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The horror of conquest 

  

 The Allies’ forces are concentrated against the 
aggressor Germany in the last months of the war. The 
war against Nazi Germany is increasingly becoming a 
war against the civilian population. 
After bombing the large cities of the German Reich 
the systematic encirclement of Germany by ground 
troops began. The invasion of the Red Army and the 
Western Armed Forces finally resulted in the 
unconditional surrender of Germany on May 8, 1945. 



The Great Escape 1944/45 

  

 

 
Refugees are people who "as a result of events in Europe are forced to leave 
their homes in danger of their lives and freedom". Displaced persons, on 
the other hand, are "persons who are removed from their home by force or 
other means of coercion, no matter whether or not this is the basis of an 
international agreement." In practice, the boundaries between flight and 
displacement are not clear. Many inhabitants of the German eastern 
territories experienced both escape and expulsion. 
When the Red Army first entered East Prussian soil in October 1944, the 
Soviets could once again be thrown back. But already in the short time of 
the first Russian invasion there were attacks on the German population. 
Soon, East Prussian refugees started heading west. Their reports provoked 
enormous refugee treks of German population since October 1944. 



Crossing the sea 

  

 

 
About two to three million refugees manage to escape to Kiel, Lübeck or 
Denmark. But many of the escapees do not succeed on one of the few 
transport ships. But even those who have made it and found space on one 
of the crowded refugee ships, is by no means safe. 
Thus, on 30 January 1945, the former cruise ship "Wilhelm Gustloff" with 
more than 10,000 refugees and wounded soldiers on board is hit by three 
Soviet torpedoes and sinks. More than 9300 people drowned and froze in 
the ice water of the Baltic Sea, only 1239 passengers are rescued. 



the Chaos of «stunde null» 

  

 

 
A lot more than twelve million refugees and displaced persons are looking 
for a new home after 1945. First contact points are relatives in the Allied 
zones, if they exist. In most cases, however, the the fugitives’ odyssey is 
without ambition  and orientation. There is sometimes considerable 
disinformation. 
In the chaos of the immediate post-war period, the meandering refugees 
and displaced persons are basically looking for protection and security 
against violent attacks and war. An actual destination of the journey does 
not exist for most of them. 



Systematic displacement  

  

 

 
Between winter 1944 and summer 1945, the systematic expulsion of 
Germans from the formerly occupied territories begins, parallel to the great 
escape-waves. In Poland, in the Sudetenland, the southern, northern and 
western peripheral areas of the Czech lands (Czechoslovakia), in the 
German "Wolgarepublick" on Russian territory, in Hungary, Romania 
(Transylvania, Banat), Croatia (Slavonia), Serbia (Vojvodina). Slovenia and 
the Baltic States: The expansionist settlement policy under the Nazi regime 
has claimed countless victims. 
Now the resentments of the oppressed peoples for years against the 
German civilian population are being discharged. Hate and destruction are 
the answer to the violent crimes of the Nazis. The German population is first 
isolated, later systematically expelled from the Eastern European countries. 



the Potsdam agreement 

  

 

 
The politically desired extent of expulsion actions is reaffirmed in August 
1945 at the conference of Potsdam between the victors. However, a 
settlement of the "ethnic-territorial reorganization" of East-Central Europe 
is to be found, which guarantees a "proper and humane transfer" of the 
population. 
But this convention of orderly expulsion is nothing worth. Despite the 
Potsdam Agreement, chaotic conditions continue. Germans are often 
expelled from one moment to another. They are expropriated, their 
property and land confiscated without compensation. 
The expulsions from the former eastern territories of the German Reich 
continue after the end of the war. Thousands are killed, hundreds of 
thousands are arrested in camps or often have to do forced labour for years. 
 



German Exodus 

  

 

 
The huge flow of refugees runs across the ruined Germany and meets 
people who don’t even have what is necessary for life because of bombing 
and war. Therefore in many places, the newcomers aren’t welcome. 
It is the Germany of the “Stunde Null", and in the war-distroyed ruins there 
is a lack in water, food, medicine, housing, clothing, fuel and labour. Many 
displaced persons have to live for years in reception centers or barracks, 
living space and habitat must first be recreated. 
The displaced people, in addition to the pains of fleeing and the loss of their 
homeland, are facing the social decline. They have to try the new beginning 
empty-handed, because they left behind house, yard and all their 
belongings. Carried valuables have mostly been confiscated by the 
occupiers. Compensation does not exist. 


