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in the Memories of the Belarusian Villagers

Zotnierze niemieccy w okresie okupacji hitlerowskiej we wspomnieniach mieszkaricow
biaforuskich wsi

Hameukia candamel y nepbliad Haubicukad akynausli 8a ycnamiHax 6enapyckix 8ackoyyay

Abstract

The evaluation of German soldiers by the Belarusian population during World War II has
practically not been studied in Belarusian historiography. This led to the need for further study
of this problem. The aim of the study is to identify the real picture of the attitude of the Bela-
rusians to German soldiers. The principles of oral history are used as the most important meth-
odological apparatus. The author of the article examines the attitude of the rural population of
Northern Belarus to the Nazi occupiers in 1941-1944. Additional research has shown that the
estimates of the autochthons are characterised by opposite values from ‘the inhuman enemy”
to ‘the good stranger’. This depended on the specific circumstances of the contacts of the
Wehrmacht soldiers with the local population. The collective perception of the occupiers was
characterised by uncertainty, anxiety and fear. Against the background of mass terror, the atti-
tude of individual Wehrmacht soldiers to the local population was distinguished by humanism.
However, such cases were considered by the Belarusians as an exception to the rule.

Keywords: Belarus, World War I, oral history, enemy image, German soldiers

Abstrakt

W biatoruskiej historiografii kwestia postaw ludnosci zamieszkujacej tereny Bialorusi wo-
bec niemieckiej okupacji w czasie II wojny $wiatowej nie zostata dotad wystarczajaco zbadana,
co zadecydowalo o wyborze tematu niniejszego artykutu. Celem publikacji byt opis stosunku
Biatorusinow wobec zotierzy hitlerowskich w latach 1941-1944 na podstawie relacji ustnych
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mieszkancéw wybranych wsi pdtnocnej Biatorusi. Badanie wykazato, ze w analizowanym
okresie indywidualne oceny autochtonow byty zroéznicowane i — w zaleznosci od sytuacji —
obejmowaly zaréwno charakterystyki negatywne (,,nieludzki wrdg”), jak i pozytywne (,,dobry
nieznajomy”’). Z kolei w $wiadomosci zbiorowej utrwalit si¢ negatywny wizerunek wroga, wy-
wolujacy w miejscowej ludnos$ci poczucie niepewnosci, lgku i strachu. Wobec powszechnego
terroru stosunek zotnierzy niemieckich do lokalnej ludnosci jedynie sporadycznie oceniany byt
jako humanitarny.

Stowa kluczowe: Biatorus, 11 wojna §wiatowa, historia méwiona, wizerunek wroga, zotnierze
niemieccy

AHaTanpis

A1pHKa HAMEIKIX canjar OenapyckiM HacenbHITBaM najndac J[pyroil cycBeTHall BaiHbI
¥ Oenapyckaii ricrapeisrpadii MpakThluHA HE BbIBydasiacs. [5ta aOymoBiia HeaOXomHACIh
JacieaBaHHs 1a/13eHai mpabiembl. MaTaii myOrtikalibli 3° tyJisieria BbIy ICHHE paJibHal KapI[iHbI
amHoCiHAY Oenapycay Ja HSAMEINKiX cajjar. Y sKacli MpeIIphITITHATA MeTajaNariygara anapara
BBIKApPBICTAHBI TIPBIHIBIEI BYCHAM TiCTOPBI. AYTap apThIKyda pasmisigae aJHOCIHBI cellbcKara
HacespHiNTBa [layHounaii benapyci na Harpicukix akynanray y 1941-1944 rr. JlacnenaBanHe
rakaszajga, IITO AalPHKI ayTaxToOHay XapaKTaphI3yroIla CyNpalbieribiMi a3HAYdHHIAMI: aj
«OecyanaBeyHara Boparay» Jia «J100para 4yxblHIa». ['3Ta 3anexana aj KaHKpITHBIX a0CTaBiHaY,
y SKIX CaJIaT BepMaxTa CYThIKAyCsi 3 MsCIOBBIM HacenbHINTBaM. KalleKThlyHae YCrpbhIMaHHE
aKymaHTay XapakTapbl3aBanacs HAIDYHACLIO, TphIBorail i ctpaxam. Ha ¢one macaBara tapopy
CTayseHHe acOOHBIX callaT BepMaxTa Ja MSCLOBBIX JKbIXapoy YcopbIManacs sSK I'yMaHHae.
AnHaK, Takis BbINaJIKi pasnisiaiics OenapycaMi K BHIKIIOYIHHE 3 IIpaBLia.

Kurwuasbisi ciioBbl: benapych, [Ipyras cycBeTHasi BaiiHa, BycHasi TiCTOpBIsI, BOOpa3 Bopara,
HSIMEIIKIS caJiaThl

he issue of the Second World War, the Nazi occupation in particular, have

been and will be a topical and debatable field of studies of Belarusian (as well

as European, in a wider perspective) historiography for long time. They reveal
not so much methodological disagreements but rather ‘wars of memory’, i.e. a hard
conflict between ideological constructs of the formal and alternative history in the
post-Soviet area. The fundamental divergence between the Western European and So-
viet discourse of war awareness was described by M. Ferretti:

If, schematically speaking, the memory of the war in the countries of Western Europe... was
built and founded to be the basis for the national identity of different countries in order to
convey and consolidate the values of freedom and democracy in the minds of people, values
which nurtured the anti-fascism movement for which this movement fought, then the case of
Soviet Union was different. Here, the memory of the war was built by putting not the struggle
for freedom, but the heroism of the Soviet people in the foreground (2005, p. 137).
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In the sovereign and independent Republic of Belarus, the official doctrine of the
Second World War was a successor of the Soviet ideological constructs to a certain
extent. According to these constructs, a global tragedy in the history of mankind has
the format of the ‘Great Patriotic War’, where the key concepts, as before, are ‘the
heroic actions of the Soviet people” and ‘the heroic struggle of Belarusian partisans
and underground fighters against the German occupiers’. At the same time, the histor-
ical myth of the ‘partisan Republic’ from the Soviet times has been updated according
to the political ambitions of the ruling elites.

From the end of 20" to the beginning of 21th century, however, there was a whole
new research trend, focusing primarily on the key themes of the Belarusian military
history of the partisan movement during the Nazi occupation, the challenges of col-
laboration and the Holocaust, as well as the forms and content of German occupation
policy on the territory of Belarus (Musal, 2018, pp. 9-14). A great amount of archival
materials were first introduced into scientific circulation by both Western and Bela-
rusian historians, which significantly contributed to the detailed substantive works
on various aspects of the military history of Belarus. This revealed problems which
proved ‘inconvenient’ for the official historiography, such as the nature and content of
the interrelationship between the guerrillas and the peaceful population, or the scale of
collaboration on the occupied territory. On the other hand, the rapid development of
factology raised numerous methodological questions for researchers. It became clear
that the principle of ‘objectivity’ in the study of military realities is extremely difficult
to implement, primarily due to the fact that the ‘familiar — stranger’ antinomy is im-
plemented in dozens of different variations in the conditions of occupation, in contrast
to the frontline events.

Methodological Problems, Subject and Sources of Research

A German historian and the author of the fundamental study entitled ‘Everyday
Life Behind the Front Line’, Bernhard Chiari, stated that there is a need for new meth-
odological approaches in the study of the Nazi occupation period in Belarus. He listed,
however, the problems of their use in practice.

To adequately construct a vast scenario, microhistory — that is, the study of a particular vil-
lage, city, enterprise, or military unit, or a particular family — could be considered as a con-
venient tool. The state of the available sources did not allow us to follow this way. Our work,
however, was strongly influenced by the concepts of everyday history and oral history [...]
(2008, p. 23).

In this case, the reference to microhistory is not accidental. Historical sources
show, even at first glance, the extreme heterogeneity of the Belarusian socio-cultural
landscape under occupation, when almost every village, city or town had its ‘own’ his-
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tory of the war. This is clearly reflected in the collective memory of local communities.
As for the ‘oral history’ sources, unfortunately, they are either almost completely ab-
sent in modern research (Chiari, 2008; Turonak, 2008; Brakel’, 2013; Bartuska, 2014),
or have a sporadic and marginal character in relation to a large number of archival
sources (Gartenschldager 2008; Musial, 2018). Even in the work devoted to the civil-
ian population of Belarus under German occupation, the author does without a single
‘live’ eyewitness testimony of those events, and bases his study on the documents of
the occupation administration alone (Greben’, 2016).

Such an approach, where the only subjects of the history are the conflicting par-
ties (occupiers and partisans), leads to the fact that the vast majority of the population
of occupied Belarus is presented in research as the object of violence and suppres-
sion, a ‘silent majority’, whose voice, vision, awareness and interpretation of dramatic
events in the history of the country are not taken into account or retold indirectly from
the reports of the occupation authorities or commanders of partisan detachments. Para-
doxical as it may seem, however, it is the rural population of Belarus that has become
the main actor in the three-year tragedy of the Nazi occupation, without which all dis-
cussions concerning both the partisan movement and the fate of the Belarusian nation
as a whole have no meaning.

It should be noted that the ‘oral history’, as an appeal of the intellectuals to the
direct witnesses of events, was recorded in the Soviet period. A vivid example is the
documentary story ‘I Am from the Burning Village...” presenting the memories of mi-
raculous survivors from 147 Belarusian villages destroyed by the occupiers (Adamo-
vic, Bryl’, Kales'nik, 1983, p. 6). It is quite significant that it was not professional his-
torians that were assigned with searching the witnesses and recording a documentary
of their memories, but Belarusian writers: Ales Adamovich, Janka Bryl, and Vladimir
Kalesnik, who had participated in the guerrilla resistance in Belarus personally. On the
one hand, the publication was an emotional and truthful ‘first person’ testimony of the
criminal nature of the Nazi regime in Belarus, but it clearly indicated that the fate and
the ‘microhistory’ of tens of thousands of Belarusian villages that survived the horror
of the occupation did not fit into the official Soviet doctrine of the Great Patriotic War.
Therefore, as L. Gudkov notes, ‘the layer of everyday experiences from the hopeless
war was practically omitted, displaced from the collective memory (collective con-
sciousness)’ (2005, p. 88).

The return to the ‘oral history’ in the contemporary research of the events of the
last war faces a much more significant problem: ‘Today, there are no more than 6-7%
of people who survived the war. These are mainly elderly and poorly educated wo-
men, who mostly have neither the means nor the opportunities, and, importantly, no
motives, no intention to share such an experience’ (Gudkov, 2005, p. 88). The physical
outcome of the military generation and the inaccessibility of their testimony in the near
future is underlined by the German researcher B. Musyal, who states that ‘it is, finally,
worth mentioning one type of source which will no longer available in a few years, but
which plays an important role in this work, that is interviews and testimonies of for-
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mer partisans [...], Belarusian, Polish, Russian and Jewish witnesses, as well as former
German soldiers’ (2018, p. 17).

The use of ‘oral history’ materials, especially if the respondents are villagers, is
very specific in that the researcher faces a personal perception of the history of a par-
ticular person, relevant in the local community and poorly correlated with the pragmat-
ics of the ‘national history’ in its significant moments. ‘Usually, the nation is too far
from the individual for him to consider the history of the country as something broader,
with which his personal history comes into contact only at a few points’ (Halbwachs,
2005, p. 40). Moreover, it is necessary to recognise that the perception, fixation, in-
terpretation of historical events in the traditional picture of the world in the rural so-
ciety is significantly different from the principles governing the official ‘written his-
tory’ with its exact chronology and mandatory ideological component. If a precedent
outweighs the typology and chronological accuracy in the stories of a rural resident,
emotionality replaces rationality, and the basic principles of human morality replace
ideology.

The absence of the ‘little individual’ in numerous studies of the ‘big war’ actual-
ised anthropological approaches into military history, when the war became the subject
of research not only for historians, but anthropologists, philosophers, culturologists,
sociologists, and psychologists. In the recent decades, the problem of ‘man and war’,
long been ignored by the official history, has become extremely relevant.

The war is generally described by official historians as a series of episodes, events in a time
order. Historical science focused on the study of military, military-political and military-eco-
nomic aspects and was characterised by an ‘event” approach, which covered the course of
military actions, major battles, the heroics of the war. The study of the human component of
war belongs to the field of military-historical problematics, which has recently become the
subject of research for professional historians, and is separated into individual sections of
historical science, i.e. historical anthropology and the history of everyday life (Lobacevskaa,
2010, p. 39).

It should be noted that the subject field of the new direction followed by the re-
searchers of the discipline, i.e. military-historical anthropology, largely intersects with
the problematics of a number of national cognitive disciplines: ethnography, ethnology
(cultural anthropology), ethnolinguistics and folkloristics. In particular, among the
problematic tasks of military-historical anthropology, A. S. Syanyavskaya also iden-
tifies a section of knowledge relevant to the people as a whole: the analysis of values,
ideas, beliefs, traditions and customs of all social categories in the context of the mat-
uration of the war, its course, completion and consequences; the study of the evolution
of the concepts of ‘cBoit —uy>xb!’ (‘familiar — stranger’) and the formation of the image
of the enemy in various armed conflicts...” (2002, p. 14).

The subject of this study is the mental reaction of Belarusian villagers to the events
of the last war and the period of the Nazi occupation, expressed in the situational and
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objective characteristics of German soldiers as representatives of the basic category of
the traditional picture of the world — “uyxpisi’ / “strangers’ (enemies).

The main body of sources consists of memories of villagers of the Vitebsk region,
recorded during the field folklore and ethnographic expeditions of the Polatsk State
University in the period 1990-2010". The recorded narratives are specific in that they
are told mainly by people who were children or teenagers during the occupation. Given
this circumstance, however, the perception of military events reflected in children’s
consciousness, shared already in their adulthood, has a special character. ‘Memories
of military childhood are characterised by emotionality, imagery and spontaneity, that
is why they are valuable as a historical source, which restores the psychological at-
mosphere of the time’ (Usupova, 2005, p. 245). At the same time, the military history
of children is extremely highly integrated and results from the history of the nearest
social environment (family, village), where the evaluation system and the strategy of
behaviour of the parents, relatives, villagers becomes a priority. This does not ex-
clude the actual childlike accents in the perception of the reality under occupation (for
example, the vivid memory of candy treats given by German soldiers).

The nature and content of war stories is significantly determined by geographical
factors. A vast difference in the perception of military events in this case is due to the
affiliation of the Vitebsk region before 1939 to the Second Polish Republic. The first
encounter with the Soviet order (collectivization, repression, prohibition of private
property, militant atheism) often caused shock in the local peasants. During the occu-
pation, the former ‘Polish’ areas were included in the General district of Belarus under
civil German administration, whereas the eastern region (the territory of the BSSR) en-
tered the rear area of the ‘Centre’ army group under military administration. The eco-
nomic situation in the West was incomparably better than in the East (Turonak, 2008,
pp. 632—633). On the other hand, the guerrilla movement had the greatest impact in
the former Soviet expanses (Musal, 2018, p. 222), which, in turn, caused massive and
extremely harsh punitive actions on the part of the occupiers, primarily detrimental to
the civilian population. But even within one district, almost every village had its ‘own’
history of the war, with significant circumstances being the location (near / far from
the German garrisons, transport arteries, in the woods / treeless terrain, in the guerrilla
zone or beyond), the nature of the relationship between the inhabitants, the guerrilla
and the occupation authorities, the social climate in the village community and, of
course, the personal fate of the narrator and his family.

' The Folklore Archive of Polotsk State University contains about 170 memories of villagers dedi-
cated to the war and the period of occupation, recorded in 15 districts of Vitebsk region; most of
the materials were published (PEZ, 2011, pp. 236-259, VOV, 2016, pp. 208-315).
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‘Familiar’ and ‘Stranger’ in the Context of the Nazi Occupation

The ‘familiar — stranger’ antinomy, fundamental to any world image, ‘this opposi-
tion, in different forms, permeates the whole culture and is one of the main concepts of
any collective, mass, folk, national worldview’ (Stepanov, 2004, p. 126). In the tradi-
tional image of the world among the Belarusian peasantry, the ‘familiar and ‘stranger’
categories governed almost all levels of life reality, formed the basis of both cultur-
al and social landscape structure, and were based on mythological schemes, deeply
rooted in the collective consciousness.

In real-life dimension of the inter-ethnic interaction, the ‘stranger’ does not act as
a monolithic and unchanging category, but may have different poles of representation:
the ‘other’ — the representative of someone else’s cultural or social group, integrated
into the local cultural landscape, differs in matters which are not dangerous to the life
system of the community, but strengthens its identity; the ‘enemy’ — a very negative
image of the ‘stranger’, threatens the very existence of the group and its core values.

In the pre-war time, the structure of the rural landscape of the Vitebsk region in-
volved forms and the content of the intercultural interaction between Belarusians and
Jews, Russians, Poles, Latvians, Lithuanians and other ethnic groups. The character
of these relations was based on a fixed model, where socio-cultural roles, ethnostereo-
types, as well as communication strategies and practices resulted from a vast historical
experience of peaceful coexistence. In the traditional world image of the indigenous
population, ‘strangers’ were treated rather as ‘others’, without the ‘enemy’ connota-
tions in the major part.

With the rapid advance of the Wehrmacht units, the collapse of the Soviet state sys-
tem on the territory of Belarus, the mobilisation of the male population into the ranks
of'the Red Army, the information vacuum, brutal battles and the first mass victims, the
war brought a total destruction upon the existing life system at all its taxonomic levels:
family-community-country. ‘The mass attitude towards the war is almost identical to
the perception of it as a traditional natural disaster — starvation, pestilence, floods or
earthquakes, the causes of which are obscure, and the consequences — terrific’ (Gud-
kov, 2005, p. 87). In a semiotic projection, war can be compared to the ‘death’ of
the old world order in ritual calendar practices, when the boundaries between one’s
own and another’s disappear, and the representatives of another world find themselves
among people. The only difference is that it was not the mythological hypostases of
‘strangers’ that appeared during the war, and the destruction of the world order was
not symbolic, but the enemy — the German army, accompanied by violence, death and
destruction —was absolutely real.

War essentially blurs and devalues the semantic field of ‘familiar’ in the sense of
‘neighbour’, ‘close’, ‘safe’, ‘positive’. In the specific circumstances of the war years,
the ‘familiar’ person (yesterday’s neighbour, villager, even a relative) could become
a source of violence, coercion and death threats, while ‘stranger’ could be the one to
save someone from death.
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In contrast to the texts found in the official discourse, there are no ideal, de-individualised
characters in the oral stories, who would have certain features because of being rooted in one
of the parties. There are living people who act in one way or another, according to their own
individuality and circumstances. They can be good and bad, weak and strong, stranger and
familiar, but strangers can turn out to be good and familiar people — bad (Kormina, Styrkov,
2005, p. 225).

Paradoxical as it may seem, the local Soviet partisans and the local policemen
within the framework of the ethno-cultural identification were perceived as ‘familiar’
by Belarusian peasants, but the estimated characteristics could differ radically. Those
who served the occupier authorities and became active Nazi agents, implementing
their policy of violence and terror against ‘our’ people, are perceived negatively in the
memoirs, to a greater degree than the Wehrmacht soldiers.

Bouti 1 maminai, Obuti 1 ,,HapoAHIKI”, ObLI 1 HeMIbl. DTa ,, HAPOAHIKI” ObLI, MITO TYT,
3 HalIbIX, 3 Hallara xelnenscrsa. Ianinai noiaseis, Taasl CBaix Jroa3ei €H AaBilb, LiCHE.
Bot Ttakis naninai HasbeiBajics. ,,HapomHiki” Toka Takis, OaJbIIBIHCTBO OBLII 3 HAIIBIX
Jro3edl. A HEMIBI, STHBI KaK YBICTAaKpPOYHbIS OBUTI HEMIBI, IIPOIIY) raBapa HE TaK CLIbHA
(bemankoBinki p-H); beuni maminai, Oputi. Xyx> ObuTi HeMIay, Tak sk €cub. Hy nak, pa3s
inoTi Ha cBaix, KaHemHe Xyxd (JI€3nencki p-u); Tombka man KaHeI BaifHBI CTasuli y HAc
HeMIBI. .. Ane maninai ropisis Obuti. YyIs TPOIIKY IITO, JBIK, IIYac Ka3ay TOMH, 3a IIbIBapaT
i ¥ karanaxky, 6’oup. (['ara x cBae, mecHbis?) Jla, kai xouant i caix 6bw10 (MEpcki p-H)?
(VOV, pp. 216, 284, 288).

But cases of violence and looting of the rural population by ‘their’ familiar guer-
rillas were rather frequent during the occupation, which is confirmed by numerous dis-
patches and reports of the guerrilla command (Musal, 2018, pp. 231-246, 435-450), as
well as abundant memories of witnesses of those events (VOV, pp. 216, 225, 235, 237,
240, 271-272, 296). The analysis of the sources shows that the polysemantic image of
the ‘familiar’ under occupation was due to the demonopolisation of the state’s right to
violence and the appearance of a new subject with extraordinary powers — a ‘man with
a gun’ — in the structure of the rural landscape. This could be anyone for whom the

2 There were policemen, there were ‘narodniks’, there were Germans. These ‘narodniks’ were from

here, from of our place. The policeman would go and beat down his own people. How is that for
a policeman? ‘Narodniks’, too, most of them were our people. But the Germans, since they were
full-blooded Germans, they didn’t speak that well (Beshankovitsky distr.); There were policemen
who were worse than Germans. Somteimes they would act against their own people, so they
were certainly worse (Liozno distr.); The Germans were there only at the end of the war... But the
policemen were the worst. They would take you by the collar and put in jail, and beat you down.
(They were from here, local people, right?) Yes, if you like to put it this way, they were our own
people (Miyorsky district).
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social and legal norms of rural society were of no importance: ‘who has got a revolver
is the lord’.

V Hac cBai ObUTi mapTHI3aHbl, 3 BECKI, STHBI TONBKI cami ¥ cBaro 1oib3y. KapoBy cusrayip,
3apIKYIH 1 3’aayne. Jlroas3i Oasutick iX 3adariip, y iX apyxkble Obuto. [Ipbimyns HOUdy.
V MsiHe MaMmKa ObLTa, Tak e pyKy BBIOLTI, Ta3BaHOYHIK nepakpynini. Kab y magBonsr exana,
JKaH4YbIHA cTapas, ka ix Basina. Kans y3smi, cBiHeil 3a0paii 1 kypoil. [lax My raami ycé.
Caae, Bot 65111 (ITactaycki p-u)* (VOV, p. 296).

The multidimensionality and ambiguity of the ‘familiar’ category in the traditional
world image held by the rural population of the period of occupation requires a sepa-
rate study and will not be discussed in this article. This paper focuses on the charac-
teristics of the image of German soldiers, reflected in the memories of the villagers of
the Vitebsk region.

Soldiers of the German Army in the Perception of Belarusian Villagers

The Nazi aggression against the USSR in the collective consciousness of the Bela-
rusian rural population certainly correlated with the generalised image of the Germans
(‘the Germans attacked’, ‘the Germans came’), which was quite dim and undefined
at the beginning of the war. The experience of direct intercultural interaction with
the Germans was almost absent, the stories of the few participants of the World War
I who were captured by the Germans were perceived by the village community as tales
about a world too distant and too strange, while the Soviet pre-war propaganda from
autumn 1939 suggested the idea of an unbreakable friendship with Nazi Germany. ‘In
general, there was no anti-German attitude in the Soviet society on the eve of the war.
Many Soviet citizens, especially the elderly, had respect for German technology and
culture, and admired the inherent diligence, punctuality, and conscientiousness of the
Germans’ (Krynko, 2005, p. 330).

From the emotional perspective, the first contact of the villagers with the German
soldiers in summer 1941 can be described as a wary interest in foreigners, followed
by a positive or negative impression. First of all, however, the identification of the
‘stranger’ was based on the basic markers — appearance and unknown language: ‘(And
what kind of Germans were they? What kind of people?) Well, like normal people. But

3 We had our own guerrillas, from the village, who did only what suited them. They would steal

a cow, slaughter it and eat. People were afraid to catch them, since they had weapons. They would
come at night. They broke my mother’s arm and twisted her the spine. They had an old woman
drive them in a cart. They took the horse, the pigs and the chickens. They took everything and hid.
We knew them, they were ours (Pastavsky district).
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not dressed like us. And constantly doing their gyr-gyr-gyr’(FAPDU, 1). In the western
regions, there was also a positive reaction to the arrival of the Germans:

Bot m3etka, CaBetay He 3Har0, a BOT SIK HEMIIBI 1IIUTi, HE 3HAFO SIKi TATHI TOJ OBIY, ABIK Xaa31i
nepaiimais Ha Oanbinak. He Gasutics. (PagaBamics, mTo HeMIlsl i1ynb?) Aif, 4OpT iX BeAailb.
Kamy 1yt pamaBanna. Ane cinbHa maBanmi racuinia. Xaasini, pagasaiica. Cscrpa Ooipmias

IIBI 51, TaK 4yIb npbiascii. Kanders i yesro taM, a Mbl )k Hs Bixzini ratara’ (FAPDU, 2).

Hactynay semer npa3 JIokmibIiibl. | MbI % TOTKIS A3€YUyKi, TAAIET] %K TIAA3CIb HEMIAY,
HY IypHbIE X T3/IKist. J[pIk HApBEM LBATOY TYIBKI 1 KimaeM iM y mambiay® (VOV, p. 270).

It is clear that the reaction of the village children to the German vanguard could not
be spontaneous and arbitrary, but influenced by the opinion of their parents. Therefore,
they reflected the collective perception of the Wehrmacht soldiers as ‘liberators’ from the
Soviet violence. Oral evidence correlates with the German sources of that time. In July
1941, an Abwehr officer described the public atmosphere in Ashmyany in the following
way: ‘Observing the mood of the population, one can generally have the impression that
the inhabitants of the former Polish territories such as Lithuanians consider the arrival of
the German soldiers as a liberation from the Bolshevik rule’ (Musal, 2018, p. 49).

In the eastern areas of the Vitebsk region, where the Soviet authorities managed
to conduct mobilisation, the village population was more apprehensive towards the
arrival of the Germans because a significant number of men (sons, brothers, fathers)
were already in the ranks of the Red Army. Hence, the Wehrmacht soldiers were per-
ceived as not just ‘stranger’ soldiers, but precisely as soldiers of an ‘enemy’ army.
This opinion was reinforced by the impression of the robberies committed by German
soldiers in Belarusian villages, and, especially, by the very harsh treatment of Soviet
prisoners of war, involuntarily extrapolated on the possible fate of a close person.

STHBI K TMPBIANLTI K HAM y A3spdyHI0, boxkauka, mpeiexani, i ¢ Tankami. I stHBI 3 TaHKami
cTaii TaM i crasip. bokadka, 3a Kypawmi Oeraini na aBapy i cTpaisuti Kypaid. SIHbI 5k msca, im
Haja! A MBI YKo Gasuticst 1 3 Mamaii, MBI k0 Hi cioBa He raBapbuli. Hidora. A siHbl, Opar
TBHI MOH, 3 TIiCTaJeTa 3aCTPIIMIONb KyphIy i 3a0epyis. Bo sk 66110! He naii bor, ve mait bor!

(Bemanxosiuxi p-u)® (VOV, p. 224).

4 1 did not know any Soviets, but when the Germans came, I don’t know which year this was, we

went to wait for them on the highway. We were not afraid. (Were you glad that the Germans were
coming? — Ah, hell knows. Was anyone happy back then? But they gave us a lot of goodies. They
were cheering. My big sister and I, we heard that they gave out sweets and other things, but we
did not see it.
5 The Germans went through Dokshytsy. And we were girls, we went to look at the Germans, well,
stupid girls. We picked some flowers and threw them in their car.
They came into our village, my God, they came with tanks. And they would stand there with
their tanks. God, they ran around the yard after the chickens and shot them. They needed meat!
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Ka6 Hemel Tafbl ¥ I3Thl MAMEHT He CTpAISAY TITHIX IUIEHHBIX... EH  TpaBinKy
arapBailb CarHyycs Ha Japo3i, Bajillbl VyXamilb carHyycs, a HeMel — TP3Ch! —
13a01y, sty apyri carayycsi, a €1 — tpack! MHe Tanust 0bu10 16 ranoy.., a Mol opar
Ob1y Ha BaiiHe.[Tanuii yce ickaup, y Karo Ha BaiiHe 11a0iThIs. [IIeHHBIX HEMell THaY,
a TaM y KapMaH4YbIKax, BO TyT y IITaHax, ajapaca. Takas TpyOauka y caigaiikay
i Tam agpaca. MeI majoiinzem: A, — kaka, — H MOit. [ 3Ta a,Z[KyJ'IL?EH HE KBIBBIN,
Kpoyio cherAmoy. JIoKeIs am3id TyT, Tagsl npyri. [la  §cim Oamblmaky TITBIX
Tpybayak Ha30ipai, Bo Takis npeiropirdsl (Jlenenscki p-u)’ (PEZ, p. 248-249).

According to the villagers, the occupiers’ inhuman treatment of prisoners of war
was one of the main reasons for the creation of a mass guerrilla movement and the
defeat of the German army as a whole.

JIBIK BOT, SIK MACTYMIy Tak HEMeEL, sK cTay yOiBalb (MTaJOHHBIX), BO TAAbl SHBI a0ayMalicst
i yce ¥ nec. Crpansii, agHaro 3acTpauill, arsiib yLsudb y jec, y jec. Toki a3e mapora
Kaja Jiecy, Tak siHbl — MMbIT. A Vimanki paén Hami, rata Mbl Jlenenbeki smep, a tTam —
aJIHBI JISICHI, 0aNOThI Takis. JIpIK TaM Hakamiizacs TIThIX cayjalikay MoyHa i apraHizaBaii
MapIizaHIIgbHy. A ka0 €H, HeMell TITHI, TITHIX IUICHHBIX HE CTPAJIY, €H 0a ax y Macksy
NérenbKa 3ammoy Obl i He 6BLIO 6 raTara — Hi TapiizaH, Hi yoiiictea (Jlemenscki p-n)® (PEZ,

p. 249).

The illusions about the German army were held in the western areas of the Vitebsk
region (Belarus) for a short time, because, as B. Chiari noted, ‘the fact that the Com-
munist terror and Sovietization was replaced by an expansion of violence to a degree
unheard of before should have been clear by summer 1941’ (2008, p. 65). This is con-
firmed in the ‘oral history’ records which clearly indicate an essential evolution of the
opinions on the German military.

We were afraid of them. Me and my mom, we didn’t say a word. Nothing. And they would shoot
a chicken with a pistol and take it away. That was it! God forbid, God forbid! (Beshankovitsky
district).

At that moment, the Germans would not shoot these prisoners... one man bent down on the road
to drink some water, and the German — crack! — killed him. Another bent down, and crack! I was
16 at the time.. and my brother was at war. Everyone came to look who had been killed in the war.
The German drove prisoners, and there were addresses in their in trousers pockets. Soldiers had
such a tube with their street address. We would approach them and look. ‘Ay,” one would say, ‘not
mine.” Where did he come from? He’s not alive, he bled to death. One lies here, another one there.
These tubes were collected along the big road, handfuls of them (Lepelsky district).

The Germans just started to kill (the prisoners), so they thought for a second and ran into the
forest. They started shooting, they shot one and five would run into the forest, into the forest. Only
where the road was near the forest, they would run again into the woods. And in our Ushatsky
district, now Lepelsky, there’s nothing but woods, swamps perhaps. So there were a lot of such
soldiers and they organised guerilla departments. And if he, this German, did not shoot these
prisoners, he would go to Moscow lightly, with no partisans, no murder (Lepelsky district).

Belarusian Studies 13/2019



Pobrane z czasopisma Studia Bia?orutenistyczne http://bialor utenistyka.umcs.pl
Data: 20/03/2026 02:31:39

82

Uladzimir Lobach

JIbIK BOT s IOMHIO, 5K y 41-M rajgy Msl 3 manaM naiuun risasens. Hy MHe OblIo ckoiibka,
Hy 4 Tajibl, i MBI CAI3IM TaK Ha CKaMeedkax, a 1oy abo3 crona, Ha [lomank aa Hac. Hemisr,
Hy, (Gypbl Takis iNUT KPBITBIA, HY TaM MOXKa NMpaxyKThl BA3mi... [loMHI0, en3ib jJerkasas.
Hy, yo ex3inp aimpp, TaM yxKo He 3HaI0, SIKOE TaM 3BaHHE ¥ sro Obu10. Adimdp ObIY 1 k0
yramrgay msae kangperami. Hy, Abik roTa OBLIO MEpBae, mepBae. ['3Ta Tak MHE 3alIOMHLTICS
TIEPBBISI HEMIIBI. A TaTtoM Yo Obuii, boxa moii! [Tatom ysxo0 OBUTO TYT y Hallail MEeCTHACI,
SIHBI HE YCIeni TyT mamaiilb, Hy sHbI %K OPBIXaa3imi, ycé rpaliti, sSHbI K HE CYBITANIChH Hi
3 4pIM... Bpaii, mro iM Hpapinaca. Hy, B o6urasm, rpabini i ycé (Illapkayurdasincki p-n)°

(VOV, p. 307).

The real shock for the local population was caused by German punitive actions

against the local Jews. It should be emphasised that in the memories of the Belarusian
peasants, it is not the eradication of some abstract category of citizens, but old friends
and neighbours with whom they had had good relations for a long time.

AHIi Ka)KHara najia3pbIBajii HEMIIbI, KTO BOT YOPHBIsSI BoJackl. AObIYHA JIFO31 MTaHIMaJTi, TO JIi
HepeKpaIIbIBAIICH, TO JIi CKPBIBAIiCh Ky/bl. .. Hy, aHl cxaBasick, 3Hai, IITO HEMIIBI JIIOTYOLb
HAJI SIYIPIsIMI, XaBalli JFO31. A BOT )KIHIIYBIHA IITa Majajasi, ITo Obuia 3 JIeHIHTpaaa, Kak-
TO TaM He Ycrerna ckpbiia. Tak sHbI MPIBA3alli K JErKaByIIKi cBaei i Tackai ma A3spayHi.

(Bemanxosiuki p-u)'* (FAPDU, 3).

A sypoai ¥ KyGmiuax xbuti, s Hidora mpa ix He 3Hao. PacctpanmbBaii xk iX, Oemubix. Jaxe
BY4BILEJIb TaKi § MsiHE ObLy, y IIKOJNY MBI XaJ3iii, €H y4bIlIeJsIM A HAMELUKaMy OblY,
i Taro paccrpansuti. Hy, siypasy, HeMIBI 5K IITy HaLbIIO He JII0OLTI. STHBI K He TOJBKI ¥ Hac
TapaccTpaIbBaIi, SIHBI XK YCIoAbl macadpaiti. 3aBasBaii. [lapaccTpanbaiti. STHEI 5K HABIHHBIS.
SI¥pai sk HABIHHBIA 031, S1 ¥ KOy Xa/311a, TaM XJTOMIIBI 1 I3Ty9aThl ByYbLTiCS. STHBI XK Hs
Ypamubs, HisKis, sk i Mbt Yee (Ymauki p-u)'! (VOV, c. 304).

I remember when my dad and I went to watch them in *41. How old was I, well, 4 years old, and
we were sitting on benches, and the convoy was coming here to Polatsk, to us. The Germans, well,
the wagons were covered, there may have been some goods... [ remember a car coming. An officer,
I do not know what rank. The officer came and gave me some sweets. Well, that was the first time.
This is how I remember the first Germans. And then, my God! Then they were already here in
our district, they did not manage to burn everything here. They came, all plundered, they did not
hold anything sacred... They took what they wanted. Just robbed and all that (Sharkavshchynsky
district).

They, the Germans, suspected everybody who had black hair. Usually people, you know, either
died or disappeared somewhere ... Well, they hid, they knew the Germans were raging against
the Jews, people hid. But a woman, young woman from Leningrad, somehow did not manage to
escape. So they tied her to their car and dragged around the village. (Beshankovitsky district).
And the Jews lived in Kublichy, I know nothing about them. Poor people, got shot. I even had
a teacher like that, we went to school, he was a teacher of German, and he was shot. Well, the
Jews, the Germans did not like this nation. They shot at us everywhere they gathered. They shot
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At the same time, it cannot be said that the image of the German soldier in the
world image of the rural population of Belarus was unambiguous. Contrasted with
the local and personal experience of the respondents, he generalised nomination of
enemies as ‘Germans’ largely disintegrates and is concretised. In the concept frame-
work regarding the ‘stranger’ in the guise of the ‘enemy’, the extremely negative pole
was occupied by the notion of various punitive military detachments whose represen-
tatives participated directly in the criminal acts of mass destruction of civilians and
objectively embodied the ideas of extraordinary cruelty, death, and annihilation.

JI3apayHst rapana, ckoka pa3oy rapana. [Ipeliiayis HEMIbI, Crairolb. YOiBami JHOn3eH,
CTpaJIsLIi, maanaiBaii. Y OaHiO 3aroHIOIb, aBTaMaTaM Jayllb,  IOThIM CalOMbl HAHSCYIIb,
T IMAITIOIb, 3aKPBIOIb A3BephI (JJOKIIBIIKI p-H).

[Mamxeirani. Bracayups! He, Biacayisl HEe 3KbITalll, HEMIbI 3XKbITANl TOKa, SK aACTyMai.
Jlrom3i yemesadi ¥ siec, XTo-Kyza, XTO-A3€ MOr 1 sk ajx3e npixagsinacs. Bor Acramesa, tTam
HEMIIbI CarHaJli JII[3eii, CTO JBalllallb JalaBek i iX caxmi ¥ AcramieBe, 3arHaii ¥ XaTsl I

capai, ab0 ¥ 6aHI0 i ca)rii Xatsl, i ix ¥ xare crianini (JIE3HeHcki p-H).

Aji, mpeIIUI TYIBl HA rapy CTpaysillb HAac, KapalebHbld HeMIpbl. A Takis ¥ iX Ha Imamkax
KapalenpHbIs 4aparisl, 3yOsl TaM. | raBopeiub: ,,Pych kamyt, Pych kamyT!”. I raThIX Tam
macTpassili, 13eBo4YKa Jaka mpblexana 3 Jleninrpaga, 3os, k 0alymike. A Bajgocki Obuli
naJcTphDKaHbI, KaMcaMoJka. TyT sk 1aji ¢ ayramara, AbIK i Ha Kycouki n3eBauky (PacoHcki
p-H)'"> (VOV, p. 262, 283, 297).

However, as demonstrated in the memories, not all German soldiers were cynical
and soulless ‘screws’ in the ruthless Nazi machine of obliteration and submission.
Manifestations of humanism and ordinary benevolence on the part of the soldiers of
the German army were a taboo topic in the Soviet historiography. The German rather
embodied ‘a symbol of evil, whose core of ethnic portrait was cruelty to the point of
sadism, anger and violence against the Soviet people...” (Krynko, 2005, p. 242). In the

at innocent people. Jews are innocent people. I went to school with Jewish children. They are not
harmful, no, just like us all (Ushatsky district).

The village burned, I don’t know how many times it burned. Germans would come and burn it
down. People were killed, shot, set on fire. Put in a bathhouse with doors closed and set on fire
(Dokshytsky district).

Burned. Not Vlasov, though. Vlasov did not burn, the Germans burned only for fun. People
managed to flee into the woods, wherever and however they could. The Germans drove a hundred
and twenty people to Astasheva and burned them, they put them into houses or sheds or in the
bathhouses and set them on fire, and they burned inside (Lyozensky district).

Oh, the Germans came to punish us, they came there on the mountain to shoot us. And they had
those skulls and teeth on their hats. ‘Russia kaput, Russia kaput!’, they shouted. And those people
were shot there, one girl, Zoya, a komsomolka, came from Leningrad to see her grandmother. And
they cut her hair. And they fired a machine gun and shot the girl to pieces (Rassonsky district).
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memory of Belarusian peasants who survived the horror of war and occupation, the
humane actions of German soldiers, which contradicted not only the Nazi ideology,
but also the Wehrmacht army regulations, are evaluated extremely highly.

Bruti Hem1ts Yeskis. Kaii 6 3Hana iMs HeMIa, s Haricana O OnarajgapHacib POICTBEHHIKAM
y I'epmanito. Hemer maiiro OarpKy BbIBEY 13 IuieHy. BriBey 3 muieny i aampasiy y babpyiicky
3a ropaza. Y misHy ObIY, a €H sro BeIBEY 1 yraBapBay y34lb Kamapaja, eTa ApyT, 1 3aBEY maj
PY’OKOM 3a ropaj, BBICTPSUIY yBepx [Ba pasa i aampasiy. Bo, siki nemen! (bemankosinki
p-0)2 (VOV, p. 211).

Manifestations of humanism on the part of the Germans in the most critical si-
tuations, for example during the punitive expeditions into the guerrilla zones, where
destruction of civilians reached a massive scale, was perceived extremely emotionally
and recorded vividly in the personal memory.

Hy, nmapuizanbl ckasaini, [ITO... criacaiiecs ri3e-Kyaa. 3aluli Mbl, y HaC y Jiece Heiikas
cTasuia i1i GaHs, L)1 BOT Taki akoml BbIKamaHbl. | Ml TaM csii3eni... I Tam y acHayHOM ObLIi
1 )KOHIIYBIHEI CTaphle, Hy 1 A3emi. .. Sk 3a3Binena akHo! Takoe BOT Ii 3 BIHTOYKI, I1i 3 ayTamara
¥ akHo, 1 acBsinini ¢ganapeikam. | kperaani mro:  [Tapmizan, Beutesait!” Hy, TyT KpbIK, crami
IUTaKallb, KIHIYBIHBI I9TA CTApbIs CTANi Iuiakaik. J[3eni npacHymics. Ham xa Toxa cTpax
Ob1y... | Tagel 3amuto TPl HeMIa, aa3iH cey Ha Mapor. Yce MajaXKbUll IITa pyxkK’l cBae,
npactaii xieb, mapa3ali, macybITali CKOJIbKI HAac 1 Kaxkaamy pab&HKy Kycodak xieda i macia
nmamasani. Hy i crani paszmaBaik. MbI yce csim3iM, 6aimcest % echblli Opaiib. Taabl SHBI TTAHSITI,
1ITO IITa MBI Oaimcs echiii. Hy, Ham crpairia 6b110. STHBI Tabl cami aTpa3aii 3 raTara xjeoa,
MacJia 3 raTara napa3aji cami 3’eli 1 ckasai Ha JIOMaHBIM PYCKIM IIi GeapycKim, ITO echili
Hs Ooiitiecsi. MBI 3 pagacio 3’elni TIThI XJe0, 6a0bl HAIIBI CTapdIHBKIS, I1ajJaBaji IITBHIX
cayar, mTo anu3iH 3amiakay... I ckazay: ,,Mbl i13éM, MBI Tipaiin3éM. A BOT IITO JaibIld 3a

Hami Oyayup — yxansine” (Jlenenscki p-u)'* (VOV, p. 251).

13 There were all kinds of Germans. If I knew the name of some, I would write thank-you letters
to their relatives in Germany. One German rescued my father from captivity. He freed him in
Babruisk and sent him to the city. My dad was a prisoner, and he led him out and convinced his
camarade that my dad was an ally, and led him under his arm outside the city, fired twice and sent
him away. What a German! (Beshankovitsky district).

14 Well, the guerrillas said... flee wherever you can. We ran to find some forest shacks or bathhouses,
or trenches. And we sat there... And there were mainly old women and children... The window
smashed so loud! Someone shot it with a rifle or a machine gun and lit a flashlight. And shouted,
‘Guerrilla, get out!” There was a cry, they began to cry, the old women began to cry. Children
awakened. We were terrified, too... And then three Germans came, one sat in the doorway. Every-
body put down their guns, took out some bread, cut it, counted us and gave each child a piece of
bread with butter. We were all sitting, afraid to take food from them. Then they realised that we
were afraid to eat. Well, we were scared, of course. So they cut some of that bread, put butter on it
and ate it themselves, and said to us, in broken Russian or Belarusian, not to be afraid. So we ate
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The peculiarity of the eastern districts of Vitebsk region, which were part of the
rear zone of army group ‘Center’, was the placement of a large number of front-line
units in the settlements. In this case, when German soldiers and officers lived under
the same roof with Belarusian peasants, mutual contacts were much more dense and,
as a rule, sincere. It should be noted that the vast majority of positive references to the
soldiers of the enemy army during the occupation concerns the German ‘front-line
soldiers’. A similar pattern was revealed by American researchers immediately after
the war, who tested 1,000 Russian (Soviet) displaced persons who survived the Ger-
man occupation. ‘On the question of who behaved in the best way, 545 people spoke
for front-line soldiers, 162 — for civilians, 69 — for garrison troops and only 10 — for
members of the SS and SD’ (Krynko, 2005, p. 339).

Probably, in a psychological situation of uncertainty and fear of tomorrow (for
a soldier, sending to the front could mean death) for soldiers of mature age that left
their loved ones and had no guarantees of return to them, in a simple Belarusian house,
the illusion of ‘peaceful life’ was created with the transfer of their human care to the
family, in which the war also took a husband and a father.

1 ¥ namraii xane 65110 A3BEHHALIAS HeMIay. An3iH agimdp. <...> A sHbI ObUII TITHIS HEMITBI
madepHs. [ BOT kak moy3ay s 1 3 aJHBIM HEMIIaM TPBI MECSIIBI €Y 51 3 aJHaro Karsuika. A ¥ sro
TPBI OBUTO KiHASPEL. | HAac TPBI OBLIO, y MsIHE 3BE CACTPHI i 4...] matom, 3HaYbIIb, STO CTaBiIl
TTHSBAJILHBIM, 1 €H 3aBellb MSHE 1 MaTKy. A MHE Y0 ObIy TpBIHAILIATHI TOI, TPHIHAIAG I
yaTplpHaluanb. A ¥ adimppa Obuia 3Ta camasi paJiocTaHIbls, pajaiBa ObLIO, i BOT &H naBiy
necuio. A Tam Jlesitan: ,,Beiine dampictay!” Eu xpyniy, kpyuiy i naxpyniy ora: ,,0it
rapMOHb, Masi FTapMOHb, 3aJIaThIs TUIAHKI, TTAP3HB IEBYIIKY AaMOU MpaBaxay 3 TyJIsHKI”. DTy
HeCHIO: ,, TOKa CIIeKKa KapaTka”. A MaTka 3aruiakala i s 3aruakay. Bel manimaere, mro craia,
cJIE3BI MASKIL ¥ HAac, MBI %K He 9yJli T3THISA paj3iBa CTOKA y»Kd BPIMEHI, 1 HamIbIX neceH. Tak
apraHizM cKalaHy/Ia, ITO MaMa 3aIUIakana i 4... EH DIAHyY i TaBopsILb: y MAHE TPBI KiHAPHL,
MHe BaiiHa He Hazga. ['imiepa i Cranina Haja BO Tak BO BOT (IpaBoA3ilb pabpoM JaioHi ma

ropiy) (Bemankosinki p-u)'* (VOV, pp. 214-215).

that bread gladly, the old women kissed these soldiers, one of them cried... And they said, ‘We’re
going now, but we’ll come back. If anyone else comes here, run away’ (Lepelskiy district),

And there were twelve Germans in our house. One officer. [...] And there were those Germans
drivers. And here I crawled and I ate from one pot with one German for three months. He had
three children. And there were three of us, I have two sisters and I ... And then, he was on duty,
and he called me and my mother. I was thirteen, thirteen or fourteen. And the officer had this radio
station, there was a radio and he was trying to catch a song. And there was the sound of Levitan:
‘Beat the fascists!” So he kept twisting and turning and finally found it. ‘Oh, the accordion, my
accordion, gold straps, a boy followed a girl home from a party’. The song was ‘Only the Path is
Short.” And my mother cried and I cried. You understand, tears were flowing from our eyes, we
had not heard the radio and our songs for such a long time,. My body shook so much that my
mother cried and I cried ... He looked up and said: I have three Kinder, to me war is not necessary.
It is necessary to deal with Hitler and Stalin, he said (putting the edge of his hand on his throat).
(Beshenkovichskiy district).
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Zh. Kormina and S. Shtyrkov, who made an analysis of the memories of Russian
witnesses from the occupation period, noted that the stories of respondents often con-
tain the picture of a German soldier confiding with a local peasant woman, talking
about his family, showing photos of his children, and expressing personal dissatisfac-
tion with the war, Hitler and Stalin. The latter went on to study ‘the human nature of
these strangers’ (2005, p. 225).

Most of the positive memories of the German soldiers concern the support they
provided in respect of food and medical care, primarily to children. Yet each particular
case of humane behaviour of the Germans was perceived by the local people as an
unusual phenomenon on the part of a deadly enemy.

Hewmer crasin Ba Bpamst BaitHbI. | mpmyro HOY Kpbruain ataT pabénak... Hemer 0spoT aBramar
1 mamron. AHi IyMaroT, ITO OH 3TaBa MaJoBa MPBICTPAIIT. A OH MAIIOIN B JIEC, HAPBaJ TPABBIL.
3n3enan arBap. Marka magymana, 0ITo, 3Ha9bIT, 9TaT HEMEI aTPaBiT MaloBa. AKa3bIBacllia,
y 3TaBa MajoBa Oasies >kpIBOT. OH IpocTa-HampacTa BeUIEUbLI 3TaBa pa0EHKa. [latom Hemen
nakasai ,,psA6iHKy” ar ykyca 3mei. Tpasa HasbiBanach ,,psa6inka” (Bepxusmspincki p-u)'®

(VOV, pp. 229-230).

The analysis of the respondents’ memories from the period of occupation shows
that the image of the German soldier in the eyes of Belarusian villagers was not un-
ambiguous, formed primarily under the influence of personal military experience of
people and not rigid ideological clichés of the Soviet period: ‘my Dear, there were all
sorts of Germans... those who tortured, and those who treated us well” (Dokshytsky
district) (VOV, p. 249); ‘There were Germans and there were Germans. Some did
nothing, and some kicked us in the ass, shouting ‘vek’! and went’ (Polatsk district)
(FAPDU, 4). At the same time, there were cases of humane behaviour of the Wehr-
macht soldiers towards the local population, reflected in the memories of the period of
occupation. However, they could not outweigh the policy of destruction and devasta-
tion carried out by the enemy army on the Belarusian territory: ‘The Germans beat us
and burned everything. There were some good ones, but these were rare’ (Glybotsky
district) (VOV, p. 233). Against the background of numerous punitive actions and
mass victims, the humane attitude of individual Wehrmacht soldiers towards Belaru-
sian villagers was perceived by the latter as an unusual exception to the general rule,
where the notion of ‘German’ personified a mortal threat.

Translated into English by Marharyta Svirydava

The German stood in the time of war. And that child screamed all night long... The German took
a machine gun and went there. They thought he was going to shoot the kid. And he went into the
woods to pick some herbs. He made a decoction. The mother thought he wanted to poison the
baby. It turned out, the baby had a stomach ache. He simply cured that child. Then the German
showed them a ‘ryabinka’ from snake bites. The grass was called ‘ryabinka’ (Verkhnyadvinsky
district).
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