “guests” would now stay for good, even though the natives were still convinced that they could not and should not.

With the onset of the Cold War, the Western occupation powers were increasingly concerned about the tensions between natives and refugees and expellees. Originally, all occupying powers had considered the problem of the reception and integration of the German refugees and expellees as an internal German matter. For this reason, the statutes of the International Refugee Organization, approved by the General Assembly of the United Nations in December 1946, explicitly excluded the German refugees and expellees from its jurisdiction.18 The Allies only organized and conducted the transfers of the refugees and expellees to the reception areas. All further responsibilities for dealing with the practical problems were delegated to the German authorities, who were instructed to integrate the refugees and expellees as quickly as possible, without provisional measures or special treatment for the newcomers. Accommodation in camps was allowed only as a temporary emergency measure and a last resort. The old communal and regional associations of the newcomers, if they had survived flight and expulsion, were to be broken up by a deliberate dispersion of the refugees and expellees to different reception areas. This was to ensure that old identities and solidarities would disintegrate as quickly as possible.19 The occupation forces also forbade the establishment of special refugee organizations, to avoid the formation of irredentas and the possibility of radicalization. This also served to emphasize that a return to former lands was not an option. The ban remained officially in force until 1948-1949.20

At first, it was the responsibility of the local German authorities in the towns, districts, and communities to receive and accommodate the refugees and expellees. However, it quickly became apparent that these local authorities could not cope with this task, and in late 1945 or early 1946 all Länder began to set up special administrations on state, regional, and community levels to coordinate all measures concerned with the distribution, housing, welfare, and integration of the refugees and expellees. Most executive power, however, remained with the respective local departments to avoid any appearance of special treatment of the refugees and expellees. Because of the cautious attitude of the military governments, it was only in February 1949 that a central administration for refugee matters was established within the bizonal administration.21

The Western Allies were becoming increasingly worried that the refugee population might form a dangerous source of potential unrest in their zones. Brian Robertson, the British military governor, pointed out in a memorandum to Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin in February 1949 that the refugees and expellees still remained “a class apart,” kept on the margins of society by the natives, “embittered by dispossession and . . . obliged to exist on standards that they cannot willingly accept and that are noticeably lower than those of the native Western Germans.” He concluded that a “marked improvement in their physical conditions” was necessary to prevent the political radicalization of the newcomers. He added that “the dangers for the future of German society of the continued existence of this large and underprivileged proletarian group can hardly be exaggerated.”22

The main aim of all political measures taken in the 1950s was this “marked improvement” of the living conditions of the refugees and expellees. A Tripartite Working Commission on German Refugees was established by the three Western military governors. The commission underlined the “considerable magnitude” of the refugee problem in West Germany and found that the situation demanded “the urgent attention of the German authorities.” It recommended the following in a report submitted in March 1949:



	A redistribution of the refugees and expellees with the aim of a more even distribution over all Länder and all three zones, including the French

	Substantial efforts to improve the housing situation of the refugees and expellees by allocating building materials and encouraging the building of new houses, by making maximum use of existing housing, and by supporting cooperative building associations

	A program of industrial expansion with the aim of making use of the special skills and crafts of the refugees and expellees and utilizing ex-Wehrmacht installations for the establishment of refugee commercial and industrial estates

	A program of agricultural expansion that would cultivate as yet uncultivated areas, change the inheritance laws, and possibly implement major land reform

	A comprehensive program of educational and vocational (re)training of refugees and expellees and especially refugee youth

	Liberalization of existing exit control restrictions to encourage refugee and expellee emigration from Germany.23


The Tripartite Commission also recommended the establishment of a special body or department at the highest level of the West German administration to deal with refugee problems.

All of these recommendations were taken up after the establishment of the Federal Republic in the autumn of 1949 by the new federal government together with all the Länder governments. The initiatives were supported by all political parties and factions, including those who still officially demanded the return of the refugees and expellees to their former homes. The Basic Law, in Article 74, Clause 6, gave the Federation power to legislate in refugee and expellee matters, and Chancellor Konrad Adenauer’s first government established a special Federal Ministry for Expellees. In particular the three Bundesländer hardest hit by the influx of refugees and expellees, Bavaria, Lower Saxony, and Schleswig-Holstein, had fought hard for federal responsibility for these matters, as they were not able to solve the problems caused by this influx on their own.

In the 1950s, in four extensive internal resettlement programs, almost a million refugees and expellees were resettled within the Federal Republic—with nearly half of them transferred to North Rhine-Westphalia. In addition, a large number left the areas where they had initially settled after their arrival in the West of their own accord.24 However, since at the same time people continued to flee the German Democratic Republic (GDR) for the West, the overall relief for the main reception areas was not quite as significant as had been originally hoped. A large number of refugees and expellees remained in the rural areas that had taken them in initially after their flight and expulsion. State measures were, therefore, increasingly directed to creating employment where the refugees and expellees actually lived. This had far-reaching consequences for the reception areas and their native populations, and it ushered in dramatic changes in the structure and character of many rural districts.

In the first place, attempts were made to increase agricultural acreage by cultivating waste and moorlands and establishing new farmsteads for refugees and expellees, who were also given, on a lease basis, farms that were uninhabited and had no direct heirs. The employment prospects created by these measures were, of course, fairly limited. The majority of the new farmsteads were small, and many of them only allowed for part-time farming. However, many refugees and expellees still continued to work as farm workers, as they could not find any other employment.25

Much more important—and with more far-reaching consequences for the structure of the rural districts in the long run—were new manufacturing and business enterprises established in the rural districts. Assisted by a number of state measures, particularly by direct financial aid and various tax-credit and loan schemes, rural districts experienced significant development in trade, commerce, and (small and medium-scale) industry.26 This policy was pursued particularly early and extensively in Bavaria,27 but in the course of the 1950s it was adopted in Lower Saxony and the other Bundesländer as well.28 A number of refugee businesses resumed their activities in the West in rural areas, rather than in large towns or industrial areas. New businesses were set up by refugees and, more often, by natives who wanted to take advantage of the labor force of the refugees and expellees who had settled in these areas. Ex-Wehrmacht installations were made available for new enterprises. This development of trade, commerce, and industry in the rural regions in turn made the growth of the service sector possible.

At the same time, new plots were developed for housing, and when the federal government and the various state governments began to make financial aid programs available, extensive building activity began almost everywhere. Some villages were extended by whole new quarters, which often received names like the “Silesian” or “Pomeranian” Quarter, indicating where their inhabitants had originally come from, or “Little Korea,” recalling that they had been built in the boom following the Korean War.29

The improvement of the economic situation of the newcomers through employment, combined with some compensation for the losses sustained—an “equalization of burdens,” as it became known—laid the foundations for the process by which native and refugee populations gradually grew together in West Germany. Of crucial importance were measures instigated by the state, such as the Immediate Aid Law of 8 August 1949, whose aim was to relieve the worst hardships caused by the currency reform; the Equalization of Burdens Law of 14 August 1952, which provided for more equal distribution of the losses caused by the war; or the Federal Refugee Law of 19 May 1953, which guaranteed the individual rights of the refugees and expellees. 30 In addition, there were also the above-mentioned extensive housing development programs. On average, the newcomers remained always one step behind the natives, but the most pressing hardships of the refugees and expellees were relieved during the general boom of the West German economy in the 1950s without much direct conflict.

Refugees and expellees participated quite significantly in the general affluence of the period. This also meant that they became consumers and, as such, attractive to the local economy. Local businessmen benefited from their demand for all kinds of household items, such as furniture, clothing, and consumer goods, and the local construction industry profited from the various housing programs. The gap between native and refugee populations started to narrow in the 1950s. A refugee widow from Posen (Poznań), now living in the rural district of Fallingbostel, in Lower Saxony, reported: “During the first years after our arrival here, the local peasants were very unfriendly; ... the middle classes, too, disliked us; but now that we are customers in their shops, this is beginning to change a little.”31

While economic and political tensions between natives and refugees slowly abated, it took much longer for these two sections of the population to grow together socially. Admission to native associations, in particular to the prestigious voluntary fire brigade associations, village choral societies, rifle associations, and bowling clubs, was often granted only reluctantly. In some cases, these traditional bastions of native rural and small-town elites remained closed to refugees for decades. In many places, refugees and expellees established their own associations, such as choral groups or sports clubs. Most often, cooperative societies were the domain of the newcomers, because in them social mixing was combined with mutual assistance.32

Marriages between natives and refugees were exceptional in rural regions for a long time. When they did occur, they were regarded by the native populations with distrust and suspicion, particularly in the villages.33 A young peasant woman from the Stettin area, who had married the son of a native peasant family in Landkreis Celle in December 1945, felt that she was still not fully accepted by the native population: “The [native] peasant women pay no attention to me here. I am a refugee, and so there is a barrier between us though otherwise they are friendly.” On the other hand, although she should have sympathized with the plight of the refugees, this woman adopted the attitudes of the natives toward the newcomers: “Here on the farm we have a refugee family of four people, but we don’t speak with them.”

The influx of the refugees not only contributed significantly to the transformation of rural districts from primarily agricultural to mixed agricultural-commercial-industrial economic and social structures, but also led to similarly far-reaching changes of the traditional rural way of life. The values, customs, and cultural interests and resources that the refugees and expellees had brought with them from their former homes in the East to the rural regions in the West were not simply given up, and they did not disappear completely. After the first period of suspicion, the natives found ways of relating and connecting to these new ideas and outlooks that had come to their districts. An interpenetration and mixture of different influences and traditions began to occur, and the rural milieu became much more differentiated and diversified. In the 1950s the arrival of yet another wave of newcomers in the rural regions played an important part in accelerating this process. Comparing them to the foreign workers who came to the rural regions in the 1960s, the natives were inclined to see the refugees and expellees as almost their equals; and the refugees and expellees also seemed to show “solidarity” with the natives rather than identifying with the other newcomers.

However, a range of problems and tensions persisted, and some of them even affect the refugees’ children and grandchildren today. One of these was the diminishment of social status that many refugees and expellees suffered, as well as a comparative lack of job prospects and chances of promotion. More than half of the refugees and expellees were not able to find employment in their old professions and had to retrain. Similarly, proportionally more refugees and expellees than natives had to commute to get to their workplaces. In the 1950s there was still talk of a “stopgap job,” or a “fall-back job,” whereas the ideal was that of lifelong “job loyalty.”34 Moreover, much of the discrimination and stigmatization that the refugees suffered have not yet been totally forgotten, especially by refugees who stayed on in rural districts.35

The biographies of refugees and expellees are much more complicated than historical research has often suggested. Elements of old identities persisted, and new forms of identity developed in the West after 1945. This process depended very much on individual psychological disposition, but there were a number of factors that shaped, or influenced, this disposition and thus had an important bearing on how successfully refugees and expellees settled into their new homes in the West.36 Most important among these were:



	the length of time they had lived at their place of origin before 1945;

	the general situation of the German population in their regions of origin in the interwar period;

	how they reached their final destinations in the West, whether directly or via a number of detours and stopovers;

	whether they fled ahead of the Red Army or were later expelled by Soviet, Polish, or Czech authorities;

	the time it took them to realize that a return to their old homes in the East was not possible, and their willingness to give up parts of their old identities;

	their first experiences in their new environment in the West;

	their feelings of acceptance, or lack of it, by the native population during the first years in the West;

	their personal perceptions of their social situation after flight and expulsion; and

	specific gender aspects and experiences, since flight and expulsion were basically experiences of women, children, and the elderly37 (almost all men were soldiers or POWs at the time the German populations had to leave their homes in the East, and the majority of them were later released directly to where their families had ended up the West).


It was the particular combination of these factors that determined how long each refugee remained in his or her “old world” and how well each adapted to his or her “new world.”38 For all refugees, however, forced migration had a formative influence on their identities, and it continues to have a significant impact. Differences are found only in the overall importance that this experience held in people’s lives, how much it has overshadowed their new lives in the West, and how “unwieldy” and “complicated” their life stories have become because of this.

For many refugees, forced migration meant a weakening of regional ties, and the very concept of “region” lost its importance in the construction of their identity. The experience of the refugees and expellees anticipated the later postwar trend toward social and job mobility, which was accompanied by an increasing loss of a sense of “home” (Heimatverlust) and a “deregion-alization” of identity.39 Nonetheless, the refugees and expellees, as forerunners in this general social trend, had to suffer these experiences without the help of society as a whole. Both in the Cold War as well as after, grief over the loss of “old” homes remained a purely private matter. Moreover, means of dealing with this grief remained personal, as postwar West German society did not offer the refugees and expellees any collective patterns, or “cushions,” for dealing with this kind of experience.40

The political radicalization of the refugees and expellees, feared by German and Allied authorities alike, did not occur. Instead, the millions of uprooted people from the East found new homes in the western zones and later the Federal Republic of Germany. A number of factors contributed to the relatively successful and peaceful absorption of millions of refugees and expellees:



	integration was supported by all political parties and factions in western Germany, and in the beginning it was strictly imposed and enforced by the occupying powers;

	it was backed by a multitude of laws and other state measures, and it received extensive financial aid throughout;

	it happened in a period of rapid economic growth, which made it possible for a (limited) economic redistribution to be achieved without much open conflict; and

	it was assisted by the fact that both natives and newcomers identified with the ideology of anti-Communism that permeated the new Federal Republic of Germany (contrary to contemporary fears, the refugees and expellees largely blamed the Soviet Union for the loss of their homes).


Political measures played an indispensable part in the gradual integration of native and refugee populations. In addition to securing the legal status of the refugees and expellees, state measures were essential to providing housing for the newcomers, supplying them with the basic necessities, and supporting their economic integration. Nonetheless, these measures could only lay the foundations for the absorption of the newcomers. Full integration could be achieved only through the good will of both natives and newcomers, through informal social contacts, and through the desire for mutual acceptance and toleration. It is therefore not surprising that the process was a protracted one—full of tensions and setbacks. In many ways, the process has not yet been completed. The emotional upheavals suffered by the refugees and expellees remain in their memories to this day, despite the relative success of political and economic integration.

Moreover, the native population also was forced to alter its way of life, particularly in rural districts. The values, customs, cultural interests, resources, and specific experiences of the newcomers did not simply disappear once they arrived in the West. After the first period of suspicion, many in the native population began to adopt some of these new ideas and perspectives, and an interpenetration of traditions began to occur. As a result, the rural regions became more diverse. Barriers of religion and culture began to dissolve. Rural regions lost some of their local and traditional elements in favor of a set of more modern, commercial values.41 In spite of all the difficulties, it can be said that the arrival of the refugees gave the rural, secluded areas a decisive push into “modern times,” if in an often convoluted way and with painful experiences for all involved. Especially as far as the traditional ways of living, thinking, and communicating in rural regions were concerned, the refugees and expellees who permanently settled in West Germany formed, whether intentionally or not, an enormously progressive element.42

As early as 1950, Eugen Lemberg spoke of “the establishment of a new people of natives and expellees from the East.”43 Ten years later, he concluded that the integration of the refugees and expellees in their new homes in the West “was far more than the integration of a newly arrived group of people into a native population.... With integration there came a change in the social structure, a revaluation of old values or ... the establishment of a new people.”44 Modern German society is an amalgam of natives and refugees and expellees, and this painful aspect of German history needs to be better understood. A history of the experience of the newcomers that is neither revanchist nor revisionist in character—a history that takes seriously the individual and collective experiences of the refugees and expellees—could make an important contribution to the understanding of the post-World War II German state in all its diversity.
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The chapters in this volume eloquently describe the traumatic nature of post—World War II forced migrations in Eastern Europe, demonstrating that this enormous movement of populations caused dislocation at every level: cultural, social, individual. The stipulation in the Potsdam Declaration of August 2, 1945 that the transfer of populations take place in an “orderly and humane manner” ended up an empty phrase: The expulsions were in fact chaotic, costly, and violent. The states that expelled national minorities took every measure to ensure that all traces of the former residents were wiped clean, and the receiving states did everything to ensure that the newcomers would forget their old homelands. In the end, the suffering of the transferred populations, both during and after migration, was immeasurable. If there were ever doubts about the brutal nature of postwar ethnic cleansing, this book has dispelled them.

Nonetheless, it is possible to argue that forced migration, in this case, worked to end old national conflicts and prevent future conflicts. Orest Subtelny, in his chapter on the expulsion of Ukrainians from Poland, concludes: “It does seem that the segregation of the two peoples was a necessary precondition for the development of a mutually beneficial relationship between them. Apparently, the old adage that ‘good fences make good neighbors’ has been proven true once more.”1 The borders between Poland and Ukraine, Ukraine and Russia, and Poland and Germany are more stable now than at almost any other time in the past. Aside from a small group of German extremists, very few people in the new German, Polish, and Ukrainian states are demanding the right to reclaim their old homelands.

In this sense, the evidence regarding the postwar forced migrations in Eastern Europe helps to answer the question: Do the ends of internationally sanctioned and supervised ethnic cleansing justify the means? Certainly, scholars such as Chaim Kaufmann and John Mearsheimer advocate what Kaufmann has termed the “separation of populations.” Kaufmann has argued at length for preventative ethnic cleansing as the only way to end ethnic violence. In his view, re-integrating an ethnically divided society is impossible once violence has begun, since ethnic identities “harden” as the conflict progresses. Moreover, ethnic conflict erupts with greatest force among populations in which ethnic groups are intermingled, since each ethnic group begins to see its neighbors as potential threats. Kaufmann sees no alternative except compulsory separation of ethnic groups into “defensible enclaves” if a stable and lasting peace is to be imposed on a war-torn region.2

John Mearsheimer and Robert A. Pape made a similar argument in the early 1990s to settle the Bosnian conflict: partition of the Bosnian territory into three “ethnically homogenous states” (Croatian, Muslim, Serbian) along mostly natural boundaries (akin to Kaufmann’s “defensible enclaves”).3 The partition was then to have been followed by an evacuation of minority populations, supervised by a “Balkan Population Exchange Commission” established by the United Nations. The commission would have provided “safe passage for immigrants[,] . . . a bank to help them buy and sell property, and . . . a Balkan Marshall fund to assist the development of new housing and industry in immigration zones.”4 Two years later, in an article coauthored with Stephen Van Evera, Mearsheimer criticized the Dayton settlement, claiming it was a “de-facto partition” disguised in rhetoric about a unified Bosnian state. In essence, he wrote, the three parts of Bosnia would separate as soon as was feasible, since there was little will to keep things together.5

The case for internationally supervised ethnic cleansing rests on two premises. The first, more practical argument is that no lasting end to ethnic conflict is possible without the separation of rival ethnic groups. Both Mearsheimer and Kaufman contend that the strong presence of an ethnic minority within a given territory is a continual invitation to wage war, and thus the only path to peace is the creation of homogeneous states. In Kaufmann’s words:


When settlement patterns are extremely mixed, both sides are vulnerable to attack not only by organized military forces but also by local militias or gangs from adjacent towns or neighborhoods.... Accordingly, each side has a strong incentive “at both national and local levels” to kill or drive out enemy populations before the enemy does the same to it, as well as to create homogenous enclaves more practical to defend.6


The second and more compelling argument (from a humanitarian perspective) is that unsupervised ethnic cleansing is bound to be much more bloody and brutal than any organized form the international community could provide. As Mearsheimer contends, “Transfer is a fact. The only question is whether it will be organized, as envisioned by partition, or left to the murderous methods of the ethnic cleansers.”7

Most scholars who try to refute the argument for partition focus on the first premise—the failure of partition to quell ethnic conflict.8 Indeed, the notion that the transfer of populations always leads to lasting peace is problematic. Historically, people who have been forced to leave their homes and ancestral lands retain bitter memories of the expulsion. Many children of forced migrants feel as strongly about the “homeland” as their parents themselves did. The cases of the Palestinians expelled from the current territories of Israel and of the Greeks expelled from Turkish-controlled Cyprus are particularly instructive. Moreover, states that have lost territory, whether to other states or to autonomous regions, are often little deterred by “defensible” borders. The military intervention of the Serbian government into Kosovo, a region with an almost entirely homogenous ethnic population (nearly 96 percent Albanian before the recent war), is an important example. Nor is it likely that the “de facto” separation of populations in Bosnia will last unless an international military presence in the region is continued. Moreover, the very act of accepting a large number of forced migrants can easily destabilize states, potentially creating or increasing the desire for revenge. As Myron Weiner has argued, ethnic affinity is always in the eyes of the beholder, and many states are reluctant to absorb even members of their “own” ethnic groups.9

The chapters in this book allow us to look beyond this practical question and to ask whether the goal of ethnic peace could ever justify the means used to separate populations. Can there ever be a “humanitarian” justification for forced migration? By looking at what was arguably the most massive transfer of populations to have occurred within such a short time (five to seven years), it is possible to draw concrete lessons about the viability and success of contemplated future transfers of population organized by the international community.

There is a remarkable similarity in the reasons given for supervised ethnic cleansing by the Allied powers after World War II and by analysts of today’s ethnic conflicts. Then, as now, there was great concern to stop the violence of spontaneous ethnic cleansing in ethnically mixed regions and a deep desire to prevent future conflicts through the separation of populations. Both Herbert Hoover and Winston Churchill believed that organized transfers of populations were the only means of ending the ethnic violence that plagued Eastern Europe, and they regarded homogeneous nation-states as the only path to a stable postwar peace. Hoover declared in 1942, “The hardship of moving is great, but it is less than the constant suffering of minorities and the constant recurrence of war.” Churchill reiterated this sentiment in 1944: “There will be no mixture of populations to cause endless trouble.... A clean sweep will be made.”10

At first glance, it may appear that the Allies achieved their goals in the postwar population transfers. Not only did spontaneous ethnic cleansing and ethnic violence end once the international community intervened, but stable nation-states were created that have endured to this day. An important aspect of this book, however, is the consistent finding that the human and material costs of this supposed “success” were immense and need to be considered carefully before any future actions of a similar sort are taken. No matter how “humanely” transfers are supposed to be conducted, the movement of great numbers of people will always be accompanied by misery, coercion, and even violence. In the context of the growing Cold War tensions, the Soviet Union was willing to use all means to ensure the success of the population transfers, and the Western governments were prepared to accept these radical measures in order to prevent conflict. The will to do what it takes to move large numbers of people, regardless of human and material cost, may be very difficult to re-create in a post—Cold War world.

In the first place, the chapters in this volume make clear that economic and physical hardship will always result from mass transfers of populations. Certainly, the vacuum created by World War II, with its killings and destruction of infrastructure, is unlikely to repeat itself, and the ravages of the war make it difficult to compare the post-1945 situation with any that has occurred since. At that time, neither the countries participating in the expulsion of populations nor the international community had sufficient infrastructure or economic resources to carry out the transfers more methodically. Trains were difficult to secure, many railroads needed to be rebuilt, and the expelling countries rarely had the food or medical supplies necessary to feed and help the expellees on their journeys.11 Moreover, the host countries, often depleted by war, had a hard time providing adequate living environments for the new refugees. In the Soviet Zone of Occupation in Germany, for example, the Soviet occupation forces had to house approximately 4.3 million German expellees in a territory whose housing stock had been decimated.12

Nonetheless, the expenditure of tremendous resources is inevitable when it comes to moving large numbers of people and their belongings. Adequate transportation needs to be provided, food and temporary shelter need to exist along the transfer routes, and accommodations for the migrants in the host countries need to be set up. In addition, since population transfers will always occur during or immediately after ethnic conflict, the resources of both sending and receiving countries will be reduced, and they will need much assistance from the international community to integrate the new populations. Unless international assistance is provided, expellees will find themselves in the same position as the Poles who arrived from the former eastern territories of Poland only to be dropped off in empty fields in the newly acquired western regions.13 Similarly, Czechoslovakia had a very difficult time resettling Czechs into territories formerly occupied by Germans, since the war had destroyed most of the housing that would have been available. 14 It is not enough to suggest, as does Daniel Byman, that “simple humanitarian aid” could “alleviate many problems.”15 As has been demonstrated in the aftermath of the Kosovo conflict in 1999, it takes tremendous resources and long-term international resolve to provide food and shelter for resettled populations in war-torn regions.

In the immediate post—World War II period, the Soviet, Czechoslovak, and Polish governments were willing to be quite ruthless in their efforts to expel minority populations and were willing to take equally drastic steps to integrate newcomers. Weight limits on personal belongings were strictly enforced for those expelled, and forced migrants often could take nothing but the clothes on their backs. Expellees were crammed into railway cars to save space, and many had to spend nights in open-air train stations, regardless of the weather. On the receiving end, the Soviet Union, the Soviet Zone in Germany, and Poland took far-reaching measures to incorporate the expellees. Land was confiscated and reapportioned, and housing was subdivided to shelter the newcomers. In Poland and Soviet-occupied Germany, the integration of forced migrants was also used as an excuse to consolidate support for the Communist Party. Often, subsidies were given to new migrants to co-opt eager individuals into the party. The Western allies in Germany also went to great lengths to integrate refugees and calm local resentment against the newcomers. Moreover, there is no doubt that Germany’s willingness to take in the nearly six million Germans from East European territories can be explained only by the extent of its defeat in World War II and by the partition and occupation by Soviet and Western powers that ensued.

If future population transfers are to avoid the kind of misery inflicted on the forced migrants from Poland, Czechoslovakia, and the USSR, far greater expenditure and effort will be needed. How much manpower and material will the international community wish to devote to such transfers, and how deeply will it wish to involve itself in the economic structure of the receiving countries to ensure that migrants are properly housed and fed?

Another, perhaps greater, consideration in population transfers is the inevitability of violence. It is true that internationally supervised ethnic cleansing is gentler than the spontaneous version. Postwar Czechoslovakia provides evidence of the greatest contrast: Between May and August 1945 the Czechs brutally expelled approximately 870,000 Germans left behind after the war, subjecting them to rape, beatings, torture, and incarceration in prison camps. In contrast, in 1946, when the remaining Germans were transferred, the international community ensured that the forced migration occurred in a comparatively organized and civilized manner.16 A similar difference existed in the Polish case. In June 1945, nearly 275,000 Germans were simply sent across the border of Poland with twenty kilograms of luggage per person, subject to robbery and rape along the way. When the international community intervened, the expulsions assumed a far more regular character. Nonetheless, even the organized expulsions of Germans from Poland were characterized by brutality. The hatred of the Poles for the Germans found various opportunities to express itself during the forced migrations, whether supervised or not.17

The unstated premise in the arguments of both Kaufmann and Mearsheimer is that the transfer of populations needs to be involuntary to be effective. A true separation of populations cannot be achieved if those to be moved are offered a choice—since, inevitably, many will choose to stay, and a sizeable ethnic minority will remain in what is meant to be a homogeneous territory. The possibility that the international community will need to use force is therefore very important to consider—something that Mearsheimer and Kaufmann fail to do. The population to be transferred has to be either convinced or coerced into moving. The natural reluctance of people to leave their homes must be overcome. At least some of them will prefer to die defending their homes.

Again, the Polish, Soviet, and Czechoslovak governments (sometimes with the help of ordinary citizens) were quite willing to use force to expel minorities. In the case of the Polish population in the Soviet Union, the minorities were theoretically given the option of migrating to Poland, but as Jerzy Kochanowski has described, the pressure to migrate, both from the Soviet authorities and from the local population, gave few a choice as to whether to leave.18 In the case of the Germans and Ukrainians in Poland, unmitigated force was used. People were sometimes given a few hours’ notice to pack their bags, after which they were taken, usually with little more than the clothes on their backs, to the trains that would remove them from Polish territory. To separate them from the rest of the Polish population, Germans were even forced to wear white armbands. Those who resisted were sometimes sent to labor camps.19 Forced migration became truly violent in the case of the Polish Ukrainians, who put up active resistance to repatriation, using guerrilla tactics to sabotage the migration efforts. In this case, the Polish government was extraordinarily brutal in suppressing the Ukrainian guerrillas.20

Such instances must lead us to wonder whether the great powers today will be ready to use force in internationally supervised population transfers, and whether using such force would not ultimately negate any supposed good the international community can do. This is perhaps the most disturbing aspect of internationally supervised partition: How far would an international implementation force be willing to go to induce people to migrate, supposedly for their own good? Would the great powers be willing to force civilians to leave at gunpoint? Kaufman almost casually suggests that the international community would have to choose sides in an ethnic conflict, intervene militarily, and eventually “intern” civilians of the “enemy ethnic group” to prevent “counterinsurgency.”21 It is difficult to believe he is suggesting that the international community essentially create prison camps, but it is illustrative of the way in which advocates of partition have failed to study fully the implications of their suggested policies. In this volume, the case of the Ukrainians in Poland is particularly instructive on this point. In 1946—1947 the Poles were willing to exterminate the Ukrainian guerrillas who were hindering forced migration. What international force would be willing to go this far?

Finally, it is one thing to create defensible borders, but it is quite another to defend them. In the case of the forced migrations after World War II, the growing Cold War tensions made it seem imperative to quell nascent ethnic conflict, and both Western and Eastern European governments had the will to ensure that the results of ethnic cleansing would last.

A major contribution to peace between ethnic groups in Europe after World War II was the bipolar international order dividing the world into spheres of influence. As the Soviet and Western spheres of influence were gradually consolidated, the Soviet Union and the United States had both the power and the determination to prevent and contain conflict, fearing that even minor skirmishes could escalate into larger wars. Paul Keal has defined a sphere of influence as “a determinate region within which a singly external power exerts a predominant influence, which limits the independence or freedom of action of political entities within it.”22 This arrangement, Keal notes, creates a certain type of order within the international community. Spheres of influence, he writes, “diminish the prospect of conflict in the international system partly by marking out areas of the world in which the writ of one great power is to run, and thus remove that area from external challenge, and partly by asserting a hierarchical relationship which maintains order within the bloc.”23

In the post-1945 period, this concept led the United States and other Western countries basically to accede to the Soviet Union’s desire to move Poland’s borders westward at the expense of Germany, a shift that required a massive transfer of populations. Poland was deemed to lie within the Soviet Union’s “sphere of influence.” Many Western leaders viewed forced migration as the only means of legitimately preventing ethnic conflict in Eastern Europe, and they sanctioned the mass expulsion of Germans from Czechoslovakia and Poland. Although they tried to make this population movement manageable, they were only partly successful.

Both the Western allies and the Soviet Union also went to great lengths to enforce the cultural assimilation of the new migrants. In Soviet-occupied Germany, these efforts were part of the larger project of building a Communist state. Former expellees were declared “integrated,” forbidden to organize to redress their grievances, and prevented from staging events that would express their former regional identity.24 The Western allies also used coercive measures, such as the forcible dispersion of refugee populations that had come from single regions, and a ban (which remained in force until 1949) on refugee organizations. Later, Western efforts concentrated more on economic and educational incentives for assimilation, such as improvement of the housing situation and worker retraining.25 Both sides implemented these measures in full awareness of the growing Cold War divisions, but both wanted to forestall nationalist irredentism, which could destabilize the precarious European situation and escalate tensions.

In short, this study of forced migration in the early Cold War period provides an excellent, multifaceted description of the various foreseen and unforeseen consequences of forcibly “transferring” populations. It persuasively demonstrates the tremendous cost, both human and material, that must be incurred when the international community ventures to supervise ethnic cleansing. It is one thing merely to imagine that ethnically pure communities will solve ethnic conflict. It is quite another thing actually to create such communities. Before any future separation of ethnic groups is contemplated, a sober assessment of the means must be undertaken. This book will help serve as a clear warning for those who would once again undertake social engineering on an international scale.
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By Region

Eastern

Kénigsberg
Year Total Provinces Czechoslovakia Area Hungary
1946 1,083,609 405,401 631,911 - -
1947 671,875 554,447 31 30,268 14,721
1948 164,971 39,164 3,784 69,162 34,577
Total 1,920,455 999,012 635,726 99,430 49,298
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State Total Population Expellees Expellees as Percent
Brandenburg 2,646,991 655,466 24.8
Mecklenburg-

Vorpommern 2,126,790 922,088 43.3
Saxony 5,798,990 997,798 17.2
Saxony-Anhalt 4,303,441 1,051,024 24.4
Thuringia 2,988,288 685,913 23.0
SBZ 17,864,500 4,312,289 24.2
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From From other

Borderland Communities in the From From
District Total Communities Czech Lands Slovakia  Abroad
Bilina 6,286 3,201 10,681 1,613 791
Din 56,654 1,595 49,085 3,268 2,706
Duchcov 16,665 2,514 11,293 1,347 1,511
Chomutov 43,362 2,996 33,879 3,879 3,393
LitoméFice 41,327 1,338 35,618 1,466 2,905
Most 51,647 7,039 33,771 6,752 4,085
Teplice 47,402 5,066 34,005 4,089 4,242
Usti n. L. 62,981 2,900 51,466 5,171 3,444

Entire region 312,671 26,649 259,798 27,585 23,077
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Wojewodstwo Selected for Resettlement Resettled Percent Resettled
Rzezow 266,860 260,110 97.4
Lublin 208,258 200,690 96.3
Krakow (Nowy Sacz) 22,564 20,093 90.0
Other areas — 1,218 —

Total 497,682 482,111 96.8
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Total Male Female
Able-bodied 2,124,000 945,000 1,179,000
Total employed 1,403,000 811,000 592,000
Employees 1,203,000 699,000 504,000
Self-employed 119,000 97,000 22,000
Work at home 81,000 15,000 66,000






