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Memory of the German occupation of Ukraine in 1941–1944: peasants’ experience

Memory is a battlefield.

Alistair Thomson

In World War II Ukraine’s entire territory was under the control of Germany and its allies, so the topic of how its population fared under the Nazi occupation is still relevant today among scholars and ordinary citizens. The discrepancies in assessing political movements, the degree of loyalty to the invaders, and the consequences of ethnic conflicts remain a dividing wall of misunderstanding in the contemporary Ukrainian state. In the historical memory of the Great Patriotic War, which was one of the leading plots used to legitimize the communist regime in the Soviet Union, the stories about the crimes committed by the enemy on captured territories emphasized the noble nature of the victors even more, while the armed struggle waged by the underground organizations and the partisans was a corroboration of the continuity of Soviet power. 
This pattern had no place for individual memories of the eyewitnesses, unless they witnessed events recognized as “significant.” No individual reminiscences were allowed to contradict the officially sanctioned interpretations. Historical memory is a function of the government, which determines how the past should be presented. This is so because control over society’s memory largely determines the power hierarchy
. The memory of the Great Patriotic War is a case when the government apparatus was used to systematically strip citizens of their memory. 
The first Soviet publications had obvious ideological coloring and focused on listing the crimes committed by the “German-Nazi regime” or the heroic exploits of the underground activist and partisans
. In these works the local population was presented as either faceless passive victims at the hands of the cruel invaders, fearless Soviet partisans, or traitors and collaborationists. The literature of the time was dominated by mobilization rhetoric, the cult of heroism, self-sacrifice, and revolutionary zeal, and a refusal to take interest in everyday life and ordinary people. This was caused by the laws of the wartime period. 
However, even after the war the gap between the pompous official version of the Great Patriotic War, which was elaborated on the orders of the USSR leadership, and the personal experiences of direct eyewitnesses widened even more. At this point in time Soviet scholars took much less interest in the life of the civilian population under the Nazi occupation, while the standards for presenting the occupation regime, which had been introduced during the war, were canonized in academic research
. 
Starting from the mid-1970s, as three generations that had not participated in the war entered social life, the collective notion of the occupation was gradually brought into increasing conformance with the proclaimed canons. Even in the time of independent Ukraine, when social life was democratized and historians received access to archival documents, there have been no palpable advances in the portrayal of how people lived under Germans. The absence of an adequate picture of this period in our contemporary historiography is pointed out by most scholars
. Foreign researchers are right in saying that we “have a history of Germans in the Soviet Union, rather than a history of the Soviet Union during the German occupation”
. 
One of the ways to achieve a historical reconstruction of the Nazi occupation is to show its human dimension, its social projection
. By including in this kind of research the stories narrated by eyewitness, it is possible to see “life under Germans” through the eyes of people who experienced the Nazi occupation. Under such circumstances these alternative versions of history will not be the only type of documented historical reconstructions. Rather, their importance will lie in the fact that these versions preserve the memory of the social groups whose voices could otherwise be left unheard.
Using the method of oral history, we will try to show in this paper the place the period of Ukraine’s occupation has in the individual memories of eyewitnesses and precisely what events the interviewees have selected for their stories. The research method chosen for this investigation requires some explanation. Oral history is a fairly common strand in contemporary social and humanitarian research. It developing extremely dynamically, and its main object of study is the subjective experience of individuals
. This new method is a way to include in the analysis a new class of sources (memories of individuals, groups, and participants in past events) along with written sources and material objects
. The contemporary understanding of oral history encompasses the process of oral transfer, the recording of memories, and the entire variety of newly created historical documents and further analysis of obtained primary sources
.
The source base for the proposed review consists of 62 biographical interviews with former Ostarbeiter workers, which were collected by the present author in 2002–2006. Part of these interviews were recorded for the international projects: “International Slave and Forced Laborers Documentation Project
 and “Memory book of former Dachau concentration camp prisoners.”
 Nine oral testimonies were published in a collection of documents
. 
The recorded testimonies of the eyewitnesses have the form of semi-open biographical interviews (with the duration of 45 minutes to six hours). The recording was made without a structured questionnaire. The interviews within the framework of the international projects were recorded using a well-known technique developed by the German sociologists F. Schütze and G. Rozental
. It includes three stages of interviewing: the open stage, when the respondent freely tells about his/her life, the specification stage, and the open-ended questions stage, when the interviewers ask questions about the related story or question the respondent on the periods and moments that have been omitted. As a result of this kind of interview we have an extensive autobiographical story. The open part of the interview, when the respondent is free to choose events to be presented in his/her story, is extremely important for further analysis.
The social profile of the sample is as follows: an equal number of men and women were interviewed; the average age of the respondents was 82, i.e., they were born in 1923–1925 and were aged 15–18 at the time the war began. Eight respondents were at the age of elementary school students. The most important factor in determining the geographical distribution of the interviewees was the place of their residence during the occupation. According to this criterion, 13 respondents were born and lived before the war in Kyiv and another 18 came from Kyiv oblast. There were also respondents from Zhytomyr, Poltava, Cherkasy, Chernihiv, Luhansk, and Dnipropetrovsk oblasts. In other words, we mostly interviewed residents of central and northern Ukraine, i.e., the territories that belonged to the Reichskommissariat Ukraine (Ukraine Reich Commission) during the Nazi occupation. 
In terms of social status most respondents were peasants (49), while only 26 interviewees were city residents. However, at the time of interviewing 48 informants lived in cities. One-third of the respondents lost their father or mother at an early age (when they were children or teenagers) under tragic circumstances (the Holodomor and Stalin’s repressions), while another 30 percent their closest relatives during the war. Regarding the level of education, 30 respondents had higher education, 29 secondary education, and the rest had elementary education. This situation, naturally, does not reflect the real state of affairs with education among former forced laborers.
The biographical structure of each interview was made up of three parts: life before the war, the wartime, and the post-war period. Quite obviously, the dominant place in the stories was given to the description of wartime events and the experience of forced labor in Germany, because this was the task set before the interviewees. Memories of the occupation period did not have the same place in the testimonies, and the reason for these differences often lay in the geographical and social factors (the specific region and urban vs. rural area), rather than in the individual characteristics of eyewitnesses. 
The present study was stimulated by the differences in the presentation of events under the occupation. Our attention was drawn to the fact that in the first part of the interviews the residents of Kyiv oblast, and especially the city of Kyiv, offered extensive, well-structured accounts of their life under Germans, while the interviewed rural residents, with few exceptions, omitted these topics. The main objective of this research has been to find out what causes this discrepancy.
The narratives of people who lived in large cities (in this case, Kyiv) are made up of short stories and accounts of specific events in their everyday life. These are strung together in a chronological sequence and tell the story of what they ate, how they searched for food to eat, and how their neighbors and acquaintances adjusted to wartime realities. Most respondents began their stories with their first encounter with the German military. In some cases this encounter had been anticipated with terror but turned out to be quite ordinary, which surprised the respondents:
Once, in the morning, we came out (a short pause) of the air-raid shelter and [saw] a soldier standing, you know, (a short pause) with his legs straddled, sleeves rolled up, and the submachine gun at the ready. (a short pause) Well, we immediately said: “Ah, that’s not one of ours.” This was something, you know, gray-green uniform (a short pause). There. And I thought: “That’s what they look like, these Germans.” […] They didn’t appear to be frightening…

In another case the eyewitnesses paid attention to the fact that the arrival of Germans in Kyiv was an extraordinary event for many Kyivites:

Especially the arrival of Germans in Kyiv… yes, this was September 19. My sister and I were standing … went to Khreshchatyk and there… […] A huge crowd of people gathered. And it stuck in my memory that the German came into the street from the side of the philharmonic building, riding their motorcycles. The asphalt was covered with flowers. Flowers, flowers, and more flowers—flowers were thrown at them
.

Only one interviewer described the “expected” behavior of an invader:

And then—as the people were already shouting, “Germans! Germans!”—they came to us. They immediately barged into the room: “Bread! Ah .. Brot! Sugar!” They started saying: “Brot, sugar.” They took, of course, bread and sugar and the nice piece of soap we had—shaped like a squirrel or something—they liked it a lot and took it away. Otherwise there was no rowdy behavior
.

The account of the first encounter with Germans served as a kind of introduction to the rest of the testimony, which often rebutted or confirmed the respondent’s first impression. This plot may be viewed both as an important event that indeed imprinted itself on the eyewitnesses’ minds and as a contrast between one’s personal experience and the official Soviet discourse on the occupation, which most often depicted the invaders as “bloodthirsty beasts.”

The respondents from Kyiv always mentioned such extraordinary events during the occupation as fires on Khreshchatyk, shootings in Babyn Yar, and the tragedy of Soviet prisoners of war. However, regardless of whether they conveyed their personal experience or retold the stories that circulated among the people at the time, they dwelled on everyday problems more than anything else: creating living conditions and the shortage of clothes—but primarily starvation and various ways to obtain food to eat. The most common way of doing so was exchange: Kyivites went to nearby villages where they exchanged various industrial products for foodstuffs—provided, of course, they had something to offer.
Characteristically, the interviewed rural residents offered virtually no accounts of the beginning of the war and life under the occupation in the narrative part of the interview. In this part they only stated some facts that were important for explaining the circumstances under which they were sent to Germany: there was a village headman and the policemen, and they forced people to go to Germany; I took some bread with me, because when Germans came, we had a good harvest of barley, etc. For a large part of rural residents the following formula was typical: “war” was equal to “labor in Germany.”
The accounts of deportation to Germany included some interesting and little-known stories regarding the German occupation and in particular Soviet prisoners of war. Mykhailo K. offered a detailed explanation of this phenomenon:

And then about Germany… In our village there were many prisoners of war. How? The village headman. At the time the village headman had the right to bail them out and bring them to his village. So there was a camp in Bila Tserkva. Our headman went there—this was this Mykhailo Karpovych (laughs), always drunk. […] So he went to the camp and brought many prisoners. There. He would take both people from his village and strangers, just everyone. Yes, he did. Then, when they issued quotas for the village—how many people had to be sent to Germany … he would send all the POWs first
.
In several cases memories of the events that took place under the occupation were introduced as an analogy or contradiction to the events the respondents witnessed in Germany.
For example, Antonina O. offered a long narrative on the looting committed by German soldiers and justified the advice given by a Russian officer to the freed Ostarbeiter girls to go and get some of the things left in the empty houses of Austrians.

They told us: you go and enter their houses and get things, because they had taken everything away from us and looted us; so when you go back, you will have nothing to wear. There. I was thinking: we already have no clothes or footwear. Yes. And indeed, he told us the truth: our family had five children and one sheepskin coat for the entire family, and they took it away. What did those Germans say? “Krieg”—“War.” You can stay here as you are, while we have to go to the front. And they took the blanket; they took everything. They did not care that your children were left with nothing to cover them
.
Unlike Antonia O., in her testimony Oksana P. contrasts the conduct of Soviet soldiers in Germany with that of Germans in Ukraine:
And then, as we entered the house where I stayed overnight, [we saw that] all their possessions were in disarray and were hanging on the wires! (loudly) Everything was upside down and inside out—hard to grasp… And there was a girl there, about 14 or 15; we were with them [together]. And that girl was crying out: “Mutti, mutti, mom.” You see, they cried that when they were being raped. So I said: “Our [men] are the dirtiest of scum, put it on record, worse than any other.” Maybe, we were disgusting for Germans or maybe… When they came, the only thing we had was fleas. [..] So, as three German soldiers came in […] I was standing next to the bench. My sister got up and was standing near the end of the bend, by the stove. And those three boys… […] They were walking on the bench all the way to the table there… And this Kateryna was the last one, and as she walked, she left poop behind herself, because at the time we had no pants or anything. She had a linen shirt and that was it (short pause). So those three Germans stood there … and, you know, one said: “Gott, Gott!” (short pause). […] God, God. And then two left right away, but one stayed behind, took out a box of lump sugar, and gave sugar to all three children, one lump per each. He didn’t give any to us. And then they left, and the Germans did not stay overnight at our place
.
These two women described different conduct of the invaders and voiced different attitudes toward German soldiers. What unites these two narrative passages is the picture of abject poverty in which collective farmers lived and which, incidentally, is in sharp contrast with the descriptions of happy pre-war childhood years offered by the Kyivites.

Rural residents began speaking directly about everyday life under the occupation in response to the interviewer’s questions. They often described the arrival of German soldiers in the village as a fairly commonplace thing:
The Germans entered the village. We were playing cards over there on the sand, and there came the Germans on their motorcycles. They didn’t touch us, just laughed. Nor did we say anything. They were here for the first time, so they entered. And then more and more of them came
.

In this case the following situation was typical: when asked an open-ended question “How did you live under the occupation?” most respondents were initially at a loss over what to say. Most often, the interviewer had to ask additional questions that reflected the traditional notions of the occupation, while the respondents either confirmed or refuted these assumptions. Here is a fragment from an interview with Vasyl S., a resident of Kyiv oblast:

Interviewer: How did you live before 1942?
V.S.: We lived, you know… Well, in general, we had food to eat—we had everything, everything.

Interviewer: You didn’t go around looting houses.

V.S.: No, no. I had a horse(. Ivan Kylmakhov had a horse. Yeah, we had many horses then
.

In general, villagers linked the occupation period with some acquisitions for their households:

When the Germans came, there was very little thrashed grain, and the shocks were standing [in the field], so [we] started dividing the shocks. So everyone had lots of sheaves and grain that had not been thrashed
.
Here is a fragment from the testimony of another Zhytomyr oblast resident:

We sowed some wheat for our own use over there or in our kitchen garden… Why did we sow this? ... Not because we would have lots of grain, but because we could steal then. There are sheaves here, you could bring more, say, a shock of sheaves or more, and then how would someone tell where the sheaves had come from?

Several times in her testimony Maria K. mentioned the grain they harvested under Germans and the harvests during the occupation when she spoke about her life in Germany and about the famine of 1947:

The year of 1947 (with a tragic note) was hard on us. Ooh! Ooh, it was hard (with a drawl)! H’m. We had nothing to eat. Under Germans we had a great harvest of potatoes and put them into the ground in specially prepared places. And then people learned about these potatoes. There was such white starch (animatedly), and the potatoes were big, so they dug out very white starch. We ran there to dig out that starch
.
This apparently insignificant place that the occupation had in the biographical narratives of some of the interviewed rural residents is fairly easily to explain by the absence of radical changes in their personal lives. With the arrival of German troops the mode of living in peasant families (of the interviewed respondents) underwent virtually no changes, apart from the replacement of the official authorities: heads of village councils were replaced with village headmen, heads of collective farms—with heads of community farms, etc. This was the case unless the interviewed was linked to the Soviet authorities. The collective organization of labor was maintained in most cases. For peasants, their individual farmsteads and personal plots of land were their main source of subsistence—both before and during the German occupation. For the interviewees, the first landmark (and in this case, tragic) event that took place during the occupation and directly affected their lives was deportation to Germany.
For the interviewed Kyivites and residents of large industrial cities, the war and the occupation became an extraordinary event that changed their everyday lives, the way they met their everyday needs (their diet, purchase of food, place and conditions of residence, means of transportations, place of work, and recreation), their living style, and the system of their reference points in life. That is why the respondents often took as much or even more time to tell about their lives in occupied Kyiv than they did to give an account of their stay and forced labor in the Reich.

An analysis of the thematic blocks in the entire body of biographical accounts, rather than only the part about the war, leads us to conclude that the 1932–1933 Holodomor played an important role in the perception and memory of the German occupation. This is confirmed by the fact that two-thirds of our 62 interviewees began the story of their childhood years telling about the tragic events of the Holodomor, how their families were robbed of their possessions during the dekulakization, and how their closest relatives were exiled to Siberia. If we consider that seven interviewees were born after 1933, the percentage of the victims of the Holodomor and collectivization becomes even higher among the respondents. In this case, for part of the interviewees (mostly rural residents) the Holodomor became an example of a tragedy with which to compare all subsequent events in their lives, including the Nazi occupation. It is hard to resist a comparison of the above excerpt from Oksana P.’ testimony about a German soldier who gave lumps of sugar to her nephews with her other memories of childhood years, which she offered at the beginning of her interview:
In 1932 they took everything from us, to the last crumb. They left us with absolutely nothing. Even the grain in little bags that our grandma put under us as we lay on the stove were pulled out and taken away
.

Hanna T. drew the same parallel between the Holodomor during collectivization and the war on her own, without any scholarly interpretations. Below is an excerpt from her interview in which he reflects on the hard life of an Ostarbeiter in Germany:

H.T.: Well, it’s all right. We are not used to luxury. Those who lived in luxury back home … they lived… It was hard for them to live. But we are not used to luxury… We were robbed all the way.

Interviewer: You were robbed as you went back home?

H.T.: No, they robbed us at home. Before we joined the collective farm, they came to us and took [things] from us until we joined the farm: they took our threshing barn, cow, horse, cart, they turned the barn upside down, and took away the chest—they took everything we had in the house. Only the house itself was left.
Interviewer: Are you speaking about Germans?

H.T.: No! (Indignantly) Those were our men, the Soviets. This was before the collective farms. Yeah, life has passed by and we didn’t live in luxury
…
Volodymyr N., a resident of Obuhkiv, drew a clear parallel between the Holodomor in Ukraine and survival in the Stutthof Nazi concentration camp. For him, after the 1933 Holodomor one was not afraid of any concentration camps:

Well, these Poles and other nations—they died faster. Why? Because they didn’t each all this peat and other stuff. Again, why? Because they hadn’t had a famine, while we had a famine in 1933 in Ukraine. So maybe we got used to eating all this stuff
.

Continuing this line of the respondents’ conscious or unconscious comparisons between the Holodomor and the arrival of German troops in their village, it is possible to understand the unemotional character of statements like “They kept making rounds of the village and kept saying: ‘Woman, milk, eggs, chickens.’” or some comical situations includes in the testimonies.
Another cause of the difficulties the peasants had in constructing their narrative of their life under the German occupation is the presence of Soviet discourse on this historical period. The conflict between the mandatory elements of this official/historical memory of the occupation and the respondents’ personal experiences were a likely cause of these “narrative lacunae.” For example, the interviewed Kyivites offered accounts that largely conform to the official discourse. One of the respondents aptly characterized the thrust of this discourse in her question, which she asked at the beginning of the interview.

So there is not need for me to tell you about these terrible things that we had under Germans?

In other words, “terrible things” inevitably happened under Germans. Inesa M., another Kyivite, also characterized life under the occupation as frightening: “And, you see, horrible days began.” 
However, the stories taken from the respondents’ personal lives did not always match the “atrocities” committed by Germans as they were usually presented in the official historical memory of the war. That is why the woman reinforced her account by throwing in, for good measure, the textbook stories of “Nazi atrocities” and the underground that was active in Kyiv and constantly “boosted” her testimony with stereotypical generalizations.
The impact of the official/traditional interpretation of the problem on other informants manifested itself, on the contrary, in their non-conformism and their personal experiences contradicting the official views. These respondents emphasized, above all, the topics that have been hushed up, little spoken about, or not commonly known. The most popular plots in this vein were stories of “good” German soldiers or “good” village headmen, policemen, and putting the terrorist acts committed by partisans and German occupation troops into the same category: “Germans came one day (loudly) and partisans the next day. We feared both! We didn’t sleep a wink and were shivering like this…”
 
This identification or contrast between personal experiences and the collective notions of the events under the occupation was even more pronounced when the respondents offered various kinds of theoretical considerations, reflections, and thoughts on the canonized Soviet versions of these events. 
Translating their personal, often tragic, experience of living under Germans, part of the respondents expressed a view of the wartime events that took shape a long time ago, while others tried to define their personal attitude to these events as they talked with the interviewer and analyzed their life experience and changes in their life today.
Our perception of the present largely depends on our knowledge of the past. We perceive the world around us in the context of its causal effect with the past events and objects. In the above excerpts from interviews we can single out individual facts/plots/events in the respondents’ personal lives and perceive their attempts to place their individual experiences in the historical context
. 
Private memory is not isolated. It is structured in the process of socialization under the influence of collective notions and social experience. If a person’s memories do not conform to the generally accepted notions of the past, they may cause pain and pose a certain threat. That is why a person creates “safe” memories that would conform to the accepted norms, while suppressing the “uncomfortable” ones or locking himself/herself up in a narrow circle of people who have similar life experiences (a socially or politically marginal group)
. 
This situation is typical of the oral testimonies given by former Ostarbeiter workers who remained outside the limits of the historical memory of the Great Patriotic War, did not belong to the official category of the participants and heroes of the war (unlike soldiers, partisans, underground activists, concentration camp prisoners, workers in the rear, etc.). It was only recently that they received the right to speak. However, quite a few plots in their memories remain “uncomfortable” and they prefer to omit them. As in the above examples, peasants kept silent or avoided stories about their life under the German occupation. 
When an individual creates a new image and a new plot in his/her memory, this process always contains an element of recollection and a sense of the continuity of existence
. That is why in the stories told by the eyewitnesses we observed recurrent comparisons between the life under the German occupation and the realities of collectivization in the 1930s or between “German captivity” and working in post-war collective farms.
Let us return to the topic of this paper—peasants’ experience of the occupation. Halyna Ya., a resident of Kyiv oblast, offered arguably the most accurate and succinct description of this topic: “We then lived—how can I put this… We lived as if it was all temporary, all of it was not ours and would not last long.”
 To a certain extent, the feeling that it was “not ours” and the understanding that it “would not last long” explains the wait-and-see stance, certain infantilism in the attitude to the “new power,” and the tactic of keeping a low profile, waiting, and somehow going through this period.  On the other hand, oral testimonies show how ordinary peasants tried to use this “temporary” state of things for their personal benefit by stealing things from the collective farm, adding horses to their farmsteads, retaliating for prior offenses, etc.
There are many more life stories and descriptions of everyday life under the occupation that are different and will be perceived as uniquely truthful by their authors. This is because there is no one objective reality. The testimonies of ordinary Ukrainians show convincingly that one cannot study, evaluate, or talk about a person’s perception and assessment of a particular phenomenon without taking into consideration the circumstances in this person’s life, historical context, or the impact of prior events.
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