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In the year the war ended, the division of East Prussia into areas later annexed

by the Soviet Union and Poland had, in effect, already taken place. While the

developments in the region shared many parallels, they also revealed key

differences—differences that would prove to be defining for the decades that

followed.

Until the summer of 1944, —the easternmost province of the German Reich—was

considered safe from bombing. Nicknamed “Germany’s air-raid shelter,” it had become a

refuge for evacuated schoolchildren, orphanages, and many women and children from other

parts of the country. But this sense of security vanished overnight in late August 1944, when

British bombers launched a heavy attack on . Just weeks later, in October, the

first Soviet tank units entered East Prussia and parts of the Memel Territory. While some

civilians were evacuated—among them the residents of the city of —others, like those

living in , were completely unprepared for the invasion of the Red Army that same

month. In the late fall of 1944, the Gauleitung, the East Prussian state authority at the time,

imposed a strict ban on escape south of the . Even preparing for escape, such as

constructing a covered wagon, was punished. 

It was not until early January 1945, with the launch of the Soviet offensive, that civilians were

finally allowed—and urgently required—to leave their homes. By then, however, it was far too

late. The delay, largely attributed to East Prussia’s Gauleiter Erich Koch, resulted in a rushed

and chaotic evacuation. A particularly harsh winter further complicated the escape, claiming

many lives. As the Red Army advanced, railway links to Königsberg were severed. Most rural

residents fled using their own horses and carts, forming massive, slow-moving convoys known

as trecks. Families were torn apart. Entire wagons broke through the thin ice of the 

, which had become a desperate last escape route. Others perished aboard

refugee ships torpedoed in the Baltic Sea, while countless infants and young children froze to

death along the way. Eventually, the Red Army blocked all overland routes leading to the west

and, between February and April 1945, deported able-bodied civilians—including many young

women—deep into the Soviet Union. Then the division of East Prussia began: the Memel

Territory and northern East Prussia, including the Königsberg area, were annexed by the

Lithuanian and Russian Soviet Republics, respectively. Southern East Prussia was handed over

to .

East Prussia

Königsberg

Memel

Heydekrug

Memel

Vistula Lagoon

Poland

Ruth Leiserowitz A Region Divided into Three

Seite 1 von 7



Refugees from East Prussia on horse-drawn carts. Overturned cart in the foreground, ruins of a

destroyed building in the background. B 285 Bild-S00-00326 / Bundesarchiv, CC BY-SA 3.0

Return to the Memel Territory

Survivors of the refugee trecks—primarily people from rural areas who had been overtaken

by the Red Army during the winter and spring of 1945—were ordered by Soviet military

authorities to return to their home villages, provided they had not been conscripted for

forced labor along the way. In most cases, Soviet soldiers had confiscated horses and food

supplies. Those returning to areas north of the Memel River, in what had once been the Memel

Territory, were met with unpleasant surprises. As early as February 1945, the 

 government had begun resettling new inhabitants in the region. Many of the

best houses were already occupied by the time the original residents returned. Lithuanians

who had fled the city of Memel in 1939 following its forced annexation to East Prussia now

came back to reclaim homes and property.

Soviet-Lithuanian
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War destruction at the Lastadie in Königsberg, around

1944, inventory number 4c267, Fritz Krauskopf. Herder-

Institut für historische Ostmitteleuropaforschung, 

CC BY-SA 4.0

War destruction in Königsberg, after 27.08.1944,

inventory number 4c268, Fritz Krauskopf. Herder-Institut

für historische Ostmitteleuropaforschung, CC BY-SA 4.0

Königsberg

The city of Königsberg, which had been declared a fortress by the Nazis, fell on April 9, 1945.

The Red Army drove the civilian population out of the city, forcing them to march through the

surrounding area for days and crowding them, at night, into whatever makeshift shelters or

barns were nearby. These marches were interrupted by interrogations, arrests, and acts of

sexual violence. After several days, civilians were allowed to return and found their city

completely looted and ravaged by fires. Any decent housing was quickly requisitioned by the

occupying forces, and the Germans had to make do with whatever makeshift accommodation

they could find. There was no running water, no sewage system, and no electricity in 1945.

These services only gradually began functioning again the following year—but even then, only

to a very limited extent.

In the course of occupying the region, Soviet soldiers in many areas engaged in willful

destruction of houses, factories, and their contents. In all three parts of East Prussia, units of

the Red Army were stationed to register war booty and oversee its dismantling and transport

to the Soviet Union. This included factory equipment, narrow-gauge railways, and their

associated tracks. As these units had to supply their own rations, subsidiary farms were set

up, or existing farms were seized. Civilians were conscripted for agricultural labor. This

proved difficult, however, as the remaining livestock had been transported into the interior of

the Soviet Union in the spring of 1945, and agricultural machinery had already been

requisitioned as war booty. In most cases, the yields were not sufficient to feed both the

military and the labor force. Both the Soviet-Lithuanian and Polish governments lodged

objections to the dismantling operations and attempted to halt them—but without success.
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Southern East Prussia

On March 14, 1945, the Polish government decided to provisionally divide the former German

territories into four administrative districts, which they named “Regained Territories”. One of

these was the southern, now Polish, part of East Prussia. It wasn’t until the end of May 1946

that it officially became the . According to estimates from July 31, 1945,

this Polish section of East Prussia had a population of 30,828—4,933 in towns and 25,895 in

rural areas. As in other parts of East Prussia, the population was predominantly female, with a

high proportion of children and young people. In addition, new settlers from Poland’s former

eastern regions began arriving—particularly people with rural backgrounds from 

 and the . By late summer, their numbers had grown to around 25,000.

In May 1945, the Soviet military authorities in the Soviet Occupation Zone of Germany (SBZ)

began sending refugees back to East Prussia. Public notices were issued, urging former

residents to return by September 1, 1945, if they wished to retain their property rights there.

The rural population, in particular, responded to this call. In some cases, trains were arranged

for their return, but many made the journey on foot. To support these movements, authorities

in the SBZ carried out checks of local registration records to identify people’s former places

of residence, and in some cases, threatened to block access to food ration cards. The

background to this policy was the Soviet occupation forces’ need for agricultural laborers to

support their army units stationed in East Prussia.

On July 16, 1945, on the eve of the Potsdam Conference, Soviet border guards were deployed

along the –  line, which today forms the southern border of the 

. From that point on, the area was completely sealed off, as all travel in and

out was prohibited. The Soviet delegation formally submitted this proposed border line to the

Potsdam Conference on July 22, 1945. However, it had already been agreed upon in a secret

pact between the USSR and the Lublin Committee (the precursor to the Provisional

Government of the Polish People’s Republic) on July 27, 1944. Since as early as February

1945, Polish authorities had begun settling people from the former Polish eastern territories in

villages located near this future Soviet border. For nearly a year, Polish border troops tried to

challenge the proposed boundary through unconventional means.

Reparations, violence, and looting

The only connection to Germany was via freight trains. German railway workers were tasked

with transporting reparation goods from Greater Berlin and the Soviet Occupation Zone into

northern East Prussia. There, the cargo was transferred onto broad-gauge tracks and sent

deep into the Soviet Union. During the summer, 300 freight trains, each with 50 wagons, were

Olsztyn Voivodeship

Volhynia

Vilnius area

Braunsberg Wystitten

Kaliningrad region
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in constant operation. All postal traffic from the Königsberg region and the Memel territory

was routed through , and correspondence from the Polish part of East Prussia to

Germany was likewise subject to surveillance. Radios had been generally confiscated by the

Red Army, and up-to-date newspapers were not yet available. As had already occurred in the

Memel territory at the turn of the year 1944/45, the ruble was introduced as the means of

payment in the Königsberg region in May 1945—though people were not able to exchange

their German money through any official channels.

Especially in rural areas, German civilians were left defenseless against marauding and looting

soldiers. Many abandoned their isolated farms and homes to seek refuge in larger parish

villages—and above all, in the towns. Arson, assaults, murders, and rapes were daily

occurrences throughout the region. Looting was equally widespread, with raiders arriving

from the Lithuanian and Polish heartlands to systematically strip homes of property and

possessions. Villages that were completely looted and left without German inhabitants after

the war often held no interest even for incoming Soviet citizens and gradually vanished from

the map.

As of September 1, 1945, a total of 139,902 civilians were registered in northern East Prussia.

In addition, there were large numbers of former forced laborers and concentration camp

prisoners who had not yet decided whether to return home. Also present were some groups

of Belgian, French, and Italian prisoners of war, who were gathered and repatriated in

accordance with inter-Allied agreements. By late summer, German prisoners of war were

being put to work in Memel, Heydekrug, and Kaliningrad, clearing mines, removing rubble, and

helping with reconstruction.

Throughout the entire first year after the war, northern East Prussia remained under the

authority of a military command. The region had not yet been formally incorporated into the

Soviet Union, and there was no plan in place for dealing with the remaining German civilian

population. Many soldiers and officers were demobilized locally right after the war and

brought their wives and children to join them. In September 1945, the first Russian school was

opened—and it remained the only one operating that school year. For the local children who

had remained in the area, there were no official educational opportunities at all during the

1945–46 school year.

Work under the occupiers

Immediately after the arrival of the Red Army, the German population was issued orders to

work. Everyone aged 14 and older was required to contribute, though even younger children

often worked just to earn the bare minimum amount of bread. Finding steady employment in

Moscow
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the Königsberg region was difficult—but only those who worked were eligible for a bread

ration card. Children were listed on their mother’s registration form, which entitled them to

200 grams of bread. If someone died, their registration form had to be surrendered to the

military command office. If a mother died, her children had to find another adult willing to

take them onto their form—something that depended entirely on the discretion of the

authorities. Children and the elderly who had no working relatives were simply left to their

fate.

In October 1945, the Soviet military administration conducted a population count in the city of

Königsberg. It recorded 59,120 Germans, roughly half of all German civilians in the entire

Soviet-occupied area. Of these, 42,000 were classified as “unfit for work.” This category

included not only children, the sick, and the disabled, but also those who, for a range of

reasons, were unable to find registered employment. After all, there was no functioning labor

market anymore. Nevertheless, many Germans worked as domestic helpers, piano teachers,

or seamstresses in Russian households, typically paid in kind and often expected to work on

Sundays as well. Market vendors, cigarette sellers, and casual laborers were also counted

among the 42,000 officially deemed “unfit for work.”

Religious reorganization

In the immediate aftermath of the war, structured, regulated medical care had all but

collapsed. In some towns, hospitals were still operating with a handful of German doctors,

often thanks to the dedication of deaconesses or nuns serving as nurses. In all three parts of

the region, Protestants and Catholics continued to gather for church services, held by the few

remaining clergy. These gatherings were closely monitored by the Soviet authorities, but

generally permitted. In the Memel territory, where the use of German had been banned as an

official language, services were held in Lithuanian. In the Polish-administered area, such a rule

could not be enforced in the early postwar years. Religious structures in the now Polish part

of East Prussia changed rapidly and fundamentally. The Polish settlers were almost

exclusively Catholic, including priests from the Archdiocese of Vilnius and the Diocese of

Łuck. Although Protestant communities were still allowed to practice their faith, they were

required to hand over many of their churches to the larger and growing Catholic

congregations.

From the beginning of 1945—well before the end of the war was even in sight—the Soviet-

Lithuanian and Polish People’s governments began taking steps to incorporate parts of the

East Prussian region into their respective spheres of control. The Königsberg area, by

contrast, remained in a state of limbo as a provisional military district well beyond the end of

the year, offering the German population no sense of what lay ahead. It was not until April 7,
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1946, that the region was formally annexed to the Russian Soviet Republic.

English translation: William Connor
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