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Introduction

THE RED ARMY MARCHED into eastern Germany in the spring of 1945,
fresh from a series of spectacular victories over the Nazi enemy. Though
tattered and war weary, the Soviet officers and men were confident and
brash, looking forward to a new era of peace in Europe and an end to
isolation and economic want at home. How different the world appeared
in the summer of 1994, a half century later, as the last contingents of
Russian troops returned home from Germany to an atmosphere of un-
certainty and upheaval, of privation, doubts, and pessimism. Behind them,
the evacuated soldiers left run-down barracks and old target ranges, rusted
vehicles and an environmental catastrophe that will take decades to repair.
Of the Germans who watched as the Russians marched off, many from
the former German Democratic Republic (GDR) felt twinges of nostalgia
and regret. However painful, part of their own history had vanished for-
ever; the Soviet occupation was over.

The Russians also left behind them in Germany a legacy of resentment
and anger. The years of the occupation regime, 1945-1949, were harder
on the Germans in the Eastern zone than they were on their brethren in
the West. In all the zones of occupied Germany there was severe economic
privation, and there was widespread bitterness as a result of Germany’s
total defeat and unconditional surrender. None of the Allies had much
affection for the Germans, and the occupation authorities treated local
populations with hostility and disdain. The terror, destruction, and mass
murder wrought by the Wehrmacht and the SS during the war resulted
in the Germans’ having few sympathizers in Europe, and even fewer
friends.

But the Soviet occupation was especially difficult for the Germans. They
were forced to kowtow to the occupation administration of a nation they
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had been taught to believe was inferior in every way to their own. They
had to endure in silence the brutal reality and humiliation of widespread
rape and violence on the part of Soviet soldiers. They had to make believe,
and in some cases did believe, that the “Bolshevik way” of doing things
was good for Germany and for their compatriots. To make matters worse,
for almost forty-five years after the beginning of the occupation, Germans
in the East were not allowed to dwell on the difficulties of this period. In
the cant of the German Democratic Republic, eastern Germany was not
“occupied” but “liberated.” Until the very end of the GDR, even the best
histories that dealt with the Soviet zone said almost nothing of substance
about the policies and actions of the Russian occupiers.! Forced amnesia
is never healthy for a nation, and there will be many difficult moments
in the “new Bundeslinder” before this past can be grappled with openly
and honestly.

The Russians today face problems that differ from those of the East
Germans. At this juncture in the post-Soviet era, Russians are far too
occupied with issues of survival to cross swords with the dangerous ghosts
of history. Besides, historical issues of how Russians treated those outside
of the Soviet Union, whether Poles, Germans, or Hungarians, are dwarfed
by problematic relations with the non-Russian peoples of the former So-
viet Union who reside within the Russian Federation—for instance, the
native peoples of Siberia, the Chechens and Ingush of the Northern Cau-
casus, and the Volga Tatars. Not to mention the serious confrontations
with peoples in what is today called the “near abroad’—the Balts, Ukrain-
ians, Georgians, and Central Asians.

The hysterical quality that attends public discussion of relations be-
tween Russians and the nationalities of the former Soviet Union is per-
sonified by Vladimir Zhirinovsky, with his bellicose rhetoric. Whether or
not he succeeds as a political force in the Russian future, his platform
epitomizes the extreme vulnerability of Russians to distortions of their
historical relations to other peoples. Like the Germans after World War
I1, the Russians still have to deal with issues that penetrate the very core
of their twentieth-century existence: in particular, the Stalin dictatorship
and the murder of millions of innocent Russians by their own govern-
ment. As a result, despite new opportunities for research in the Russian
archives, there has been very little improvement in the meager Soviet
historiography of the USSR’s role in postwar Germany.?

Until 1989 the West Germans also demonstrated a remarkable lack of
interest in the history of either the Soviet zone of occupation or the Ger-



