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1 Introduction 

The title of this book is an English translation of the German 
phrase die Jahre des grossen Schweigens. The time period of the de-
portation, special settlement restrictions, and mobilization into the 
labor army is referred to as The Years of Great Silence because of 
the severe restrictions that existed on speaking or writing about 
the subject for most of the Soviet era. Except for a few activists like 
Dominik Hollmann and others these restrictions prevented the 
ethnic German population in the USSR from researching, writing 
about, or even speaking openly about their experience during the 
14 years between 1941 and 1955. The end of this silence only came 
in the late 1980s during the era of Glasnost and Perestroika under 
Gorbachev.  

Among the many peoples deliberately victimized in toto by 
totalitarian regimes during World War II were the ethnic Germans 
in the USSR. Dating back to 1763 the German settlements of the 
Volga, Black Sea, Caucasus, and other regions of the western part 
of the Russian Empire were one of the many groups of Germans 
ethnically cleansed by the Allied forces in the 1940s. German mi-
norities in Poland, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Estonia, and Lat-
via were largely erased as well as much of the German community 
of Hungary. These minorities totaled over four million people. 
The eastern territories of Germany itself including East Prussia, 
Silesia, and Pomerania were also ethnically cleansed of their for-
mer German inhabitants. The German inhabitants of areas of east-
ern Germany annexed to Poland and the USSR numbered another 
eight million plus people.1 This large scale violent eviction of 

 
1  The best short summary of this history covering all of these regions is the 

anthology by Steffen Prauser and Arfon Rees, ed. The Expulsion of the ‘German’ 
Communities from Eastern Europe at the End of the Second World War. Florence, 
Italy: European University Institute, 2004. Most works limit themselves to just 
eastern Germany, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and sometimes Hungary. The 1940 
evacuations from Estonia and Latvia as well as the flight and emigration out 
of Yugoslavia in the 1940s and 1950s are generally not covered. Prauser and 
Rees also include a piece on Germans in Romania.  
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millions of ethnic German civilians from their homelands is largely 
unknown in the English speaking world.2 The uprooting and dis-
persal of over one million ethnic Germans from the western USSR 
to Siberia and Kazakhstan is even less well known than the larger 
expulsions of Germans from what is now Poland and the Czech 
Republic.3 Close to a quarter of a million of the Russian Germans 
died prematurely as a direct result of the brutal treatment they re-
ceived from the Soviet government during 1941 to 1948.4  

The Second World War represented the nadir of the histori-
cal existence of the Russian Germans. The 1941 deportations, im-
position of special settlement restrictions, and mobilization into 
the labor army took an enormous toll on the population. After 177 
years of existence the German settlements in the Volga came to a 
violent end at the beginning of World War II. The Stalin regime 
forcibly dispersed the numerous German populations in the Eu-
ropean areas of the USSR across the vastness of Siberia and Ka-
zakhstan. The Soviet government thus permanently erased most 
of the former German colonies established in the Russian Empire. 

This book deals primarily with the experience of the ethnic 
Germans in the USSR from 1941 to 1955. It emphasizes the 1941 
internal deportations from the Volga region and other areas of the 
Soviet Union west of the Urals to Siberia and Kazakhstan. The 
main focus is on the uprooting of the German communities in 
European areas of the USSR, their material and legal conditions as 

 
2  The first English language book to deal with the subject of the mass expulsion 

of Germans from eastern Germany and Central Europe was Alfred-Maurice 
de Zayas, Nemesis at Potsdam: The Anglo-Americans and the Expulsion of the Ger-
mans: Background, Execution, Consequences. London: Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, 1977.  

3  This number includes not only the initial nearly 800,000 ethnic Germans de-
ported from European areas of the USSR in fall of 1941 to Siberia and Kazakh-
stan but, also the more than 200,000 repatriated back to Soviet control in 1945–
1946 that had initially avoided deportation due to the Nazi capture of large 
parts of Ukraine and western Russia. The chapters on the deportation and re-
patriation include thorough discussions of the numbers involved.  

4  The statistical data on mortality during deportation, confinement as special 
settlers, and mobilization in the labor army is grossly incomplete. Estimates 
range from a low of 150,000 to a high of 400,000. My own estimate is near 
245,000 and is dealt with in detail in its own chapter.  
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special settlers east of the Urals, their mobilization into the labor 
army, and their release from the special settlement restrictions in 
1955. It starts with a short introduction of the history of the ethnic 
Germans in the Russian Empire beginning with the 22 July 1763 
Manifesto by Empress Catherine II and ends with the group’s mass 
emigration out of the Russian Federation, Kazakhstan, and Central 
Asia. These other portions of the book are meant largely to intro-
duce and put the experience of the 1940s and 1950s in context. They 
are thus shorter and less detailed. They are also much less heavily 
dependent upon primary source material, especially archives from 
GARF (State Archives of the Russian Federation) in Moscow. Thus 
the very rich history of ethnic Germans in the Russian Empire and 
the USSR before 1941 is dealt with rather cursorily in this book.  

While the 20th century saw a number of horrible events befall 
the ethnic Germans in the Russian Empire and the USSR, none of 
them had the same long term negative effects as the events of the 
Second World War which led to the violent end of their numerous 
communities in the Volga, Ukraine, Caucasus, and other regions. 
Other traumatic events experienced by the ethnic Germans in the 
Russian Empire and USSR included the internal deportation of 
200,000 Volhynian Germans and others near the western borders 
during World War One, the Civil War, the 1921–1922 famine, the 
uprooting of 60,000 German “kulaks” in 1930–1931, the 1932–1933 
famine, and the shooting of 46,000 Germans during the Great 
Terror of 1937–1938. In terms of total losses of life these cumula-
tive events claimed more people than the events of 1941–1955. The 
two famines may have claimed 200,000 Russian German lives each 
for a total of 400,000 premature deaths.5 In contrast the annihila-

 
5  The statistical data on premature deaths due to famine and repression is as 

noted earlier incomplete as well as often highly speculative. A.A. German and 
A.N. Kurochin, Nemtsy SSSR v trudovoi armii (1941–1945), Moscow: Gotika, 
1998, pp. 21–23 give figures of 150,000 German famine deaths for the Volga 
region alone for 1920–1922 and 200,000 for Germans in the whole of the USSR 
during 1932–1933. However, even the lowest estimates place the total at over 
480,000 premature deaths from famine and repression of which 100,000 were 
the 1932–1933 famine and over 180,000 the 1918–1922 Civil War and famine. 
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tion of the German settlements in 1941 and subsequent repression 
at the hands of the Soviet regime during the next 14 years claimed 
about 245,000 lives. In total from 1918 to 1948, Soviet repression 
and famine led to around 700,000 premature deaths among the 
Russian Germans. 

This book concentrates on the 14 years that the majority of 
ethnic German citizens in the Soviet Union spent living under 
special settlement restrictions for a number of reasons. The pri-
mary one is that it was the most traumatic period in their short 
history. It permanently destroyed most of their traditional com-
munities that had existed since 1764. Their physical dispersal 
across the vast expanse of Siberia and Kazakhstan greatly altered 
their path of historical development. Already a diaspora their 
multiple displacement during the 1940s through internal deporta-
tion and then mobilization in the labor army led ultimately to 
most of their descendants leaving the territory of the USSR and 
immigrating to Germany. This had deep multi-generational psy-
chological, cultural, and other effects on the group.  

Symbolically the deportation and subsequent 14 years has 
become extremely important to the descendants of the survivors. 
The anniversary of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet Ukaz of 
28 August 1941 has been an official day of mourning and com-
memoration in the Federal Republic of Germany since 1982. It is 
heavily represented in their art and literature. The recent collec-
tive narrative of the group has been one of seeking redemption 
from the victimization of these years. 

 
Viktor Krieger, Bundesburger russlanddeutscher Herkunft: Historische Schlusseler-
fahrungen und kollektives Gedachtnis. Munster: Lit Verlag, 2013, pp. 240–242.  
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