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THE “GLORY” OF LIBERATION

Sexual violence perpetrated by the Red Army in Slovakia at the end of World War Il
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Photo credit: “Bratislava says goodbye to the Red Army”: The celebratory
pictures from the liberation of Bratislava were actually taken during the
departure of the Red Army on 22 November 1945. Sign. IX.D-43, ,Bratislava sa
rozluéila s Cervenou armadou” / Vojensky historicky archiv — Vojensky
historicky ustav, Free access - no reuse
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Denisa Nestakova The “Glory” of Liberation

The genuine joy at the liberation by the Red Army from the German occupying
forces in Slovakia, with cheering crowds lining the streets and women offering
food, alcoholic beverages and flowers, coexisted alongside the Red Army’s
criminal behaviour, which included sexual violence.

On the margins of history

During the final battles of the Second World War, Allied soldiers committed mass sexual
violence. Estimating the number of individuals affected by sexual violence at the end of the
war has proved to be extremely difficult. In Germany alone, researchers report widely varying
figures, estimating that at least hundreds of thousands and up to two million women were
raped by British, French, Soviet, and US troops.1 While soldiers of all allied armies engaged in
such acts, both public and scholarly focus has predominantly been on the Red Army. This is
due to factors such as the size of the Army and its widespread presence across Europe at the
end of the war, but also the legacy of Nazi propaganda that used dehumanizing stereotypes
such as the “hordes of Mongolian savages,” and the Cold War rhetoric that emphasized Soviet
crimes while downplaying those of the Western Allies.2

The liberation of Czechoslovakia continued to be idyllically portrayed. Sign. O 4573, lvan
Simko — Oslobodenie, 1972 / Slovenskd narodna galéria (SNG), Free access - no reuse

Furthermore, when Soviet troops entered countries that had collaborated with Nazi Germany,
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like Hungary or Austria, many sought revenge for the atrocities committed by Nazi troops
that they had witnessed; driven by years of front-line brutality, they also lacked resources for
sexual barter (unlike the US troops), and were frequently suffering from alcohol abuse and
peer pressure while being able to act with impunity.3

Unlike Germany, Slovakia was not perceived as enemy territory by the Red Army -
although Slovakia had been a satellite state of the National Socialists after the division of
Czechoslovakia under the Munich Agreement in 1938. Following its suppression of the

Slovak National Uprising

Slovak National Uprising

The Slovak National Uprising was the military uprising against the regime of the Slovak state, and its ally Nazi
Germany, which started on 29 August 1944, organized by the Slovak resistance movement and mainly
represented by members of the Democratic Party, social democrats and communists. The uprising received
support from the Allied powers, particularly the Soviet Union, the US, and the United Kingdom. In addition,
thirty-three nations and nationalities in total were involved in the fighting. At the beginning of the uprising, the
insurgents controlled over half of Slovak territory, but quickly lost ground as a result of the advance of Nazi
Germany, which officially supressed the Uprising on 28 October 1944. The insurgents switched to pure
partisan fighting, continuing until the end of the war in Slovakia in April 1945. As a consequence, the German
occupation regime committed war crimes, murdering civilians, and continued the extermination of the Jews in
Slovakia, which resulted in the deportation or murder of more than 14,000 Jews. A total of about 30,000
Slovak citizens were deported to German prison, labour, internment and concentration camps.

in late August 1944, Nazi Germany occupied Slovakia; this was completed by October 1944.
The uprising was put down brutally and the occupation marked the start of a dangerous
period for local citizens; the territory of Slovakia began to be liberated only in early 1945.
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“Another blow to fascism” — an anti-fascist poster
commemorating the Slovak National Uprising,
which had been considered essential for defeating
the regime of the Slovak state as well as Nazi
Germany. Sign. K 16597, Imrich Vysoéan: Dal$i tder
fasizmu, 1954 / Slovenska narodna galéria (SNG),
Free access - no reuse

Slovakia was considered an ally, thus women were not considered legitimate targets of
violence as part of an ethos of retribution; instead the local population was seen as
sympathetic to the Allied cause.4 However, Soviet soldiers did not always respect political
agreements or pay much attention to international politics. Women from allied countries or
those who had survived Nazi concentration camps were not excluded from the sexual
violence perpetrated by some members of the Soviet troops.2 This was also the case in
Slovakia, despite the narrative of Slavic brotherly liberationt promoted to solidify ties

between the Soviet Union and future socialist republics (such as Poland, Bulgaria or
7

Yugoslavia).~
Determining the extent of sexual violence perpetrated by the Soviet Army following the end of
the war is challenging due to factors such as the scarcity of reliable sources, the social stigma
that silenced many victims, the political agendas shaping historical narratives, and the
destruction or suppression of existing records. However, even sources that are often poorly
analysed, such as police investigations,8 regional reports,2 demographic statistics10 and
women’s accountsll point to a high level of sexual violence by Red Army soldiers, which
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meant the Czechoslovak and Slovak authorities had to face thousands of rape survivors and
deal with innumerable cases of sexually transmitted infections (STls), unwanted pregnancies,
abortions, infanticides, and children born of rape.12 This text explores the behaviour of Soviet
troops in the region. By examining women’s accounts in particular, | aim to illustrate the
potential extent of sexual violence in Slovakia, which is relatively unexplored, and to
emphasize how the subsequent relationship with the Soviet Union affected the collective

memory of sexual violence in Slovakia.

Remembering encounters with the Red Army

The social stigma surrounding rape compelled many survivors to remain silent about their
experiences of sexual violence. Instead they described witnessing other people being raped,
feeling fear, being threatened by Soviet soldiers, or using strategies like hiding or disguising
themselves as old women to avoid rape.

Within various oral history archives consisting predominantly of interviews with Holocaust
survivors, a large number of interviewees also testified about the liberation and their
experiences with the Red Army. Lilly Selby was a 36-year-old woman, who was Jewish and
survived the war by going into hiding in Trnava. When the Red Army entered the city, Lilly
Selby remained in her shelter, and explained, “We were hiding from the Russians. Every
woman was raped by Russians. Every woman.”13 She added what she knew about the crimes
of the Red Army soldiers in Trnava: “In the church cellar there were over a thousand [Slovak]
women hiding. They were all raped [...] the Russians were terrible...terrible...” The interviewer
asked if no soldier had raped her because she was Jewish. Lilly Selby replied: “They did not
care if they are Slovaks or Czechs or Germans. They raped everyone.”14

Another Jewish survivor, Eva Freedman, who was only 11 years old when the Red Army came
to Nitra, described that leaving one’s house was dangerous not only for women, but also for
children like herself: “It was very, very dangerous to go out, because practically every woman,
young or old, was raped.” Eva Freedman went onto explain the consequence of the rapes:
“Nine months afterwards, it was an incredible city. Nearly everybody was pregnant.”12
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A number of Holocaust survivors directly experienced or witnessed sexual violence commit-
ted by the liberating armies, including Red Army, Source: Image taken from an interview with
Eva Freedman provided by the USC Shoah Foundation — The Institute for Visual History and
Education. For more information, please visit: http://sfi.usc.edu/. Free access - no reuse

In addition to describing how she hid in a closet so as not to be found by a soldier who
intended to rape her, Magdaléna Pribylincova, who was 21 years old when the Red Army
entered her city Poprad, remembered how the local authorities decided to handle the
pregnancies resulting from rapes. An announcement on the city radio station in Poprad
declared that “anyone who was raped by Russian soldiers should report to the clinic. For
anyone who does not want that child, they will remove [abort] it.”16

Dozens of other testimonies by women and men stored in various national and international
archives spoke about the rape which occurred in Slovakia at end of the war. Some described
the Soviet soldiers as reckless, others stressed that some Soviet officers punished soldiers
who intended to rape or who actually raped local women.

Police investigation of rapes committed by Soviet soldiers

Since neither Slovak nor Czechoslovak authorities had the jurisdiction to prosecute Soviet
soldiers, no direct investigations into rapes committed by Soviet troops were conducted.
Instead, sexual violence appears only incidentally in police reports or cases where it was
mentioned. The rare cases of police investigations mentioning rapes show that the women
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who reported the sexual crimes that had been committed by Soviet soldiers did not find
justice. The police investigations typically sought to blame the victim, for example, by asking
the woman who had allegedly been raped to describe what she had been wearing at the time,
her sexual history and the reasons why she did not fight or scream. 23-year-old Olga F.
reported that four unknown Soviet soldiers had raped her.lZ Instead of accusing anyone for
the crime, the authorities blamed her for travelling on her own at night, thus contributing to
the marginalization of sexual violence and victim blaming. Another case also hints at the scale
of sexual violence in Slovakia: 23-year-old Jolana O. was investigated on a different matter,
but her court case shows the experience of rape in one family.18 Soviet soldiers raped both of
her sisters and one of them became pregnant as a result of the rape.

Based on these sources alone, it is impossible to determine the exact number of girls and
women who were raped or to draw any broad conclusions, since the sources are scarce and
many witnesses and victims remained silent. However, the cases where women did testify
reveal a widespread awareness of the danger of rape by Soviet soldiers, and include
references to warnings to women about how to protect themselves, personal accounts of
rape, witness accounts, and accounts of others who had been victims, indicating that sexual
violence committed by Soviet soldiers was a common experience by end of the Second World
War.

Fraternization. Sign. G 1064, Matilda Cechova:
Nezabudneme, 1955 / Slovenska narodna galéria (SNG),
Free access - no reuse

In contrast to the state socialist propaganda which
illustrated friendly fraternizing between Slovak women
and Soviet soldiers, according to a number of sources
girls and women were advised to avoid places where
Soviet troops were stationed. Sign. G 1809, Imrich
Vysocan: Oslobodenie, 1957 / Slovenska narodna galéria
(SNG), Free access - no reuse

“Just a gang of Soviet deserters”
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The behaviour of Soviet troops in Slovakia prompted the Slovak communist leader, Vladimir
Klementis

Vladimir Klementis

Vladimir Clementis (20 September 1902 Tisovec, Slovakia [at that time, Austria-Hungary] — 3 December
1952,&nbsp;Prague, Czechia [at that time, Czechoslovakia]) was a Slovak and Czechoslovak politician, lawyer,
publicist, literary critic, author and a prominent member of the Czechoslovak Communist Party from 1924
onwards. At the time of the establishment of the wartime Slovak State, in March 1939, he went to exile. He
criticised the Molotov—Ribbentrop Pact, the Soviet Union on a number of issues, as well as the Czechoslovak
Communist Party. Subsequently he was expelled from the Party. In 1945 he was readmitted to the Communist
Party, and became State Secretary at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Between 1948 and 1950, he served as
Minister of Foreign Affairs of Czechoslovakia. In 1952, he was accused of “Titoism” and “national deviation”
during the Slansky trial and executed.

, to complain to Marshal lvan Konev, who responded that the main culprits were just a gang of
“Soviet deserters”.12 The Soviet military authorities tended to downplay the crimes
committed by Red Army soldiers in general, and in particular when talking to communist
leaders.20

In addition to the Red Army, the
Romanian Royal Army and the 1st

Czechoslovak Army Corps formed in
Soviet exile participated in the

liberation of Slovakia, “Formation of
Czechoslovak units in the Soviet

Marshal Konev during the liberation of Prague on 9 May 1945.
https://cs.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soubor:Prague_liberation_1945_konev.jpg,
CCBY-SA 3.0

Union”, no signature, no location,
undated, Personal archive of Jozef
Nalepka, Located in the Archive of the
Museum of National History in Hlohovec
[Archiv Vlastivedného muzea v
Hlohovci]. Jozef Nalepka,

Free access - no reuse

“Hordes of Soviet rapists”

Konev’s argument stands in stark contrast to Slovak wartime propaganda. However, the
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credibility of Slovak propaganda sources is also highly questionable: these were deeply
influenced by the regime’s ideological alignment with Nazi Germany and its intent to sow fear
and reinforce loyalty through exaggerated or fabricated narratives from early 1945 by
portraying the Red Army as “hordes of Soviet rapists, violent barbarians, and uncontrollable

drunkards”.

reé a dy

Cs. brigédda v ohni

Articles about criminal behaviour, looting,
and rapes committed by Red Army in
Slovakia was published on the front page of
the state newspaper Slovak with the title “Big
Awakening” in March 1945. Slovak 27 (1945),
Nr. 66, S. 1, Free access - no reuse

For instance, in March 1945 the newspaper Slovdk [The Slovak] printed a story describing
Slovak men from Liptovsky Mikulas, who allegedly welcomed the Red Army soldiers, and
prepared a celebration. According to Slovdk, the celebration took a different turn when the
soldiers kicked the men out and raped the women: “Regardless of whether they were 12 or 60
years old. [...] Today, many are in hospital, since a large percentage of Slavic liberators
carried sexually transmitted diseases.” 21 The newspaper also suggested that such
celebrations, ending in rape, were not exceptional but rather a common feature of Soviet
presence. Slovak also stated that the threat of social stigmatization prevented most women

from reporting incidents of rape.
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Memoirs of the Red Army from exile

Reports of sexual violence in Slovakia created by democratic parties in Czechoslovakia might
also be considered politically charged. For instance, Czechoslovak politician Jan Stransky

Jan Stransky

Jan Stransky (3 December 1913 Brno, Czechia [at that time, Austria-Hungary] — 11 February 1988 Connecticut,
USA) was a Czech and Czechoslovak lawyer, journalist, politician of the Czechoslovak National Social Party
and a post-war member of the Constituent National Assembly [Ustavodérné narodni shromazdenf]. After 1948
he lived in exile, first in Germany, then the UK and eventually in the USA. In 1951, he co-founded the Czech
section of the Free Europe radio station in Munich. In 1952, he went to New York, where he worked as the
head of the press service and political adviser of Free Europe until his retirement.

from the Czech National Social Party [Ceska strana narodne socialni strana], reflected in exile
on the liberation experiences. In his 1950 book “East Wind Over Prague”, he wrote about
sexual violence against Czech and Slovak women: “The saddest chapter, however, of the

story of Soviet liberation is that concerning violence committed against women.”

Jan Stransky (standing) acted as clerk to Jan

Sramek, the prime minister of the Czechoslovak
government in exile in London during the
Second World War. Sign. 0670611668 / Ceska
tiskova kancelat (CTK), Free access - no reuse
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He wrote about villages where over half the women were raped by Red Army soldiers,
hundreds of women being hospitalized due to injuries or sexually transmitted infections
inflicted by the soldiers committing sexual violence, and children and elderly women who
were raped. Stransky’s book clearly aimed to position Czechoslovakia as a victim of the

Soviet occupation.

While the wartime newspaper reports could have been fabricated for propaganda purposes,
and Stransky’s post-war memoir seems often to have been based on hearsay, the same
narratives appear to reflect reality, as they are corroborated by accounts found in
testimonies and reports by women.

The combat unity of Slavs and the unsystematic punishment of sexual
violence

The Red Army was indeed welcomed by many Slovaks who greeted the soldiers with flowers,

hugs and kisses, wanting to celebrate the end of the war together.
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0J0VA JEDNOTA SLOVANDY
AOZSUDDK SIVIRTL NAD NEMECKYMI BEST‘IAMH
1

Czechs and Slovaks formed their combat units
and fought side by side with the Red Army
against Nazi Germany. Yet the long-awaited
liberation was not all celebration, Poster
“Combat unity of the Slavs. Death sentence on
German beasts [Bojova jednota Slovanov.
Rozsudok smrti nad nemeckymi bestiami]”. Sign.
N78/84 / Muzeum Slovenského narodného
povstania, Free access - no reuse

Yet soon many realized the bitter, gendered aftertaste of liberation. Clearly, some women
deliberately fraternized with the soldiers of the liberating army. Some sought adventure,
others used their sexual relationships with officers to protect themselves from rape by
common soldiers, while others bartered their sexual services to help to provide for

themselves or their families in the difficult post-war days.22
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Leonid Ilyich Brezhnev posing with women residing in Kezmarok. While the people on the

pictures have not been identified, the first woman on the left, Ms. Drzewiecka, was known in
the town by the nickname “Polish Countess” and for being a zealous Communist. The
photograph was taken at the Tatralan factory in Kezmarok, January 28, 1945. At that time,
Brezhnev was the chief political commissar of the 4th Ukrainian Front, which entered Prague
in May 1945. Private collection of Marcel Maniak. Free access - no reuse
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However, most of girls and women who were brutalized by the Red Army soldiers had very
little choice. Based on fragmented sources, the actions of soldiers in the territory of Slovakia
were often tacitly overlooked by their superiors, being perceived as a byproduct of war.23 In
some instances, when superiors became aware of sexual violence having been perpetrated by
their soldiers, those soldiers were promptly executed.24 This is also mentioned in women’s
testimonies. Stransky acknowledged that a number of Red Army officers punished their own
soldiers, having them shot for committing acts of sexual violence, and a number of
testimonies suggest this too.

Later, in the official Stalinist narrative of liberation emphasizing comradeship, there was no
place for discussing the violence that Soviet soldiers had committed against Czech and Slovak
girls and women. Finding its place in academic research, the story of sexual violence
committed by the Red Army during the liberation of Czechoslovakia and beyond, although
persistently repeated, has become a marginal storyline and something of an urban myth.25
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The celebratory narrative of liberation omitted any debates on
crimes perpetrated by the Red Army. Picture taken during
Celebration of the events of 1 May 1945. Jozef Teslik, Oslavy
prvého maja / Slovenska tlacova kanceldria (STK),

Free access - no reuse

Those who actually witnessed or experienced sexual violence at the hands of Red Army
soldiers would recall the level of violence, “to which the system either shuts its eyes or which

it just does not know how to deal with.”2¢ Therefore, even though 80 years have passed since
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the end of the Second World War, deeper analysis of relevant sources still allows us to shed

light on the gruesome reality of liberation for many people across Europe.
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