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THE DEPORTATION OF ROMANIAN 
GERMANS TO THE SOVIET UNION AND ITS 

PLACE WITHIN TRANSYLVANIAN SAXON 
MEMORY DISCOURSES IN GERMANY IN THE 

1950S AND THE 1960S

Introduction

In January 1945, following Soviet orders, between 70,000 and 80,000 
Romanian citizens of German ethnicity were deported to the Soviet Union, 
for forced labour, a situation that lasted in most cases until 1950/51.1 A 
geographical breakdown of the deported looks roughly as follows: about 
60,000 were Germans from Transylvania and Banat (30,000 Transylvanian 
Saxons and 30,000 Banat Swabians), while 10,000 were from the Sathmar 
region (5,000 Sathmar Swabians) and from the so-called ‘Old Kingdom’.2 
The exact numbers are subject to debate, yet the higher percentage of 
Banat Swabians and Transylvanian Saxons mirrors the fact that from a 
numerical point of view these were the most significant German-speaking 
groups in Romania. The great part of the deported, men between 17 and 
45 and women between 18 and 30 years old, were sent to the Donetsk 
region and to the Urals.3 

The deportation to the Soviet Union can be historically integrated 
within the larger and more far-reaching process of flight and expulsion 
of Germans from Central and Eastern Europe at the end of the Second 
World War.4 Nonetheless, the phenomenon displays significant differences 
when compared to the much better known expulsions of ethnic Germans 
from Poland or Czechoslovakia. Most importantly, it was a case of 
temporary deportation, in view of a precise purpose, and not of permanent 
resettlement. Furthermore, unlike in the Polish, Czech, or the Hungarian 
and Yugoslav cases, the Romanian government and other political actors 
tried, albeit unsuccessfully, to oppose the measure.5
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At the same time, it must also be emphasised that Romanian Germans 
were not the only group of Germans from Central and Eastern Europe 
deported to Soviet labour camps. A similar fate afflicted Germans from 
Hungary, Yugoslavia and even from what is nowadays Western Poland. 
All in all, about 450.000 Germans from the said countries (Romania 
included) were deported.6

Nowadays, the deportation is undoubtedly a crucial element to 
Romanian German memory and, henceforth, to Romanian German 
identity and identification discourses. Salient evidence include processes 
of memorialisation that have taken place in the last two to three decades in 
both Romania and Germany: exhibitions, commemorations, inauguration 
of monuments and memorials, often in the presence of important political 
actors.7 In the same context, the growing presence of academic and 
non-academic literature on the topic should be noticed. Nobel Prize 
winner Herta Müller’s novel, The Hunger Angel (the original title is 
Der Atemschaukel),8 is the best known literary work dealing with the 
deportation.  

Questions surrounding the deportation of Romanian Germans and 
its consequences have been addressed on a scholarly level. The most 
comprehensive academic work on the topic is the three-volumes project, 
authored by Georg Weber et al., dealing with the deportation as a historical 
event, as a biographical event and as a topic handled in literature.9 Other 
works looking at questions related to the deportation and its memory 
make extensive use of an oral history methodology, thus emphasising the 
perspective of the survivors and, in some cases, of their offspring, and 
aiming mainly to reconstruct experiences in the past.10 Official documents 
and other primary sources have also been edited.11 

Recently, Annemarie Weber analysed the representation of the 
deportation in Neuer Weg, the main German-language newspaper in 
Communist Romania, focusing on the same period as my own study (the 
1950s and the 1960s).12 She showed that in reality the deportation was 
not totally tabooed by Communist authorities in Romania and that at least 
in the 1950s a “valorisation of the reconstruction work” was present in 
the pages of Neuer Weg, in accordance with the ideological desiderata 
of the period. The ideological loading notwithstanding, Weber argues, 
this represented the “first and the most important integration offer for 
Romanian Germans”.13

 Nevertheless, in spite of this growing interest for questions regarding the 
Romanian German deportation to the Soviet Union, what is undoubtedly 
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lacking is a study of the politics of memory associated with the deportation, 
charting the various top-down memory discourses about the phenomenon, 
their uses and their significance for the actors disseminating them, from 
the 1950s onwards. Worded differently, there is no analysis of the place 
and of the relevance of the deportation after the deportation, of its afterlife 
in the various conceptualisations of Transylvanian Saxon (and Romanian 
German) memory and identity. The present paper intends to partly fill in 
this gap, by looking mostly at discourses disseminated by Transylvanian 
Saxon elites in Germany in the 1950s and 1960s.

In the Transylvanian Saxon case, the two main Germany-based 
institutions aiming to speak on behalf of the community and thus shaping 
politics of identity and politics of memory were the Homeland Association 
(Landsmannschaft) of Transylvanian Saxons and the Aid Committee 
(Hilfskomitee) of Transylvanian Saxons and Evangelical Banat Swabians. 
Tightly interlinked, yet with partially different interests and with distinct 
approaches as regards Transylvanian Saxon future, both organisations 
were doing ethnic politics.

It is something of an obvious truth that, “the construction of memory 
is infused by politics”.14 Consequently, I grant attention to particular 
instantiations of what Lebow called “institutional memory”, i.e. “efforts by 
political elites, their supporters, and their opponents to construct meanings 
of the past and propagate them more widely or impose them on other 
members of society.”15 Considering the fact that the main sources used 
for this research are press sources, I focus on top-down discourses and 
statements directly or indirectly related to the deportation. Furthermore, 
taking into account that the local component of memory plays a key 
role in the shaping of identity discourses and of self-representations and 
that the analysis of the local dimension facilitates the understanding of 
particular processes and tensions within larger social groups,16 I also 
look at discourses about the deportation originating from more eccentric 
“ethnopolitical entrepreneurs”. More concretely, I refer on the one hand to 
discourses promoted by elites within the two above-mentioned institutions 
(Homeland Association and Evangelical Aid Committee), and on the other 
hand to discourses disseminated from the margins of Transylvanian Saxon 
ethnic politics in Germany.

Furthermore, I connect the meanings of such discursive acts of 
memorialisation, coming from the centre or from the margins of 
Transylvanian Saxon ethnic politics, to broader Transylvanian Saxon self-
representations and to the wider historical and socio-political contexts in 
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which discourses about the deportation ensued. In this context, the present 
paper is fundamentally a study of textual discourses and of transmitted 
discursive knowledge, aiming to shed light upon what specific utterances 
stood for in particular contexts. 

My own methodological approach has been informed by two studies 
on the memory of the expulsion of Germans from Silesia and of the loss 
of the region in favour of Poland, both of them much broader in scope 
than the present paper.17 Christian Lotz analysed the stances of the most 
important organisational actors in the two German states, with respect to 
the memory of the expulsion and of the territorial loss, whereas Andreas 
Demshuk investigated the interpretative cleavage between the Silesian 
elites in Germany and the grassroots level, i.e. the ordinary expellees, 
members or non-members of the respective organisations. They both 
emphasised the conflicts regarding the interpretation of the expulsion, 
the various meanings such conflicts held, tightly linked with the politics 
pursued by and the interactions between the said institutions. For his 
research, Lotz used mostly archival material, found in several archives in 
Germany, whereas Demshuk also looked at press articles. 

At the same time, it has to be emphasised that the landscape of memory 
discourses related to the Romanian German deportation has been and 
is undoubtedly broader than sketched in this paper, as a multitude of 
“memory workers” or “memory activists”18 were directly or indirectly 
interested in the memorialisation of the event, representing various stances 
and acting in multiple ways. These actors can also be conceptualised 
as Transylvanian Saxon “ethnopolitical entrepreneurs”, i.e. “specialists 
in ethnicity”, who “may well live ‘off’ as well as ‘for’ ethnicity”. One 
of the instruments they use is that of “reifying ethnic groups”, through 
their management of ethnic politics on the one hand and through the 
fundamental role they play in the production and reproduction of ethnic 
identity discourses on the other hand.19

In order to delineate the memory discourses about the deportation and 
their role within the contemporary contexts they were part of, I resort to a 
number of sources inconsistently analysed until now. I refer mainly to the 
several postwar press publications of Transylvanian Saxons in Germany, 
such as Siebenbürgische Zeitung, Licht der Heimat, or Siebenbürgisch-
sächsischer Hauskalender. The first one was the official organ of the 
Homeland Association, whereas the latter two were published under the 
aegis of the Aid Committee. To these I added two Heimatblätter, Zeidner 
Gruß and Wir Heldsdörfer, i.e. periodical bulletins published under the 
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aegis of former local Transylvanian Saxon communities for their members 
who had settled down in Germany. The attention I grant to press sources 
is based on the one hand on the close links between print media products 
and the shaping of collective memory,20 and on the other hand on the fact 
that the analysis of Transylvanian Saxon publications in Germany offers 
the possibility to grasp and deconstruct the identity discourses and the 
related conflicts and tensions taking place within the institutions aiming 
to represent Transylvanian Saxons. Such publications were part of the so-
called “expellee press”.21 They provide a valuable and insightful source 
on numerous aspects related to Transylvanian Saxon life and conflicts in 
Germany after the Second World War.

Through looking at these sources, this paper intends to provide answers, 
be they only partial, to a number of questions. The Homeland Association 
and the Aid Committee had very different perspectives as regards the future 
prospects of the Romanian German communities, but was this in any way 
linked with different interpretations of the deportation to the Soviet Union 
in the first postwar decades? What role did these interpretations play in 
the larger narratives promoted by these groups? Did Transylvanian Saxon 
elites within the Homeland Association insert the deportation in the wider 
context of the victimhood discourses promoted by the umbrela-association 
Federation of Expellees (Bund der Vertriebenen) and if yes, how? 

By researching the particular case of Transylvanian Saxon elites in 
Germany in the first postwar decades, this paper sheds light upon some 
of the relevant actors in a very broad picture. Thus, it should be read and 
taken first and foremost as a starting point of an attempt to comprehensively 
chart the multitude of memory discourses on to the deportation, and the 
related conflicts. On the one hand, my intention is to shed light upon 
particular instantiations of the “Germans as victims” discourse and to see 
how discourses on the deportation stand in relationship to this broader 
discursive paradigm.22 On the other hand, looking at the Transylvanian 
Saxon memorialisation of the deportation in the first postwar decades 
definitely opens the way for future elaborations on the transformations of 
Romanian German identity discourses from the second half of the 20th 
century onwards.



54

N.E.C. Ştefan Odobleja Program Yearbook 2012-2013

Transylvanian Saxons at the End of the Second World War

Saxon presence in Transylvania dates all the way back to the 12th 
century, with Saxon identity being maintained up to the 18th century 
by means of a certain degree of jurisdictional, religious, and cultural 
autonomy.23 Following the First World War and the Paris Peace Treaties 
from 1919, Transylvania, until then part of the Habsburg Empire, was 
incorporated into Romania and henceforth Transylvanian Saxons became 
part of the German minority in Romania, which also included other 
German-speaking groups such as Banat Swabians, Sathmar Swabians, 
Bukovina Germans, Bessarabia Germans, or Dobruja Germans. In 1930 
figures showed around 237,000 Germans in the region.24 The relationships 
with Germany and with the German-speaking world had always been 
an important aspect of Transylvanian Saxon cultural and social life,25 yet 
they gained political momentum especially after 1933, National Socialist 
ideology exerting a very powerful attraction upon Transylvanian Saxons.26

Romania entered the Second World War in 1941, siding with the 
Axis. In 1943, Romanian authorities officially allowed Romanian 
Germans to join German troops, yet the phenomenon had already started 
beforehand.27 Romania’s sudden change of sides, on 23 August 1944, 
abruptly placed Germans in Romania into a totally new situation: from a 
privileged minority during Romania’s alliance with Hitler, they suddenly 
became enemies. Furthermore, the presence of Soviet troops on Romanian 
territory, de facto acting in many ways like an occupation army, was 
already rightfully perceived as omenous. In this context, following Soviet 
orders, the deportation of Romanian Germans (women between 18 and 
30 years old, men between 17 and 45 years old) to the Soviet Union, ‘for 
the reconstruction of the country’ took place. Given the fact that many 
Romanian German men were at the time still serving in the Wehrmacht 
or in the SS, there was a gender imbalance within Romanian German 
communities. This also led to a situation in which more than half of 
the deported were women. Most of the deported were released by the 
end of the 1940s. About 15% of the deportees did not survive the harsh 
conditions.28 

Practically, the Second World War led to the seemingly irreversible 
displacement of a significant number of Transylvanian Saxons. The massive 
enrolment of young Transylvanian Saxon men in the German Army and in 
the SS made it impossible, or at least extremely difficult, for them to come 
back to Romania.29 According to Hans-Werner Schuster, most of the about 
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20.000 men in this situation were discharged in Germany.30 Furthermore, 
during the war Transylvania was divided between Romania and Hungary, 
the northern part of the region falling under the administration of the latter 
country. Unlike most of their fellow Saxons in southern Transylvania, many 
Saxons in northern Transylvania fled from the advancement of the Soviet 
armies, ending in Austria and in southern Germany. Their evacuation 
practically started the chain of events better known as “flight and expulsion 
of Germans from Eastern Europe”.31 Figures are far from being irrelevant: 
this was probably the largest group of Transylvanian Saxons in Germany, 
numbering about 50.000 individuals.32 To these two groups one should 
add the relatively small number of intellectuals and other people who 
had moved to Germany before or during the war. Last, but definitely 
not least, of those deported from Romania to the Soviet Union, around 
15.000 Transylvanian Saxons were sent back in the second half of the 
1940s not to their home country, but to the Soviet Occupation Zone, in 
Frankfurt (Oder). Most of them then moved to the Federal Republic.33 
They completed the structure of the Transylvanian Saxon community in 
Germany in the first postwar decades.34 

Just like in the case of all Germans from Central- and Eastern Europe 
who were expelled at the end of the Second World War, German 
legislation granted Transylvanian Saxons from the start relatively 
easy access to citizenship.35 This also led to a situation in which the 
Transylvanian Saxon community was caught on the two sides of the 
Iron Curtain, communicating with difficulty, if at all: the greatest part of 
it was in Romania, whereas a smaller, albeit very active part, was in the 
Federal Republic of Germany. Moreover, this was conducive to increasing 
difficulties and conflicts regarding the prospects for the future of the 
Transylvanian Saxon community, conflicts placed and displayed in both 
Romania and Germany.  

In the immediate postwar years, Germany being occupied by the 
Allies, the German expellees from Central- and Eastern Europe were 
prohibited from forming political organisations.36 In this context, the 
very first expellee institutions to be created were the religious ones, 
“organised primarily to help alleviate individual hardships”.37 This was 
also valid in the Transylvanian Saxon case, most surely also on the basis 
of the traditionally political role of the Lutheran Church in Transylvania, 
the so-called Volkskirche (national church).38 On 6 February 1947 the 
Aid Committee of Transylvanian Saxons and Evangelical Banat Swabians 
was founded.39 Only later, in 1949, was the Homeland Association set 



56

N.E.C. Ştefan Odobleja Program Yearbook 2012-2013

up.40 Nevertheless, the close interdependence of the two organisations 
was visible from the very start, on both a personal and institutional level. 
Fritz Heinz Reimesch, a Transylvanian Saxon writer settled in Germany 
since the interwar period and having made a career during Nazi rule, was 
in the early 1950s president of both institutions. 

One of the key figures within the Homeland Association, and 
undoubtedly its main ideologue during the greatest part of the post-
war period was Heinrich Zillich (1898-1988), writer and former Nazi 
enthusiast. Zillich had been a fervent admirer of Hitler and one of the 
so-called cultural renewers (Erneuerer) in the interwar period.41 In effect, 
the Homeland Association was practically dominated by individuals who 
previously contributed directly to the success of National Socialism within 
the Transylvanian Saxon community in Romania.42   

In time, the Homeland Association and the Aid Committee started to 
have divergent points regarding the future of Transylvanian Saxons. On the 
one hand, the lay/political elites within the Homeland Association pushed 
for migration of Saxons from Romania to Germany, considering that there 
can be no proper future for the community in the former homeland. On 
the other hand, the religious elites gathered under the aegis of the Aid 
Committee and fundamentally close to the Lutheran Church in Romania 
were very critical towards this approach. They were aiming rather towards 
creating the necessary conditions in order for a significant Transylvanian 
Saxon community to continue to exist in Romania, despite the hardships 
imposed by the Communist regime in the country.43

Integrating Romanian German Memory and Identity in the West 
German Context. The Deportation to the Soviet Union versus 
the Evacuation of Saxons from Northern Transylvania

Münz and Ohliger argue that the construction of Germans as a “nation 
of victims” was hegemonic in the first two postwar decades and one of the 
main elements of this scaffolding was connected with the suffering and 
the plights of the expellees.44 Consequently, it is hardly a surprise that in 
the first two postwar decades (especially in the 1950s) the predominant 
discourse disseminated by Transylvanian Saxon elites was focusing on 
victimhood. As such, it could easily be acknowledged within the German 
public opinion and also within the circle of German “expellees” from 
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Central- and Eastern Europe, dominated by the Homeland Associations 
of Sudeten and Silesian Germans.45  

Within this general setting, one could expect discourses on Romanian 
German deportation to the Soviet Union to be present in the foreground 
of Transylvanian Saxon public space, as displayed in Siebenbürgische 
Zeitung, Licht der Heimat or Siebenbürgisch-sächsischer Hauskalender, 
the three main publications of Saxons in Germany. The deportation of 
around 30,000 Transylvanian Saxons to the Soviet Union for forced labour 
was undoubtedly fit to enter a paradigm of victimhood. Nevertheless, 
looking for materials on the deportation in the issues of the said 
publications appearing in the anniversary months and years (January 1955, 
January 1960, January 1965, January 1970) proved to be a largely futile 
endeavour. Only in February 1970 did Siebenbürgische Zeitung publish 
an account about the deportation, on the page dedicated to women(!). 
Furthermore, the title of the article was “12 Januar 1965 - Erinnerungen” 
(12 January 1965 - memories), suggesting that it had to wait five years 
in order to be published.46 What is even more striking is that roughly in 
the same period of time, the anniversaries of the evacuation of Saxons 
from northern Transylvania were marked through several articles, in all 
three publications.47 Thus, an implicit memory conflict can be detected, 
between two sets of traumatic group experiences.48 

 The question regarding the reasons for the profuse interest for the 
evacuation of Saxons from northern Transylvania and the comparatively 
smaller attention granted to the deportation to the Soviet Union can be 
explained by several factors. Firstly, the discourse on evacuation could 
be easily integrated within the larger paradigm of ‘flight and expulsion’, 
prevalent within German public space in the first postwar decades. There 
are a number of important differences between the fate of Germans in the 
northern part of Transylvania, who were evacuated by and together with 
the retreating German army, and that of Germans in western Poland or 
from the Sudeten region, who were expelled by the local governments of 
the time. The former could more easily be presented as part of the ‘flight 
and expulsion’, an argument in favour of the institutional and political 
integration of the Transylvanian Saxon Homeland Association within 
larger expellee organisations. 

Secondly, the evacuation of Saxons from northern Transylvania also 
brought forth consequences in many ways similar to those ensued from the 
expulsions from Poland and Czechoslovakia, such as the loss of property, 
and was thus legally addressed by the German state, through the Law on 
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the Equalisation of Burdens (Lastenausgleichsgesetz).49 In 1951, Heinrich 
Zillich argued for the integration of Transylvanian Saxons in the community 
of expellees, on the basis of the „common destiny“, thus suggesting that 
this was not taken for granted and that debates in this respect were present 
either within the circles of Transylvanian Saxon leadership or within the 
wider expellee movement: “It must be said, that we have a common 
destiny, that we construct the block of 9 million expellees. We also belong 
to it from an organisational point of view and we are fully entitled. We 
have no reason to step out of line.”50 

Saxon self-identification discourses emphasising the flight from 
Transylvania were thus part and parcel of attempts to integrate within 
the broader expellee community, politically acknowledged by the West 
German state and active under the aegis of several institutions, out of 
which the Federation of Expellees emerged in December 1958 as the 
sole representative body.51 The efforts of the Homeland Association to 
construct Transylvanian Saxons as ‘expellees’ reached their pinnacle in a 
different context, much later, in 1985, when the paradoxical expression 
“expelled, yet held back in the expelling country”, was coined by journalist 
Hans Hartl.52 The political connotations and goals related to the use of 
such an expression are linked with the perceived recognition granted in 
West Germany to German expellees from Central and Eastern Europe. The 
typescript bearing as motto the aforementioned locution was handed over 
to German politicians and policy-makers, in view of supporting Romanian 
German migration to Germany in the second half of the 1980s.53 

It would go beyond the scope of the present paper to analyse in depth 
the ways in which the Saxon integration into the larger expellee community 
was construed, yet it is worth emphasising that in the first two postwar 
decades placing the experiences of Saxons from northern Transylvania 
under spotlight came hand in hand with an apparent lack of centrally-
steered commemorative interest for the deportation to the Soviet Union.

Moreover, avoiding memory talk about the deportation could also be 
connected with the question of guilt and responsibility. Many of those 
involved in the politics of the Homeland Association had been, in the 
interwar period, fervent National Socialists.54 Thus, they were practically 
the ones who made possible the equation of ‘German’ with ‘Hitlerite’, 
one of its consequences being the deportation of their fellow Saxons 
from Romania to the Soviet Union. Not transforming the deportation 
into an institutionally sanctioned part of official memory could also be a 
way in which sensitive questions regarding one’s own responsibility for 



59

CRISTIAN CERCEL

the phenomenon were avoided. Nevertheless, this hypothesis should be 
verified by recurring to archival sources, such as internal documents of the 
Homeland Association, correspondence etc. At the same time, despite the 
existence of animosities and tensions between the Homeland Association 
and the Aid Committee, often also regarding the Nazi past, such conflicts 
were rarely made public in the first postwar decades.55

Last but not least, one of the main differences between northern 
Transylvanian Saxons and deported Saxons settled in Germany was their 
degree of ‘groupness’. Not only that the former were undoubtedly more 
numerous in the 1950s and the 1960s, but their evacuation often led to 
a situation in which villages and groups practically migrated in toto. This 
facilitated the reconstruction or the reinstatement of social institutions, 
that could then impose the collective remembrance of the recent past.

Nevertheless, the deportation seems to have been commemorated in 
the 1960s under the aegis of newly created Heimatortsgemeinschaften, i.e. 
communities gathering the former inhabitants of villages and localities in 
Transylvania, now living in Germany. In this context, the Zeidner Gruß, 
i.e. the news bulletin of the Zeiden/Codlea/Feketehalom community in 
Germany, offers relevant information about the twentieth anniversary of the 
deportation with extensive material on the event, thus showing a difference 
between the central indifference and the local need for commemoration of 
the deportation. Zeiden is a locality in southern Transylvania. Therefrom, 
around 500 Germans were deported in January 1945 to the Soviet Union. 
The total number of Germans in Zeiden was somewhere around 3,000 
(around 400 Germans from Zeiden served in the Wehrmacht and in the 
SS during the Second World War). About 300 of the deportees returned 
to Zeiden, while around 100 were discharged in Germany, and about 
100 died in the deportation.56 

The commemoration of the deportation took place at the fifth edition 
of the Zeiden neighbourhood day (Nachbarschaftstag), celebrated in 
Bischofshohen, a locality close to Salzburg. The young Nachbarvater 
(neighbourhood elder), Balduin Harter, gave a lengthy speech on this 
occasion, published in the pages of the Zeidner Gruß.57 Maria Bucur’s 
claim that memory is always local appears to be borne out in this case.58 
Furthermore, even before this anniversary, one could read in Zeidner 
Gruß about various other local attempts to memorialise the deportation, 
such as religious services in the Transylvanian homeland for those who 
were deported to the Soviet Union, or even the composition of songs 
dedicated to the deported.59 
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Herter’s intervention in 1965 is based upon his own memories of the 
event, as he was one of the deportees, but also on memories of other 
deportees, whom he asked and encouraged to write down their own 
experiences.60 As thus, he fits in the paradigm promoted in the 1950s and 
1960s by means of the large, eight volumes documentation project on 
the expulsion of Germans from Central- and Eastern Europe.61 As Robert 
G. Moeller noticed, the documentation implied moving away from “a 
historiographical tradition that had focused all but exclusively on the 
stories of great men and nation states” and moving towards the grassroots 
level and the stories of ordinary people, accounts of eye-witnesses.62 In 
the same vein, Herter’s main objectives seemed to be the collection of 
firsthand material about the deportations from those directly hit by the 
phenomenon and the commemoration of those who died, whose names 
were read out loud in front of a standing audience.63 

The Responsibility for the Deportation

Zeidner Gruß, in effect the first Heimatblatt published by Transylvanian 
Saxons in Germany,64 offers thus important insights into the local aspects 
of memorialisation and remembrance of the deportation. Another similar 
publication appearing during the same period of time,65 Wir Heldsdörfer, 
the Heimatblatt of the Heldsdorf/Hălchiu/Höltöveny community, partially 
confirms that the need to commemorate the deportation was bigger on the 
local level. Nevertheless, unlike in Zeidner Gruß, no reference was made 
to the organisation of commemorative events related to the deportation. Yet 
accounts of those deported or literary pieces inspired by the deportation 
were published.66 More importantly, in 1970 six pages were dedicated 
to the forced labour in the Soviet Union.67

The latter material leads us to another relevant question regarding 
the deportation as a historical event and its afterlife, i.e. its memory 
and its interpretations within Romanian German circles in Germany 
during the Cold War. In a text published initially in Südostdeutsche 
Vierteljahresblätter,68 and then in Wir Heldsdörfer, Bernard Ohsam, in 
effect one of the very first authors of a novel about the deportation, inspired 
from his own experiences,69 touches upon the question of responsibility 
for the fate of Romanian Germans at the end of the Second World War.70 
In Ohsam’s view, Romanian authorities were the main culprits for the 
deportation, as they had decided to deport the German population, 
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although Stalin and the Soviet Union had simply requested qualified 
labour force for the reconstruction of the country.71 

Ohsam’s intervention from 1970 was not the first one addressing the 
issue of guilt and responsibility for the deportation. At one point, in 1951-
1952, the question had already elicited a short-lived debate, not within the 
small circle of Transylvanian Saxon elites, but rather between such elites 
and members of the Romanian exile, close to the Rădescu government, 
under whose administration the deportation took place. The reasons for 
contention were related to the responsibility for the deportations, ascribed 
by Heinrich Zillich and by others not only to the Soviet occupiers, but 
also to a large extent to the Romanian authorities.72 

In January 1952, on the occasion of the seventh anniversary of 
the deportation, a certain Cornelius (a pseudonym) published a harsh 
attack against the Romanian government: “When in late autumn 1944, 
the Soviets requested workforce from Romania, on treaty basis, the 
Romanian politicians in charge agreed to offer them first the human fair 
game of that time: the German-speaking population.“73 An exchange of 
opinions ensued. The Romanian answer to the allegations came from 
Constantin Vişoianu, Minister of Foreign Affairs during the deportation 
and president of the Romanian National Committee in Exile in the 1950s, 
who represented the today commonly held, historically based view that 
the Romanian government officially opposed the deportation.74 Yet later 
on, in April, A.H. (most probably, Alfred Hönig) reinforced the view 
that Germans were targeted not only by Romanian Communists, but 
also by the bourgeois parties and, moreover, that they had been victims 
even under Antonescu: “We Volksdeutschen were not beneficiaries, 
but playthings of the alliance between National Socialist Germany and 
Antonescu’s Romania… […] Under Antonescu, some of the regulations of 
the Romanian legislation directed against Jews were also utilised against 
us Volksdeutsche.”75

The exchange is undoubtedly telling of the lack of information about 
the deportation and also of the rumours and opinions circulating as 
common currency within the Transylvanian Saxon community at the time, 
regarding who was accountable for the phenomenon. Yet the question 
that arises is whether ascribing the guilt not only to the Soviets, but also 
to the Romanian pre-Communist authorities had any meaning beyond the 
simple lack of knowledge on a very recent phenomenon. In 1995, Georg 
Weber et al. showed that with the exception of the Communists, members 
of all Romanian political parties tried, in different ways, to protest against 
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the measure.76 Although in the context of the early 1950s it was hard, if 
not impossible, for Transylvanian Saxon elites in Germany to be aware of 
what had happened on a political level behind closed doors in Romania, 
their initial stance regarding the accountability for the deportation can be 
integrated within the policy they developed towards mid-1950s, that of 
pushing for migration of Germans from Romania to Germany. 

Furthermore, dissenting views within the community were not properly 
taken into account. For example, Herwart Scheiner argued that the 
deportation was a Soviet order.77 He had been a member of the Romanian 
German leadership in Romania during the period of the deportation, trying 
to convince General Rădescu, the leader of the government, to cancel 
the order.78 Henceforth, he probably had first-hand knowledge that the 
deportation was actually to blame on the Soviets. Nevertheless, his view 
was not properly taken into account by the elites within the Homeland 
Association. 

Interestingly, this alternative stance with regard to the responsibility 
for the deportation came from one of the early opponents of the ethnic 
politics promoted by the Homeland Association. Pierre de Trégomain 
showed that in 1947 Scheiner was a supporter of the in toto migration 
of Transylvanian Saxons to Germany,79 whereas the migration solution 
was embraced definitively by the Homeland Association only towards the 
mid-1950s.80 However, in 1949, Scheiner set up an organisation aiming 
to represent all Romanian Germans in Germany, thus straightforwardly 
threatening to compete with the Homeland Association(s) for the top-
down production and reproduction of Romanian German identities. Yet 
this time he was distinctly pleading for a Romanian German return to 
Romania.81 This change of attitude might prove that Scheiner was looking 
for various ways to enter into confrontation with the established leaders 
of Transylvanian Saxons in Germany, i.e. the Homeland Association. 
Eventually, little came out of this dispute. Nevertheless, the fact that it 
was precisely Scheiner whose stance regarding the deportation was at 
odds with the prevalent one shows that one has plenty to gain, research-
wise, from connecting the interpretations of the deportation with the 
broader political and cultural contexts they were part of. The uses and 
instrumentalisations of the deportation can thus be better comprehended.

Portraying both Communists and non-Communists in Romania as ready 
to offer Germans as labour force to the Soviets implied that the fate of the 
German minority in Romania was practically sealed, no matter who was in 
charge in Romania. In conclusion, Romania was a country Transylvanian 
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Saxons could not properly go back to. This vision fitted the policy of the 
Homeland Association, pleading for Transylvanian Saxon migration from 
Romania to Germany since the mid-1950s onwards.

The Deportation to the Soviet Union and  
the Second World War

Although the deportation was not often directly addressed and 
although it was not institutionally sanctioned within centrally-steered 
Transylvanian Saxon memory discourses in the 1950s and the 1960s, 
texts about Transylvanian Saxon (recent) history did include references to 
the deportation. For example, in his 1951 discourse at the Transylvanian 
Saxon homeland meeting (Heimattag) in Dinkelsbühl, Reimesch asked 
for a German recognition of Saxon deportation in the Soviet Union, thus 
suggesting that within the larger discourse on expulsion, the deportation 
did not have a place of its own: 

Tens of thousands of German lads and girls, men and women were deported 
as forced labourers to Russia and there they had to do penance for a guilt 
that was not theirs, but which they carried with spiritual greatness, without 
having won until now recognition amidst the German people! How many 
amongst them are lying now at the margins of Asia, in foreign lands!.82 

One finds here in a nutshell the constant Transylvanian Saxon quest for 
German recognition, sign of a fundamentally asymmetrical relationship. 
Furthermore, considering the entirety of Reimesch’s text and the prevalent 
self-identification discourses promoted by Heinrich Zillich, and also 
by expellee associations in general, the reference to “Asia” can also be 
comprehended.83 The historical narratives disseminated by Zillich and 
Reimesch can be summarised as follows: in the past, Germans were sent 
as colonisers to Eastern Europe, thus being the main contributors to the 
advancement and progress of the region and properly inscribing it onto the 
European map. Endowed with positive connotations, Saxon colonisation 
in the region is seen as a ‘mission’, abruptly brought to an end by the 
loss of the war and by the advancement of Soviet armies. Such discourses 
practically stand for a continuation of National Socialist discourses from 
before and during the war. Consequently, the deportation is practically 
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addressed as part of the war, with the deportees being often placed next 
to war prisoners or war victims.84   

Sometimes, this led to a de facto equation of deportees with war 
prisoners. For example, on the occasion of the 1951 homeland meeting, 
Alfred Coulin pleaded for remembering those Saxons who lost their 
homeland: „…some fled on long treks, others came to Germany, where 
the black market was blossoming, through Russia, where they were in 
war captivity.”85 At first glance, the deportation is absent from Coulin’s 
speech. Nevertheless, Coulin had been himself deported to the Soviet 
Union for forced labour, so it would be hard to think he did not intend at 
least to allude to a suffering that he was personally very much aware of, 
in a discourse on Transylvanian Saxon victimhood and loss of Heimat. 
He was one of those discharged in Germany after the deportation, so 
his loss of Heimat was a direct consequence of the deportation.86 More 
probably, he perceived the deportation under the broader umbrella-term 
Kriegsgefangenschaft (war captivity), a phenomenon that was not so 
peculiar if we take into account that the deportation took place during the 
war or that in the early 1950s Russlandheimkehrer (returnees from Russia) 
were in the German public opinion the prisoners of war.87 Furthermore, 
this can also be linked with the fact that according to German legislation, 
deportees were assimilated to war prisoners.88

Wir Heldsdörfer also listed war victims and victims of the deportation, 
under the heading “Unsere Kriegsopfer” (Our war victims). The four pages 
material ended with the list of the inhabitants of Heldsdorf who died in the 
Soviet work camps and with some considerations regarding the putatively 
small death rate of the Heldsdörfer as compared to Transylvanian Saxons 
from other localities.89

The erection, in 1967, of a memorial in Dinkelsbühl “for our dead in 
the entire world” (unseren Toten in aller Welt) can be interpreted in the 
same reading key. The memorial stands for a “bequest” (Vermächtnis), with 
the text on the plaque reading as follows: “We commemorate all sons and 
daughters of Transylvania, who fell in fight, obeying their duty, and who, 
defenseless, were torn away from us, on evacuation routes, in captivity 
and in work camps.”90 In so-called memorial books (Gedenkbücher) those 
who died in the two world wars, in the evacuation, in the work camps or 
in captivity were supposed to be listed.91 Furthermore, instead of listing 
actual names of battlefields, prison and work camps, the choice was to 
append inscriptions with general denominations. Thus, the deportation to 
the Soviet Union was referred to on the one hand under the inscription “im 
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Osten” (in the East) and on the other hand under the inscription “hinter 
Stacheldraht” (behind barbed wire),92 an expression commonly used at 
the time, which merged together war captivity and forced labour in Soviet 
work camps, also related to Holocaust imagery. 

The Deportation to the Soviet Union and the Question of the 
Family Reunification 

Family reunification (Familienzusammenführung) has become one 
of the key elements of the politics of the Homeland Association starting 
with the mid-1950s. This was also the key element of contention between 
the Homeland Association and the Evangelical Aid Committee.93 The 
Cold War migration of Romanian Germans from Communist Romania to 
West Germany took place under the aegis of family reunification; secret 
negotiations between representatives of the two countries were also often 
recurring to this buzzword.94 

The question of family reunification leads us to another way of 
addressing the deportation by Transylvanian Saxon elites in the 1950s and 
in the 1960s, which connects the latter phenomenon to the former issue. 
Thus, the deportation became part of an argumentative framework meant 
to prove that the family reunification, hence migration from Romania to 
Germany, is the only solution for the community. This approach can be 
noticed especially from the mid-1950s onwards. Consequently, it was 
concurrent with the development and stabilisation of the pro-migration 
policy and lobby of the Homeland Association.95 Texts and articles on 
Transylvanian Saxon present refer to the deportation as a cause of the 
existence of families on both sides of the Iron Curtain, which in its turn 
is seen as a problem that thoroughly needs to be solved: 

Then, in 1944, Romania’s decline follows. The Germans in North 
Transylvania are evacuated to Germany and Austria, the South 
Transylvanians stay behind. All Germans able to work amongst them are 
deported in January 1945 for forced labour in the Soviet Union - very 
many of those who came back from the war, from captivity or from the 
Russian forced labour in Germany and Austria, are separated ever since 
from their closest relatives, children, parents. Only when these families 
will be reunited will a hard human injustice be repaired.96 



66

N.E.C. Ştefan Odobleja Program Yearbook 2012-2013

This and other texts connect the deportation and the subsequent 
discharge of some of the deportees in Germany, among other phenomena, 
with the fact that the Transylvanian Saxon community was divided 
between the two sides of the Iron Curtain.

Furthermore, there were cases in which the deportation was raised to 
the status of main reason for the phenomenon of family separation. For 
example, in 1957, A.H. (presumably Alfred Hönig) wrote an extensive 
piece pleading for “humanity” and asking rhetorically whether authorities 
in Bucharest were aiming to refuse family reunification. The author depicts 
the deportation, emphasising the fact that it touched upon all Germans, 
irrespective of political affiliation or of any other criteria. Then, A.H. 
critically argued, the same regime having conducted the deportations is 
not allowing those once persecuted and deprived of their rights to reunite 
with those deported or expelled.97 Heinrich Zillich was also extremely 
active and vocal in drawing connections between the deportation and 
the issue of family reunification, the former arguing for the latter: “Dozens 
of thousands from us were shipped like cattle in sealed wagons to the 
Donetsk region, for forced labour which lasted for years, and an eighth 
of them died. Our families were separated and only you, a small part of 
our tribe, could knock at Germany’s doors.”98 His use of the deportation 
as a historical process in order to argue for the policy supported by the 
Homeland Association, albeit based on a real situation, shows that the 
phenomenon had not gained a proper place of its own in Transylvanian 
Saxon collective memory and identity discourses in the first postwar 
decades.

The fact that the question of family reunification occupied a central 
place in Transylvanian Saxon discourses and preoccupations in the said 
period of time is also showed by Balduin Herter’s addressing of it, in the 
already cited discourse on the occasion of the twentieth commemoration 
of the Zeiden deportation.99 In the second part of his text, Herter addressed 
more contemporary topics, also relating the family separation, constituting 
the crux of the preoccupations of the Homeland Association, with the 
deportation. However, unlike the elites in the Homeland Association, he 
did not place that into an argumentation pleading for family reunification 
in Germany as the only solution for the Transylvanian Saxons, but rather 
offered a more nuanced account of Romanian-German relationships. 
He criticised Romanian policies towards Romanian Germans and the 
difficulties Germans still in Romania encountered when it came to 
travelling abroad, yet he was much more open towards the situation in 
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Romania as compared to the position of the Homeland Association in 
the same period of time. Thus, Herter’s stance shows that the position of 
the Homeland Association was not necessarily reiterated at all levels of 
the organisation, despite its pretense of speaking on behalf of the entire 
community.100 The most severe critique came from the Aid Committee, 
yet with no consequences upon the memorialisation of the deportation. 
Deviations from the official Homeland Association position, albeit small, 
were visible in other places as well. Addressing the deportation and its 
meaning was one of the triggers making such deviations visible, as the 
case of Zeidner Gruß shows.

Memorialistic and Literary Accounts on the Deportation 

Nevertheless, it also has to be underlined that Transylvanian Saxon 
publications, especially Siebenbürgische Zeitung, published at times 
memorialistic or literary accounts of the deportation. Usually, such texts 
were published as such, without any kind of additional explanations, 
contextualisations or interpretations. A significant part of them were found 
on the pages dedicated to women, thus mirroring the gender imbalance 
of the deportation, but also the fact that the deportation was not seen as 
a phenomenon of relevance for the entire community.

The fact that the deportation was rather marginal within top-down 
Transylvanian Saxon identity and memory discourses and attempts is 
also shown by the peculiar reception (or absence of it) of several literary 
and memorialistic sources. The first such book was actually published in 
French, by Rainer Biemel, himself deported to the Soviet Union, under 
the pseudonym Jean Rounault, as early as 1949.101 I have not managed 
to track down any references to it in the pages of the Transylvanian 
Saxon publications I looked at. This is even more peculiar if one takes 
into account that in January 1950 an article dedicated to Mon ami Vassia 
appeared in Der Spiegel.102 Furthermore, the German translation of the 
book was published only in 1995.103

The profusion of memorialistic accounts turned into books about the 
Romanian German deportation is a phenomenon of the past two decades. 
From the 86 entries under the keyword ‘deportation’ in the catalogue 
of the Institute for German Culture and History in South-Eastern Europe 
in Munich (Institut für deutsche Kultur und Geschichte Südosteuropas 
- IKGS), formerly Südostdeutsches Kulturwerk, the oldest memorialistic 
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publication related to the deportation to the Soviet Union dates from 
1977. 69 entries (not all of them related to the deportation of Romanian 
Germans to the Soviet Union) are more recent than 1990.104 The database 
of the IKGS might not include all books about the deportation, but the 
figures are definitely telling. On the same note: Liane Weniger, active in 
the Homeland Association and many years responsible for the women’s 
page in Siebenbürgische Zeitung, published in the 1950s some of her 
memorialistic accounts from the deportation,105 yet only in 1994 did she 
publish a full-fledged book on her experience in the coal mines.106

The first and only book on the deportation published between 1950 and 
1970 in German was Bernard Ohsam’s novel, Eine Handvoll Machorka 
(A Handful of Machorka),107 a rather unrepresentative semi-biographical 
account, since it tells the story of an escape from the Soviet labour camps. 
Notes on its publication were present in Siebenbürgische Zeitung.108 
Heinrich Zillich’s review of the first edition of the book (1958) focused 
extensively on the language used by the author, arguing that Ohsam’s 
characters use a jargon that was never used in Transylvania and offering 
some suggestions for an improvement in this respect.109  

Conclusions

The position of Transylvanian Saxon elites in Germany cannot be 
fully comprehended without a thorough analysis of the other actors with 
interests at stake in the memorialisation of the deportation (e.g. Lutheran 
Church in Romania, other Romanian German Homeland Associations, 
various institutions within the West German and the Romanian states etc.). 
Nevertheless, some conclusions can undoubtedly be drawn on the basis 
of the material I have researched and whose analysis I have undertaken 
in this article.

In the 1950s and the 1960s the deportation was not acknowledged as 
a key moment for Transylvanian Saxon identity. The conflicts between 
the lay leadership of the Homeland Association and the religious elites 
grouped within the Aid Committee do not seem to be mirrored by 
conflicts regarding the interpretation of the deportation. Furthermore, both 
Siebenbürgische Zeitung and Licht der Heimat gave more importance 
to the evacuation and expulsion of Saxons from Northern Transylvania, 
marking its twentieth anniversary, whereas the same cannot be said about 
the twentieth commemoration of the deportation. Although at least at the 
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beginning of the 1950s, Transylvanian Saxon elites settled in Germany 
continued to nurture thoughts of returning to Romania,110 the new 
geographical and political context obliged them to adjust self-identification 
and memory discourses to the new setting and thus to construct Saxons 
as ‘expellees’.111 Merging together the deportation and the war captivity 
can be understood by recurring to the same reading key.

Furthermore, as the case of discourses on family reunification shows, 
the deportation was prone to be used as an argumentative piece in a larger 
scaffolding. Thus, the deportation was not necessarily relevant as such, 
but rather it was important in view of supporting the argumentative thread 
proposed by the Landsmannschaft elites, related to the migration of the 
German community from Romania to Germany as the only solution for 
the survival of Romanian Germans. This can also be read as connected 
to the symbolic geographies proposed by Heinrich Zillich and by other 
members of the Transylvanian Saxon elites in Germany, according to 
which Saxons were a bastion of Occidental civilisation at the Western 
borders. Yet in the context of the Cold War and of the existence of the 
Iron Curtain, the East had moved, incorporating Romania under the Soviet 
(read: ‘Asian’) influence. Thus, Saxons were supposed to move from the 
East to the West they putatively belonged to, the trauma of the deportation 
standing as another piece of argumentation in this respect.

Last, but not least, the case of the Zeiden community in Germany and 
of its commemoration of the twentieth anniversary of the deportation, 
together with the nuances present in the speech held by Balduin Herter 
on this occasion, show that there were differences between the ’national’ 
(landsmannschaftlich) level and the ‘local’ levels. The interpretation and 
the attention granted to the deportation made visible such differences, 
which in their turn should be further analysed in order to detect processes 
of identity and memory building in the Transylvanian Saxon case after 
the Second World War. Linking investigations on the centrally steered 
activities of institutions such as the Homeland Association and the 
Evangelical Aid Committee with research on what was happening on 
more ‘local’ levels and in private or semi-official settings should be the 
path to follow for future research. Thus, it will be possible to delineate the 
transformation of the deportation of Transylvanian Saxons to the Soviet 
Union from a historical event among others to a key element within 
Transylvanian Saxon and Romanian German memory cultures.
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