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This magazine is the English version of selected articles 
published in the pages of the review Paměť a dějiny (Mem-
ory and History), which is issued by the Institute for the 
Study of Totalitarian Regimes. It is almost two years since 
I last wrote an introduction to these articles. At that time 
my words had an obvious theme: 25 years had elapsed 
since the collapse of the Iron Curtain and the Communist 
regimes in Central and Eastern Europe. It was an oppor-
tunity to reflect on where we had got to from that fateful 
moment and what we actually know now about a recent 
past that continues to influence us greatly to this day.  

It is curious that now – two years later – the question of 
“where have we have got to” is perhaps even more press-
ing. Naturally I don’t need to lecture the readers of this 
magazine on the fact that the importance of reflecting on 
the non-democratic regimes in our recent history (which 
is the mission of the Institute for the Study of Totalitar-
ian Regimes and our partners in other post-Communist 
countries) is precisely that it helps us to identify all of the 
threats democracy faces. Aker all, questions pertinent in 
the 20th century have not ceased to be topical: Why has 
democracy reached a  crisis in many European states? 
What led citizens to start losing faith? Where did such 
a great tolerance of violence come from? What is behind 
many people’s tendency toward authoritarian systems of 
government?  

I do not wish to be the bearer of bad tidings. However, 
in today’s unstable Europe, in which xenophobia and anti-
Semitism are again on the rise and extremists of various 
stripes are daring to do what they wouldn’t have had the 
courage to do 15 years ago, we may be surprised how im-
portant the results of our research could prove. 

This year also brings a noteworthy anniversary: It is 80 
years since the birth of Václav Havel – a thinker who with 
extraordinary accuracy named the various ills of our so-
ciety and of Western civilisation in general, both in the 
days of a  divided Europe and subsequently. In doing so 
he invariably irritated, nay angered, many. In coopera-
tion with the Václav Havel Library and the Czech Centres, 
we decided to commemorate his legacy with an exhibi-
tion entitled Václav Havel – Politics and Conscience, which 
has been travelling to various places in the Czech Repub-
lic and around the world. It is not an historical analysis; 
other, more appropriate genres may serve that purpose. 
Rather it is an intimate exhibition at which, via 26 panels, 
visitors can encounter famous and lesser known ideas 
from Havel’s  texts and public speeches. Accompanying 
them are photos that both feature Havel and bring those 
concepts up to date, underlining the urgency of his calls. 
Judging by the reactions – enthusiastic and spite-filled – 
they speak to many today with surprising force.

“If Europe wants it can do something else, more modest 
yet more beneficial: through the model of its own being, it 
can serve as an example that many diverse peoples can work 
together in peace without losing any part of their identity,” 
says Havel. “It can demonstrate that it is possible to live to-

gether in peace with other cultural worlds without a person 
or a state having to renounce themselves and their truth in 
the process.” Meaningful words for today’s world, which is 
starting to become volatile and inflamed once again. 

The ok-repeated “accent on human rights”, which for 
us today, paradoxically, is a  kind of hot potato, was in 
 Václav Havel’s case reinforced by personal experience – 
by knowledge of what it means to live in an undemocratic 
country and to be a prisoner of conscience. Havel knew 
well what the experience of two undemocratic regimes 
had done to Czech society and what a  harmful mark it 
had lek.

“Not only is it a moral responsibility, it is also in the vital 
interests of everyone who lives in democratic or free condi-
tions, not to be indifferent to the fate of people who do not 
enjoy the same good fortune and to offer a wide spectrum 
of help to those, who have the courage, even in unfree con-
ditions to behave freely and under the rule of lies to serve 
truth. It is thus the natural duty of democratic governments 
to know about the true state of affairs in such countries and 
to speak about it openly at home in the intentional field and 
in meetings with representatives of all countries no matter 
how powerful they may be, where there are reasons for con-
cern.”

We could add more quotations from Havel’s  thinking 
like this, one aker the other. Hopefully our exhibition will 
also help make it clear that Havel’s philosophy and legacy 
do not remain in the grip of the moribund past.

Of course, that should apply generally to the history 
of the 20th century: that history is still very much alive. 
Studying it still has something to tell us about the various 
problems of the world in which we live. I hope that the 
articles contained in this issue will convince you of that. 
I wish you an interesting and inspiring read.

               Sincerely 
Zdeněk Hazdra, Director

Dear readers,
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Refugee Cemetery, Lemnos island,  

summer 1920    

Photo: Reproduction Russkiy Lemnos
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In the early 1920s, as part of so-
called Action Russe (RPA), the young 
Czechoslovak Republic accepted sev-
eral thousand Russian émigrés1 who 
fled their home country aker the 
October Revolution and the defeat of 
the White Armed Forces. They were 
mostly young men and boys who 
fought in WWI as well as in the civil 
war. Aker the retreat of the White 
(Volunteer) Army in Southern Russia, 
its inevitable defeat was to be expect-
ed. The decimated army was pushed 
out to the coast of the Black Sea and 
withdrew into port towns such as 
Yevtaporiya, Yalta, Kerch, Sevastopol 
and Feodosiya. From there, the army 
was evacuated with the help of the 
British and French, allies of tsarist 
Russia during WWI, to territories in 
the Mediterranean under the protec-
tion of the two countries.2 

The evacuation was carried out 
from 11 to 14 November 1920. In just 
three days, a  total of about 150,000 
people were evacuated from the 
ports on the Black Sea. They were 
not only soldiers but also employ-
ees of military and civilian hospitals, 
clergymen, teachers and students of 
military (cadet) schools. They were 
also joined by representatives of op-
position political movements, mem-
bers of provisional governments, 
journalists and writers, university 
professors, teaching staff at gram-
mar schools and colleges and their 
family members. The last ship called 

General Kornilov with P.N. Wran-
gel3, commander-in-chief of the van-
quished army, on board set sail from 
the port of Sevastopol on 14 Novem-
ber. The White movement in South-
ern Russia was defeated.

The refugees spent the first winter 
in makeshik wooden huts or in tents 
where contagious diseases such as 
typhus, malaria, Spanish flu and tu-
berculosis spread fast. Warfare inju-
ries did not heal well and feelings of 
depression and hopelessness were 
not easy to overcome. Accommoda-
tion, subsistence, clothing and basic 
medical care for such a large number 
of refugees was costly and difficult 
to administer. Help was organized 
by the International Committee of 
the Red Cross as well as humani-
tarian and religious organizations, 
individual wealthy sponsors and na-
tional governments, primarily the US 
government. Here we must mention 
the Norwegian Fridtjof Nansen4, who 
was appointed the League of Nations’ 
High Commissioner for Refugees and 
who was awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize for his organizational and hu-
manitarian work in 1922. 

In 1921, all hope vanished concern-
ing the soldiers’ possible return to 
the country and their involvement 
in the fight against the Bolsheviks. 
Therefore, it was decided that as-
sistance would be provided to those 
who wished to return home, while 
the others would be offered asylum 

in countries willing to accept them 
and offer them work opportunities. 
Very few refugees decided to return 
to Russia. The rest of them opted for 
temporary emigration although they 
could not have imagined how long 
it would last in the end and that the 
majority of them would not live to see 
their homeland again. 

National governments of individu-
al states offered asylum to refugees 
based on their economic capacity and 
political situation. Most of them set-
tled in Southern Europe in states like 
Bulgaria and the Kingdom of Serbs, 
Croats and Slovenes. Similarity of 
the languages, including their writ-
ten form (the Cyrillic alphabet), as 
well as the orthodox religion played 
a major role in selecting the country 
of asylum. King Alexander I of Yugo-
slavia5 attended military schooling 
in tsarist Russia and had a  genuine 
human understanding for the refu-
gees’ needs. Bulgaria felt grateful for 
Russia’s military involvement during 
the Russo-Turkish wars6. Members 
of the Russian nobility and the ma-
jority of writers and artists lek for 
France, where they mostly settled 
in Paris. A large colony of emigrants 
was created in Germany, particularly 
in Berlin. 

CZECHOSLOVAKIA AND RUSSIAN 
REFUGEES

The Czechoslovak Republic was one 

The fate of Russian émigrés  
in Czechoslovakia
Between the two world wars, a large community of Russian émigrés that had been 
forced to leave their homeland and flee the Bolshevik terror lived in Czechoslo-
vakia. The young state offered them a background and support. However, that all 
changed ajer the end of WWII. In 1945 many Czechoslovak Russians met their 
tragic fate personified by members of the Soviet secret police who came to arrest 
them.

ANASTASIE KOPŘIVOVÁ 
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of the few countries which offered 
the refugees help organized by the 
state and financed from the state 
budget. Pursuant to the decision of 
28 July 1921, file number 23912/1921, 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 
Czechoslovak Republic was charged 
with organizing and implementing 
the so-called Action Russe.

Czechoslovakia pledged to tempo-
rarily accept refugees on its territory 
and ensure:

Care for invalids, sick, elderly 
women unable to work, children not 
obliged to attend school, and those 
unable to work and sustain them-
selves;

Care for refugees able to work, i.e. 
provide them with suitable jobs, pri-
marily in agriculture;

Care for refugees – intellectual 
workers, such as scientists, writers, 
journalists, artists, etc. who should 
be provided with permanent indi-
vidual support allowing them to con-
tinue with their work;

Care for high school students and 
the youth in general;

Care for university students.7

The openness of the Czechoslovak 
society stemmed not only from the 
traditional rusophilia and slavophilia 
of the Czech National Revival and the 
support by influential legionaries cir-
cles but also from the idea that the 
consolidated country of the Soviets 
would someday heartily welcome 
young professionals educated in Eu-
rope. The largest portion of the fund-
ing was supposed to aim at points 
4) and 5), i.e. at the opportunity to 
conclude suspended high-school and 
university education. The decrease in 
the Czech male population of produc-
tive age caused by WWI also played 
a part in the decision. The decline was 
most apparent in the country where 
wartime losses were felt most and 
where the workforce was lacking. 
These losses were to be temporarily 
replaced by Russian refugees able to 
work in accordance with point 2). 

The action was originally planned 
for five years and was supposed to 
be terminated by 1928. The number 
of accepted refugees, including stu-
dents, was expected to be 10,000, 
maximum 15,000 people. The level 
of material conditions Czechoslova-

kia offered to study applicants was 
magnanimous and exceeded those 
offered by any other country. In the 
first period, students could enjoy free 
lodging and catering, and were en-
titled to free basic clothing together 
with a number of other benefits (they 
were exempted from paying enrol-
ment fees and fees for examinations, 
were entitled to discounted public 
transport, etc.). Later, this scheme 
was replaced by study grants which 
enabled students to cover these 
expenditures for themselves. Only 
students who fully dedicated them-
selves to their studies and took ex-
ams in due time were eligible for 
these benefits. Their study results 
were subject to scrutiny and unsuc-
cessful students lost the right to 
state support. 

The interest in studying in the ČSR 
exceeded all expectations and al-
though the applicants had to attend 
strict interviews aimed at determin-

ing the level of their previous educa-
tion and study predispositions, the 
number of applicants rose steeply 
and, in the end, it topped the planned 
financial quotas and possibilities of 
Prague-based universities. Conse-
quently, Russian and Ukrainian stu-
dents also studied in Brno, Bratislava, 
and Příbram where the University 
of Mining existed at that time8. The 
number of study and work applicants 
in the ČSR increased from the origi-
nally planned 5,000 to 25,000 in 1925 
and new stringent requirements had 

Encampment of refugees from the Don 

region and a family of a Russian army officer 

on the Greek island of Lemnos, summer 1920

Right – Nansen passport belonging to  

Dr. Sergey Stoyanov

Photo: Reproduction Russkiy Lemnos, author’s 

archive
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to be adopted for issuance of entry 
visas. 

The expected democratization in 
the USSR did not happen. The Soviet 
Union sealed its borders and was not 
interested in accepting the return-
ing “class enemies”. The originally 
planned date of termination of the Ac-
tion Russe was postponed from 1928 
to 1938. The amount of state support 
dedicated for students gradually fell 
significantly. The management and 
financing of the Action Russe went 
from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
of the Czechoslovak Republic (émi-
grés ceased to be seen as foreigners 
temporarily residing in the country) 
to other ministries, primarily to the 
Ministry of Finance, Ministry of Edu-
cation and National Enlightenment, 
Ministry of Social Care and Ministry 
of Public Work. The cooperation with 
the Czechoslovak Red Cross chaired 
by Alice Masaryková was impor-
tant too. From 1921 to 1937, a  total 
of 508,034,511 crowns was provided 
to the Action Russe from the state 
budget only.9

Instead of temporary IDs issued by 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 
Czechoslovak Republic, Nansen pass-
ports10 were used. Aker they finished 
their studies at the end of the 1920s, 
students applied for jobs in the ČSR, 
including Subcarpathian Ruthenia, 
or lek for other countries which were 
in need of young technicians and doc-
tors. Graduates from Czechoslovak 
universities easily found good jobs in 
French colonies in Africa or in South 
America. Those who remained in the 
ČSR gradually adapted to the envi-
ronment and many of them wished to 
acquire the right of domicile,11 which 
was a  necessity when applying for 
Czechoslovak state citizenship.

Under point 3) of the Action Russe, 
excellent Russian specialists, univer-
sity professors, scientists, techni-
cians, writers, journalists, artists, etc. 
arrived in the ČSR. A number of them 
worked in Czechoslovak universi-
ties, as organizers of cultural life, in 
émigrés’ publishing houses and the 
press. These activities also received 
subsidies from the budget of the 
Czechoslovak state and correspond-
ed to the importance the leading rep-
resentatives of the ČSR ascribed to 
the elevation of the general level of 
education and enlightenment. 

In this respect we must also men-
tion the plans of the Czechoslovak 
politicians to turn Czechoslovakia 
into a centre of the Slavic world. All 
activities contributing to achiev-
ing this goal were guaranteed state 
support. Czechoslovak universities 
at that time welcomed students not 
only from the former Russian Empire, 
but also Poles, Lusatian Sorbs, Bul-
garians and, most of all, Yugoslavs. 

A number of specialized institutes, 
scientific societies, libraries, mu-
seums, choirs, theatre groups, and 
publishing houses were established 
under the RPA. All these activities en-
riched the scientific and cultural life 
in Czechoslovakia and helped to pro-
mote Czechoslovakia in Europe and 
overseas. In the times of a global eco-
nomic crisis and of diminishing funds 
to support the Action Russe, a num-
ber of cultural and scientific activities 
had to be scrapped; however, the sup-
port of the major ones continued all 
through WWII until 1945. 

As a  result of the reduced state 
financial support, various clubs and 
organizations of the émigrés ceased 
to exist or their publishing activities 
were reduced in the 1930s. The sup-

port of children, invalids and indi-
viduals unable to work was least af-
fected and also continued through to 
1945. At the same time, several major 
émigrés’ scientific institutions con-
tinued to receive support and a Rus-
sian and a Ukrainian grammar school 
existed in Prague until 1945.

The late 1930s saw a second wave 
of Russian émigrés leaving the ČSR. 
In anticipation of the upcoming war, 
people who felt threatened by Ger-
many’s  political orientation and ag-
gressive racist rhetoric were among 
the first to leave. Those who were 
unable to find adequate job positions 
in the Czech lands moved to Slovakia 
where, among sharpening anti-Czech 
sentiments, they took the jobs vacat-
ed by Czechs who were expelled from 
Slovakia. 

WORLD WAR II

The war period was difficult for all 
people in Europe. It was especially 
trying for the Russian emigrant com-
munity to adopt a  clear stance to-
wards the war events. In March 1939 
they had to come to terms with the 
demise of the ČSR, in August of the 
same year they were shocked by the 
unexpected act of signing of the trea-
ty between the USSR and Germany, 
a  treaty which allowed Germany to 
occupy Western Poland, Denmark, 
Norway, Belgium, the Netherlands, 
Luxemburg and France, and the So-
viets to occupy Eastern Poland and 
the Baltic states by 1940. Another 
critical moment came when Germa-
ny breached the treaty and its army 
crossed the Soviet border. Various 
contradictory feelings which Rus-
sian émigrés were confronted with 
included: the natural love for all 
things Russian mixed with distrust 
in the USSR, the trust in the victory 
of the Russian (Soviet) arms and, to-
wards the end of the war, pride in the 
Soviet military achievements mixed 
with worries concerning possible 
German or Soviet repressions. The 
positions changed throughout the 

A CHF 5 stamp portraying F. Nansen

Photo: Author’s archive
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war and were by no means united. 
Differences existed between older 
and younger generations, between 
those who were or were not granted 
Czechoslovak citizenship, between 
purely Russian families and Czech-
Russian families, between the suc-
cessful ones and the unsuccessful. 
The positions of the Czech society 
changed as well: from rusophilia at 
the start of the construction of the 
state to certain indifference in the 
late 1920s to rising hostility towards 
Russian émigrés to adulation of the 
USSR aker the victorious Battle of 
Stalingrad. As the Red Army ad-
vanced, the differences in opinions 
started to deepen and the emigrant 
unity began to fall apart. 

Aker most of the emigrant organi-
zations ceased to exist, two areas re-
mained where ideological attitudes 
were muffled to a  certain extent 
and which remained free of sharp 
exchange of views. This was primar-
ily the environment of the Orthodox 
Church and celebration of traditional 
events during the religious year. Mas-
sive attendance of orthodox services 
and the shared experience, common 
singing and listening to sermons by 
popular priests soothed the disquiet-
ed minds and offered hope. Increased 
mortality was typical for this period. 
The generation of people who came 
to Czechoslovakia at a  mature age 
and occupied prominent posts in the 
emigrant society were passing away. 
The farewell to their representatives 
was in fact a farewell to the past. Mas-
sively attended funerals and requiem 
masses (Panykhidas) in the Russian 
Chapel of the Dormition of the Moth-
er of God in the Olšanské graveyard in 
Prague symbolized this parting.

The other unifying moment was 
the care for children and the youth. 
Throughout the war, a Russian nurs-
ery school existed in Prague and 
although the French and English 
gram  mar schools were closed, the 
Russian real grammar school and the 
Ukrainian grammar school stayed 
open. A wide circle of parents, grand-
parents, relatives and volunteers sur-
rounded the school and organized 
meetings, attended school events, 
and helped with organization and 
funding. Thanks to them, excursions 

and summer camps could be organ-
ized which children of poor families 
could attend for free and giks were 
prepared for all guests at Christmas 
and Easter parties. 

During 1944 and in the spring 
of 1945, civilian transports passed 
through Prague fleeing the advanc-
ing front. They were citizens of East-
ern Prussia, Lithuania, Estonia and 
Latvia as well as Germans from the 
occupied territories of Belarus and 
Ukraine. The Orthodox Church ac-
tively offered help and provided them 
with accommodation, clothing, food, 
medicine and money. From them the 
members of the Russian and Ukrain-
ian emigrant community learned 
about war sufferings as well as about 
what real life in the USSR was like. 
The news was terrifying and the refu-
gees’ effort to get as far as possible 
from the reach of the Soviet power 
was desperate; however, not all trust-
ed the news. Those who believed it 
started to fear for their future and 
decided to join the refugees. This 
constituted the third and last wave 
of émigrés leaving from the country 
which offered them assistance and 
protection. Later, it was believed 
that they were mainly the well-off 
and those who collaborated with the 
Germans and feared punishment. 
This, however, is a  simplification. 
It was the well-informed who lek, 
people without commitments (single 
or married without children, with-
out elderly parents), those who had 
a strong instinct of self- preservation, 

those who were ready to leave eve-
rything behind and embrace a life of 
insecurity. It was easier to make this 
decision for those who had enough 
reliable contacts abroad (relatives, 
friends, professional contacts) and 
believed that with their help they 
would be able to build a  new life 
somewhere in Europe or overseas. 
They lek individually or in groups. 
Organized departures could not have 
been made without contacting the 
German authorities, which were re-
sponsible for the displacement of the 
German civilian population from the 
Protectorate to the West. The last 
refugees lek Prague aker the Red 
Army had entered the city and the 
members of Soviet security services 
had started operating there while ru-
mours spread about members of the 
migrant community being arrested.12

On the territory of the Protectorate 
of Bohemia and Moravia remained 
those who refused to change their 
way of life due to their advanced age 
and who did not wish to walk away 
to uncertainty, as well as those who 
considered the ČSR, where they had 
lived for over 20 years, their home. 
Many of them lived in mixed Russian-
Czech marriages and were granted 
Czechoslovak citizenship before the 
war. And primarily, these people did 

Russian collective real grammar school in 

Pankrác, Prague

Photo: Author’s archive
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not feel in danger. What could hap-
pen to them, Czechoslovak citizens? 
A  quarter century had passed since 
their participation in the civil war in 
their youth. Everybody believed that 
the victor of the war would be mag-
nanimous, concerned with the atti-
tude of the rest of the world and that 
a quarter century was a long enough 
period of limitation. The further de-
velopment proved them all wrong 
and the consequences were tragic. 
The victorious Soviet Union did not 
forget a  thing, did not forgive any-
body, and was very little concerned 
with what the rest of the world was 
thinking, least of all the legal repre-
sentatives of the ČSR.

“LIBERATION”

On the day the Soviet armies crossed 
the Czechoslovak eastern border, 
a  wave of arrests, imprisonments 
and deportations of civilian popula-
tion started. In Subcarpathian Ru-
thenia and Slovakia, arrests were of 
mass nature, whereas in Moravia and 
Bohemia they were usually selective, 
though well prepared and targeted. 

Only a few written documents have 
remained from that period. They are 

stored in archives of the former 
Czechoslovak Federal Ministry of the 
Interior and the Office of the General 
Prosecutor. In the past twenty years, 
the civic association Oni byli první… 
(They were the first…), established 
by descendants of the abducted, has 
dedicated itself to collecting docu-
ments linked to the fate of the Rus-
sian émigrés. Vladimír Bystrov13 was 
the association’s  main initiator and 
its unforgettable chairman. A  so-
called Partial Register was compiled, 
which included 215 names of the ab-
ducted. The list is not complete and 
is continually updated. The sources 
used for making the list included 
letters which the relatives of the ab-
ducted people wrote to the Czecho-
slovak Foreign Ministry and other in-
stitutions asking for help. Basic data 
should be searched for in archives on 
the territory of the former USSR. It is 
extremely difficult to gain access to 
these sources, but a complete regis-
ter will never be made without their 
assistance. 

Personal memoirs of family mem-
bers are an important source of infor-
mation, which the members of the as-
sociation recorded or received from 
them in writing (letters).14 The docu-

ments collected by the association 
were handed over to the National Ar-
chive of the Czech Republic and, aker 
they are dully processed, they will be 
made available to researchers. The 
memoirs contain descriptions of how 
Czech people tried to defend their 
Russian friends, neighbours and col-
leagues as well as stories of how they 
reported on their place of residence. 
Such situations, unfortunately, also 
happened within the emigrant com-
munity. Certain names of persons 
considered informers and collabora-
tors of the Soviet counter-espionage 
organization Smersh15 keep emerging 
from the memoirs.

According to the established dates 
of arrests it is possible to follow the 
advancement of the Soviet armies on 
a  map. The first documented cases 
happened in February 1945 in Pop-
rad and in Spišská Nová Ves, in April 
in Bratislava, on 3 May in Ostrava, 
on 9 May in Brno and from 11 May 
in Prague where arrests continued 

A choir consisting of students of the Russian 

grammar school in Pankrác, war era

Photo: Author’s archive
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through May, including on Saturdays 
and Sundays. 

The Partial Register of 215 people 
includes only three women. The ma-
jority of the detained were men born 
between 1896 and 1905. They were 13 
to 22 years old at the time of the civil 
war and arrived in the ČSR at 16 to 25 
years of age. Based on their young age 
it can be concluded that they were 
young privates or students at cadet 
schools who could not have held any 
high military ranks and could not 
have been responsible for acts they 
were accused of in 1945. Among the 
arrested were also several men who 
lek Russia in their childhood or who 
were even born in emigration, out-
side Russia. Over half of the detained 
had Czechoslovak citizenship, 39 of 
the arrested were reported to have 
a  Nansen passport or no citizenship 
is given. This implies that in the ma-
jority of cases they were Czechoslo-
vak citizens, who, pursuant to both 
Czechoslovak and international laws, 
were not under the jurisdiction of 
Soviet bodies. As far as their level 
of education and position in the so-
ciety is concerned they were mostly 
graduates from technical and natural 
science universities or from medical 
faculties. They were experienced spe-
cialists and the ČSR would miss their 
expertise in the years to follow.16

According to what the relatives 
said, in most cases those were no 
common arrests. The victims were 
lured out of their homes or places of 
work on different pretexts (they were 
asked to read or translate something, 
explain or give directions). Families 
were assured they should not worry 
and that it would not take long. How-
ever, it took at least a  decade and 
many never returned and their fate 
is unknown. The sentences mostly 
cited paragraph 58-4, Criminal Code 
of the RSFSR (uchastiye v  beloemi-
grantskikh formirovaniyakh i  anti-
sovet skaya deyatelnost’, i.e. involve-
ment in white-emigration activities 
and anti-Soviet acts), pursuant to 
which they were sentenced to ten 
years in “labour re-education camps”. 
The detainees were at the same time 
stripped of the right to contact their 
families and were not allowed any 
correspondence. Their families had 

no information whatsoever about 
their whereabouts during the period 
of their imprisonment and all inquir-
ies they addressed to Soviet bodies 
remained unanswered. They lived 
for many years in uncertainty. Apart 
from mental suffering, this state 
also had significant economic con-
sequences. Families lost their bread-
winners and elderly retired women 
were not eligible for their husbands’ 
pensions as they were not able to 
provide a  document proving their 
death. If the arrested lived to the 
end of their sentence, they returned 
to their families in 1955-1957. Of the 
people listed in the Partial Registry, 
only 60 came back.

POST-WAR PERIOD

Arrests of members of the Russian em-
igrant community were the beginning 
of the decline of the community as an 
independent body. The Russian nurs-
ery school and Ukrainian grammar 
school were closed and the Russian 
grammar school turned into a Soviet 
high school. Most of the books includ-
ed in libraries were destroyed due to 
their “ideological defectiveness”.

Before the war, representatives 
of the Russian Orthodox Church be-
longed to the jurisdiction of the Pa-
triarch and Metropolitan Yevlogiy17, 
head of the Russian Orthodox Church 
outside Russia based in Paris. In the 
summer of 1945, Metropolitan Yev-

logiy believed it was the right thing 
to do to return the Orthodox Church 
abroad under the jurisdiction of the 
mother Orthodox Church in Mos-
cow.18 By this voluntary act he actual-
ly transferred all clergy whose supe-
rior he had been until then under the 
authority of the Patriarch of Moscow. 
The popular Bishop Vladyka Sergiy19 
worked in the ČSR for many years, as-
sisted by his aide Archimandrite Isaa-
kiy20. The former was first relocated 
to Vienna, later to Berlin and finally 
to Kazan where he died in 1952. Ar-
chimandrite Isaakiy was arrested in 
May 1945 and deported to the USSR. 
Aker a short period in a labour camp 
he was released and continued as 
a  priest in Alma-Ata and later in 
Yelets. He was not allowed to cross 
the borders of the USSR anymore and 
maintained a  closely observed cor-
respondence with his former parish-
ioners in Prague. New priests sent to 
the ČSR from the USSR did not enjoy 
such popularity and, significantly, 
such trust as their predecessors 
used to have. Churchmen were con-
cerned that apart from their mission 
as priests they might also have held 
other functions, incongruous with 

Orthodox clergymen of Prague – Archiman-

drite Isaakiy and the Bishop of Kazan Sergiy 

during their last encounter, Kazan 1952

Photo: Author’s archive
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NOTES

1  When using the adjective “Russian” in the text, this does not refer to the nationality but to citizenship of the Russian Empire, which 
was multinational. This is also how the Action Russe was designed, which was aimed at helping people fleeing the Russian Empire 
regardless of their nationality.

2  WWI saw two power blocks facing each other, the so-called Triple Entente (Great Britain, France, Russia) and the Dual Alliance 
(Germany, Austria-Hungary).

3  Pyotr Nikolayevich Wrangel (1877–1928), baron, Russian general, commander-in-chief of the armed forces in Southern Russia 
where he took over as the head of the Volunteer Army.

4  Fridtjof Nansen (1861–1930), Norwegian Arctic explorer, who laid the foundation of the scientific research of the Arctic. He was ac-
tive in diplomacy, aker WWI he represented Norway in the League of Nations and took care of the issues related to refugees from 
the former Russian Empire and Armenians fleeing the territory of Turkey.

5  Alexander I Karađorđević (1888–1934), the ruler of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes – Yugoslavia from 1921 to 1934, when 
he was assassinated on a state visit to France. 

6  Russo-Turkish wars 1828–1829 and 1877–1878 contributed to the liberation of the Balkan nations.

7  Sládek, Z. – Běloševská, L. (1998). Dokumenty k dějinám ruské a ukrajinské emigrace v Československé republice (1918–1939). Prague: 
Slovanský ústav ČSAV – Euroslavica. 

8  The University of Mining was established in Příbram in 1849 and existed there for 90 years until Czech universities were closed by 
the Germans in 1939. Aker WWII, it was relocated to Ostrava.

9  See Sládek – Běloševská (1998).

10  Nansen passports were international identity documents for Russian and Turkish citizens (Armenians) that allowed them to travel 
to states that had signed an agreement ensuing from the Conference of Geneva of 5 July 1922. They were accepted in all states with 
the exception of the USSR. The office issuing these passports was located in Prague in the Smíchov quarter at 1258 Švédská Street.

11  The right of domicile ruled the relationship between a municipality and its citizens and was a necessary prerequisite for acquiring 
state citizenship. It was signed into law on 3 December 1863 and remained effective until the end of WWII.

12  Pogorielová, B. (year not given) Pameti emigrantky 1945-1955. Bratislava: JIM.

13  Vladimír Bystrov (1935–2010), journalist and publicist coming from a Czech-Russian family. Nikolai Vladimirovich Bystrov (1899-
1967) was among the detained and was only able to return to his family in the ČSR aker spending ten years in forced labour camps.

14  See e.g., Pushkarev, C. G. (1999). Vospominaniya istorika 1905–1945. Moscow: Mosev.

15  Smersh – a soviet counter-espionage organization (acronym of “Smert’ shpionam” – Death to spies), whose activities of the territory 
of the ČSR have recently been described in: Sinevirskiy, N. (2014). Smerš. Rok v táboře nepřítele. Prague: ÚSTR.

16  See Kopřivová, A. Osudy ruské emigrace v ČSR po r. 1945. In Veber, V. et al. (1993). Ruská a ukrajinská emigrace v ČSR v letech 1918-
1945. Prague: Ústav světových dějin FFUK, 80-94.

17  Metropolita Yevlogiy – Vasiliy Semenovich Georgiyevskiy (1868-1946 Paris).

18  See Yevlogiy, Metropolita (1947). Put’ moyey zhizni. Paris: YMCA Press.

19  Vladyka Sergiy, Archbishop of Prague – Arkadiy Dmitriyevich Korolev (1881-1952 Kazan).

20  Archimandrite Isaakiy – Ivan Vasilyevich Vinogradov (1895-1981 Yelets).

faith. The church ceased to be a place 
of spiritual life, and confession with-
out the necessary trust lost its purg-
ing power. 

Apart from school and church, an-
other centre of Russian life were the 
four collective houses built by émigrés 
in the 1920s and 1930s in Prague. The 
oldest and best known of them, the 
so-called Professors’ House, was in 
the Bubeneč quarter (a double -house 
on Rooseveltova Street), two build-
ings were in the Dejvice quarter (on 
Jugoslávských partyzánů Street and 
a  double-house on Koulova Street) 
and one building was in the Strašnice 
quarter (on Průběžná Street). Ar-
rests were underway there too. The 
shared misfortune did not unite the 
tenants; on the contrary, it oken re-
sulted in mutual distrust. Families of 

the arrested people subconsciously 
suspected the families that were not 
affected of collaboration with the So-
viets. Families not yet affected were 
living in uncertainty and endless ex-
pectation of possible arrests and fear-
fully avoided the affected families.

The coexistence in the collective 
houses did not last much longer. In 
the early 1950s, all existing indepen-
dent housing cooperatives in the ČSR 
were united and most Russians had 
to move out of their buildings. They 
were then given other flats in ac-
cordance with the number of work-
ing members in a family, which were 
usually much smaller. Retired people 
were affected the most. They were of-
ten under pressure not only to move 
out of their flats, but to move out of 
Prague as they had no professional 

ties to the capital. Members of the 
Russian emigrant community, oken 
widowers or bachelors, spent their 
last years in senior homes or in base-
ment rooms, lost in an unknown, hos-
tile environment. 

Aker 1945 and aker 1948 in par-
ticular, under ideological pressure, 
both Russian and Czechoslovak tra-
ditional clubs ceased to exist (Sokol 
and Junák, sport clubs, some politi-
cal parties, religious and charitable 
organizations, etc.). The official in-
terpretation of the importance of the 
Czechoslovak legions, the First Re-
public and its leading representatives 
also underwent substantial changes. 
The newly-tabooed and scorned sub-
jects also included the Action Russe 
and the Russian emigrant community 
as a whole. 





A house in Bělská Street destroyed by  

a bomb aVer the air raid of 9 May 1945;  

in the background the tower of the Old 

Town Hall in Mladá Boleslav

Photo: Museum of the Mladá Boleslav Region
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RED ARMY AIR RAIDS ON 9 MAY 1945

The main purpose of Red Army Air 
Force raids on 9 May 1945 was an 
attempt to stop retreating German 
troops. According to the instrument 
of surrender, from 00.01 am on 9 May 
1945 Wehrmacht units were not al-
lowed to move from their location at 
that moment. However, few members 
of the German Army or the troops of 
its allies wanted to become prisoners 
of the Red Army so they all tried hard 
to reach the American demarcation 
line and thus achieve desired capture 
by the US Army.

On Wednesday 9 May 1945, the 
airmen of the 2nd Air Army of the 1st 
Ukrainian Front were in action over 
Bohemia, the 5th Air Army of the 2nd 
Ukrainian front were in action over 
Central Moravia and the Bohemian-
Moravian Highlands, the 8th Air Army 
of the 4th  Ukrainian Front were in 
action over Northeast Moravia and 
Silesia and the 17th Air Army of the 3rd 
Ukrainian Front were in action over 
Austria. The 2nd Air Army deployed 
the most aircrak.2

The commander of the 2nd Air Army, 
General Stepan Akimovich Krasovs-
kiy, himself refers to the Soviet air 
raids of 9 May 1945 in his memoirs, 
indicating their number. However, he 
does not say why the airmen were in 
action on that day.3

Similarly, with few exceptions, 
even the archival sources related 
to the combat operations do not in-
dicate why the Red Army airmen at-
tacked on Wednesday 9 May 1945. 
The reasons can only be found in two 
documents. The operational report 
of the 6th Guards Bomber Aviation 
Corps, signed by Chief of the Corps 
Staff, Major General Feofan Ivanovich 
Kachev4, and Deputy Chief of Staff 
and Chief of the Operations and Re-
connaissance Department, Guards 
Colonel Pyotr Matveevich Ivchenkov, 
states that the Corps airmen bombed 
the army and equipment of the retreat-
ing enemy […] who did not comply with 
the instrument of surrender signed in 
Berlin and attempted to cross the river 
Elbe.5

We find the same explanation in 
the summary of the 3rd Ground-At-
tack Aviation Corps, whose aircrak 
were deployed over the Liberec re-

gion and partly over Prague on 9 May 
1945. The aircrak of the corps coop-
erated with the units of the 52nd and 
28th armies in pursuing and destroying 
enemy soldiers in the Liberec area and 
south of it who did not comply with the 
instrument of surrender.6

Not all Red Army Air Force at-
tacks in the Czech lands have been 
sufficiently mapped. Mladá Boleslav, 
where the greatest number of peo-
ple died, became their tragic symbol, 
but Soviet planes also attacked other 
locations in North and Central Bohe-
mia, as well as Ždírec nad Doubravou 
and Krucemburk in Moravia. It is 
estimated that up to 1,300 civilians 
were killed during the raids on 8 and 
9 May 19457, though this figure needs 
to be verified by deeper research. The 
number of deaths is likely to be even 
higher.

A  certain overview is provided by 
operational summaries of the 2nd Air 

History that’s still alive 

The bombing of Bohemian and Moravian cities and towns during World War II 
remains a hot topic. Most ojen recalled in this regard are US air raids on Prague 
on 14 February 1945 and on Pilsen on 25 April 1945, which usually spark emotion-
al debates short on knowledge of the historical facts or archival documents.  
By contrast, Red Army air raids on the first day of peace, 9 May 1945, are neglect-
ed or misrepresented. The authors of various pieces have attributed the blame for 
these raids to the German Air Force. Unfortunately, Czech historiography has also 
adopted these propaganda-derived clichés.

MICHAL PLAVEC

Propaganda about Soviet air raids in May 1945

DEPLOYMENT OF RED ARMY AIRCRAFT ON 9 MAY 19451

   

 2nd Air Army 5th Air Army 8th Air Army

Number of  
aircraV deployed 

697 344 82

Number of  
combat sorties 

1,320 540 91
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Army and its subordinate units dated 
9 May 1945. Aircrak of the 6th Guards 
Bomber Aviation Corps attacked 
in the area of Mělník, Liběchov, 
Mělnické Vtelno, Byšice, Roudni-
ce nad Labem, Litoměřice, Dubá, 
Úštěk and  Zahrádky in the Česká 
Lípa region; navigators of the 4th 
Bomber Aviation Corps had in their 
sights Mladá Boleslav, Litoměřice, 
Těchlovice, Zámostí-Brodce, Vrcho-
vany, Dubá and  Mělník; combat air-
men of the 1st Guards Ground-Attack 
Aviation Corps dropped bombs and 
used on-board weaponry to carry out 
attacks in the area of Mělnické Vtel-
no, Řepín, Nebužely, Cítov, Spomyšl, 
Brozánky, Mělník, Mělnická Vrutice, 
Liblice and  Byšice; and pilots and 
aerial gunners of the 3rd  Ground-At-
tack Aviation Corps attacked enemy 
units in the area of Liberec – Jablonec 
nad Nisou.8

PROPAGANDA SURROUNDING US AIR 
FORCE RAIDS

The main watchword of most articles 
on the Allied air raids published in 
the Communist press was that they 
were no longer justified and that 
their task was to destroy industrial 
plants to prevent their use by post-

war Czechoslovakia, or that the air-
crak deliberately bombed the civilian 
neighbourhoods of cities and towns.9

In the initial post-war years dis-
cussions in this spirit mainly con-
cerned the ČKD plant in Vysočany 
and Pilsen’s Škoda works. The bomb-
ing of the West Bohemian factory in 
particular is still an issue for debate 
to this day. The authors of articles 
point out that production in these 
enterprises at the end of the war 
was negligible and bombing them 
was therefore pointless. Ten days 
before the outbreak of the Prague Up-
rising, 14 days before the liberation 
and the end of the war, at the moment 
when American troops stood 70 km 
from Pilsen, the most brutal attack 
was carried out on Pilsen’s  Škoda. 
There is nobody in this country who 
would not understand why these 
crimes happened. Could the destroyed 
factories deliver something to Hit-
ler’s  army? They could not, and they 
were no longer producing anything for 
it. The Anglo-American imperialists 
[sic] aimed to damage Czechoslovak 
industry, make our country dependent 
on American “assistance”, on political 
diktat, reduce our country to rubble, 
and then offer with one finger and si-
multaneously take with both hands. 

That was the point of the air raids on 
Prague, Pilsen, Zlín, Brno, Kralupy and 
many other towns, wrote Adolf Hra-
decký in Rudé právo in March 1950.10

In April 1950, Gustav Rada gave 
another distorted explanation of the 
events at the end of the war: The 
American imperialists, however, in 
no way sought to weaken Hitler’s  po-
tential. They consistently used World 
War II to build and strengthen their 
political and economic positions. They 
also wanted to seize Czechoslovakia. 
Although our country had already suf-
fered enough under the Munich diktat 
and the prolonged occupation, they 
needed to make it even more tracta-
ble. They tried to destroy the core of 
our economy – heavy industry. There-
fore in the last weeks of the war, un-
der the pretext of “assistance”, they 
destroyed our heavy industry – Škoda, 

Pictured Guards Colonel Fyodor Ivanovich 

Dobysh, commander of the 1st Guards 

Bomber Aviation Division. On 9 May 1945  

its Petlyakov Pe-2 bombers attacked Roud-

nice nad Labem, Litoměřice, Dubá, Úštěk,  

as well as Zahrádky in the Česká Lípa region 

and their environs.

Photo: Author’s archive
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Českomoravská and large plants in 
Brno. They wanted to undermine and 
weaken the foundations of the newly-
forming and liberated Czechoslovakia.11

In this context, we must point out 
that the last time the US Air Force 
bombed the Moravian metropolis 
was on 20 November 1944 (if we do 
not take into account an unplanned 
raid on 19 December 1944, which did 
not cause great damage12). The fact is 
that the April air raids on Brno were 
carried out exclusively by the planes 
of the 5th Air Army and the 17th Air 
Army of the Red Army.13

During celebrations of the 10th an-
niversary of the end of WW II the au-
thors of propaganda articles in Rudé 
právo made the first references to 
a raid on Prague on 14 February 1945. 
One of the writers, for example, in-
correctly stated that the US bombers 
were sent from a base in Forli, Italy. In 
fact, these were American bombers 
from the 8th Air Force sent from bas-
es in Great Britain. Due to the then 
state of historical research, we can-
not reproach the author; however, 
we should pay attention to his subse-
quent words, which were in the spirit 
of Cold War rhetoric: And so when 

the Americans were proceeding calmly 
and safely, and the German troops sur-
rendered to them over the telephone, 
when the Soviet Army was still fight-
ing hard with SS divisions, Prague was 
burning aper a tragic bombing…14

Ten years aker the war it was also 
claimed that the Allies deliberately 
did not bomb military plants during 
the conflict. Time also correctly an-
swered the question of why the Ameri-
cans lep the war industry in Kralupy – 
and not only in Kralupy, also in Pilsen, 
Prague and other towns – almost un-
scathed during the war. They enabled 
the fascists to make the most of it in 
the fight against the Soviet Union. It 
was not until the end of the war that 
it was in the interest of the capitalists 
to destroy the most important plants 
in the countries that would be liber-
ated by the Soviet Army. It was then, 
before cannons on the frontlines had 
died away, that they started to prepare 
a new war, wrote another author.15

At an ideological conference to 
mark the 15th anniversary of the lib-
eration of Czechoslovakia, the speak-
ers did not address the question of 
Allied bombing or the interpretation 
of the events of the last days of the 

war at all. The main theme of their 
papers was to highlight the progress, 
especially in the economy, achieved 
by the country during this period. 
Otto Šik only briefly mentioned that 
in the country’s industry the majority 
of war investments were destroyed by 
British and American air raids at the 
end of the war, as well as by the Nazis 
themselves during their retreat, taking 
a part to Austria and Germany.16

SOVIET AIR RAIDS IN THE PRESS

In Czech newspapers and books, 
the Red Army raids of 8 and 9 May 
1945 were hardly dealt with at all, 
with authors making only mar-
ginal references to them. An excep-
tion was the bombing of Roudnice 
nad Labem, which was described 
shortly aker the war by Kamila 
Mošťáková-Bohdanová in her book 
of memoirs of WWII and participa-

A destroyed factory hall of ASAP in Mladá 

Boleslav (now Škoda Mladá Boleslav) aVer 

the Red Army air raid of 9 May 1945

Photo: Museum of the Mladá Boleslav Region
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tion in the resistance movement. 
Although she did not elaborate on 
who had carried out the raid on 
the town, she voiced questions that 
people are still trying to answer: My 
brain starts working again and my 
thoughts are running faster. Roudnice 
has been bombed! An air attack, raid, 
why? Why? A  surrender has been 
signed, hasn’t it? There is peace. Why 
then are they bombing and killing 
innocent and unsuspecting inhabit-
ants? Why didn’t sirens wail, why 
didn’t they warn people? How much 
noise they made in recent months, 

how much they tortured our nerves, 
always chasing people to shelters by 
their wailing in vain, and today, aper 
the war, when Roudnice has actually 
been bombed, not a single alarm – the 
sirens were silent.17

In the memoir, the Roudnice gen-
darmes gave another reason why 
the Red Army airmen attacked. They 
were not far from the truth: At about 
ten o’clock, a group of Russian aircrap 
flew over the local area, and since 
Roudnice nad Labem was being passed 
through by streams of retreating 
troops or, more precisely, soldiers who 

had already surrendered, the airmen 
probably thought that it was a regular 
army that they were supposed to at-
tack, so they dropped a  greater num-
ber of bombs. They killed – apart from 
German soldiers – 14 citizens of Roud-
nice, injuring many others. Of those,  
10 more people later succumbed to their 
injuries. Aper the bombings, a group of 
soldiers and SS members located be-
tween Vědomice and the bridge across 
the Elbe surrendered.18

The heaviest Soviet air raid was 
experienced by Mladá Boleslav on 9 
May 1945. This raid is still the subject 
of debate. At least 148 people were 
killed during several waves of bomb-
ings, and we do not know – and prob-
ably never will – how many soldiers of 
the defeated armies died, as German, 
Estonian and Lithuanian troops from 
the frontline in the former Hirsch-
berg (now Jelenia Góra) were passing 
through Mladá Boleslav at the time.19

As early as 1960 an interesting 
statement appeared in a  newspaper 
in connection with this raid, unsup-
ported by archival documents: The 
Germans fled the town in panic from 
the Red Army. They dropped their guns 
into ditches and wherever they could. 
They escaped in cars, on bicycles with 
two-wheeled carts and any other way 
they could.

Shortly before ten o’clock, aircrap 
appeared over the town. Mladá Bole-
slav’s  inhabitants watched them and 
even waved. They believed that these 
were “our” soldiers. There was an at-
mosphere of peace everywhere. But 
what was it? Detonations came from 
all sides. Strong, deafening blows and 
massive pressure in the air instantly 
engulfed the entire town. People were 
terribly surprised. There were whistles 
and hisses of falling bombs and shoot-
ing from weapons mounted on aircrap. 
There was confusion. The electric lights 
went out.

Men, women and children desper-
ately searched for explanations, which 
they soon received. Mladá Boleslav has 
been bombed by German fascist air-
men. There were nine attack planes ac-
companied by two fighters. The planes 
were not marked. The raid was carried 
out in four waves, from a  height of 
2,000–2,500 meters, and the fighters 
showered the town with bullets from 

ALLIED AIR RAIDS ON BOHEMIA AND MORAVIA FROM 1940 TO 1945

The first Royal Air Force bombers appeared over Bohemia in January 1940. Between 
then and March 1940 they carried out several flights over Pilsen and Prague. In April 
1940 one French Air Force bomber flew over Prague. However, it did not drop bombs 
but propaganda leaflets. The first attempts at bombing Pilsen’s Škoda were made by 
the Royal Air Force in the autumn of 1940; however, they were not successful. In 1941 
and 1942 Pilsen also escaped almost unscathed. The factory complex only reported 
the first serious damage aRer a raid carried out during the night of May 13–14 1943. 
However, the neighbouring town of Dobřany was also bombed by mistake. The US Air 
Force only joined the raids in May 1944, when it attacked a factory complex in Záluží 
near Litvínov (Hydrierwerke Maltheuern) as part of its Oil Campaign. However, during 
this offensive the US Air Force and in one case the British Royal Air Force also attacked 
fuel refineries in Kolín, Pardubice and Kralupy nad Vltavou and an underground fuel 
warehouse in Hněvice near Roudnice nad Labem several times. The March raid on 
Kralupy nad Vltavou in 1945, which destroyed the town centre, was accidentally car-
ried out against the refinery, which was no longer in operation. In addition, the US Air 
Force bombed Škoda factories and industrial targets in Moravia a number of times. 
In several cases, American bombers dropped bombs on cities or towns that were not 
originally on the list of targets. For example, Prague was bombed unintentionally on 15 
November 1944 and 14 February 1945. The Vysočany and Libeň ČKD factories were to 
be bombed on 30 October 1944, but the attack was abandoned due to weather condi-
tions. The only targeted raid on Prague was carried out on 25 March 1945, namely on 
the aforementioned factories and on the Kbely, Letňany and Čakovice airfields. From 
mid-April 1945, the American and British Royal Air Forces carried out raids on several 
railway junctions, for example, in Pilsen, Chomutov, Kladno, Kolín and Beroun. On 25 
April 1945, the US Air Force also performed the last raid on Pilsen’s Škoda, virtually 
destroying the factory complex. However, the last mass bombing of the US 9th Air 
Force was directed at the munitions factory in Holýšov on 3 May 1945.

From February 1945, the Red Army Air Force bombed Moravia and Silesia, espe-
cially Ostrava and Opava. In April 1945, it repeatedly bombed Brno. The attacks were 
directed against the Slatina airport and the main railway station, though the city was 
also damaged. In Bohemia, the Soviet Air Force did not bomb towns in North and Cen-
tral Bohemia until 8 and 9 May 1945. These included Děčín, Litoměřice, Česká Lípa, 
Mimoň, Úštěk, Roudnice nad Labem, Mělník and Mladá Boleslav. In April 1945, the 
Romanian Air Force entered this combat operation, bombing Uherský Brod, Olomouc 
and Prostějov, as well as the Neředín airfield.

A series of air raids during the Prague Uprising, especially against the Czechoslo-
vak Radio building and against the troops of General Vlasov near Prague and Ruzyně 
airport, was also carried out by Germany’s LuRwaffe.

This short list only includes strategic raids carried out by heavy bombers, not attacks 
by hedgehoppers and attack aircraR pilots.
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machine guns […] Aper an investiga-
tion it was found that the attackers 
wanted to destroy the entire town. 
A total of 700 bombs were dropped on 
Mladá Boleslav that day.

The number of losses was huge: 200 
dead and a large number of injured peo-
ple. Those killed included newborns, 
mothers, daughters and sons, young 
and old men.20

A section of the town’s population 
is still convinced that Mladá Bole-
slav was bombed by German planes 
without national symbols. It should 
be noted that German pilots tried to 
escape with all operational aircrak 
that had some fuel as early as Tues-
day 8 May 1945, in the akernoon and 
evening, to the zone occupied by the 
US Army. Aircrak that for various 
reasons were unable to fly were de-
stroyed by the Germans at airfields.21

During celebrations of the 30th an-
niversary of the end of WWII, a half-
page article appeared in a  supple-
ment to Rudé právo focusing on First 
Lieutenant I. I. Grigoriev of the 96th 
Ground-Attack Aviation Regiment, 
a combat airman who died on 9 May 
1945 over the territory of Bohemia 
while fulfilling his mission and who 
was posthumously awarded the title 
Hero of the Soviet Union.22

What is striking about the article is 
that censors allowed its publication, 
given that it states that Red Army air-
crak carried out an attack on 9 May 
1945, i.e., on the first day of peace. 
Maybe it had to do with the fact that 
its author was Russian. According 
to the article, six Ilyushin Il-2 attack 
aircrak, under the command of First 
Lieutenant Grigoriev, accompanied 
by Lavochkin La-7 fighters, com-
manded by twice Hero of the Soviet 
Union Captain Vitaly Ivanovich Pop-
kov23, attacked an unspecified bridge 

A Reichsbahn bus in Mladá Boleslav’s Ptácká 

St. destroyed during an air raid on 9 May 1945

The square in Roudnice nad Labem aVer  

the air raid by Soviet aircraV on 9 May 1945

Funeral of those killed during the raid

Photo: Museum of the Mladá Boleslav Region,

State Regional Archives (SRA) in Litoměřice 
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over the Vltava River, which was de-
fended by Ferdinand self-propelled 
guns and Tiger tanks.24

The article confirms the deploy-
ment of the Red Army aircrak on 9 
May 1945. However, it is not abso-
lutely true historically. Most data 
is confirmed by materials from Rus-
sian archives, including the names 
of comrades in arms and command-
ers of air regiments, but not by the 
most important sources. First Lieu-
tenant Ivan Ivanovich Grigoriev flew 
in the 93rd Guards Ground-Attack 
Aviation Regiment of the 5th Guards 
Ground-Attack Aviation Division of 
the 2nd Guards Ground-Attack Avia-
tion Corps and really was killed in 
a  combat flight, but that happened 
on 8 May 1945 in the area of Cott-
bus, Lusatia. He was posthumously 
awarded the Golden Star of the Hero 
of the Soviet Union on 27 June 1945. It 
should be noted that on 9 May 1945 
the 2nd Guards Ground-Attack Avia-
tion Corps only sent out six fighters 
from the 11th Fighter Guards Ground-
Attack Aviation Division to the Louny 
– Mělník – Mladá Boleslav area to 
carry out  reconnaissance. Unlike its 
sister corps, i.e., the 1st Guards Corps 

and 3rd Guards Ground-Attack Avia-
tion Corps, which attacked ground 
targets in the Mělník and Liberec re-
gions, its warplanes were not even in 
the air.25

This article may spark questions 
over how it could have been pub-
lished, given that it contained in-
formation harmful to Communist 
propaganda – on 9 May 1945, on the 
first day of peace, Red Army aircrak 
could not possibly have attacked any 
targets! For example, a similar article 
published in May 1985 in Rudé právo 
dedicated to the days of May in the 
Mělník region, and which also men-
tioned the participation of the Polish 
Army in the liberation, does not say 
anything about several air raids on 
the town and its surroundings on 9 
May 1945.26

On the other hand, we know that 
Soviet historical literature and mem-
oirs could state even in the 1960s that 
the Red Army aircrak were in the air 
on 9 May 1945 and that its airmen 
tried to prevent the German troops 
from retreating to the American zone. 
This is also confirmed, without fur-
ther details, by the former command-
er of the 2nd Soviet Air Army, Lieu-

tenant General Stepan Akimovich 
Krasovskiy, who, in accordance with 
the operational summary, talks about 
1,320 combat sorties on that day. The 
bombers accounted for 391 sorties, 
ground attack aircrak had 326 sor-
ties, and 603 Soviet machines carried 
out fighter, reconnaissance and other 
tasks. Besides the five aircrak de-
stroyed at the Liberec-South airport 
(probably Hodkovice nad Mohelkou), 
the aircrak crew claimed one de-
stroyed tank, one destroyed locomo-
tive and 224 destroyed vehicles.27

Many Soviet airmen who partici-
pated in combat operations on 9 May 
1945 did not hesitate to express aston-
ishment in their memoirs that they 
had to go into action on the first day 
of peace, e.g., Yuri Sergeyevich Afa-
nasyev of the 154th Guards Ground-
Attack Aviation Regiment of the 
307th  Ground-Attack Aviation Divi-
sion of the 3rd Ground-Attack Aviation 

A confession from the Soviet side –  

V. V. Barantchikov’s article “Two hours 

before victory” from Haló sobota, 9 May 1975

Photo: Author’s archive
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Mělník and Main Square in Roudnice nad 

Labem (below) aVer Soviet raids, 9 May 1945

Photo: Archive of Jan Tůma, SRA Litoměřice 

Division of the 2nd Air Army,28 Hero 
of the Soviet Union First Lieutenant 
Ivan Grigoryevich Drachenko, a mem-
ber of the 140th Guards Ground-Attack 
Aviation Regiment of the 8th Guards 
Ground-Attack Aviation Division of 
the 1st Guards Ground-Attack Aviation 
Corps of the 2nd Air Army,29 bomber pi-
lot, Hero of the Soviet Union, Captain 
Nikolai Ivanovich Gapeyonok of the 
81st  Guards Ground-Attack Aviation 
Regiment of the 1st Guards Bomber 
Aviation Division30, and twice Hero 
of the Soviet Union Captain Talgat 
Yakubekovich Begeldinov.31

In his memoirs, commander of the 
2nd Air Army Krasovskiy spoke highly 
of the work of commander of the 1st 
Guards Bomber Aviation Division 
Colonel Fyodor Ivanovich Dobysh,32 
commander of the 8th Guards Bomb-
er Aviation Division Colonel Guriy 
Vasilyevich Gribakin and, naturally, 
commander of the 1st Guards Ground-
Attack Aviation Corps (8th and 9th 
Guards Ground-Attack Aviation Di-
visions) Lieutenant General Vasily 
Georgievich Ryazanov (twice Hero of 
the Soviet Union)33 during the attacks 
on 9 May 1945. With regard to direct 
participants, Krasovskiy commended, 
for example, twice Heroes of the So-
viet Union Captain Talgat Yakube-
kovich Begeldinov of the 144th Guards 
Ground-Attack Regiment and Captain 
Pavel Artemyevich Plotnikov34 of the 
81st Guards Bomber Aviation Regi-
ment, as well as Heroes of the Soviet 
Union Captain Nikolai Georgiyevich 
Stolyarov of the 141st Guards Ground-
Attack Regiment, First Lieutenant 
Nikolai Naumovich Kirtok of the 140th 
Guards Ground-Attack Regiment and 
First Lieutenant Fyodor Petrovich 
Serbin of the 80th Guards Bomber 
Regiment. Particular appreciation 
from several quarters was earned by 
Alexei Arsentyevich Rogozhin of the 
142nd Guards Ground-Attack Aviation 
Regiment.35

The direct order of Marshal Konev, 
under which the Soviet airmen took 
off on 9 May 1945 to carry out the 
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combat mission, is mentioned, for 
example, by Chief of Staff of the 142nd 
Guards Ground-Attack Aviation Regi-
ment of the 8th Guards Ground-Attack 
Aviation Division of the 1st Guards 
Ground-Attack Aviation Corps, Lieu-
tenant Colonel Dzambulat Soslambe-
kovich Urtayev, who learned about 
the surrender of Germany around 3 
am on 9 May. However, as early as 5 
am the commander of the 1st Ukrain-
ian Front, Marshal Ivan Konev, called 
directly the divisional staff and gave 
the aforementioned order to imme-
diately send airmen into the air to 
prevent German soldiers and Vlas-
ov’s  troops from retreating to the 
west. Konev was quite specific – he 
named the targets north of Prague 
that were to be bombed. Soon aker 
that the first formation of Ilyushin 
Il-2 aircrak took off from an airfield 

in Senkenberg, Lusatia, under the 
command of Hero of the Soviet Un-
ion Guards Lieutenant Alexei Arsen-
tyevich Rogozhin.36

As can be seen, unlike in the case 
of Czech historiography, the Soviets 
never had a  problem admitting to 
the combat operations of 9 May 1945. 
It comes as a  surprise, therefore, 
that even the pro-regime historian 
Zdeněk Šmoldas briefly states in one 
paragraph of his book that on 9 May 
1945 the 2nd Air Army carried out ac-
tive combat until the last moment. On 
that day, the air units completed 1,320 
combat sorties. A. Golubev, an airman 
of the 9th Guards Aviation Division, and 
his number [designation of a pilot who 
flew behind the leader of the forma-
tion and covered him – author’s note] 
Kudinov downed an enemy junkers 
near Prague. A group of Il-2 aircrap un-

der the command of Hero of the Soviet 
Union Captain V. A. Rogozhin attacked 
Hitler’s columns and their supporters – 
Vlasovites – fighting their way through 
to the west.37

Czech historiography has yet to 
conduct a  deeper analysis of air op-
erations on the first day of peace. An 
obstacle faced by historians is the 
poor availability of collections admin-
istered by the Central Archive of the 
Ministry of Defence of the Russian 
Federation in Podolsk, near Moscow, 
as well as the lack of reliable archival 
resources of Czech origin. In May 1945 
few people put events down imme-
diately or with minimum delay. Even 
gendarmerie station books, which are 
generally an excellent source for the 
study of WWII, do not help us. Due to 
the May uprising, most of them do not 
cover the period from 5 to 9 May 1945, 
and if records were made, this was 
done later. We also need to be aware 
that none of the uninitiated knew who 
was bombing the territory of Bohemia 
and Moravia and why. It is therefore 
not surprising that people blamed 
the Germans. This belief was adopted 
by newspaper articles and historical 
publications. There was probably no 
CPC Central Committee recommen-
dation on how to deal with the sub-
ject. Although pro-regime historians 
knew about the operations of the Red 
Army Air Force on 9 May 1945, they 
never openly stated who had actu-
ally bombed Bohemian and Moravian 
cities, towns and villages on that day 
and what the motive was. By contrast, 
Soviet historiography saw no reason 
to conceal Soviet airmen’s  raids on 
the first day of peace, 9 May 1945: they 
were, and still are, considered a stand-
ard part of military operations.

The article could not have been writ-
ten without the selfless help of Sylva 
Městecká and Jiří Filip.

Three-time Hero of the Soviet Union  

Alexander Ivanovich Pokryshkin (leV) and 

twice Hero of the Soviet Union Dmitry Boriso-

vich Glinka (centre) during a victory parade 

in Moscow in June 1945. Both were in the air 

over Bohemia on 9 May 1945.

Photo: Author’s archive
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BLOODY FOREIGNERS 
5

The journey of Czechoslovak soldiers 
to the British Isles was dramatic.6 
Aker the occupation of the Czech 
lands and departure abroad, none of 
the Czechoslovaks foresaw the cata-
strophic scenario that came true in 
June 1940. The capitulation of Paris 
should have logically increased the 
value of the aviation staff for the Brit-
ish. The opposite was true. For a long 
time, her Majesty’s  Government 
showed no interest in the Czechoslo-
vak troops, including airmen.

Even during June 1940 the leading 
representatives of the Air Ministry 
still warned against such a “folly” as 
integration of airmen from Eastern 
and Central Europe into the struc-
tures of the Royal Air Force. They 
pointed to inexperience, cultural dif-
ferences and, last but not least, the 
language barrier. However, one of 
the factors was also an officially un-
confessed feeling of superiority and 
a racist motive.

In the context of the “bloody for-
eigners’” later performance, David-
son’s7 argumentation against the ser-
vice of Polish pilots within the Bomber 
Command sounds funny. The British 
group captain argued that their indi-
viduality and temperament were not 
compatible with deployment in such 
a complex machine as the bomber.8

The refugees arrived in the British 
Isles at the worst possible time. The 

spy hysteria was just culminating in 
the country, and poor English could 
lead not only to a  bloody nose, but 
also to arrest.9

On 18 June 1940, Anthony Eden, 
Secretary of State for War (War Sec-
retary for short), proposed to the war 
cabinet a  preferential evacuation of 
the Polish forces before the Czecho-
slovak forces. The same view was 
shared by Foreign Secretary Lord 
Halifax and Chief of the Imperial Gen-
eral Staff, General John Dill. Howev-
er, two days later Winston Churchill 
ended any debate regarding the se-
lection of evacuated troops from the 
French coast. This was a  significant 
turn of the new Prime Minister.

It was just one month earlier that 
he had himself proposed a more thor-
ough check of any emigrants who 
found refuge in Britain. The domes-
tic communists and fascists, as well 
as all Italians, Dutch, Belgians and 
Czechs, were to end up in internment 
camps. The reason was a possible in-
filtration by German spies. However, 
at the end of June, when an onslaught 
of 60,000 foreigners from occupied 
Europe was expected, Churchill radi-
cally changed his mind. The illogical 
turn, at first glance, had its logical 
background in the development of 
the war situation.

Although the majority of the Brit-
ish Expeditionary Force was evacu-
ated, their weapons remained on the 
coast at Dunkirk. It was clear that 

a return to Europe was postponed in-
definitely for the time being. Yet even 
the Prime Minister didn’t underesti-
mate subversive elements represent-
ed in the refugee wave. In his opinion, 
it was necessary to arrange for their 
transfer “elsewhere”. Although he 
didn’t specify where, one could think 
only of Canada, Australia and the Isle 
of Man. Despite the clear language of 
the Prime Minister, neither prejudice 
nor suspicion against the Czechoslo-
vaks disappeared overnight.

General Dill argued that the Polish 
troops were a good-quality team and 
as such they could be re-armed. In 
contrast, the Czech troops10 were to 

We fight to rebuild 
1

 

In the turbulent summer of 1940, the Czechoslovak airmen were among the great-
est assets of the foreign resistance movement. A shocking defeat of France and 
the loneliness of Great Britain affirmed their privileged position.2 What was  
highlighted in the difficult negotiations with the British side was the strength 
of the air force, as well as the success of fighter pilots in the Battle of France.3 
Recognition of the Czechoslovak provisional government could be described  
as a diplomatic miracle,4 thanks to a significant contribution by the aviation staff.

LADISLAV KUDRNA

Airmen’s contribution to recognition of the government in exile
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be carefully sorted first.11 The events 
that occurred in the Cholmondeley 
makeshik camp, where Czechoslo-
vak soldiers were transported from 
France aker the evacuation, support-
ed similar views.

While in France the 1st Czechoslo-
vak division consisted of 10,530 men; 
in Britain it was only 3,274 soldiers. 
Most of the men, mainly of Slovak na-
tionality, remained in France, where 
they had their families and jobs. In 
July 1940, a  severe crisis broke out 
in Cholmondeley. A  total of 535 dis-
satisfied soldiers, oken former mem-
bers of International Brigades, lek 
the army to be interned.12 The British 
viewed the remnants of the division 
with considerable contempt.

At the end of May 1940, intelli-
gence services proposed to issue 
a  decree prohibiting employment of 
enemy foreigners in British homes, 
placing Czechs in the same category 
as Germans and Austrians. Although 
Czechs were crossed out in the offi-
cial version, in March 1942 the ban 
appeared at one of the bases where 
members of No. 312 Czechoslovak 
Fighter Squadron served.13 The air-
men were outraged, because at that 
time they had fought and died along-
side British pilots for almost two 
years.

During the first half of 1940, there 
was an evident effort of the Interior 
Ministry to get rid of as many Czecho-
slovak refugees as possible, including 
proposals that they should be sent to 
Palestine, which suffered from labour 
shortage, where they were to find 
employment in establishing new set-
tlements.14

BREAKING POINT

Both President Edvard Beneš and the 
British knew that the Czechoslovak 
military units couldn’t play a  sub-
stantial role in planning the Allied 
operations. On the other hand, their 
political potential, particularly with 
regard to the airmen, was consid-
erable. It is also necessary to point 
out Moravec’s  intelligence section, 
whose services were greatly appreci-
ated by the British.15

On the French coast, several thou-
sand soldiers were waiting for evacu-

ation with, technically, no one to 
command them or, more precisely, to 
take responsibility for them. This was 
the problem dealt with by Halifax at 
the cabinet meeting on 27 June 1940. 
In his key speech, he openly stated 
that the Czechoslovak staff would 
have to be taken care of, regardless of 
whether Beneš received any recogni-
tion. Halifax was of the opinion that 
it would be much easier to incorpo-
rate him in the Allied sphere of influ-
ence.16 Moreover, it was obvious that 
the upcoming Battle of Britain would 
have a  completely different charac-
ter from the current course of the 
war. Contrary to the legends handed 
down, the British possessed a  suf-
ficient number of aircrak. However, 
they lacked pilots.

Therefore, the Czechs and the 
Poles, earlier underestimated, could 
achieve more than just tilt the scales 
in favour of war fortune.17 From June 
to August 1940, 932 from a  total of 
1,000 Czechoslovak airmen who 
were in France at the time of the sur-
render were evacuated to Great Brit-
ain.18 This wasn’t a  negligible num-
ber of professionals, of whom about  
12 percent had valuable battle experi-
ence. During the war, the capacity of 
the Czechoslovak air force oscillated 
around 1,480 men.19

We don’t know whether Hali-
fax’s  speech was influenced by the 
Prime Minister or prepared with the 
Prime Minister’s  full knowledge. In 
any case, it was a  courageous deci-
sion of the man who at the end of May 
1940 finally lost the fight for a major 
influence in the government. There 
is nothing to suggest that if Halifax, 
who openly admitted that Great Brit-
ain had been defeated and the only 
solution was to find a peaceful com-
promise, had been appointed Prime 
Minister instead of Churchill,20 the 
nation wouldn’t have followed him.

Halifax definitely didn’t sympathize 
with the policy of the Third Reich, but 
he was still convinced that the best 
way was to continue the traditional 
policy of maintaining a  balance of 

Gloomy Edvard Beneš in Cholmondeley

“Warmonger” W. Churchill

Photo: National Museum Archives (NMA)
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power. The British society still had 
vivid memories of the horrors of the 
Great War. The whole country was 
relieved aker Prime Minister Neville 
Chamberlain returned from Munich. 
The desire for peace wasn’t confined 
to the ancestral nobility and politi-
cians. Halifax enjoyed considerable 
support not only in conservative cir-
cles, while Churchill was considered 
a warmonger and adventurer.21 How-
ever, the development of war events 
agreed with the dour “bulldog”, 
bringing him to the very pinnacle of 
power and popularity.

On 3 July 1940, the war cabinet ap-
proved the proposed recognition of 
the provisional Czechoslovak gov-
ernment in exile without protests. 
Halifax communicated this to Beneš 
in writing on 21 July. Three days later, 
Churchill officially announced it in 
the House of Commons. That night 
the British radio played the Czecho-
slovak national anthem for the first 
time, and the information was also 
brought by the press.22

As is well known, this important 
step didn’t mean that Great Britain 
undertook to recognize any borders 
in Central Europe; Beneš’s  theory 
of political and legal continuity of 
the Czecho-Slovak Republic23 and, 

Above – The nose of a Wellington used by  

No. 311 Squadron

The Portreath airfield, where No. 313 Squad-

ron operated from August to December 1941

Photo: MCA – MHA

IN NOVEMBER 1938, the British government determined which countries were 
strategically important and which, in the interest of Great Britain, could receive war-
time assistance, including modern aircraR. It was a modified (mutatis mutandis, as 
is literally written in the British document) German policy which, already before the 
war, obliged some states by supplying modern weapons. The European countries that 
were important for Britain – in both political and military terms – included Belgium 
and the Netherlands, due to the fact that in the event of their occupation by Nazi Ger-
many the British Isles would have been immediately threatened; Portugal, for control 
of the access to the Strait of Gibraltar and strategically convenient location of the 
Azores, whose possible use would greatly facilitate the role of Britain in the war; 
Greece and the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, for control of the Mediterrane-
an Sea; and Bulgaria, Romania and Turkey, for control of the access to the Dardanelles 
and thus also to the Black Sea, and Romania also for its rich oil reserves. With regard 
to the European countries that the report dealt with, Hungary had no significance for 
the British. Czechoslovakia wasn’t even mentioned in the list of the countries. The 
authors of the report also noted that such support in no way means favourable loans 
or reductions in the prices of war materials without further cabinet meetings.

Cf. TNA Kew, Cabinet Office collection (CAB) 24/281, Relative strategic importance 
of countries requiring arms from the United Kingdom. Printed for the Committee of 
Imperial Defence, November 1938.
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last but not least, jurisdiction over 
members of the Czechoslovak armed 
forces and civilians weren’t accepted 
either. Compared with other exiled 
governments, no ambassador ex-
traordinary and plenipotentiary was 
assigned to and received from the 
Beneš government.24 Robert Bruce 
Lockhart only held (from 12 August 
1940) the office of diplomatic repre-
sentative.25 This procedure allowed 
that the British didn’t have to consult 
military and political matters with 
him if they weren’t directly related to 
the Czechoslovaks. Nevertheless, the 
recognition was successfully used in 
the field of propaganda. Great Brit-
ain could present itself as a  power 
supported by exiled governments 
of a  number of occupied European 
countries.

Edvard Beneš and his associates 
oken pointed to the quality of the 
Czechoslovak air force, but the fact 
remains that for the British the Pol-
ish forces played a greater role – both 
in the air and on the ground. While 
the number of Czechoslovak soldiers 
who landed in England during the 
summer of 1940 was 4,000, there 
were 14,000 Poles. British distrust of 
the Czechoslovaks was also strength-
ened by the pre-Munich policy direct-
ed towards Moscow, the strength of 
the Czechoslovak Communist Party 
and, last but not least, the lek-wing, 
pro-Soviet agitation of some Czech 
and Slovak (political) refugees who 
found refuge on the British soil. Fi-
nally, it should be noted that Czecho-
slovak affairs (with some exceptions) 
had a  marginal importance for the 
British.

MERIT OF THE MEN IN BLUE 26

Lockhart described how he came to 
inform President Beneš at the end of 
June 1941 that he would soon leave 
his office of representative in the 
Czechoslovak government, because 
he had taken a propaganda post: Jan 
Masaryk witnessed that awkward 
conversation. Both were distressed, 
not because I was being transferred, 
but due to long delays with full rec-
ognition. Dr. Beneš was confused and 
almost silent; Jan, as usual, was more 
energetic and emotional. Dr.  Beneš 

could not understand what the trou-
ble was. Jan wanted to know whether 
the Czechoslovak airmen who died in 
the battle of Britain should be consid-
ered provisionally dead. He had been 
told the other day that the Foreign 
Office had not suggested appointing 
an envoy with the rank of minister, 
although Mr. Eden assured him that 
a minister would be appointed. I was 
sad, feeling very uncomfortable, like 
a  deserter abandoning his friends in 
need. When I was leaving, I promised 
solemnly that I  would one last time 
turn to Mr. Eden. That evening I wrote 
him a private letter in which I gave ut-
terance to my feelings.27

The fight for the ultimate recogni-
tion was not only conducted in the 
political and war rings, but also in 
the social arena of the hierarchized 
island “society”. The British Em-
pire then had clearly defined social 
boundaries. The upper class, never 
speaking about property, had a privi-
leged status. Tireless ambition, love 
of power and materialism, these were 
the values   belonging to the New 
World, not to the good old England. If 
someone had worked his way up the 
social ladder thanks to his diligence, 
but wasn’t a  native Englishman, he 
was tolerated, but not accepted by 
the “proven” circles.

A day before the ultimate recogni-
tion of the Beneš government, a gar-
den party was held in Buckingham 
Palace for representatives of exiled 
governments. The government rep-
resentatives were lined up in the 
hallway in long rows according to the 
order of their appointment, accompa-
nied by “their” British ambassadors 
and envoys: Provisional Czechoslovaks 

were the last, and I went with them as 
a drover in a great hunt.28

Edvard Beneš inseparably joined 
his diplomatic initiative with the 
military side of the matter. The aim 
was the same from the beginning: 
recognition of the Czechoslovak gov-
ernment. In his memoirs, he directly 
stated the following: Thus when the 
historic Battle of Britain began […], our 
airmen could already play an impor-
tant part in the fight against the com-
mon enemy. […] The arrival of Czecho-
slovak military forces in Great Britain 
gave to these conversations a  new 
and firmer legal and practical basis.29 
At the same time, however, he didn’t 
miss a description of the deep crisis 
that hit the land forces: For me, these 
moments in June and July, 1940, were 
rather critical and painful. I  was just 
negotiating for the recognition of our 
Government and some of our newly-ar-
rived soldiers were manifesting these 
moral and psychological symptoms!30 
Happily, the overwhelming majority 
of the others soon showed their good 
qualities, and the airmen, without ex-
ception, behaved well, and participated 
immediately aper their arrival in prep-
arations for the Battle of Britain.31

As the supreme commander of the 
Czechoslovak army, he emphasized 
in his first army command (on 24 
July 1940) a  historically significant 
moment of the second resistance 
movement (recognition of the pro-
visional government), cohesiveness 
of the military resistance movement 
(which, however, was going through 
a  severe crisis), fighting for the suf-
fering nation, and the airmen’s  ac-
complishments. He literally said that 
one of the main reasons for govern-

SIR ROBERT HAMILTON BRUCE LOCKHART (1887–1970), a British journalist, 
writer, secret agent and diplomat. He joined the diplomatic service in 1911. From 
1914 to 1917/1918, he worked in Moscow. He was sentenced to death for a conspiracy 
against the Bolshevik regime, but he was exchanged for Maxim Litvinov, a Soviet 
representative in Britain who had been arrested. As a business attaché, Lockhart 
worked in Prague (1919–1922), where he established many friendships. His book 
Memoirs of a British Agent, Putnam, London 1932, brought him world fame. ARer 
the outbreak of war, he accepted an offer to work for the Political Intelligence De-
partment of the Foreign Office. As a liaison officer with a Czechoslovak emigration, 
he was active in its favour. ARer completion of the mission in the Czechoslovak 
government (autumn 1941), he led the Political Warfare Executive. ARer the war, he 
returned to writing, lectures and work in radio (in BBC, he broadcast each week to 
Czechoslovakia for over ten years).
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ment recognition was the fact that 
the Czechoslovak army was standing 
on the battlefields.32

On the day of the second anniver-
sary of the Munich Agreement, Win-
ston Churchill was speaking about 
the airmen in Czech broadcasting on 
BBC with appreciation: Here in Brit-
ain we have welcomed with pride and 
gratitude your soldiers and airmen 
who have come by daring escapes to 

take part with ever-increasing success 
in that battle for Britain which is also 
the battle for Czechoslovakia.33

Thanks to the airmen’s  achieve-
ments in the Battle of Britain, the 
British politicians considered them 
the best promoters of the Czechoslo-
vak matter.34 Beneš wanted to return 
to the question of provisional status 
of his government already in the 
summer of 1940. Lockhart discour-

aged him from such actions, because 
the timing wasn’t ideal in his opinion. 
The Battle of Britain was entering 
a  critical phase, and many officials 
from the Central Department (the 
Czechoslovaks fell in this section 
of the Foreign Office) didn’t regard 
Beneš with favour. For example, Wil-
liam Strang35 said to Lockhart indig-
nantly that he was fed up with Beneš; 
doesn’t he realize that the next forty-

No. 312 Czechoslovak Fighter Squadron, 

Redhill-Surrey, Sergeant František Mareš, 

DFM, aVer returning from Dieppe on  

19 August 1942

Photo: Ladislav Sitenský
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eight hours will decide the fate of the 
entire British Empire?36

However, events showed that the 
timing of the political offensive was 
good. The Czechoslovak airmen 
achieved an outstanding reputation 
in the battle, increasing the prestige 
of the foreign resistance movement. 
Based on subsequent military agree-
ments, the Czechoslovak land and air 
forces were involved in the British 
war effort. The turning moments on 
the battlefields of the Second World 
War then helped to effect recovery of 
Czechoslovakia within the pre-war 
borders. Without the defeat of France, 
the Czechoslovak provisional govern-
ment wouldn’t have been recognized, 
and without the Soviet Union enter-
ing the war, the ultimate recognition 
from 18 July 1941 wouldn’t have had 
its final form. On the other hand, it is 
necessary to emphasize the perma-
nent diplomatic initiative of Edvard 
Beneš and his supporters. In order to 
press such an ambitious programme, 
it was essential to show to the Allies 
that the Czechoslovak government 
weren’t generals without an army.

The President spoke highly of the 
airmen. When I  was with him on 20 
November 1940, he told me that they 
had shot down 50 Germans37 and that 
they were our greatest resistance as-
set.38 State Minister Ladislav Feiera-
bend’s  plain record was expanded 
by the fighter Josef Hanuš, a member 
of No. 310 Squadron: On 18 October 
[1940] our Foreign Minister Masaryk 
was here with some English marshal 
and one more old fogey. He promised 

to come again soon, asking Major 
Hess the following question: “And shall 
I  bring this blockhead with me?” And 
he pointed to the English marshal. 
Of course, nobody could help laugh-
ing, and Honza then, as far as I could 
understand, buttered up the English 
bloke. The most beautiful part was his 
quick departure and the words: “Yeah, 
you guys, you’re the only thing we have 
here. We civilians suck. So God help 
you. Good luck!” And he lep.39

President Beneš emotionally re-
marked the following about the air-
men: I know well and I emphasize that 
my return to homeland is largely the 
result of dedication and conscientious 
work of our airmen, begun in 1939 in 
France, which they so successfully 
continued in Great Britain from 1940.40 
I dare say that the Czechoslovak air-
men had the same importance for the 
foreign resistance movement in the 
hot summer of 1940 as the legions in 
Russia in 1918.

Despite public proclamations, the 
operational airmen had a  nagging 
feeling that they were expendable, 
just like the generation before them 
in trench warfare. As first-line sol-
diers they expected to get the best 
possible food. In reality, they were al-
most on the same rations as civilians. 
When not flying, they survived on 
thawed fish of unidentifiable flavour, 
dried eggs and sausages. In addition, 
the airfields were poorly equipped: 
It seems that I fell hard into slurry, as 
this station could be called. Even its 
name corresponds to it. Wigsley, yuck! 
Pig farm would fit more, although I sus-

pect that a lot of pigs might be offended 
for being associated with this place. 
The station is for no reason very large. 
If I  didn’t have a  bicycle, I  doubt that 
I  could cope with the endless march-
ing through the streets. Eating is hor-
rible, both the food and the room where 
people eat. We normally stand half an 
hour in a  queue before we sit down, 
and then we wait for food. Washrooms, 
that’s  a  few dozen dirty wash basins 
and two sets of showers, one inch 
dipped in mud and water.41

SURVIVING BRITISH CLICHÉS

Anglo-Saxon literature still con-
fronts us with a lot of nonsense and 
prejudice faced by our ancestors 
seventy-four years ago. The reason 
for similar missteps is ignorance of 
the language and the environment. 
I will only give a few examples to il-
lustrate the situation.

The Czech fighters’ achievements 
in the Battle of France seem suspi-
cious, or even unlikely, to the Anglo-
Saxon authors, especially compared 
to the relatively low losses42 (the Brit-
ish aerospace expeditionary forces 

From leV: Josef František (7 October 1914 – 

8 October 1940), a hero of the Battle of 

Britain, Alexander Hess (4 May 1898 –  

10 August 1981), the first commander of 

No. 310 Squadron, and air ace Stanislav 

Fejfar (25 November 1912 – 17 May 1942), 

a veteran of the Battle of France and the 

Battle of Britain
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suffered heavy losses). Furthermore, 
they claim, for example, that the fa-
mous Josef František lek his home-
land aker its occupation in 1938 (!) 
or, more precisely, as one of the few 
he used his Avia to fly to Poland, and 
that on his way he even fired at the 
advancing German convoys.43 How-
ever, on 15 March 1939, there was not 
only non-aviation weather and the 
first German didn’t aircrak appear in 
Kbely until the next day, but František 
didn’t leave his country until 13 June 
1939. Elsewhere, we can read that he 
already achieved his first aerial victo-
ries in Poland using outdated aviation 
technology, to which he later added 
eleven kills in the Battle of France.44

Pre-war Czechoslovakia allegedly 
only had a  relatively short air tradi-
tion, because the air force didn’t come 
into existence until 1929. The officers 
of No. 310 Squadron reportedly want-
ed to execute (!) an unnamed sergeant 
who damaged his plane in an acci-
dent: The Czechs were completely and 
utterly undisciplined. […] The young 
ones were very frightened of their com-
manding officer. Once, early on, one 
of these lads crashed a  Hurricane in 
landing. The undercarriage buckled 
up. They quickly had a  court martial 
among themselves and they were going 
to shoot him behind the hangar.45

Major Alexander Hess, commander 
of No. 310 Squadron, reportedly in-
formed the British air-traffic control-
ler that he twice flew over the crew 
of Dornier Do 17 which he forced to 
land46 and wanted to kill them with 
the on-board machine guns of his 
Hurricane, but eventually he changed 
his mind. It seemed unnecessary to 
him. He also added a  verbal com-
ment that he behaved like a freaking 
Brit.47 Hess’s memoirs slightly modify 
the British version: Two men from the 
crew quickly emerge from the wreck-
age of what was Dornier before noon, 
and there are two others lying on the 
ground. Maybe dead, maybe wound-
ed.48 Approaching them nose-dive, 
I  watch the confused behaviour and 
helplessness over the ruins of betrayed 
invincibility in the crosshair – helpless-
ness of defeat, the possibility of which 
was not allowed to be admitted by their 
megalomania. […] I look right into their 
faces through the crosshair of my guns, 

directly into their slug eyes. […] There 
was nothing of that German pride and 
muscle-flexing in that look … they just 
raised their hands – and I was not able 
to pull the trigger.49

Poles and Czechs are oken de-
picted as cruel avengers, not having 
the slightest mercy. However, ha-
tred wasn’t limited to any national-
ity or fighting side. Nineteen-year-
old Flying Officer Geoffrey Wellum 
described the fights over southern 
England in the following emotional 
way: Coupled with fear, I  now also 
feel a  sense of anger. What right has 
this German to fly his snotty little 
aeroplane over our England and try 

to kill me? Who invited him? Just be-
cause he’s  stupid enough to believe 
his bloody Führer and his master-race-
dominating-the-world crap, he flies for 
his wretched Fatherland and tries to 
impose typical Teutonic bullying on 

Luck wasn’t on the side of 487 Czechoslo-

vak airmen who died in the service of RAF, 

including twenty-three-year-old Sergeant 

Karel Pavlík of No. 313 Squadron, shot down 

on 5 May 1942

Spitfire Mk.VB of No. 312 Squadron
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our country. The bloody arrogance of 
it! Well, you’ll not shoot me down you 
black-crossed sod.50

Notwithstanding the foregoing, the 
English airmen reportedly had under-
standing for the alleged violent be-
haviour of Czechs and Slovaks, whom 
they loved and admired: Thank God 
they’re on our side!51 Staying on top of 
things, British historians write about 
the problems of Major George Black-
wood, a British co-commander of No. 
310 Squadron who could hardly keep 
a  tight rein on his aggressive and 
independent-minded young Czech pi-
lots who were always trying to go off 
to the centre of fighting in the south 
on their own “in search of prey”.52 
However, the reality was somewhat 
less romantic. Neither the pilots’ 
diaries nor the squadron’s  chronicle 
mention similar activities. On the 
contrary, the fighters proceeded in 
a  coordinated manner, according to 
the instructions from the country 
and the commanding officers. Also, 
the oken emphasized argument of 
youth is untenable in the light of the 

facts. During the Battle of Britain, Al-
exander Hess was 42 years old. He 
was probably the oldest operational 
fighter pilot in the Royal Air Force. 
Lieutenant Stanislav Fejfar from the 
same squadron was 27 years old, 
while the age of the English fighters 
was around nineteen or twenty.

Prejudice wasn’t connected only 
with the Czechoslovaks. Franciszek 
Kornicki, a member of the legendary 
No. 303 Squadron, recalled that he 
and his colleagues had a feeling that 
they were a  nuisance. He directly 
said that for the others they were 
a disgrace to the armed forces. Cap-
tain John Kent fell into depression 
when he learned that he was trans-
ferred to a  Polish squadron. Colonel 
Stanley Vincent, commander of the 
base where No. 303 Squadron oper-
ated, didn’t believe that his soldiers 
could do so well. He charged the 
intelligence officer to verify all kills 
reported by them. However, he didn’t 
want to wait for the result and, on 
11 September 1940, he flew into ac-
tion aker No. 303 Squadron. What he 

saw took his breath away. The Poles 
didn’t make things up, but shot down 
the German aircrak as they stated in 
their reports. It should be added that 
both officers quickly changed their 
initial, sceptical attitude towards 
the members of the squadron. Aker 
the end of the Battle of Britain, Kent 
received with great displeasure the 
order to join No. 92 Squadron, con-
vinced that he was leaving the best 
air team in the world.53

I  want you to understand. We’re 
English. Our country is very flat, and 
our sky is always grey, cloudy, with 
very little sun shine. We have insular 
thinking, our horizon is bounded by the 
shores of our island, and there is noth-
ing but sea beyond those shores.54

AVer returning home. General Karel 

Janoušek in the foreground. Prague,  

Old Town Square, 21 August 1945.

Photo: NMA (photographs from these archives 

used in the text come from the E. Beneš collec-

tion, inventory numbers 338–340 and 344)
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From the start of 1929 Pope Pius 
XI’s4 vision for a  Vatican Radio that 
would deliver the Christian message 
to the furthest corners of the world 
began to be fulfilled. Four days aker 
the signing of the Lateran Treaties5 
Pius XI received in a  private audi-
ence Guglielmo Marconi, one of the 
inventors of radio and the holder of 
a Nobel Prize for physics, tasking him 
with the creation of an autonomous 
Vatican City State radio station. The 
prefect of the Sacred Congregation 
for Extraordinary Ecclesiastical Mat-
ters, Cardinal Eugenio Pacelli6, Mar-
coni and the first director general of 
the station, Fr. Giuseppe Gianfrance-
schi7 SJ8 collaborated on the planning 
and implementation of the project. 
To serve the station, the “Marconi 
House”, which featured a transmitter, 
was built in the Vatican gardens. The 
pope first spoke across the airwaves 
of Vatican Radio (VR) on Thursday 12 
February 1939. His address launched 
a revolutionary chapter in the history 
of religious communication.9 Initial 
VR broadcasts were in Latin only, 
though in time other languages were 
added: French (1931), Spanish (1934), 
German and English (1937), Polish 
(1938), Hungarian and Ukrainian 
(1939), Portuguese and Lithuanian 
(1940), Italian (1945), and Romanian, 
Croatian, Czech and Slovak (1947).10

During WWII the “neutral” Vati-
can Radio faced pressure from both 
sides: The German Embassy com-   

plained about real and imagined broad-
casts, the Allies about the pope’s  re-
straint.11 Despite criticisms from for-
eign diplomats, who made editors’ 
jobs more difficult, and the jamming 
of its signal and a  ban on listening 
in Germany, the station soon found 
its feet and played an essential role 
in the conflict. A  letter from a  Pol-
ish woman who had had no word 
from her husband since the start of 
the war led to the creation in 1939 of 
the Ufficio Informazione del Vatica-
no12 service at the State Secretariat, 
which helped relatives find lost per-
sons, soldiers and prisoners. On the 
pope’s  orders the majority of broad-
casting time13 was given over to this 
service, which mediated messages 
and relayed greetings to prisoners 
from their families. 

THE BEGINNINGS OF VR’S  
CZECHOSLOVAK SECTION 

On his first official visit to Rome in 
February 1947 the archbishop of 
Prague Josef Beran14 urged Pope Pius 
XII in a private audience to add Czech 
and Slovak services to Vatican Ra-
dio’s broadcasts. He emphasised fore-
bodings of persecution of the church 
sparked by threatening signs in the 
country’s  political life.15 The pope ac-
ceded and a  test broadcast was car-
ried out in April 1947 at the launch 
of celebrations of the jubilee of St. 
Vojtěch (Adalbert). Fr. Josef Olšr SJ16 

prepared the programme with Nepo-
muk seminarians17. It began with the 
St. Vojtěch choral “Lord, have mercy 
on us”. Aper an introduction on the 
importance of Christianity and our 
saints for the nation and cultural life of 
our nations and on the meaning of the 
celebrations of the martyr’s  death of 
St. Vojtěch, there was a reading of Pius 
XII’s apostolic letter “Nono ac dimidio 
a S. Adalberti obitu exeunte saeculo…”, 
sent to the Czechoslovak episcopate. 
At the end the Nepomuk seminarians 
choir sang the papal hymn.18

Hear this, all you peoples;  
listen, all who live in this world

1

In October 1940 Cardinal Domenico Tardini 2 noted an observation from discus-
sions with foreign diplomats regarding the activities of Vatican Radio: Even when 
broadcasts are blocked in one country, they can be heard in others. It is enough 
when they reach one place for them to then reach everywhere. 3 

STANISLAVA VODIČKOVÁ

The broadcasts of the Czech section of Vatican Radio 

An StB file on the station also included this 

1985 VR handbook 

Photo: Security Services Archive (SSA)
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The Czechoslovak section began re-  
gular broadcasts on Christmas Day of 
the same year19 under Fr. Václav Feřt 
SJ.20 The official launch began with 
Christmas reflections and excerpts 
from Pius XII’s Christmas message in 
Czech. That was followed by part of 
the encyclical Optatissima Pax21 and 
the broadcast closed with Czech and 
Slovak carols. 

The Secretariat of State22 had 
originally ordered joint broadcasts 
for Czechs and Slovaks on two days 
a week but in the end broadcasts be-
gan right away on three days: Monday, 
Wednesday and Friday from 19:00. 
The duration was 14 minutes. The na-
tional principal was strictly enforced 
from the beginning, with Czech and 

Slovak alternating and the announc-
ers switching aker seven minutes.23 

On Mondays and Fridays the first 
10 minutes was devoted to reflec-
ti ons or interviews on a  topical is-
sue in religious life. In the remain-
ing four minutes news from the 
Catholic world was read in the two 
languages. Wednesdays were given 
over to a weekly overview of church 
news and current affairs. It soon 
became clear that the quarter-hour 
was insuffi cient so the Secretariat of 
State decided to extend broadcasting 
time to 30 minutes divided into two 
15-minute shows.24

The first permanent presenters on 
the Czechoslovak broadcasts25 were 
members of the Society of Jesus26 – 

the Czech Fr. Václav Feřt SJ and the 
Slovak Fr. Pavol Bajan SJ27. The begin-
nings were not easy. None of the ra-
dio pioneers had voice training and 
all broadcasting was live, with no op-
portunity to pre-record. It was some 
years before a  recorded programme 
went out, first on records and later 
on magnetic tape and cassettes, 
bringing to an end the stress of live 
broadcasting and the impossibility of 
making corrections. The broadcast-
ing booths had been made for one 
person and it was difficult for two 
to fit. In addition, all of the editors 
had other work. Fr. Feřt SJ had since 
1945 been spiritual of the Nepomuk 
seminary, where he was responsible 
for the seminarians’ spiritual guid-
ance. Despite all the difficulties, en-
thusiasm reined in the department, 
with Fr. Feřt SJ noting: Everybody was 
convinced of the immense significance 
of Czech and Slovak broadcasts for 
Catholics in Czechoslovakia. In 1947 
the Ministry of Information was al-
ready in Communist hands and Catho-
lic broadcasting on domestic radio was 
impossible. Despite all the difficulties, 
the work was done with enthusiasm, 
which helped to overcome all the hur-
dles.28

POST-FEBRUARY 1948 CHANGES  
IN BROADCASTS 

Aker their February 1948 takeover 
the Communists adopted a  rela-
tively conciliatory position toward 
the Catholic Church and did not pre-
clude in advance the possibility of 
joint treaties. Their primary aim was 
to split the Czechoslovak College of 
Bishops29 from the Vatican and create 
a national church. This was also seen 
in their treatment of diplomats from 
the Holy See, who put a lot of energy 
into ensuring they were not excluded 
from negotiations on relations be-
tween church and state in Czechoslo-
vakia and that, on the contrary, papal 

The Nepomuk papal college, following in the 

tradition of the Czech Collegium Bohemicum 

(below) founded in Rome in 1884, served 

seminarians from Czechoslovakia from 1929

Photo: Author’s archive 
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diplomats had the main say, not local 
bishops.30

However, the efforts of chargé 
d’affaires Mons. Gennaro Verolino31 
to raise negotiations to the level of 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Sec-
retariat of State proved fruitless. 
At the request of the Czechoslovak 
government Mons. Verolino was re-
called from Prague and on 12 July 
1949 secretary of the internunciature 
Fr. Ottavio de Liva32 became the Holy 
See’s temporary representative. 

The tense relations between Cze-
choslovakia and the Vatican also lek 
their mark on the work of Vatican 
Radio’s  Czechoslovak section. The 
Secretariat of State responded to 
the situation following the Commu-
nist takeover when aker nationali-
sation33 and centralisation the party 
controlled the entire media, thereby 
acquiring a monopoly on information 
and a  platform for indoctrination, 
introducing daily broadcasts begin-
ning at 15:00. However, there were 
also concerns that overly critical pro-
gramming might become a pretext to 
breaking off fragile diplomatic ties, 

leading the Secretariat of State to in-
troduce provisional censor ship.

This greatly complicated the work 
of Fr. Feřta SJ. He was forced to pre-
pare his daily programme, spanning 
three or four pages, translate it into 
Italian, then take it to the Secretariat 
of State to be approved by Fr. Corrado 
Bafile34, defend pointed formulations 
and sometimes have his texts cen-
sored before going to the studio in 
the Vatican gardens to broadcast the 
show. 

A  further change in broadcast-
ing time occurred in February 1949: 
Czech broadcasts began at 18:45 
with the Slovak programme follow-
ing from 19:00 to 19:15. From the 
beginning national differences made 
themselves felt in the Czechoslovak 
department. According to then exter-
nal editor Mons. Jaroslav Škarvada35, 
these were chiefly fanned by Slova-
kia’s  former ambassador to the Holy 
See Karol Sidor36, a supporter of “sep-
aratist” views on reviving an inde-
pendent Slovak state. At that time the 
director of Vatican Radio was a Spanish 
Jesuit37 and by some sixth sense he un-

derstood our relations. So when there 
was a discussion about an ident, which 
was to separate the two languages, he 
said the best thing would be the sound 
of a  cannon.38 On the urgings of the 
Slovak exile community the Czecho-
slovak section was in November 1949 
divided into Czech and Slovak sec-
tions which from then on prepared 
their own separate broadcasts. 

Despite all this discord, a  degree 
of cooperation continued as it was 
expected that Czechoslovak listeners 
would tune in to both. The content 
of programmes was therefore coor-
dinated to ensure the same subjects 
were not featured on one day. The 
broadcasts were based in large de-
gree on the Radiogiornale bulletin 
published in Italian, from which edi-
tors from national sections selected 
information according to their im-
portance for their target territory. 
Addresses by the pope, which Vati-

The Vatican Radio building 

Photo: Přemysl Fialka



48 articles and studies

can Radio received in advance, were 
a primary element of the broadcasts 
from the start. 

RESPONSES TO CHURCH  
PERSECUTION ON VR

Harsh persecution of the Catholic 
Church began in Czechoslovakia 
from the middle of 1949 in connection 
with the atheisation of the country.39 
The so-called church laws of October 
1949 ushered in fundamental change. 
The most significant were a  law on 
the establishment of a  State Office 
for Church Affairs and a  law on the 
financial protection of churches and 
religious societies by the state.40 The 
laws did away with the autonomy of 
the Catholic Church as guaranteed by 
the Modus vivendi41 and placed it un-
der state control. On 16 March 1950 
the Communist government declared 
Otta vio de Liva persona non grata and 
amid a  huge propaganda campaign 
forced him to quit Czechoslovakia 
within three days. His replacement 
was not granted an entry visa, which 
effectively meant the interruption of 
diplomatic relations for decades. 

Large-scale church trials42 and the 
liquidation of male religious orders 
under operation “K”43 (for kláštery, 
monasteries) and subsequently fe-
male orders44 were key elements in 
the battle against religion.

An extensive amnesty declared in 
1960 took in the majority of priests 
and monks. The paradox is that this 
was just at the time a  large trial of 
Jesuits was taking place. A year later 
it was the turn of the Redemptorists.45 

The church responded to the brief 
liberalisation in 1968 with a burst of 
activity; this ended with normalisa-
tion, when everything returned to 
how it had been before. An operation 
entitled “Reduction” was launched 
against church activities in 1979 and 
other anti-church operations fol-
lowed. The so-called illegal activities 
of orders were monitored and pros-
ecuted: Operation “Whirlpool” was 
launched against the Franciscans in 
1983, operation “Shadow” against 
the Jesuits the next year and subse-
quently operation “Concert” against 
the Salesians.

The editors of the Czech section of 
VR responded to all of these events. 
In the wake of the expulsion of the 
secretary of the Prague internuncia-
ture de Liva provisional censorship 
was evidently liked and responsibil-
ity for the impact of broadcasts was 
transferred in full to the editors-in-
chief of national sections. Diplomats 
from the Secretariat of State’s  East-
ern European section would only 
recommend an appropriate approach 
in sensitive cases and did not issue 
directives. 

The exhausting, tension-filled work 
took its toll on Fr. Feřt SJ, who aker 
roughly a  year at the section suf-
fered a nervous collapse.46 Colleague  
Fr. Alois Kořínek SJ47 filled in for him 
but the department didn’t get a per-
manent editor-in-chief until 1953. 
This was Fr. Petr Ovečka SJ48, who 
headed the department for 17 years.

In that period the flow of informa-
tion from home dried up. Jesuit Supe-
rior Fr. P. František Šilhan SJ49, who 
had supplied the department with 
reliable information, was imprisoned 
in March 1950. Another source of in-
formation was political refugees from 
Czechoslovakia. Editors had to handle 
information from them very sensitive-
ly when making it public so as not to 
reveal the sources; who had “leaked” 
the information could have been de-
duced from one careless word, lead-
ing to the arrest or at least persecu-
tion of their relatives and friends.

The golden rule for the entire pe-
riod of broadcasting, tried and tested 
during WWII, was to work with agen-
cy reports and information from the 
foreign media that confirmed reports 
of church persecution from home; the 
editor could then refer to reports in 
renowned dailies and circulated by 
agencies or radio and television sta-
tions. This also helped avoid the inad-
vertent disclosure of sources. 

Information also came from Czech 
expatriates working in the foreign 
media, in particular from Radio Free 
Europe religious programmes by Al-
exandr Heidler, Karel Fořt, Friedrich 
Osuský, Felix Mikula and from Voice 
of America by Ivan Medek, etc.  

Another popular source was the 
official Czechoslovak media. Editors 
entered into polemics with their re-
ports, spotlighting wilfully distorted 
information, fabricated reports and 
downright lies. Czech department 
editors scrutinised and commented 

In a period of relative liberalisation:  

Fr. Petr Ovečka SJ (in glasses and beret) 

shows friends around Rome in 1966.  

To his leV is Helena Lukasová, daughter  

of the famous Czech photographer.  

The Vašat married couple are to his right.  

 Photo: Jan Lukas
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on all the public show trials and 
anti-church propaganda brochures, 
as well as speeches by “progressive 
priests” such as Josef Plojhar.50

In the 1950s the Catholic Church 
was in a very similar position in the 
Eastern Bloc states. Moscow issued 
commands regarding its treatment, 
meaning we can observe in Poland, 
Hungary and Czechoslovakia (but 
also for instance in China) the same 
efforts to foster schisms, conduct of 
a class struggle between priests and 
their bishops, attacks on monks, sub-
jugation of the church to the state, 
show trials, atheisation of education, 
confinement of church activities to 
church buildings and their gradual 
move towards “the trapdoor of his-
tory”. Editors didn’t need to describe 
the situation in Czechoslovakia in de-
tail; it was sufficient to speak about 
the Communist regime’s  treatment 
of monks in neighbouring Poland to 
bring to mind the fate of Czech reli-
gious orders.

The Communists regarded VR as 
a “seditious station” and jammed the 
signal of its Czech and Slovak broad-
casts.51 Fr. Ovečka SJ determined 
to get around that barrier. He took 
charge of Latin broadcasts too and via 
this channel all important news from 
the Catholic world, papal homilies 
and encyclicals and the documents 
of individual Roman congregations 
made their way behind the Iron Cur-
tain. The Communists didn’t jam Latin 
broadcasts, probably assuming that, 
like them, nobody understood them 
anyway. However, at that time priests 
and many lay people knew Latin from 
grammar school while priests knew it 
from seminars and theological studies. 
So in the end all the news reached the 
right ears.52

Every day Fr. Ovečka SJ wrote the 
programme, translated it and broad-
cast it in Czech and Latin. But his 
work didn’t end there. From 1967 he 
edited the monthly Nový život (New 
Life) 53 and became secretary of the 
Christian Academy in Rome.54 On 
Sun days and holidays he helped out 
at the Roman parish of San Giovanni 
de Rossi, where he heard confessions 
and led preparations for baptism, 
marriage and the teaching of the cat-
echism. 

OSTPOLITIK AND THE CZECH SECTION

The 1960s brought a number of con-
ciliatory steps toward the Vatican on 
the part of the Soviet Union: In 1961 
Nikita Khrushchev wished Pope John 
XXIII a happy 80th birthday; selected 
bishops from Eastern Bloc states 
were allowed to attend the Second 
Vatican Council (1962–1965); and in 
February 1963 Josyf Slipyj55, the Lviv 
metropolitan of the Greek Catholic 
Church, was released from the Gulag 
on condition that he go into exile. The 
pope recommended that his diplo-
mats foster an atmosphere of trust, 
speak the truth in a way that did not 
cause offence and not lose patience.56 
The Vatican’s new diplomacy, adapted 
to the demands of the age, was most 
visible in relations with Eastern Bloc 
states and was dubbed Ostpolitik.  

Negotiations between the Czecho-
slovak state and the Holy See were 
renewed in May 1963. Vatican diplo-
macy was represented by the Holy 
See’s  pro-secretary of state Mons. 
Agostino Casaroli57. Leading the 
Czechoslovak team was the head of 
department for ecclesiastical mat-
ters at the Ministry of Education and 
Culture, Karel Hrůza58, and Lieut. 
Col. Miroslav Košnar59, commander 
of the Third and from January 1964 
the Second Directorate of the Minis-
try of the Interior. The Holy See en-
tered the negotiations with demands 
for the resolution of regular diocesan 
administration and the release and 
reinstatement of interned bishops, 
including Archbishop Beran. The 
state’s  aim was to gain as much as 
possible while ideally conceding 
nothing. 

Broadcasts by the Czech section of 
Vatican Radio, which the Communist 
government branded an obstacle to 
the establishment of good church-
state relations, were central to all the 
talks. In his memoirs, Casaroli wrote: 
Here too ostentatious politeness to-
ward me but strong reservations re-
garding that which was hinted at or 
mentioned in a conversation the previ-
ous evening: the anti-Czechoslovakia 
campaign that since a particular time 
has customarily been waged by the 
radio station Vatican Radio, Czech and 
Slovak exiles…60

Mons. Casaroli wished to hear the 
specific objections of the Communist 
government. The most significant ac-
cusations included the broadcasting 
of information about interned bishops 
and the priests and hundreds of lay per-
sons who had been imprisoned, false 
discrimination against Catholics and 
their children in schools and this sev-
eral months aper the actual events in 
question with a clear aim: to denigrate 
the good name of the CSSR.61 The Com-
munists called on the Vatican diplo-
mats to have Fr. Ovečka SJ thrown 
out of Vatican Radio and barred 
from Rome, making further talks on 
church-state relations conditional on 
the fulfilment of these demands.

In 1970 the director of Vatican 
Radio received a  directive from the 
Secretariat of State stating that  
Fr. Ovečka SJ must leave the section. 
In addition the Superior General of 
the Jesuits was ordered to expel him 
from Rome. However, Superior Fr. 
O’Neill SJ was defiant: What is the 
Secretariat of State to give me orders 
as to who I may or should have in our 
home? Fr. Ovečka is a Jesuit, he’s stay-
ing here, and that’s that!62

So Fr. Ovečka SJ remained in the 
home of the Jesuits. He began work-
ing as a librarian at the Historical In-
stitute while also serving as a chap-
lain at the San Giovanni de Rossi 
parish. He had an office at the Nepo-
muk seminary where he worked as 
secretariat of the Christian Academy 
and headed the editorial department 
of Nový život. As editor-in-chief of the 
monthly (1957–2001) he regularly 
visited the Czech section of Vatican 
Radio on Wednesdays and Saturdays, 
picking up copies of reports or pro-
grammes he drew on for news sto-
ries and reports in the magazine. On 
those visits he provided help to Fr. 
Josef Koláček SJ63, who was just start-
ing out as an editor and presenter.64

The programme scheme changed 
at this time: Monday was given over 
to philosophy, theology and culture; 
Tuesday to catechesis of various age 
categories; Wednesday to papal ad-
dresses during general audiences; 
Thursday to information on currents 
of thought in individual countries; 
and Friday (from 1957) to the pro-
grammes of Cardinal Tomáš Špidlík 
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SJ, on Eastern spirituality and series 
on homiletics, dogmatic theology, his-
tory and morality. Saturday’s  shows 
were devoted wholly to youth while 
Sunday belonged to the programme 
The Church and the World, supple-
mented by a papal speech before the 
Angelus. Reports from the homeland 
took a back seat in line with Vatican 
diplomacy. 

Over the years editors as well as 
priests and monks from Czechoslo-
vakia who were in Rome while on 
their way to other missions passed 
through the station, as did those who 
were forbidden from returning home 
aker 1948 and some who went into 
exile in the 1960s. Among external 
collaborators we find numerous sig-
nificant figures in the exile Czech 

clerical community; alongside the 
aforementioned Jaroslav Škarvada 
and Cardinal Tomáš Špidlík these in-
cluded: Karel Skalický, Jaroslav Polc, 
František Planner, Karel Vrána, Jesu-
its Karel Říha, Jiří Novotný, Petr Kolář, 
Josef Pazderka and Josef Čupr. Broad-
casting would have been extremely 
difficult without their involvement.

THE PONTIFICATE OF JOHN PAUL II

In the wake of the installation of Pope 
John Paul II65 the Vatican’s Ostpolitik 
acquired the adjective “fierce”. The 
pontiff’s  call for the courage to pro-
tect faith as one aspect of human 
rights spurred many Catholics to 
action and gave courage to official 
church representatives. In Czecho-

slovakia church life gradually began 
to develop, visible in Marian pilgrim-
ages and a  revival of the cult of na-
tional patron saints. Such pilgrim-
ages were an expression not just 
of solidarity with the church com-
munity but also a  demonstration of 
public opposition to the Communist 
authorities. Turning points included 
a  festival at Velehard in July 1985 
when 200,000 pilgrims whistled 
down official speakers representing 
the state; the declaration of a decade 
of spiritual renewal of the nation in 
November 1987; and the January 1987 
petition drive Catholic initiatives to 
resolve the situation of citizens of faith, 
which in a  short period was signed 
by around 550,000 people. The cli-
max of church activities was the can-
onisation of St. Agnes of Bohemia at  
St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome on 12 No-
vember 1989. Vatican Radio was pre-
sent at all those events, accompanied 
by its listeners.

LISTENERSHIP 

Naturally the letters that arrived at 
the Czech and Slovak departments 
were in the main written by Czecho-
slovak listeners for whom the reli-
gious broadcasting was an impor-
tant connection to the worldwide 
church. In view of the censorship of 
mail, writing directly to the station 
was not advisable. Letters and post-
cards were addressed to the Nepo-
muk seminary. Correspondents for 
the most part sent them from places 
to which Czechoslovak citizens 
were permitted to travel on holiday 
or work trips: East Germany, Roma-
nia, Poland, Bulgaria, etc.66 Reaction 
from home chiefly helped develop 
programmes and subjects that met 
with listeners’ interest. 

Everybody at Vatican Radio knows Fr. Josef 

Koláček SJ. He is the longest serving editor-

in-chief in its history.
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Cardinal Tomáš Špidlík SJ cooperated with 

Vatican Radio from 1957. His Friday ad-

dresses became legendary.
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Listenership was not monitored as 
closely then as it is today and Vatican 
Radio acted on the conviction that an 
independent source of information 
was important to society, and not 
only behind the Iron Curtain. In addi-
tion it was essentially impossible to 
acquire data for accurate empirical 
research in a closed society, and not 
only because VR figured on a  list of 
Czechoslovakia’s “enemies”.

It was attempted in the 1980s by 
Radio Free Europe, which, using the 
quantitative method, carried out 
several internal surveys of the lis-
tenership of foreign radio stations. 
One question in the questionnaire 
asked tourists from Czechoslovakia67 
whether they tuned in to Vatican 
Radio. The responses provided them 
with approximate data on listener-
ship; in the case of Vatican Radio 
the number of listeners was put at 
around 600,000.68

Senior state representatives too 
wished to ascertain the approximate 
number of citizens who tuned in to 
the “seditious station” and to learn 
about their preferences among for-
eign radio stations. They assigned 
the task to the Institute for Public 
Opinion Research, which produced 
information on the structure of lis-
teners of Western radio stations in 
the CSSR, several indicators of listen-
ership of those stations and the views 
of the public on foreign broadcasts.69

The researchers did not just inter-
pret the data gathered but also com-
pared them with the results of a simi-
lar survey carried out in 1978, so it 
was demonstrated that while in 1978 
10 percent of the population followed 
a  foreign radio station (respondents 
most frequently mentioned the BBC, 
Voice of America, Radio Free Europe, 
Deutschland Funk and Vatican Radio) 
at least once a  week, four years later 
it was 24 percent, meaning around 2.9 
million persons. A total of 36 percent of 
citizens had tuned into a  foreign sta-
tion. Frequent listening (i.e., daily or al-
most daily, in some cases 1 to 3x week-
ly) of a foreign radio station increased 
in comparison to 1978 in all socio-demo-
graphic groups, though most among re-
spondents with university education.70

Also noteworthy were the motives 
people gave for listening to foreign 

stations: the supplementing and 
comparison of information, learn-
ing about the other side’s views and 
more objective, true information.71

Reliably estimating today the num-
ber of listeners Vatican Radio had is 
extremely difficult. However, we can 
state with certainty that its broad-
casts were always a  controversial 
subject in talks between representa-
tives of the Communist state and 
the Holy See. In his memoirs, Mons. 
Casaroli makes repeated reference 
to the significance the Communists 
gave VR broadcasts and how they 
“stuck in their craw”. This suggests 
that the station’s  listener numbers 
were not insignificant. 

BROADCASTS FROM ROME  
AND THE STB

Vatican Radio predominantly em-
ployed Jesuits, making it virtually im-
possible for the Czechoslovak State 
Security (StB) to infiltrate it and ac-
quire detailed information about the 
station. However in the 1970s and 
1980s it did use a  number of “veri-
fied” clerics who on work trips to 
Rome made contact with the Czech 
and Slovak sections and on their re-
turn collaborated with the Commu-
nist security services. The StB also 
recruited atheists who they trained 
and then allowed to make “illegal” 
trips to Rome, where their mission 
was to enter the seminary and infil-
trate the exile clerical community. 

Illustrating this are the cases of Ka-
rel Simandl72, Jindřich Holeček73 and 
Jozef Král74. According to Ministry 
of the Interior archives they posed 
as “seminarian volunteers” and got 
into the Czech and Slovak sections of 
VR, where they helped prepare pro-
grammes while also fulfilling their 
StB mission. 

The main body of existing agency 
reports on the activities of Vatican 
Radio from the collection of the 1st 
Directorate of the National Security 
Corps stem from the 1970s and 1980s 
and detailed research into them is 
still in the initial phase. The preserved 
reports chiefly focus on the daily 
work of the editors at both sections. 
The StB obtained the most informa-
tion from meetings with their secret 
collaborator Jozef Král, an editor in 
the Slovak department. It suggests 
that the section chiefly prepared 
news from the bulletins of Radiogior-
nale, while liturgical and theological 
texts were provided by collaborators 
among the clerical exile community. 
The department regularly receives bul-
letins from Radio Free Europe and the 
Catholic agencies KATH PRESS, ANSA, 

A recommendation from the Vatican Radio 

director general for Pavel Pecháček of RFE 

Munich (Fr. Pasquale Borgomeo SJ confused 

Munich and Monaco…) on the canonisation 

of St. Agnes of Bohemia
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FRANCE PRESSE and  KIPA.75 Král in-
formed the StB about security mea-
su res at the entrance to the building, 
the location of both sections at the 
central building on Piazza Pia and 
customs surrounding visits by guests 
to the stations premises. The Slovak 
section is on the first floor, right beside 
the Czech one. The Polish and Hungar-
ian ones are opposite. From the corri-
dor individual nationalities are marked 
by cards. Broadcasting studios, where 
programmes are recorded, are located 
on the fourth floor.76

The StB paid great attention to 
cooperation between Vatican Radio 
and Radio Free Europe. It therefore 
tasked “Magnus” (Král) to look into 
the suspicion that RFE bulletins were 
also to be found at VR’s central docu-
mentation centre, which would evi-
dently have proven close cooperation 
between the stations. 

Naturally the focus of attention 
was on the broadcasts themselves 
and their composition. The Czech 
evening show was broadcast daily 
from 19:30 and repeated at 5:15 in the 
morning. Slovak broadcasts followed 
those 15-minute programmes. In 1985, 
for instance, the programme featured 
information on the pope’s  activities 
(pastoral visits, general and private 
audiences, the publication of major 
documents and encyclicals), from the 
life of the Catholic Church (sessions 
of senior Catholic bodies, congresses, 
various meetings) and on important 
events in the worldwide Catholic 
Church on the life of the Catholic 
Church in Czechoslovakia. 

The reaction to programmes that 
editors targeted at young listeners 
unsettled the StB. The response to 
a survey initiated by Karel Simandl in 
1978 also attracted attention. Fr. Ko-
láček SJ remarked of it: One time we 
prepared a  campaign asking listeners 
to send us postcards from individual 
places of pilgrimage. A large number of 
them reached us and we used them to 
create a statistical overview, that they 

listen to us, go on pilgrimages, how 
many people and from where.77

Today we will probably never learn 
whether it was Simandl’s  idea or 
a  task from the StB officer oversee-
ing him. In his report on the matter 
“Jab” stated that of around 350 re-
sponses 80 were signed. The sec-
tion sent those listeners a  diploma 
with the pope’s  signature.78 He also 
referred to the reaction of Vatican 
Radio management to the innova-
tive campaign: The general executive 
of VR even praised the programme as 
novel and enterprising. In reaction to 
the broadcast many letters reached VR 
from the CSSR, either signed or written 
under a  fictitious symbol. The depart-
ment then reacts to all responses.79

Both sections built on the success 
of the survey and continued with 
various listeners’ competitions and 
quizzes. According to the Slovak de-
partment, around 5,000 responses 
came from Slovakia alone to one quiz 
in May 1979. The StB tried to obtain 
the addresses of all listeners who re-
plied to these surveys. However, they 
ran into a problem at the Czech sec-
tion: Breaking with the normal custom, 
the superior [Fr. Josef Koláček SJ] does 
not live at the order’s building on Via 
dei Penitenzieri, like all the other Jesu-
its from VR, as he has a flat within the 
Vatican City. There he keeps all work 
materials, including a  filing cabinet 

providing an overview of correspond-
ence from listeners from the CSSR.80

While Fr. P. Koláček SJ kept all con-
fidential materials at home where 
secret collaborators of the Czecho-
slovak intelligence couldn’t get at 
them, most of the letters with return 
addresses sent to the Slovak section 
were either shredded or ended up in 
a filing cabinet at the department. It 
was believed to contain around 150 
addresses, of which 10 were of inter-
est to the StB: In any case the source 
[“Magnus”] had the chance to obtain 
them, even though he had to go through 
the entire filing cabinet because they 
are only ordered alphabetically.81

A situational report of 24 May 1985 
bore the further disquieting informa-
tion that the Czech section of VR was 
acquiring reports on the situation of 
the Catholic Church in Czechoslova-
kia not only from foreign news agen-
cies but is also receiving up-to-date 
information whose channels, despite 
efforts, it has not been possible to iden-
tify.82 

On the basis of the preserved archi-
val materials it can be stated that the 
Communist intelligence’s  targeting 
of Vatican Radio required a great deal 
of energy and financial resources. 
The intelligence that the spies of the 
1st Directorate of the National Secu-
rity Corp managed to get their hands 
on was mainly used in official talks 

A picture of the Vatican Radio building from 

the 1970s taken for the purposes of the 

Czechoslovak State Security
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between Czechoslovakia and the Vat-
ican. Those materials helped Czecho-
slovak representatives achieve con-
siderable success in the diplomatic 
arena.

CONCLUSION 

The persecution of the church in 
Czechoslovakia robbed Catholics of 
virtually all means of evangelising 
and connecting with the worldwide 
church. Through the entire period of 
Communist rule the Czech section of 
Vatican Radio did its best to fill that 
vacuum. Though other foreign sta-
tions also carried religious program-
ming, in which they devoted atten-
tion to the Catholic Church as a key 
part of society (relaying for instance 
important liturgical celebrations, 
carrying reports on the persecution 
of the domestic church, etc.), they 
were unable in view of its very na-
ture to compete with Vatican Radio 
and were not aiming to do so.

Vatican Radio still serves its func-
tion as “the pope’s  station” today. 
Aker Fr. Koláček, who still helps out 
at the department, Fr. Milan Glaser 
SJ took charge. His team also com-
prises two editors, Johana Bronková 
and  Jana Gruberová. The Czech de-
partment’s  goal remains the same – 
the free, credible, reliable and ef-
fective profession of the message of 
Christianity. Since 2001 the Czech 
section has also had a website with 
an up-to-date archive of its shows. 

In 2011 cooperation was agreed 
between the Institute for the Study 
of Totalitarian Regimes and Vatican 
Radio allowing for the digitisation of 
the archive of the Czech section from 
the period 1950–1992. At the end of 
2013 a presentation of the archive of 
broadcasts by Vatican Radio’s Czech 
department was launched on the In-
stitute’s83 website, while this year an 
edition of selected documents relat-
ing to reactions to the persecution of 
the Catholic Church in Czechoslova-

kia during the Communist regime is 
being prepared. Work is also under-
way on the publication of the Slovak 
part of the broadcast archive from 
1949–1992. Making both archives 
public will allow interested parties 
to get to know past shows attesting 
to the uniqueness of this current of 
thought. 

NOTES

1  Pius XI began his first Latin address to Vatican Radio listeners with the words of Psalm 49.
2  Ordained as a priest in 1912, Domenico Tardini (29 February 1888 – 30 June 1961) entered the Roman Curia. In December 1937 he 

became secretary of the Congregation for Extraordinary Ecclesiastical Affairs. In 1952 he was appointed pro-secretary of state and 
six years later became secretary for extraordinary ecclesiastical affairs.

3  Archive of the Czech section of Vatican Radio (hereinaker only ARaV), Dějiny Vatikánského rozhlasu. Introduction. Typewritten 
copy, 5.

4  Pius XI (31 May 1857 – 10 February 1939), real name Ambrogio Damiano Achille Ratti, was the 258th pope, serving from 1922 to 1939. 
His writings included two key encyclicals condemning totalitarian regimes, Mit brennender Sorge (15 March 1937), which focused 
on Nazism, and Divini redemptoris (19 March 1937), targeting communism. 

5  The Lateran Treaties are three agreements between the Catholic Church and the Kingdom of Italy renewing the sovereignty of the 
papal state – the Vatican City State. The treaties were signed on 11 February 1929. See Halas, F. X. (2008). Fenomén Vatikán. Idea, 
dějiny a současnost papežství. Diplomacie Svatého stolce. České země a Vatikán. Brno: CDK, 253–254 and 289–292.

6  Maria Giuseppe Giovanni Eugenio Pacelli (2 March 1876–9 October 1958) later served as Pope Pius XII from 1939–1958. Known as 
the pontiff who acknowledged the “moral value of democracy” and as a long-term opponent of communism. In 1949 he confirmed 
a decree excommunicating members of Communist parties from Catholic orders. 

7  Fr. Giuseppe Gianfranceschi SJ (21 February 1975 – 9 July 1934), Italian priest and member of the Society of Jesus, rector of the Pon-
tifical Gregorian University, chairman of the Pontifical Academy of Scientists, companion of Umberto Nobile on his 1929 expedition 
to the North Pole, first director general of VR. 
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At the border crossing in Petrovice, employ-

ees of the customs and passport control of 

the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic and 

the German Democratic Republic carry out 

customs clearance of tourists together, says 

the contemporary text

Photo: Czech News Agency / Libor Zavoral
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TRAVELLING FROM  
THE CZECHOSLOVAK SOCIALIST  
REPUBLIC AFTER 1969

From the autumn of 1969, the nor-
malization regime tried to restrict its 
citizens’ travelling to the free world 
as much as possible. From a  legisla-
tive perspective, Act No. 63/1965 Coll.1 
of 18 June 1965, on travel documents, 
was still in force in Czechoslovakia. 
Although it provided citizens with 
a  legal entitlement to travel docu-
ments to travel abroad, its Section 4 (1) 
(a) stipulated that the issue of travel 
documents may be refused if the trip 
was not in line with national interests. 
For the same reason, it was possible 
to take away the travel document that 
had been issued or to limit its territo-
rial and time validity. The flexible for-
mulation actually made it possible to 
refuse to issue a  travel document or 
to take away a travel document from 
anyone at any time so, in practice, citi-
zens did not have the right to travel 
abroad. Under the implementing de-
cree of the Ministry of the Interior 
and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 
23 June 1965, in addition to the pass-
port, citizens also needed a  special 
exit permit the issue of which could 
be rejected for the same reasons as 
the issue of a passport.2

Yet the passport policy was quite 
liberal until 1969: if there were no 

fundamental objections of a security 
nature against citizens (in terms of 
national security or general criminal-
ity), and if they presented a “foreign 
currency promise” of the Czecho-
slovak State Bank or an invitation 
of a  person living abroad, they usu-
ally obtained the passport and exit 
permit. A  major turning point came 
at the beginning of October 1969, in 
connection with the start of a  strict 
course of normalization. At its ses-
sion on 8 October, the Federal Gov-
ernment adopted Resolution No. 266, 
which meant the beginning of a new 
phase of significant restrictions. 
They were based on the joint propos-
al of the Federal Interior Minister Jan 
Pelnář and Foreign Affairs Minister 
Ján Marko, who was also joined by 
Prime Minister Oldřich Černík, a for-
mer supporter of reforms who sought 
a  last-minute rescue by supporting 
the normalization policy. The concept 
of the document is entitled “Report 
on Emergency Measures Associated 
with Trips of Czechoslovak Citizens 
and Their Stay in Capitalist States 
and Trips of Foreigners to the Czecho-
slovak Socialist Republic”. The intro-
duction indicates that the text incor-
porates the proposals that emerged 
from the discussion at the Govern-
ment session on 3 October. The meas-
ures envisaged immediate abolition 
of the already issued exit permits for 

any private trips except for trips to 
the countries of the Council for Mu-
tual Economic Assistance (CMEA), or 
possibly tourist trips to Asian social-
ist countries. Furthermore, within 
two weeks, the plan of business trips 
to capitalist countries and exchanges 
without foreign currency with these 
countries for the remainder of 1969 
was to be revised. (Exchanges with-
out foreign currency meant mutual 
visits agreed with the approval of the 
central authorities between institu-
tions or organizations on a reciprocal 
basis. Their essence was that the for-
eign partner paid for the stay of the 
Czechoslovak participants, and the 
Czechoslovak institution then paid 
for the stay of the foreigner.) The al-
ready issued business exit permits 
for persons residing abroad were 
also to be invalidated by the end of 
the year. The relevant ministries and 
central bodies of social and interest 
organizations had to apply for new 
exit permits for their employees re-
siding abroad, and they also had to 
demonstrate that their stay abroad 
was really necessary; otherwise the 
worker had to return to Czechoslo-
vakia. In the future, private trips to 
capitalist states and Yugoslavia were 
to be permitted not more than once 
a  year during the holiday leave and 
were to be limited to holidays organ-
ized by travel agencies, visits to close 

A long way to the West

Ajer a brief period of open borders, barriers at border crossings were lowered 
again between 1968 and 1969. Travelling anywhere became difficult again, and 
journeys to the West almost impossible, at least for those whose “cadre pro-
file” was not “up to the mark”. The change was to be brought by the Helsinki 
agreement, but despite the affixed signature of the Czechoslovak party and state 
officials, the practical consequences were negligible and those interested in 
travelling abroad went through an ordeal of official bullying, prohibitions and 
obstacles. This lasted until the fall of the Communist regime.

JAN RYCHLÍK

Helsinki Final Act and travelling of Czechoslovak citizens abroad
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relatives (only those who were resid-
ing abroad with the approval of the 
Czechoslovak authorities), and trips 
based on the foreign currency prom-
ise issued by the Czechoslovak State 
Bank, for the issue of which, however, 
citizens did not have a legal right. Pri-
vate trips for the purpose of employ-
ment or study were not to be permit-
ted at all. In practice, this meant that 
such a  trip could only take place as 
a business trip (based on a business 
exit permit), if the relevant ministry 
or, as the case may be, the Ministry of 
Education of the Czech or Slovak Re-
public requested it.3 The Government 
approved all the measures and, with 
the date of 9 October, issued them as 
two separate legal regulations that 
were published on the same day in 
the Collection of Laws and thus came 
into force.4

 Government Decree No. 114/1969 
Coll. had a  fundamental and last-
ing importance, stipulating cases 
in which a  trip to a  foreign country 
was not in accordance with national 
interests and providing grounds for 
non-issuance or removal of a  travel 
document: the trip was not in com-

pliance with state interests if it was 
inconsistent with the protection 
of national security, internal order, 
public health or morals, as well as in 
the event of a trip: a) to a state with 
which the Czechoslovak Socialist Re-
public did not maintain diplomatic 
relations, b) to visit a citizen who re-
sided abroad without the permission 
of the Czechoslovak authorities, c) of 
a  citizen against whom enforcement 
was sought for failure to fulfil main-
tenance obligation or other commit-
ments, d) of a  citizen whose actions 
suggested an intention to remain 
abroad, e)  which was not covered 
by foreign currency, f) without the 
foreign currency promise, except for 
trips to see relatives in the direct line 
of descent, to siblings and spouses, 
unless these were trips mentioned in 
categories a–d above.

Joint decree of the federal Minis-
tries of the Interior and Foreign Af-
fairs No. 115/1969 Coll., on the valid-
ity of exit permits, had an immediate 
– as well as temporary (one-time) – 
importance. The exit permits marked 
as “business” expired as of 1 Decem-
ber 1969, unused one-time exit per-

mits for private trips expired on the 
date when the decree was published 
(9 October), and unused one-time exit 
permits marked as “tourism” (such 
permits could only be used for a trip 
as part of a specific collective holiday) 
were only valid until 1 January 1970. 
The validity of exit permits of persons 
who were abroad on the date of pub-
lication of the decree ended on 31 De-
cember 1969. In contrast, permanent 
exit permits to the CMEA states and 
one-time exit permits to Asian social-
ist countries remained valid. This 
meant expiration of validity of exit 
permits for private trips to Yugosla-
via, as well as, for example, to Cuba or 
(theoretically) to Albania. The reason 
was simple: Czechoslovakia either 
did not have an agreement with these 
countries whereby they would not al-
low Czechoslovak citizens to travel 
to capitalist states without a  spe-
cial permit, or (in the case of Cuba) 

Hatě, a crossing on the border between the 

Czechoslovak Socialist Republic and Austria, 

17 September 1968
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it was impossible to travel to them 
otherwise than by transiting through 
such states. In the case of Yugoslavia, 
therefore, the expired permits includ-
ed one-time annexes to ID cards that 
had already been issued, and these 
annexes ceased to be issued for this 
country.5

In addition to measures of an ad-
ministrative nature, criminal law 
measures were also adopted. On 18 
December 1969, the Federal Assem-
bly approved Act No. 150/1969 Coll., 
on offences, which permanently in-
corporated some of the institutes and 
constituting facts of crimes into the 
Czechoslovak criminal law that had 
been originally introduced only tem-
porarily (with validity until the end 
of 1969), aker major demonstrations 
from 19 to 22 August 1969. The Of-
fences Act stipulated (Section 5 [d]) 
imprisonment of up to six months or 
a  corrective action (i.e. deductions 
from salary in favour of the treasury) 
or a  monetary fine of up to 5,000 
Czechoslovak crowns for violation of 
the regulations on travel documents, 
especially for obtaining the exit per-
mit fraudulently, for using incorrect 
or incomplete information, or for 
exceeding its territorial or temporal 
validity. The law came into force on  
1 January 1970.6

All regulations on travel documents 
were summed up in the new joint de-
cree of the Ministries of the Interior 
and Foreign Affairs, No. 44/1970 Coll., 
on 13 April 1970.7 It stipulated the 
types of travel documents in detail, 
determining the procedure for their 
issue. Exit permits for passports were 
issued based on applications submit-
ted to the regional administration of 
passports and visas of the Ministry 
of the Interior via the district depart-
ment of passports and visas. The 
approval of the planned trip had to 
be confirmed directly on the appli-
cant’s application by the employer, af-
firming that the applicant had no out-
standing financial obligations to the 
state or socialist organizations, i.e. 
especially to the company in which 
they worked. If the applicant was not 
employed, the approval on the appli-
cation was provided by the national 
committee having local competence. 
The approval of the district military 

administration was also required for 
men subject to compulsory military 
service, regardless of whether the 
person was a  conscript, recruit or 
reservist. In addition to the stamped 
confirmed application, the applicant 
had to simultaneously submit to the 
district administration of passports 
and visas the foreign currency prom-
ise or an invitation by the immediate 
relatives legally living abroad. In the 
case of an organized holiday with 
a  travel agency, applications for the 
issue of exit permits were confirmed 
directly by the travel agency. The de-
cree allowed the Passport Service of 
the Ministry of the Interior to require 
the same documents also for the 
application for a  passport, but this 
was not used in practice, because 
the passport, which remained in the 
possession of the person to whom it 
had been issued, without a one-time 
exit permit could only be used to 
travel to the CMEA countries (USSR, 
Mongolia, Poland, German Demo-
cratic Republic, Hungary, Romania, 
Bulgaria), for which permanent exit 
permits were issued in the form of 
stamps simultaneously with the is-
sue of the passport. With effect from 
1  May 1972, the previously issued 
permanent exit permits to travel to 
these countries were abolished and 
replaced by a  registration stamp in 
the form of a  fee stamp on the first 
page of the passport.8 Exit permits 
for other countries ceased to take the 
form of a stamp in the passport and 
were replaced by a  special insert to 
be used with the passport.9

Due to measures from 9 October 
1969, the borders to the West were 
de facto closed for Czechoslovak 
citizens, because it was impossible 
to obtain an exit permit based on an 
invitation (except from close rela-
tives living legally abroad), and the 
number of foreign currency prom-
ises provided by the Czechoslovak 
State Bank was very limited. Strict 
restrictions also applied to travel-
ling to the West as part of organized 
tourism, i.e. through participation in 
a  trip organized by a  travel agency. 
Theoretically, this option could be 
used by every Czechoslovak citizen 
if there were no serious objections of 
a political, criminal or state-security 

nature against them which would al-
low passport and visa authorities to 
refuse to issue an exit permit. The 
practice, however, looked quite dif-
ferent: under business-political prin-
ciples for the development of interna-
tional tourism, adopted as Resolution 
of the Government of the Czechoslo-
vak Socialist Republic No. 271 on 12 
October 1972,10 it was especially for-
bidden to organize holidays in capi-
talist states shorter than a fortnight. 
Secondly, these holidays were only 
for company groups. In practice, this 
meant that their participants had to 
include at least three persons from 
the same factory, school or social or-
ganization, assuming, of course, that 
they were allowed to do so by these 
organizations. Why individuals were 
not permitted to participate in such 
holidays was not explained, but the 
underlying reason was certainly to 
prevent emigration, because based 
on the above procedure it was virtu-
ally impossible that the same holiday 
could be applied for by both spouses 
or by the whole family. Moreover, 
even tourist trips to Cuba, when the 
Czechoslovak Airlines aircrak had 
to land in Montreal, were considered 
as trips to capitalist states. The im-
possibility to apply for a  holiday in 
the West individually did not affect 
pensioners and holidays in some de-
veloping countries (e.g. in Egypt), but 
only under the condition that flights 
to the destination did not have stop-
overs in any capitalist state.

The ban also covered combined 
holidays in socialist and capitalist 
countries and transits through Yugo-
slavia as part of trips to Bulgaria and 
Romania, or through Austria as part 
of trips to Yugoslavia, which could 
be applied for by anyone. The only 
exception was allowed for collective 
tourist trips on Soviet ships in the 
Black Sea and in the Mediterranean, 
where it was allowed to disembark 
at ports on the Yugoslav Adriatic 
coast. Therapeutic holidays organ-
ized by the travel agencies Balnea 
and Slovakotherma could be applied 
for by individuals, but only if they 
had a  recommendation from their 
doctor.11 In addition, Government 
Resolution No. 271/1972 reduced the 
possibility of travelling to the West, 
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stipulating that, in principle, such 
a  trip could only be permitted once 
a year during holiday leave. Theoreti-
cally, foreign currency could be pref-
erentially claimed by applicants who 
had not been to the capitalist states 
in the past three years, and internal 
political materials also repeatedly 
required that political and “class” 
criteria also be reflected in granting 
foreign currency promises to appli-
cants. However, in 1977, the Federal 
Ministry of the Interior itself pointed 
out failure to ensure that these states 
are visited mainly by “ideologically 
firm citizens, convinced about the ad-
vantages of the socialist system”. The 
Federal Ministry of the Interior also 
“explained” the reasons for the situ-
ation: it was caused by organizations 
and schools that did not understand 
the political aspect of the issue, con-
firming the recommendation for the 
foreign currency promise, as well as 
the application for the issue of the 
exit permit, for everyone: In most cas-
es, employers considered employees’ 
travelling as their private matter, and 
if employees have the necessary funds, 
employers see no reason why they 
should prevent them from taking such 
trips.12 The foreign currency promise 
was in fact a matter of downright cor-
ruption, and it was usually obtained 
by anyone who had contacts in the 
relevant position at the bank.13

EXPATRIATION

Emigration as such – even to the so-
called socialist states – was regarded 
as fundamentally undesirable by the 
Communist regime, because the state 
lost skilled workforce. Illegal emigra-
tion was a crime: under Section 109 
(1) of the Criminal Code,14 any person 
who lek the territory of the repub-
lic without permission was subject 
to imprisonment for 6 months to 
5  years, a  corrective action (i.e. a  fi-
nancial penalty) or forfeiture (con-
fiscation of property). Similar pun-
ishment applied to those who went 
abroad legally, but did not return to 
the republic aker the time allowed 
(Section 109 [2]).15

The Soviet occupation of Czecho-
slovakia sparked a new wave of emi-
gration. From 21 to 28  August 1968, 

passport controls at the borders with 
Austria and the Federal Republic of 
Germany usually let people travelling 
abroad leave the republic without 
exit permits, sometimes even with-
out any travel documents, although 
the situation was not the same every-
where. There were also cases of 
crossing the border outside border 
crossings, oken based on passive or 
even active cooperation of Border 
Guard members who disagreed with 
the occupation. Whether the actual 
opening of the border was a  result 
of chaos and lack of clear orders, or 
a  purposeful activity of members of 
passport controls, or even the result 
of an internal order of the reformist 
Interior Minister Josef Pavel, cannot 
be said based on the preserved and 
accessible archival materials.16

In connection with the signing 
of the so-called Moscow Protocol, 
which de facto legalized the occupa-
tion, control over the western border 
was restored at the turn of August 
and September. The number of emi-
grants, however, still remained high, 
because issuance of exit permits was 
liberal even aker the occupation. 
Criminal proceedings under Section 
109 (2) of the Criminal Code, on il-
legal departure from the republic, 
were not initiated against those who 
remained abroad aker the expiry of 
their exit permits. On the contrary, 
embassies were given instructions 
to extend their exit permits in cases 
requiring special consideration. At 
the same time, however, there were 
the first attempts to stop the growing 
flow of emigrants. On 6  September 
1968, the new First Secretary of the 
Communist Party of Slovakia Gustáv 
Husák made a  speech at the ses-
sion of the Presidium of the Central 
Committee of the Communist Party 
of Czechoslovakia (CPC) and, refer-
ring to emigrants’ “hostile activities”, 
he demanded a drastic restriction of 
trips to the West and closure of the 
borders. He especially disliked the 
fact that many people held perma-
nent exit permits to travel to capital-
ist states and they in fact oken acted 
as connections between the new em-
igrants and the home environment. 
In this context, the future president 
delivered his ok-cited statement that 

the border is not a promenade. Husák 
was opposed by the majority of the 
members of the Presidium, so the 
proposal was not adopted straight 
away.17 However, two months later 
the situation looked different. The 
change was undoubtedly caused 
by dissatisfaction of the USSR with 
the process of normalization, which 
Brezhnev already stated in the nego-
tiations in Moscow on 3 to 4 October 
1968 and which was also reflected 
in Husák’s  speech at the Presidium 
meeting held on the occasion of 
preparing the November meeting of 
the Central Committee of the CPC.18 
At the session held on 11 November 
1968, the Government of the Czecho-
slovak Socialist Republic partially 
concurred with the view that it was 
necessary to significantly restrict 
movement across the borders and 
to toughen the stance on emigrants. 
Resolution No. 401 severely restrict-
ed trips abroad for the purpose of 
study or work, and its main objective 
was to prevent the free and essential-
ly uncontrolled movement of persons 
with permanent exit permits across 
the western borders. On 12 Novem-
ber, the content of the resolution 
was embodied in joint decree of the 
Ministry of the Interior and Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs No. 147/1968 Coll., 
which came into force immediately 
on the date of publication, i.e. on 19 
November.19

Aker Gustáv Husák assumed office 
as the First Secretary of the Central 
Committee of the CPC (on 17 April 
1969), the stance of the state authori-
ties and Party bodies on emigration 
soon tightened. The issue of the rela-
tion to emigrants was dealt with by 
the Federal Government at its ses-
sion on 22 May 1969. According to 
Resolution No. 104, those emigrants 
who would voluntarily return to the 
Czechoslovak Socialist Republic in 
three months were to be amnestied, 
or proper steps were to be taken in 
accordance with the applicable legis-
lation. This amnesty was actually de-
clared by President Ludvík Svoboda 
on 27 May and published under No. 
59/1969 Coll.20 It related solely to the 
crime of illegal departure from the 
republic. Criminal proceedings were 
not to be initiated against persons 
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who would return to the territory of 
the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic 
by 15 September 1969 or who would 
legalize their stay.

The amnesty failed to meet the 
expectations of Husák’s  leadership, 
because only 565 of about 70,000 
emigrants returned to the Czechoslo-
vak Socialist Republic.21 For the vast 
majority of emigrants, the question of 
legalization of their stay also proved 
to be unrealistic, because the afore-
mentioned resolution of the Federal 
Government, No. 266, of 8 October 
1969 did not allow it: under Section 
III (c), expatriation was to only be al-
lowed for the purpose of family reuni-
fication (parents and minor children), 
marriage to a  foreigner, expatriation 
of pensioners or in cases requiring 
special consideration. By the end 
of the 1970s, 66,534 from a  total of 
86,448 persons who, according to 
the findings of the State Security Ser-
vice (StB), emigrated by 1971, were 
gradually sentenced.22 However, by 
penalizing illegal departure from the 
republic, Husák’s regime only proved 
its helplessness. Such persons were 
tried in absentia, and the judgement 
was therefore not enforceable. The 
steps against emigrants did not bring 
the treasury any substantial material 
gain in the form of confiscated prop-
erty: emigrants had usually trans-
ferred it to other persons or sold it 
before going into exile.

Although closing the Czechoslovak 
borders in October 1969 reduced emi-
gration, it did not stop it. For politi-
cal reasons, travelling to Yugoslavia 
remained relatively unrestricted, and 
Yugoslavia was in the vast majority 
of cases an interchange station “on 
the way to freedom”. Unlike other 
Communist states, Yugoslavia did not 
prevent its citizens from travelling 
abroad or emigrating, and therefore it 
did not build any barriers and barbed 

wire fences at its borders with Aus-
tria and Italy. While other socialist 
states concluded multilateral agree-
ments by which they pledged not to 
allow the citizens of other “brother 
countries” to cross their territories to 
the West if they did not have the nec-
essary documents (without a Czecho-
slovak exit permit, Czechoslovak citi-
zens were not allowed, for example, 
by the Bulgarian passport control to 
enter Turkey), Yugoslavia was not 
involved in these agreements, and 
its passport controls usually allowed 
Czechoslovak citizens – if they had 
a passport – to go to Austria and Italy 
without any problems.23

Although most Czechoslovak citi-
zens went abroad for economic rea-
sons and were not involved in politics 
in any way, emigration as a whole was 
a  political issue. It clearly showed 
that citizens preferred capitalism to 
the publicly vaunted “benefits” of so-
cialism. Therefore, in February 1973, 
Husák’s  leadership once again tried 
to persuade emigrants to return by 
announcing amnesty, based on the 
same principle as in 1969: illegal im-
migrants would not be prosecuted if 
they returned to the republic by the 

end of 1973.24 This measure was not 
successful either. Therefore, the re-
gime punished emigrants at least by 
preventing their relatives living in 
Czechoslovakia from visiting them. If 
emigrants obtained the citizenship of 
the host country and wanted to visit 
Czechoslovakia, they were usually 
not granted a visa.

THE FINAL DOCUMENT FROM HELSINKI

On 30 July 1975, the representatives 
of 35 states signed the Conference on 
Security and Co-operation in Europe 
Final Act in Helsinki. On behalf of 
Czechoslovakia, the act was signed 
by President Gustáv Husák. Article 
VII (8) of Part I  committed all signa-
tories to abide by the principles of 
the UN Charter and the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and the 
International Covenant on Civil and 
Human Rights in the area of human 
rights. In the part of the agreement 
dealing with cooperation in humani-
tarian issues, the participating states 
committed themselves to further fa-
cilitating movement and contact be-
tween individuals and organizations. 
Specifically, this meant that family 
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reunification should be allowed, and 
travelling for personal and profes-
sional reasons should be facilitat-
ed.25 In 1976, with a  delay of several 
years, Czechoslovakia formally set-
tled its obligations by ratifying the 
International Covenant on Civil and 
Human Rights and the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights, to which it acceded 
in 1968.26 The conclusions of the 
Helsinki Accords came formally into 
force for the Czechoslovak Socialist 
Republic on 23 March 1976. However, 
Czechoslovakia evidently did not ful-
fil its obligations that resulted from 
it. Primarily, the practice with regard 
to expatriation and freedom of move-
ment was repeatedly criticized in the 
international arena, and the Helsinki 
Accords also began to be referred to 
by unsuccessful applicants for trips 
to the West and for expatriation. The 
Government addressed this issue on 
26 August 1976. Under adopted Reso-
lution No. 216, Federal Interior Minis-
ter Jaromír Obzina was to submit to 
the Government, based on the agree-
ment with Foreign Minister Bohuslav 
Chňoupek, a  report on the situation 
with travelling.

The material of the Federal Min-
istry of the Interior, under Ref. No. 
SM/P-294/77, was not submitted to 
the Government until half a  year 
later, on 21 March 1977.27 Coinciden-
tally, it was at a time when an oppo-
sition in the form of Charter 77 was 
established in Czechoslovakia, which 
also touched upon the freedom of 
travelling in its founding statement: 
Generally, Section 2 of Article 12 of the 
first covenant (i.e. on civil and human 
rights – author’s  note) is violated, 
which guarantees citizens the right 
to freely leave their country.28 The 
material submitted by Obzina to the 
Government, however, claimed that 
every thing was in perfect order. It 
only recommended amending certain 
provisions of Government Resolu-
tions No. 266/1969 and No. 271/1972 
as outdated. Yet the source report 
provided concrete figures which 
clearly showed that the number of 
trips of Czechoslovak citizens to the 
West was very low:
year 1971 ....................................51,659
 1972 ....................................62,151

 1973 ....................................67,638
 1974 ....................................117,041
 1975 ....................................129,868

However, these figures are mis-
leading, because they also include 
business trips. In 1975, for example, 
there were 43,395 trips at the invi-
tation of relatives, 38,998 foreign 
currency promise trips and 18,769 
organized tourist trips. The rest was 
comprised of business trips. Although 
the number of trips was small and 
the selection was strict, the Federal 
Ministry of the Interior was not satis-
fied. It pointed out failure to ensure 
that these states are visited mainly by 
ideologically firm citizens, convinced 
about the advantages of the socialist 
system, and saw the flaw – as it did 
many times in the past – in employers 
who did not understand their respon-
sibility: Employers consider employees’ 
travelling as their private matter, and 
if employees have necessary funds, 
employers see no reason why they 
should prevent them from taking such 
trips. [...] The competent bodies of the 
Federal Ministry of the Interior, due to 
a large number of applicants for travel 
documents, cannot examine each appli-
cation in detail, and if there are no seri-
ous negative findings, they permit such 
trips. Expatriation is considered by 
the material as a  fundamentally un-
desirable phenomenon, and therefore 
each case is considered separately. 
The material states that from 1952 
to 1974 a total of 71,808 applications 
for expatriation to capitalist states, 
mainly by citizens of German national-
ity, were granted. In 1974, 1,385 ap-
plications were granted and 310 were 
rejected; in 1975, 2,160 were granted 
and 1,397 were rejected.

The conclusion of the material of 
the Federal Ministry of the Interior 
is a  mixture of cynicism, arrogance 
and insolence, because it states, in 
total contradiction with the facts, 
that the  applicable regulation of issu-
ance of travel documents meets the 
commitments assumed by the Czecho-
slovak Socialist Republic by acceding 
to international treaties, as stated, for 
example, in connection with the ratifi-
cation of the International Covenant 
on Human Rights. The result of the 
source material of the Federal Minis-

try of the Interior was then discussed 
with Deputy Prime Minister Rudolf 
Rohlíček and it became the basis of 
Government Resolution No. 151 of 
26 May 1977.29 The approved mate-
rial did not comply with the com-
mitments from Helsinki at all, and 
definitely not with the Covenant on 
Human Rights. In principle, it only 
repeated the principles contained in 
Government Resolution No. 271/1972, 
with only a  slight easing in the fact 
that at the invitation of closest rela-
tives both spouses could henceforth 
travel simultaneously and that it 
allowed private trips for medical 
purposes (with the approval of the 
Ministry of Health of the Czech or 
Slovak Republic), as well as the so-
called collection trips (trips in order 
to execute heritage, financial claims, 
etc.), trips associated with testimony 
at a foreign court (but only aker the 
approval of the Ministry of Justice 
of one of the republics) and trips to 
meetings of international organiza-
tions of which the citizen – naturally, 
with the approval of the Czechoslo-
vak authorities – was a member. Pen-
sioners were allowed to take more 
trips a year and for an unlimited time, 
which had been, however, enabled by 
Government Decree No. 216 of 26 Au-
gust of the previous year.

The issue of travelling returned 
to the agenda  on 8 November 1979, 
when the Federal Government dis-
cussed the change in political princi-
ples for controlling “foreign tourism” 
and, in some details, it liberalized its 
directives of 1972 with regard to or-
ganized tourism. The reasons were 
mainly economic: travel agencies had 
criticized the restriction under which 
only organized groups could partici-
pate in holidays, because it was oken 
impossible to fill the holiday capac-
ity. Similarly, the prohibition of stop-
overs in capitalist states during trips 
to developing countries was problem-
atic: stopovers in “capitalist coun-
tries” were part of regular schedules 
of Czechoslovak Airlines, which was 
not willing to change them. Travel 
agencies did not organize so many 
holidays to be able to afford to order 
chartered flights from Czechoslovak 
Airlines. In addition, stopovers were 
generally needed for refuelling (e.g. 



65 behind the iron curtain

in Montreal during trips to Cuba). 
Therefore, the new business and po-
litical principles only abolished holi-
days for company groups, and hence-
forth every individual could apply 
for them. Stopovers and combined 
holidays in socialist and capitalist 
countries were also permitted (e.g. 
holidays in Bulgaria with a  trip to 
Turkey, or holidays in the USSR with 
a  trip to Finland). During organized 
holidays in Bulgaria and Romania, it 
was possible to transit through Yugo-
slavia, but the ban on transit through 
Austria when travelling to the SFR 
Yugoslavia remained in force. Private 
trips could, in exceptional cases, also 
take place on the basis of citizens’ 
own foreign currency accounts if the 
administration for property and for-
eign currency matters at the Czecho-
slovak State Bank allowed establish-
ment of a  foreign currency account 
(until 1987, establishment of foreign 
currency accounts was usually not 
allowed30). On the other hand, it was 
necessary to tighten the allocation 
procedure of foreign currency conduct-
ed by the Czechoslovak State Bank by 
applying the principles of the class-po-
litical approach.31

The issue of expatriation was not 
discussed by the Party and Govern-
ment bodies in connection with the 
Helsinki Accords separately, but the 
finding that emigration would be 
a permanent phenomenon eventually 
led to a modification of the approach. 
By Resolution of the Government of 
the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic 
No. 58 of 10 March 1977, directives 
were adopted on the regulation of 
legal relations of the Czechoslovak 
Socialist Republic to citizens resid-
ing abroad without permission of 
the Czechoslovak authorities.32 Their 
essence consisted in the fact that if 
Czechoslovak citizens lived abroad 
for at least five years, they could ap-
ply for a  modification of their legal 
status. The condition was that they 
were not involved in any political ac-
tions against the Communist regime, 
or – to use the contemporary lan-
guage – “did not commit any offence 
against the republic”. There were 
basically three options to regulate 
the legal relation: applicants could 
return to Czechoslovakia, they could 
apply for subsequent expatriation 
or they could be released, at their 
own request, from the Czechoslovak 

state-citizen bond. The first option 
was only used by a minimum number 
of people, which could be expected 
aker the experience with the am-
nesties from 1969 and 1973. If a citi-
zen used the option of subsequent 
expatriation, they received a  valid 
Czechoslovak passport indicating 
that they permanently lived abroad. 
If an emigrant renounced citizenship, 
they were subject to visa regulations 
applying to nationals of the country 
whose citizenship they acquired. The 
Czechoslovak citizenship of people 
who were involved in actions against 
the Czechoslovak regime was to be 
withdrawn by administrative means. 
Entry of such persons to the Czecho-
slovak territory was forbidden, re-

Signing the Helsinki Accords, August 1975. 
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gardless of their citizenship of any 
other country, and even visits by their 
relatives from the Czechoslovak So-
cialist Republic were not permitted. 
The above directives applied in prin-
ciple until the fall of the Communist 
regime. Only the provision on visits of 
emigrants was partially mitigated in 
1980 by Government Resolution No. 
340 of 23 October.33 Probably in con-
nection with this, some older applica-
tions for pardon lodged in previous 
years were subsequently granted.

If an emigrant agreed with “regula-
tion of relations”, the procedure was 
as follows: if they had been convicted 
for illegal departure from the repub-
lic in absentia or if criminal proceed-
ings had been initiated against them 
in this case and none of the earlier 
amnesties applied to them, they first 
had to file a petition for pardon with 
the President of the Republic. If it was 
granted (which happened in most 
cases), they filed an application for 
expatriation or release from the state 
bond or, as the case may be, simulta-
neously for both.

The Czechoslovak authorities re-
quired relatively high fees for sub-
sequent permission for expatriation 
and for release from the state bond.34 
Both the authorities and Czechoslo-
vak citizens themselves considered 
the charge as a sort of compensation 
for the fact that the state lost a work-
er in whose education and skills it had 
invested. This is also evidenced by 
the commonly used expression “buy 
out”. This procedure was not only 
complicated, but for many people in 

emigration also deeply humiliating. 
By filing a  petition for pardon with 
the President they actually admitted 
that they were repentant criminals 
pleading for forgiveness. For a  con-
siderable number of emigrants, the 
required amounts were too high, 
because aker the inclusion of any 
additional charges for a  passport 
or copies of documents which had 
to be obtained via diplomatic chan-
nels, these were sums exceeding USD 
2,000. However, a large proportion of 
emigrants refused to pay any charges 
for expatriation, because they were 
not willing to act as serfs buying free-
dom. Such people preferred to accept 
the fact that they would have to stay 
abroad until the end of their life and 
would not see their homeland again.

According to the overview pre-
pared by the Ministry of the Interior 
in early 1988, in connection with 
considerations on amending Sec-
tion 109,35 a  total of 172,655 people 
emigrated from Czechoslovakia 
from 1945 to 1987, including 25,350 
in the period 1948–1951 and 70,130 
in the period 1968–1969. Aker that 
the annual number of emigrants was 
around 5,000. In total, 47,025 people 
had their legal relations with Czecho-
slovakia regulated over the period 
of ten years (1977–1987). A  total of 
25,967 petitions for pardon were 
filed in this period, of which about 
80% were granted, and the others 
were mostly rejected on the grounds 
that the applicant had not resided in 
a  foreign country for five years, as 
required by the Government Resolu-

tion from 1977. The table shows the 
annual figures.

By contrast, emigration of ethnic 
Germans to the Federal Republic of 
Germany displayed a  different de-
velopment. On 11 December 1973, 
a treaty on normalization of relations 
between Czechoslovakia and the Fed-
eral Republic of Germany was signed 
in Prague.36 The treaty was accompa-
nied by a letter of the Federal Minister 
of Foreign Affairs Walter Schell to his 
Czechoslovak counterpart, Bohuslav 
Chňoupek, stating agreement of both 
parties on the fact that in accordance 
with the laws and regulations in force 
in the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic, 
the relevant Czechoslovak authori-
ties will be benevolent in considering 
any applications of Czechoslovak citi-
zens who on the basis of their German 
nationality wish to expatriate to the 
Federal Republic of Germany. Further-
more, the letter stated that an agree-
ment had been reached on the fact 
that the implementation of expatria-
tion may be supervised by the Ger-
man Red Cross. Chňoupek notified 
the letter, by which he agreed with 
the outcome of the negotiations on 
behalf of the Czechoslovak party.37 
The signed treaty was subject to rati-
fication, and therefore it did not come 
into force until 19 July 1974.

The issue of expatriation of the rest 
of the Czech and Slovak Germans 
became part of the document “The 
Principles of the Long-Term Con-
cept of Normalization of Relations 
Between the Czechoslovak Socialist 
Republic and the Federal Republic 

1977 .......................... 1,321 ..................................... 1,257 .................................... 1,566 ....................................1,100 .................................914 ............... 83.1

1978 .......................... 1,855 ..................................... 1,261 .................................... 3,575 .................................... 1,183 ............................... 1,003 .............. 84.7

1979 .......................... 4,152 .....................................2,079 .................................... 2,775 ....................................1,960 ............................... 1,702 .............. 86.8

1980 ......................... 7,144 .....................................4,087 .................................... 2,022 ....................................2,092 ............................... 1,889 .............. 90.3

1981 .......................... 7,276 ..................................... 5,811 .................................... 1,998 ....................................3,883 ............................... 3,463 .............. 89.2

1982 ..........................6,903 ..................................... 6,152 .................................... 2,049 ....................................2,554 ............................... 2,161 .............. 84.6

1983.......................... 5,793 .....................................5,387 .................................... 2,142 ....................................2,234 ................................1,721 .............. 76.7

1984 ......................... 5,051 .....................................3,860 .................................... 2,185 ....................................2,070 ............................... 1,419 .............. 68.5

1985.......................... 5,226 ..................................... 4,213 .................................... 2,194 .................................... 2,127 ............................... 1,916 .............. 90.1

1986 ......................... 4,696 .....................................3,925 .................................... 2,470 ....................................2,273 ............................... 1,975 .............. 86.8

1987 .......................... 5,061 .....................................3,569 .................................... 2,991 ....................................2,839 ............................... 2,299 .............. 89.8

Year
 Number of persons  Convicted under Section Number of petitions Number of petitions for Number of 

%
 who emigrated illegally 109 of the Criminal Code for pardon received pardon processed pardons granted
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of Germany”, which was discussed 
on 2 May 1974 by the Presidium of 
the Federal Government and on 24 
May by the Presidium of the Central 
Committee of the CPC. As a rule, ap-
plications of Czechoslovak citizens 
of German nationality at retirement 
age and of persons close to this age, 
as well as applications for family re-
unification, were to be granted. In 
other cases, each application was to 
be considered separately, taking into 
account economic, political and secu-
rity factors, especially in young mixed 
marriages.38 The above clearly shows 
that although the treaty did not even 
come into force, the Czechoslovak 
party already issued directives that 
circumvented, if not violated, its per-
formance (in terms of expatriation of 
German nationals). It is not surprising 
that the procedure of Czechoslovak 
passport authorities soon became the 
target of criticism of the Czechoslovak 
Germans and their family members 
whose expatriation was refused. They 
then turned to the German Red Cross, 
which repeatedly interceded with the 
Czechoslovak Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs. What then became the subject 
of dispute was the interpretation of 
the text of Schell’s humanitarian let-
ter. German authorities emphasized 
the promise that applications would 
be considered benevolently, which in 
their interpretation meant that expa-
triation would be allowed to anyone 
who applied for it, unless there was 
a  truly serious obstacle. On the con-
trary, the Czechoslovak Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs stressed the words “in 
accordance with the laws and regu-
lations in force in the Czechoslovak 
Socialist Republic”, which in prac-
tice meant that applications would 
be considered under the directives 
based on Government Resolution 
No.  266/1969 of 8 October 1969, on 
permitting trips abroad and expatria-
tion, which in fact were strictly confi-
dential and which were not known to 
the general public at all.

It was only in connection with the 
Final Act that the whole issue of ex-
patriation of members of the German 
minority was included again in the 
agenda of the Presidium of the Central 
Committee of the CPC on 19 December 
1975.39 As a basis for further decisions, 

a special report of the Federal Minis-
try of the Interior entitled “The Analy-
sis and Proposal of Further Procedure 
of Permitting Expatriation of Czecho-
slovak Citizens of German National-
ity to the FRG” was to be used.40 The 
report first presents several figures. 
In the period 1952–1974, expatriation 
of 78,909 citizens was permitted, of 
which a total of 64,000 expatriated to 
the FRG. Most people expatriated in 
the period 1963–1971, when applica-
tions of citizens of German national-
ity were considered benevolently, due 
to the resolutions of the Presidium of 
the Central Committee of the CPC of 
6 May 1963 and of 22 February 1966. 
The subsequent procedure was strict, 
in accordance with Government Reso-
lution No. 266/1969. The actual num-
bers of cases of permitted expatria-
tion are given in the table.

The report on expatriation of Sep-
tember 1975 states that a  total of 
258 applications for expatriation by 
Czechoslovak citizens were received, 
of which 122 to the FRG. A  total of 
213  applications were granted, of 

which one third to the FRG, and 66 
applications of Czechoslovak citizens 
were rejected, of which 57 to the FRG. 
The applications were rejected mainly 
due to the fact that their objective was 
not family reunification. In September 
1975, 35 citizens of German national-
ity were allowed to expatriate to the 
FRG, and from 1 January 1975 a total 
of 247 citizens of German nationality. 
In the same year, the passport authori-
ties rejected a  total of 27  applications 
of citizens of German nationality for 
expatriation to the FRG, especially due 
to mixed marriages of working age. In 
September 1975, a  subsequent expa-
triation of 19  persons who had filed 
applications in the period 1973–1974 
was granted. As of 30  September 
1975, the passport authorities consid-
ered 675 applications for subsequent 
permission for expatriation filed in 
the period 1973–1974 and 1,146 ap-
plications filed from the beginning 
of 1975. The report finally stated that 
a  number of potential applicants 
only registered with the German 
Red Cross, where they just came for 

1952 ................................416.....................................164 .................................... 252

1953 ................................509 ....................................257 .................................... 752

1954 ...............................1 378 .................................. 688 .................................... 690

1955 .............................. 1 989 ................................. 1 258 .................................. 731

1956 ...............................2 322 ................................. 1 954 .................................. 368

1957 ...............................1 252 .................................. 855 .................................... 397

1958 ................................928 ....................................524 .................................... 404

1959 .............................. 1 682 ................................. 1 118 ................................... 364

1960 .............................. 2,089 ................................. 1,628 .................................. 461

1961 .............................. 1,460 ................................. 2,187 .................................. 453

1962 .............................. 1,867 ................................. 1,423 .................................. 444

1963 .............................. 2,149 .................................1,890 .................................. 259

1964 .............................. 5,633 ................................. 5,259 .................................. 374

1965 .............................. 4,630 ................................. 4,282 .................................. 348

1966 .............................. 8,237 ................................. 7,985 .................................. 252

1967 .............................. 8,016 ................................. 7,670 .................................. 346

1968 .............................. 9,266 .................................8,853 .................................. 413

1969 ..............................12,514 ............................... 12,073 ................................. 441

1970 ...............................4,413 ................................. 4,134 .................................. 279

1971 .............................. 3,670 ................................. 3,264 .................................. 406

1972 ...............................1,532 ................................. 1,284 .................................. 248

1973 .............................. 1,392 ................................. 1,112 ................................... 280

1974 .............................. 1,385 ................................. 1,146................................... 239

Total ............................ 78,909 ...............................70,008 ................................8,901

Year Total
 Capitalist Socialist 

  states states
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information on the conditions and 
possibilities of expatriation, without 
filing an application akerwards. This 
– in the opinion of the Ministry of the 
Interior – leads to a significant distor-
tion, because the German party, as 
the Ministry believed, automatically 
included the persons in the number 
of those whose expatriation was not 
permitted. Finally, the report noted 
that it was not necessary to change 
anything about the existing approach 
to the entire issue. In addition, for 
cases of permitted expatriation, the 
Ministry of the Interior recommended 
maximum shortening of the period af-
ter which an expatriate may still stay 
in Czechoslovakia. This requirement 
was justified by the fact that expatri-
ates had a  negative effect on other 
people around them. Therefore, the 
period for arrangement of personal 
matters before emigrating should, if 
possible, be limited to two months. 
Generally, this was not a  problem 
when emigrants simultaneously ap-
plied for release from the state-citizen  
bond, because if their applications 
were granted, such emigrants au-
tomatically became foreigners and 
could therefore be expatriated aker 
the specified period. What was worse 
(from the perspective of the Ministry 
of the Interior) was a situation where 
an emigrant kept their Czechoslovak 
citizenship, so expatriation was out 
of the question. In such cases, the 
Ministry of the Interior recommend-
ed that a period of time (usually two 
months again) be determined during 
which the permission for expatria-
tion was valid. If the applicant did not 
leave the territory of Czechoslovakia 
within this period, the expatriation 
passport expired. That implied that if 

such a citizen still wanted to expatri-
ate, they had to file a new application.

However, the Presidium of the Cen-
tral Committee of the CPC did not 
hold the view that it was not neces-
sary to change anything about the 
current circumstances. The matter 
undoubtedly had an international di-
mension, and pressure from Germany 
could not be ignored aker Helsinki. 
The resolution of 19 December 1975 
ordered the Federal Interior Minis-
ter Jaroslav Obzina to ensure that all 
applications for expatriation filed by 
German nationals should be consid-
ered by the Interior Ministry officials 
benevolently. Rejected applications 
were to be referred to a special com-
mittee composed of representatives 
of the Federal Ministry of the Interior, 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Depart-
ment of International Politics of the 
Central Committee of the CPC and 
the Czechoslovak Red Cross. This 
committee made final decisions on 
applications. Moreover, rejected ap-
plications from the period of 1974–
1975 were to be considered again.

On the other hand, the role of the 
Final Act in emigration of political op-
ponents of the regime is very unclear. 
Unlike ordinary citizens, emigration 
of political opponents was supported. 
In many cases, the opposition activ-
ists were even forced by the system 
of bullying and police repressions to 
file an application for expatriation, as 
evidenced by the well-known StB op-
eration codenamed “Clearance” (Asa-
nace). Expatriation of political oppo-
nents was carried out with the clear 
intention of the state to get rid once 
and for all of undesirable persons who 
should be prevented from returning to 
Czechoslovakia in the future. There-

fore, if expatriates themselves did not 
apply for release from citizenship, 
they were usually sooner or later de-
prived of citizenship by the Ministry of 
the Interior.41 I was unable to find any 
directive or document relating to forc-
ing citizens to emigrate in the former 
archives of the Central Committee of 
the CPC. The entire matter was obvi-
ously the responsibility of the Federal 
Ministry of the Interior. Furthermore, 
it was not possible to find the num-
ber of “voluntary” political emigrants, 
but it apparently ranged in the hun-
dreds.42 This issue would require spe-
cific, detailed archival research.

CONCLUSION

The Conference on Security and Co-
operation in Europe Final Act had 
a  minimum impact on the possibili-
ties of Czechoslovak citizens to travel 
abroad or to expatriate. The regime 
did not meet and did not intend to 
meet the adopted commitments, and 
if it performed minor corrections of 
its passport and expatriation policy, 
it was only because it deemed such 
steps appropriate in a particular situ-
ation. The only positive change was 
related to the approval of the emigra-
tion of members of the German minor-
ity, but it should be borne in mind that 
this was due to the constant pressure 
of the Federal Republic of Germany. 
However, it was important that the 
Communist leadership had to deal 
with the problem. Non-compli ance 
with commitments relating to the 
right to freely travel abroad and the 
right to expatriation created the pos-
sibility to criticize the regime and thus 
also the possibility to undermine the 
Communist system.
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Let’s start with a few quotes linked 
to the question of what is and what 
is not “underground” in Czech, or 
also even world culture, and what 
misunderstanding may arise and 
prevail with regard to this term, 
with all its historical, literary and, 
in the broad sense, cultural conno-
tations. 

The first comes from I. M. Jir-
ous’s  memoir Pravdivý příběh Plastic 
People (The True Story of the Plastic 
People). There is a  rather humorous 
passage in which the author remem-
bers how, in the early 70s, he tried to 
explain to the less bright members 
of the Plastic People the difference 
between “psychedelic” and “under-
ground” music: I  explained to them 
that psychedelic music is a  matter of 
an artistic genre or style whereas un-
derground is a spiritual attitude. As an 
example I named Lennon and The Bea-
tles, who was underground, although 
The Beatles cannot be considered an 
underground band. Števich3 simplified 
this into the rule “underground is with-
out fires”, which we later open quoted 
in our group.4

The catchphrase “underground is 
without fires” was later used by Mi-

lan Hlavsa and Jan Pelc as a  title of 
the publication of their interview 
about the fate of the Plastic People 
and the establishment and develop-
ment of the Czech underground as 
such.5

The next quote is a  statement 
which was made in a debate follow-
ing another English lecture by the 
author at a  textology conference at 
the University of Seattle in October 
1997.6 Aker the author suggested 
a  certain parallel between the early 
stage of the Czech underground cul-
ture, represented in the early 1950s 
primarily by Egon Bondy and other 
authors around the samizdat Edice 
Půlnoc, and the beginnings of the 
literature of the Beat Generation, in 
particular with respect to poems by 
Allen Ginsberg from the same period, 
Prof. David Greetham (City University 
of New York Graduate Center) made 
an authoritative comment saying 
Ginsberg is no underground, which 
had such a  disarming effect on the 
lecturer that any potential polemics 
rather faded away.

The misunderstandings concerning 
what is and what is not underground 
primarily stem from the ambiguous 

meaning of the term, naturally with 
respect to its figural, metaphorical 
meaning. In the Anglo-American cul-
tural sphere, the term “underground” 
will mostly refer to unofficial cultural 
events, or to publishing of texts using 
one’s  own means, without any insti-
tutional backing, i.e. something quite 
similar to the samizdat in the former 
Soviet Bloc. In the field of popular 
music it originally, i.e. most likely al-
ready at the turn of the 50s and 60s, 
applied to deliberately non-commer-
cial trends as an opposition to the re-
quirements of show business, against 
the entertaining pop music that was 
popular with the consumerist society. 
And it is also very well known that in 
the latter meaning of the word this 
Anglicism made its way into the Czech 
culture in the late 1960s where it was 
confronted with its Czech equivalent, 
“podzemí” (translated as “under-the-
ground” for the purpose of this text –  
translator’s  note), which, however, 
does not have an identical meaning 
as the Czech word “podzemí” does 
not directly refer to the absolutely 
concrete “counter-cultural” sphere 
of the Anglo-American culture. And 
this very non-identity of the meaning 

Underground and 
“under-the-ground”

The terms “underground” and “under-the-ground”2 have not been clearly defined 
in Czech culture so far. Traditionally, “underground” comprises the community 
which emerged in the early 1970s around the rock band The Plastic People of  
the Universe. This community, which later became part of the Czech dissent and 
to a great extent merged with the community around Charter 77, was composed 
of poets, musicians, artists as well as philosophers, essayists and samizdat pub-
lishers of various focus and political orientation.

MARTIN MACHOVEC 

The standpoints of the underground community in Czech society 
in the 1970s and 1980s and the specific values of the underground 
culture 1
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logically implies numerous misunder-
standings, not only in English-Czech 
translations but also in attempted 
interpretations. For instance, how to 
explain in English that the university 
professors Jan Patočka and Václav 
Černý, aker they had been forbidden 
to work in their respective univer-
sity departments in the early 1970s, 
were still able to work “unofficially”, 
in a  “hidden” way, that is, in fact  
“under-the-ground” (though, prob-
ably not really illegally), but definitely 
did not belong to the “underground”? 
Professor Černý’s  sharp criticisms7 
of the Czech cultural “underground” 
(or, better to say of what he himself 
understood under the name, as it 
is quite clear from his texts that he 
knew very little about what this term 
really referred to; however, this is 
rather irrelevant in the given con-
text) show that he was well aware 
of the difference between the words 
“podzemí” and “underground” in the 
Czech language. Let’s admit that the 
criticisms raised by Václav Černý, 
forgetting for the time being that his 
concept was faulty, were also partly 
true. If the intolerance of the totali-
tarian regimes chased intellectuals, 
scholars, leading minds away “under 
the ground”, that did not mean they 
had to share aesthetic, ideological 
and value preferences with the au-
dience of the underground, which 
indeed originally drew on the values 
of the cultural revolution initiated by 
the rock music sphere in the 1960s; 
a  revolution which also radically 
transformed the entire lifestyle of 
those who were young in the 1960s. 
Naturally, this cultural revolution 
first started in the West, but soon it 
also arrived behind the iron curtain – 
to the great displeasure of the Soviet 
Kulturträgers. So at the beginning of 
the 1960s a majority of the young peo-
ple in the West (including also the ab-
surd “Soviet Bloc”, which became the 
“East” only in the wake of the bipo-
lar political arrangement of the then 
world although a  bigger part of it 
has always belonged to the “West” in 
terms of culture) went through a radi-
cal reassessment of values – while in 
most part this was not only due to the 
negation of values which had been 
“dominant” by then. And as we all 

know, it was the representatives of 
the anti-commercial “underground 
rock” who were most radical in this 
reassessment. 

But where were the dismissed 
Czech university professors and 
where were the admirers of the mu-
sic played by bands like The Velvet 
Underground, The Fugs, The Moth-
ers of Invention, or Captain Beef-
heart’s Magic Band!?

And still, the culture community 
of the Czech intellectuals forced to 
go “under the ground” and the Czech 
rockers living “underground” had 
a  lot in common. The Czech under-
ground oriented itself mainly to the 
revolt of American rock, the hippy 
movement, including the relatively 
popular communitarian way of life,8 
but in a  broader perspective also to 
protest songs, the liberalism of the 
representatives of the rebellions at 
US universities in the 1960s, to the 
Afro-American culture and also the 
poetics of the Beat Generation. The 
cultural community of the Czech un-
derground was also much inspired 
by, for instance, so-called poètes mau-
dits, both French and Czech, existen-
tialists like Boris Vian, anarchists, 
decadents and various intellectual 
solitary figures and “outcasts”: the 
cultural genealogy of the Czech 
underground should also include 
František Gellner, Arthur Breiski, 
Jakub Deml, Ladislav Klíma and even 
Karel Hynek Mácha, later also Bohu-
mil Hrabal and his “tender barbar-
ians” of the early 1950s. 

And it is also well known that this 
curious cultural hybrid, which the 
Czech underground culture of the 
1970s and 1980s surely was, was 
shaped based on a certain affiliation 
or even co-existence of a  number of 
intellectuals and artists with the rock 
“primitives”. In this respect, the role 
of Ivan Martin Jirous is absolutely 
unique. At the same time, though, the 
cultural values of the Czech under-
ground of the 1970s were also largely 
affected by Jiří Němec, Egon Bondy, 
and last but not least, Václav Havel – 
the latter maybe “only” by being able 
to mediate these values to people 
from other unofficial groupings, by 
being able to rouse interest in them 
and in this way providing the under-

ground poets, musicians and artists 
with a certain amount of feedback.

On the other hand, it must be said 
that the rocker rebels did indeed dif-
fer, even in their “underground edi-
tion” from their predecessors “under 
the ground”. This difference lay in the 
fact that the core of the community 
was formed of people with no formal 
education, oken with no high-school 
diplomas, let alone university de-
grees, and that the “rock’n’roll revolu-
tion” was a “revolt of the barbarians”, 
no longer very tender or holy9, rather 
than being a  result of some intellec-
tual, ideological-aesthetic discourse. 
These rocker “primitives” also formed 
the core of the Czech underground 
community, at least in the early half 
of the 1970s when it crystallized, was 
formed and slowly started to realize 
its own existence as a community sui 
generis. And it was these people who 
gave it the energy and who were the 
bearers of the underground ethos. 

The abovementioned, however, only 
seem ingly contradicts Jirous’s  defini-
tion of the underground as a  result 
of a certain spiritual approach to life 
because such an approach might 
have been shared without reflection, 
wordlessly, spontaneously: matters of 
artistic orientation, expression, spe-
cific preferences were marginal – this 
can be demonstrated, for instance, by 
the diversity not only of the under-
ground music of the period (musical 
experiments close to minimalism and 
concrete music of Zajíček and the DG 
307 band, the art rock with touches of 
free-jazz by The Plastic People, or sim-
ple musical “traditional” of Karásek, 
to give just a few examples), but also 
of the underground literature (see, for 
instance, the first four underground 
anthologies from the mid-1970s, 
which shall be discussed later on).

Defining the underground in this 
way may also help establish a  de-
marcation line between, firstly, this 
specific Czech community and the 
communities “under the ground”, 
which held similarly negative views 
of the majority society anywhere and 
anytime in history (regardless also of 
whether this was or was not under 
totalitarian regimes), and secondly, 
between the underground commu-
nity and those who simply went with 
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Vratislav Brabenec, Jiří Kabeš, Ivan Martin 

Jirous in Hrádeček, 1 October 1977

Photo: Ondřej Němec
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the flow, for whom underground was 
a fashionable thing in a sense that it 
was “in” to be “anti”.

The Czech underground, thus, can-
not be simply reduced to primitive 
rock music. Two more delimitations 
are needed in this respect.

A/ It is a fact that the Czech under-
ground community consisted, primar-
ily at the beginning, mostly of rock 
musicians and their friends – that is, 

originally the fans of The Plastic People 
of the Universe and before that of The 
Primitives Group and Knížák’s Aktual 
– and that it was thanks to this com-
munity and its “rockers’ revolt” that 
underground proved to be unusually 
and unexpectedly resistant in the fol-
lowing years. However, very soon dif-
ferent artists and intellectuals that 
later significantly enriched the Czech 
underground culture started to ex-

ercise their influence over the com-
munity. We can claim that the new 
quality, which was an attribute of the 
Czech underground culture, emerged 
as a result of the extraordinary coop-
eration of the “rock primitives” on the 
one hand and the artists and intel-
lectuals on the other. This was quite 
a  unique phenomenon and not only 
in Czechoslovakia of that time – the 
worlds of the dissident intellectuals 
and of the rock “long-haired freaks” 
usually did not blend. In this way, the 
underground gradually ceased to be 
just a showcase of some sort of a pro-
vocative (pseudo)art, or this or that 
music trend, but under the pressure 
of the totalitarian regime it started 
to also absorb impulses from previ-
ously alien domains. In the context 
of the upcoming “normalization era” 
with its idiotic intolerance and effort 
to sooner or later criminalize all that 
was beyond its control, and which at 
the same time from the early 1970s 
seemed like a  permanent, constant 
phenomenon, the Czech underground 
community was first marginalized in 
society and later the normalization 
regime strived to make its future  
existence altogether impossible. On 
the other hand, though, mainly un-
der the influence of I. M. Jirous and 
E. Bondy, the group started to per-
ceive itself as an alternative commu-
nity and a cultural scene, as an under-
ground both “an sich” and “für sich”, 
not just a “counter-culture” of a kind 
but as a  “second culture” that aims 
to be fully independent of the “first 
culture”, which was continuously and 
systematically brought to uniform by 
the totalitarian regime.

However, we also need to note 
that such radical, even extremist 
ambitions could not in fact be accom-
plished, particularly aker the Czech 
underground community was partly 
(never wholly) incorporated into the 
wider collective of Charter 77 in the 
year 1977; the main “regulation” of 

Mejla Hlavsa and Pavel Zajíček, 1975

 

The Němec family with friends in Ječná 

street, 1974
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Charter 77, as is well known, was to 
open a  discussion “with the power” 
on a strictly legal platform.10

B/ The spiritual attitude and values 
of the Czech underground (primar-
ily those which were typical for the 
ambition to create a truly independ-
ent “second culture”) also need to be 
contrasted against various sectarian, 
millenarian religious opinions and 
attitudes which may show certain 
similarities when compared curso-
rily, primarily when we realize how 
varied the sectarian movement is in 
the period of the so-called New Age.

When studied from the psycho-
logical perspective, the attitudes held 
by the Czech underground might be 
seen as some sort of a  panic, an es-
capist solution when brought face-
to-face with the incomprehensibility 
and extensive complexity of the so-
called modern technical civilization, 
a side effect of which – at least in the 
Christian world – is also mass secu-
larization. 

Perhaps we could also agree with 
certain similarities detected between 
the underground culture and some 
negativist sectarian cults, at least 
in the way they renounce the “evil 
world” and deliberately resort to liv-
ing in a  “parallel” or even “illegal” 
world. More similarities can be found 
concerning the presence of the chili-
ast, nihilist, self-destructive attitudes 
– as a  manifestation of the deepest 
resignation to publicly combat the 
horrors of today’s world.11

I  must repeat that these similari-
ties are merely external and that on 
the inside the Czech underground 
community was structured in a  dis-
tinctly different manner. For one, it 
totally lacked an indispensable char-
ismatic religious leader and a  struc-
ture of strict subordination, there 
was no analogy to the “chosen ones” 
who would allegedly survive the up-
coming apocalypse. And last but not 
least, as a rule, sectarian fanatics are 
not interested in art, literature and 
music: all this is part of the “sinful 
world” which is doomed.

In order to underline the differ-
ence, allow me one more parallel. On 
the one hand, there is a certain simi-
larity between the radicalism of the 
Czech underground and the original 

lekist radicalism of the anarchists, or 
lekist aspirations which have not yet 
been deformed by being incorporated 
into political structures; on the other 
hand, there is a  similarity between 
the different militant sectarian reli-
gious cults with extreme-right move-
ments. Also here we must not be 
misguided by the potential identical 
exterior traits. The original, genuine 
lek pursued goals which were totally 
different from those of the extreme 
right – and that is also why it has 
never succeeded in achieving them.12

Thus, the radical attitudes of such 
an internally diversified community 
as was the Czech underground in 
the 1970s can be appreciated and 
adequately interpreted only bearing 
in mind the period when the com-
munity was established and existed. 
And only then can we truly under-
stand how special it was among 
the different contemporary, and to 
a  certain extent similar movements, 
labelled as “counter-cultural”, “anti-
commercial”, “alternative” in the 
West or “dissident” and “parallel” in 
Czechoslovakia of that time. It was 
a specific mixture of radicalized rock 
revolt of the 1960s, the avant-garde, 
experimental art schools of the peri-
od including performances, happen-
ings, land art and of course also pop 
art, together with residues of free-
thinking intellectual fermentation in 
Czechoslovakia in those years. 

The underground in the 1970s 
was also strongly influenced by the 
literary work of Egon Bondy, which 
he had been creating “under the 
ground” since the late 1940s, and 
was open to both Christians and 
Marxists (of a  purely anti-partisan, 
anti-Soviet breed); the underground 
was a  safe haven for feminists and 
environmentalists, pacifists and ad-
mirers of the US Army, rock’n’roll 
and folk musicians, teetotallers and 
junkies, artists and experimental po-
ets, samizdat publishers, followers of 
oriental religions and philosophies – 
and from time to time, naturally, StB 
agents could also be encountered 
there. When, aker a  few years, the 
underground community to a  cer-
tain extent merged with the Charter 
77 movement (which inadvertently 
proves the absurdity of any potential 

suspicion that the community had in-
clinations towards some sort of a sec-
tarian quietism), it also started to be 
influenced by Václav Havel, primarily 
by his concepts of “non-political poli-
tics” and the “power of the powerless” 
(although a possibility also exists that 
Havel was in his concepts influenced 
by his intense interest in the culture 
of the underground). It was a plural-
istic community, open and striving 
to maintain and further develop the 
unalienated, authentic values, both 
generally human and artistic, under 
extremely unfavourable conditions in 
a country where a totalitarian regime 
was reinstated, which in fact contin-
ued in the Stalinist tradition. 

Twenty years of existence of this 
specifically Czechoslovak commu-
nity, which can justifiably be called 
the underground, introduced exam-
ples of almost all cultural and artis-
tic trends specific to the alternative 
culture in the Western world of the 
period – and maybe sometimes gen-
erated some extras, something which 
was totally unique.

The main phases of its develop-
ment and the leading ideas of the un-
derground prior to its becoming part 
of the Charter 77 community were 
best summarized by I. M. Jirous13 
and Egon Bondy14. At the end of his 
“manifesto” Zpráva o  třetím českém 
hudebním obrození (The Report on the 
Third Czech Musical Revival) he says, 
among other things:

The word underground has been 
used many times and the term second 
culture at least twice. To conclude, we 
should clarify what it refers to. The un-
derground is not linked to any specific 
artistic movement or style although, 
for instance, in music it is mostly repre-
sented by rock music. The underground 
is a spiritual position held by intellectu-
als and artists who intentionally take 
up a critical stance towards the world 
they are living in. It is a  declaration 
of war to the establishment, the exist-
ing political system. It is a  movement 
which works primarily through artis-
tic means but whose representatives 
realize that art is not and should not 
be the ultimate goal of artistic efforts. 
And a few lines below: It is a common 
and sad thing in the West, where the 
underground was theoretically formed 
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and established as a movement in the 
early 1960s, that some artists aper 
they had achieved acclaim and fame 
through it entered into contact with 
the official culture (we shall call it first 
culture for our needs), which gleefully 
accepted them and absorbed them like 
it absorbs new car bodies, new fashion 
or anything else. Here things are funda-
mentally different, much better than 

in the West (highlighted by the au-
thor of this article) because we live in 
an atmosphere of total agreement: the 
first culture does not want us and we 
do not wish to have anything to do with 
the first culture. In this way there is no 
temptation, which for every artist is 
a seed of doom: the desire for acclaim, 
success, awards and titles and, last but 
not least, material wellbeing which en-
sues from all of the above. While in the 
West a lot of people who we might be-
friend here based on their thinking are 
living in confusion, here things have 
been clearly delimitated for once and 
for all. Nothing that we do can be to the 
liking of the representatives of the offi-
cial culture because it cannot be used 
to create the illusion that all is in order. 
To be sure, things are not in order. 

Of course, we do not have to agree 
with Ivan Martin Jirous that “here”, 
that is, in Czechoslovakia in the 
1970s, things were “much better than 
in the West” but he was right when 
he compared the (pseudo)values of 
the established societies on both 
sides of the Iron Curtain to the spirit-
ual climate of the Czech underground 
“ghetto” of those years, which was 
undoubtedly much sounder than the 
spiritual climate of the majority soci-
eties. This community can be a model 
of the underground resistance, both 
for its radical ambition, at least for 
some time, to create a  culture truly 
independent of the pseudo-culture of 
the totalitarian regime, without any 
compromises, and for the surprising 
variety of artistic and literary activi-
ties which emerged from this envi-
ronment. 

The latter of the two characteris-
tics, the variety of the artistic activi-
ties, resulted from the former. Fol-
lowing the pressure of intolerance 
of the Czechoslovak “normalization” 
regime, people were driven to the 
underground “ghetto” who were of-
ten creative and who, under so-called 

normal circumstances, would be un-
likely to encounter each other – and 
would probably have no reason to 
communicate with each other. In 
this respect, we can paradoxically 
thank the regime of President Husák 
as it unintentionally became the 
 co-author  of the social and cultural 
variety of the Czech underground (it 
is clear that this could also be said 
about the broader community sur-
rounding Charter 77).

It would make no sense to dem-
onstrate this variety of, for instance, 
underground literature, by present-
ing a short list. It suffices to mention 
the first underground anthologies 
from the 1970s.15 At first sight these 
are rather heterogeneous conglom-
erates of text of different poetics, for 
what is there in common between, 
for example, the fragile dreamy poet-
ics of Věra Jirousová, drawing mainly 
on the work of Bohuslav Reynek and 

The audience at the 3rd festival of the second 

culture in Hrádeček, 1 October 1977
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appraised by Prof. Černý,16 and the 
satanic, nihilist, apocalyptic visions 
of the rocker Josef Vondruška? What 
connects the “totally-realistic” po-
ems, or rather diary entries of the rad-
ical Marxist and Maoist Egon Bondy, 
with New Testament parables of the 
Protestant priest Svatopluk Karásek? 
What do the zaum, carefully polished, 
linguistically experimental verses by 
Andrej Stankovič or Eugen Brikcius, 
share with the sarcasm of the lyrics 
by Charlie Soukup? How to under-
stand the spontaneous, “schizoid” 
texts of Fanda Pánek, full of so-called 
vulgarisms or even blasphemies? On 
the outside, formally, there are not 
many similarities, but the authors for 
whom the underground community 
was a natural background were con-
nected by what was totally lacking 
in the official culture: the feeling of 
unity, mutual tolerance, the aware-
ness that in the spirit of defiantly 
gained “complicity” something new 
was hopefully being created – some-
thing authentic, unalienated. And it 
is probably this aspect which was re-
sponsible for the specific values with 
which the underground community 
of the 1970s and 1980s contributed to 
Czech, or even world culture. 

In conclusion, let me give you one 
example of how the variety and plu-
rality of opinions, ideas and artistic 
approaches within the Czech under-
ground community was reflected in 
the life of one of its main protago-
nists – the founder of the originally 
“Prague psychedelic band” called The 
Plastic People of the Universe, musi-
cian  Milan “Mejla” Hlavsa (1951-2001). 

In 1968, Hlavsa was one of many 
Prague teenagers with long hair, like 
many of his peers he played rock’n’roll 
in different amateur bands. Inciden-
tally he came across a record by the 
New York band The Velvet Under-
ground, which was not yet very well 
known abroad, and their music made 
a great impression on him. The front 
man of the band, Lou Reed became 
his idol. Hlavsa put together a  band 
with which he played songs by The 
Velvet Underground, but he named 
it aker a song by another of the pio-
neers of the American underground, 
Plastic People by Frank Zappa, adding 
“of the Universe” to the title – perhaps 

as an allusion to John Lennon’s song 
Yer Blues. And by mere chance, the 
young art historian Ivan Martin Jirous 
came to see one of the gigs by The 
Plastic People and was captivated, 
immediately started cooperating with 
the band, wrote articles about them 
for artistic journals, and promoted 
the band’s  music and performances 
among his fellow art historians, art-
ists and authors. 

However, following the Soviet oc-
cupation in August 1968, so-called 
normalization started – and artists 
and writers who were not willing to 
submit to the regimentation of cul-
tural life were very soon deprived 
of the possibility to work in their 
profession; pushed to the margins 
of society, their names were erased 
from the history of literature and 
arts. In the field of popular music in 
particular there were only a few who 
were able to resist and who did not 
disgrace themselves by complying 
with the requirements of the “nor-
malization” regime – and soon Hlav-
sa’s The Plastic People became a true 
symbol of such resistance. However, 
the stronger the oppression was, 
the more the solidarity among the 
oppressed grew. Different “ghet-
tos” and paths to the underground 
were established and these were 
the only possible way to create dis-
sent. They were no longer a handful 
of crazy rockers, eccentric students 
and suspicious philosophers: in this 
way, solidarity was gradually stirring 

with the representatives of the na-
tion’s oppressed elite.

Hlavsa and his friends from the un-
derground were in touch with lead-
ing dissident intellectuals even prior 
to the establishment of Charter 77 – 
in particular with Václav Havel and 
Jan Patočka, while many others such 
as Ludvík Vaculík, Zdeněk Mlynář, Ja-
roslav Seifert and even Václav Černý 
(though in his case undoubtedly with 
some reservations) manifested their 
solidarity with the underground as 
they understood that persecutions 
inflicted on the underground by the 
regime might soon concern them 
as well. In 1977, the majority of the 
underground musicians and artists 
joined Charter 77 out of solidarity, 
although the original thinking of the 
underground was not very close to 
the “legalist” principles of Charter 77 
and consequently due to the police 
terror and the manifested solidarity 
the underground community disinte-
grated to a large extent at the turn of 
the 1970s and 1980s and it was only 
with difficulties and thanks to the 
younger generation that it was able 
to activate again in the 1980s. And as 
The Plastic People were not even al-
lowed to play private concerts, they 
resorted to making “studio” records 

Lou Reed and Milan Hlavsa play in the White 

House in 1998 

Photo: Alan Pajer
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which were then distributed through 
samizdat means, or rather “magnitiz-
dat”.

For Hlavsa, the revolution in No-
vember 1989 probably came just in 
time as he had been fatigued by the 
police terror in the years leading to 
it and consequently finally inclined 
towards certain concessions, com-
promises – just to be able to play the 
music he loved.

One of the consequences of the 
change of the regime aker November 
1989 was total disintegration of the 
underground community, which to 
a certain extent lost its raison d’être 
in the newly established state of 
freedom. The Plastic People stopped 
playing together, Hlavsa joined other 
bands and it looked like this chapter 
in the history of Czech independent 
culture would come to an end once 
and for all.

However, in 1997 Hlavsa managed 
to get The Plastic People together, 
this time as a  living legend. Aker 
that they oken played at home and 
abroad, already as a completely pro-
fessional band and releasing new mu-
sic records.

In 1998, they were offered a  great 
opportunity thanks to President Ha- 
vel. They were invited by President 
Clinton to play for him and President 
Havel at the White House. Hlavsa ac-
cepted, but he also had one wish: he 
asked for the idol of his youth, former 
leader of The Velvet Underground to 
play with him in the residence of the 
US president. His wish was granted 
and so on 17 September 1998, to 
quote Bohumil Hrabal, the “unbeliev-
able came true”. Not just The Plastic 
People, but also Lou Reed played in 
the White House! It is hard to imag-
ine that any representative of Ameri-

can alternative culture would be able 
to smuggle the ill-famed New York 
rocker, worshipper of heroin and self-
destruction, into the sanctuary of the 
US establishment. Milan Hlavsa did it.

NOTES

1  The study was originally written in the English language and the author read it as a lecture at the University of Texas in Austin un-
der the title Radical Standpoints of Czech Underground Community (1969-1989) and Variety of Czech Underground Literature as Specific 
Values in April 2006. Part of it was published in a Polish translation under the name Czeska społeczność undergroundowa (1969-1989) 
i jej literature as an introduction to the anthology Czeski underground, Atut publishing house, Wroclaw 2008. For the publication in 
Paměť a dějiny the author translated it to the Czech language and rewrote it in many places, mainly abridging the text.

2  In Czech: "underground" and "podzemí"; "podzemí" being the literal translation of the English word, carrying the same secondary 
meaning, referring to "unofficial cultural sphere", "counter-culture", "anti-establishment movements" etc., however, with a broader 
meaning, i.e. culture and art not necessarily  inspired by Anglo-American "underground culture", but by some domestic predeces-
sors as well.

Václav Havel, 1977

Photo: Ondřej Němec
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3  Jiří Přemysl Števich was a guitar player in The Plastic People band at the turn of the 1960s-1970s.

4  Jirous, I. M. Pravdivý příběh Plastic People. In: Jirous, I. M. (ed. Michael Špirit) (1997). Magorův zápisník. Prague: Torst. 255-257.

5  See Hlavsa, M. (1992). Bez ohňů je underground. Prague: Maťa – BSF, or Prague: BSF (2001).

6  See Machovec, M. Czech Underground Literature, 1969–1989. A Challenge to Textual Studies. In: Modiano, R., Searle, L. F. & Schil-
lingsburg, P. (eds.) (2003). Voice, Text, Hypertext: Emerging Practices in Textual Studies. Seattle – London: Walter Chapin Simpson 
Center for the Humanities – The University of Washington Press. 345-357.

7  See the study Černý, V. Nad verši Věry Jirousové a o kulturním stanovisku našeho undergroundu. In: Černý, V. (1992). Tvorba a osobnost 
(eds. Jaroslav Kabíček and Jan Šulc). Prague: Odeon. 900-908; Černý, V. O všem možném, dokonce i o „hippies“ a „novém románu“. In: 
Černý, V. (1993). Tvorba a osobnost II (eds. Jaroslav Kabíček and Jan Šulc). Prague: Odeon. 553-562; and Černý, V. (1991). O povaze naší 
kultury. Brno: Atlantis. mainly 61-62.

8  See the anthology Stárek Čuňas, F. & Kostúr, J. (eds.) (2010). Baráky. Souostroví svobody. Prague: Pulchra.

9  The metaphor of the “barbarians” has become well established in Czech literature and culture, primarily thanks to Bohumil Hra-
bal, and needs no comment; however, it may be of interest that American literary historians soon started to use the same metaphor 
when dealing with the Beat Generation, e.g. Lipton, L. (1959) The Holy Barbarians. New York: Julian Messner.

10  The group around Charter 77, with its personal and social structure, in a certain way resembled the underground community, 
but it must be highlighted that its agents were in the majority of cases only prominent dissidents, intellectuals, latent leaders of 
a potential political opposition who also pursued their own goals. In this way, unfortunately, the unique homogeneity of artistic 
and intellectual plurality of the underground became blurred and faded within the Charter 77 community. 

11  The fact that the underground community was perceived as a kind of “sect” by at least some intellectuals from the Charter 77 
movement can be demonstrated by quoting one phrase from Václav Benda’s essay The Parallel Polis from 1978: [...] underground, 
which forms by far the most numerous part of the Charter has been able to politicize and overcome its sectarianism; however, the 
permanency of such a result is probably conditioned by our abilities to “enlighten” these circles. Prečan, V. (ed.) (1990). Od morální 
k demokratické revoluci. Dokumentace. Scheinfeld – Prague – Bratislava: Čs. středisko nezávislé literatury – ÚSD ČSAV – Archa.  
46-47.

12  The subject of where to look for the cultural and social legacy of the Czech underground of the 1970s and 1980s and regarding the 
possible interpretation and misinterpretation of where the Czech underground was in fact placed within the traditional political 
spectrum was discussed in October 2014 in the Lidové noviny newspaper (Ať si mladí udělají vlastní underground, supplement Ori-
entace/Salon, 11-12 October 2014) by Jiří Fiedor, Stanislav Komárek, Zbyněk Petráček, Jáchym Topol, Martin C. Putna and Břetislav 
Rychlík. This debate made it clear that different interpretations of the term “lekism” still exist in Czech society. Did the Communist 
Party of Czechoslovakia have anything in common with the political lek in the normalization era, apart from (some) of its slogans? 
Wasn’t it rather an ultra-conservative, fascist-like quisling clique, whose ideology was empty and whose interpretation of so-called 
socialism led to establishment of a crypto-consumerist society? If it was indeed so, it also has consequences for the interpretation 
of the social and political position of the opponents of the regime, among whom a certain place should be reserved also for the 
Czech underground. 

13  Jirous’s work Zpráva o třetím českém hudebním obrození (The Report on the Third Czech Musical Revival) was written in 1975 and 
since then has been published many times in the Czech language as well as being translated to a number of languages. Probably 
the most important Czech edition in which the text is included is the anthology of Jirous’s essayistic and publicist work Jirous, 
I. M. (ed. Michael Špirit): Magorův zápisník, 171-198. For the latest (and textually most reliable) edition of Zpráva o třetím českém 
hudebním obrození see Machovec, M., Navrátil, P., Stárek Čuňas, F. (eds.) (2012). “Hnědá kniha” o procesech s českým undergroundem. 
Prague: ÚSTR. 17-31. It has appeared recently again in its English translation by Paul Wilson (2006). Report on the Third Czech 
Musical Revival. In: Views from the Inside. Prague: Department of Czech Literature and Literary Criticism, Faculty of Philosophy 
and Arts, Charles University.

14  In the first place, the anti-utopian novel Invalidní sourozenci (Invalid Siblings) (samizdat, Prague 1974), in which Bondy, in a poetic 
vision, tried to explore the possibility of establishing a fully autonomous subculture. This vision of his gained wide acceptance in 
the underground community at that time. (For now the latest publication Bondy, E. (2012). Invalidní sourozenci. Prague: Akropolis.) 
Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, Bondy was perhaps the most outspoken proponent of cultural autonomy of the underground and 
dismissed both compromises with the official culture and drawing closer to the culture of the prominent dissidents. At the same 
time, though – and this only became public in 1990 – in some periods of his life he was forced to cooperate with the StB to a certain 
level. A wealth of material exists about the cooperation and the avoidance thereof between Fišer-Bondy and the StB which has not 
been processed by experts, let alone assessed. The latest comments came from Pert Uhl in his extensive interview with Zdenko 
Pavelka Dělal jsem, co jsem považoval za správné (I Did What I Thought Was Right) (2013, Prague: Torst), some of which were rather 
critical (155-173) although Uhl defends Bondy in many aspects. However, in the same book he also says: It never came to my mind to 
draw any conclusions from the fact that the State Security had listed someone in some category. It was a mendacious, conspiratorial or-
ganization, even towards individual StB members. [...] But if someone claims today in an effort to pretend that the documents of the State 
Security are truthful, that the organization was bureaucratic and well controlled from within and that is why Mr. XY “for sure” must have 
been an informer and a snitch, then that person is not telling the truth. The relationship between the StB member and its victim – they 
were always victims, no matter in which category they were listed or what position they held and despite the fact that they open also 
acted amorally – should be explained by studies of oral history with the actual people concerned, before all of them pass away. (491-492).

15  See primarily collections Jirous, I. M. (ed.) (1975). Egonu Bondymu k 45. narozeninám invalidní sourozenci. Prague: Samizdat; Jirous, 
I. M. (ed.) (1975) Ing. Petru Lamplovi k 45. narozeninám. Prague: Samizdat; Němec, M. (ed.) (1975). Děti dvou sluncí. Prague: Samizdat; 
and Souček, D. & Zajíček, P. (eds.) (1977). Nějakej vodnatelnej papírovej člověk – Jiřímu Němcovi k 45. narozeninám a Martinu Jirousovi 
k  jeho návratu z Mírova. Prague: Samizdat. For a  list of these and more collections see http://www.ustrcr.cz/data/pdf/projekty/
underground/underground-samizdat-sborniky.pdf (quoted as of 13 January 2015).

16  See the abovementioned study Černý, (1992). 900-908.



The SMP organised a happening welcoming 

a blue whale to Charles Bridge on the eve of 

the anniversary of the Soviet occupation,  
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Outside the Petschek Palace, once the 
HQ of the Prague Gestapo, a number 
of young people gathered on 1 May 
1989 to run together from a  memo-
rial plaque bearing the famous Fučík 
quotation People, be vigilant to the 
post office building on Jindřišská St. 
The “Politických vězňů [Political Pris-
oners St.] run for political prisoners”, 
as the happening was dubbed by the 
founders of the Society for a Merrier 
Present (SMP), was held under the 
banner Today we’re running for you, 
tomorrow you’ll run for us! The run-
ners were instructed to send cards 
and postcards to political prisoners 
and to announce their participa-
tion to the Society’s  three founders, 
Luboš Rychvalský, Petr Payne and 
Bára Štěpánová. The event was to be 
repeated every day until all political 
prisoners were released.2

TRY A DIFFERENT WAY

In Bára Štěpánová’s recollection, the 
Society for a  Merrier Present was 
founded just a  few hours before the 
actual run: On 1 May 1989 we were sit-
ting at Slavia. I recall that Saša Vondra 

was there and he was going on and on 
about something terribly important 
(sorry, Saša) and it occurred to us to 
try a  different way. So that people 
would get involved and not be afraid.3 

The name Society for a Merrier Pre-
sent was coined by Luboš Rychvalský, 
who became the guiding spirit of the 
new independent initiative. He also 
created its logo, which appeared on 
stickers and later badges. A 25-year-
old construction technical school 
graduate, he worked as a night secu-
rity guard (to be able to take part in 
run happenings in the akernoons, he 
made a mannequin which he placed 
in his booth in his stead) and was try-
ing to get into the Hussite Theological 
Faculty, where he hoped to take Reli-
gious Studies. He was sympa thetic to 
opposition groupings and took part 
in a  number of street demonstra-
tions. Exactly three months prior to 
the establishment of the SMP he ap-
peared in court over the misdemean-
our of attending an unauthorised 
demonstration on 28 October 1989, 
receiving a fine of 2,000 crowns (he 
had originally been charged with at-
tacking an intervening Sbor národní 

bezpečnosti (SNB, National Security 
Corps) officer and could have faced 
up to a year in jail).4

Another co-founder of the SMP was 
28-year-old actress Bára Štěpánová, 
a  graduate of the Prague Conserva-
tory. She had been working at the 
Semafor theatre since the 1970s 
and had also appeared in numerous 
films and television series. Her uncle 
Rudolf Battěk was one of the best-
known opponents of the Communist 
regime and spent more than nine 
years in prison.5 Like Rychvalský she 
had appeared in court for participat-
ing in the 28 October 1988 demon-
stration; however, she was found in-
nocent as there were inconsistencies 
in the SNB officer’s  report.6 When 

Happenings against  
totalitarianism

The American historian Padraic Kenney dubbed events in Central Europe in 1989 
a “carnival of revolution”. In his absorbing book1  he explores the activities of 
the new opposition groupings that gradually took shape in the second half of the 
1980s. The ideological battles of the previous generations were either alien or 
not a matter of concern to their founders, who for the most part were members 
of the young generation. They had no illusions about the chances of reforming 
the political regime into which they had been born. They were focused on public 
events, organising various demonstrations, hunger strikes, petitions and happen-
ings. Some of these became legendary. Among them were the street events of the 
Society for a Merrier Present (Společnost za veselejší současnost), which emerged 
several months before the fall of the Communist regime in Czechoslovakia.

PETR BLAŽEK

The Society for a Merrier Present in 1989



84 articles and studies



85 behind the iron curtain

she became a signatory of the found-
ing Charter 77 declaration7, the Plzeň 
theatre where she was engaged let it 
be known that her services were no 
longer required.8 

The third co-founder was Petr 
Payne, 27, who was completing his 
studies at the Comenius Protestant 
Theological Faculty. He was a  mem-
ber of the Independent Peace Asso-
ciation – Initiative for the Demilita-
risation of Society (Nezávislé mírové 
sdružení – Iniciativa za demilitarizaci 
společnosti), which was founded in 
spring 1988 with the purpose of en-
shrining alternative civilian service 
in law.9 He was also a writer of one-
act dramas.

A  group of people who prepared 
street events gradually began to coa-
lesce around the trio. The Society for 
a Merrier Present lacked an organisa-
tional structure and had a core group 
of around 20.10 The strategy adopted 
by Luboš Rychvalský and his friends 
was both simple and highly effective. 
Like the Orange Alternative in Po-
land, which organised its first event 
in 198611, it ridiculed the ruling re-
gime through humour and pranks. 
Participants in traditional street 
demonstrations were oken brutally 
dispersed by riot units with batons, 
tear gas and water cannons. It was 
not so easy, however, to employ such 
methods against runners who neither 
chanted slogans nor issued political 
declarations.12

The Society for a  Merrier Pre-
sent’s modus operandi was to parody 
various official “sports” events that 
the regime organised in support of 
“world peace”. They also used offi-
cial state holidays, which – like Po-
land’s Orange Alternative – they im-
bued with new content and context. 

One reason the happenings found ac-
ceptance was that they took place in 
a cultural milieu with a  rich history 
of pranks.13 As Bára Štěpánová has 
stated, the accent on humour, pranks 
and parody was more than anything 
a  response to the tense atmosphere 
among opposition activists in the 
spring of 1989. At Slavia, a  legend-
ary café with a  view of Prague Cas-
tle, the trio of friends agreed to set 
up the SMP just hours aker a group 
of opposition activists had expressed 
their dissatisfaction with the situa-
tion at official May Day celebrations 
on Wenceslas Square. In the middle 
of a speech by the general secretary 
of the Central Committee of the Com-
munist Party of Czechoslovakia (CC 
CPC), Miloš Jakeš, they chanted “free-

dom” and “free Havel”. The secret 
police intervened against the pro-
testers, who were carrying various 
hastily made banners. One of those 
arrested was future SMP activist and 
chronicler Miroslav “Kamil” Černý, 
who held alok a sign reading “Free-
dom for political prisoners!”14

While in neighbouring Poland 
things were progressing dynami-
cally thanks to partly open elections 
agreed at roundtable talks, the situa-
tion was markedly different in Czech-
oslovakia. On the orders of the Com-
munist leadership the “baton laws” 
making it easier to prosecute partici-
pants in street demonstrations were 
tightened. Shortly akerwards Václav 
Havel received an unconditional 
nine-month jail term. A  number of 

Participants in the happening run, led by 

Karel Mašek and Jan Jarkovský

Photo: SMP Archive

On the same day that the SMP was estab-

lished, dozens of people protested during  

a May Day parade in Prague. In the photo 

is Miroslav “Kamil” Černý, later a regular 

participant in SMP happenings, 1 May 1989. 

Photo: Jan Bejšovec / SMP

THE ORANGE ALTERNATIVE  This prankster protest 
movement, which organised street happenings in sev-
eral Polish cities at the close of the Communist era, has 
its roots in the Lower Silesian city of Wroclaw. The name 
was first used for a  samizdat magazine published by 
striking students at the Faculty of History and Philoso-
phy at University of Wroclaw in 1981. The key figure in 
the Pomarańczowa Alternatywa (Orange Alternative; due 
perhaps to the similarities of the languages, the Czech 
translation mistakenly used the word for orange, as in the 
fruit, when it should have used the word for orange, as in 
the colour) was a history of art student named Waldemar 
“Major” Fydrych (born 8 May 1953 in Torun), who was in-
spired by the Dutch Provos movement. The author of the 
Manifesto of Socialist Surrealism, he painted a dwarf on 
the wall of a building with a friend; it became the symbol 
of the entire movement and even, following the fall of the 
Communist regime, became the symbol of Wroclaw itself. 

From 1986 the Orange Alternative organised a  num-
ber of famous street events. The best known were the 
happenings “Krasnoludki na Świdnickiej” (Dwarfs on 
Świdnicka St., 1 June 1987), “Dzień Mikołaja” (St. Nicho-
las Day, 6 December 1987), “Karnawał RIO-botniczy” 
(a  play on words meaning something like Workers Fes-
tival in Rio, 16 February 1988), “Rewolucja Krasnolud-
ków” (Dwarfs Revolution, 1 June 1988) and “Rewolucja 
Październikowa”(October Revolution, 7 November 1988). The biggest happenings saw 
the participation of 15,000 people. Alongside Wroclaw, the Orange Alternative was 
active in a number of other Polish cities, in particular Lodz, Warsaw and Lublin. The 
happening “Bratnia Pomoc wiecznie żywa” (Fraternal Help Alive Forever, 19 August 
1988) took place near Mount Sněžka on the Czech-Polish border; led by Major, around 
200 participants set out for Czechoslovakia to quell the newly emerging counterrevo-
lution. For several hours Polish border guards chased the intruders in the Krkonoše 
Mountains. In December 1988 the Polish director Andrzej Wajda praised the Orange 
Alternative for its activities. 

In 2002 Padraic Kenney and Waldemar “Major” Fydrych wrote books in parallel 
whose jackets featured the same dwarf motif that was the symbol of the Orange 
Alternative. 
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other opponents of the regime also 
appeared in court. In such an atmos-
phere the opposition could not agree 
on whether to call for public protests. 
In the end only the most the radical15 
decided to take advantage of the May 
Day tradition16 to hold the first dem-
onstration in central Prague since the 
brutal interventions of Palach Week 
in January 1989.

Alongside word of mouth, samizdat 
magazines and flyers, the popularity 
of the run happenings was in large 
part down to Radio Free Europe, 
whose broadcasts were no longer 
jammed from December 1988. Among 
other information, it reported on the 
increasing number of runners. On 
25 May 1989 the SMP reported that 
488 persons had taken part in its 
events to date.17 Three days later the 
total number of runners was almost 
100 higher.18 More runs took place 
in subsequent months. For instance 
on 5 June 1989, more than 50 people 
took part in a run on Jindřišská St.19 
On 29 September 1989, 72 people par-
ticipated in the same event20, send-
ing postcards to Renata Pánová21 and 
Josef Römer22. On the first day of au-
tumn, the prankster group Ladybirds 
(Berušky), modelled on the SMP and 
founded by a  group of apprentices 
and secondary school students, also 
joined in. Aker the run some par-

ticipants carried on to the new Rudé 
právo building at Prague’s  Florenc 
where they celebrated Press Day 
with a parade of allegorical persons.23 
Alongside the run in support of politi-
cal prisoners, the first SMP happen-
ing had another important outcome. 
Before 5 o’clock every evening, the 
spot in front of the Petschek Palace 
became an improvised Speaker’s Cor-
ner where people got to know one 
another, hung out together, debated 
and exchanged information. They 
were able to sign various petitions, 
read flyers and borrow samizdat 
magazines. Longstanding friendships 
were forged. While most were young, 
some older people also took part. For 
instance, Charter 77 signatory Jiří 
Wolf made new friends there aker 
being released from prison, where he 
had begun serving a nine and a half 
year term in the mid 1970s.24

CUTTING THE IRON CURTAIN

Alongside runs, the SMP gradually 
began organising other events, some 
of which became legendary. On 19 
May 1989 it offered the Hungarian 
government help in removing secu-
rity installations from the Hungarian-
Austrian border, preparing the event 
under the title Today we’ll cut in your 
country, tomorrow you’ll cut in ours25. 

SMP representatives brought a writ-
ten proposal to the Hungarian Em-
bassy inquiring as to what tools they 
would require and when they ought 
to come. The addressee rejected the 
offer, saying that it wasn’t possible 
to guarantee the safety of civilians at 
the border in question. In a mischie-
vous report, the SMP representatives 
described this as a  weak excuse.26 
Bára Štěpánová recalled that the 
Hungarian diplomats received them 
warmly and seemed to grasp the true 
meaning of the proposal.27 

In the late 1980s opposition milieu 
it was common for individual groups 
to overlap and cooperate very closely. 
Their members generally knew one 
another, were friends and spent time 
together. On 3 June 1989 they came 
together at the first football tour-
nament of independent initiatives,  
“An Enlightened Prosecutor”, which 
took place on the Prague island 
Dětský ostrov. The SMP also fielded 
a  team. Revolver Revue eventually 
won, beating a  Czech Children side 
in the final. The samizdat paper 
Koruna reported foul play: To illus-
trate – Czech Children were losing 0:3 
though they gradually started outplay-
ing their opponents. They reduced the 
deficit to 2:3 and would undoubtedly 
have drawn level and won if the game 
hadn’t been prematurely ended by an 
obnoxious referee. Typically the Inde-
pendent Peace Association finished 
last; they didn’t score a single goal, on 
the contrary conceding lots. The whole 
tournament was videoed by Interior 
Minister personnel. Uniformed VB 
[Public Security – regular police] of-
ficers checked IDs at the bridge to the 
island.28

Perhaps the only event SMP people 
were involved in that did not epito-
mise their sense of humour was the 
“Week of solidarity with Chinese stu-
dents”.  From Monday 5 June to Sun-
day 11 June 1989 solemn gatherings 
were held on Charles Bridge. At the 
final one Luboš Rychvalský remem-
bered the victims of the massacre on 
Tiananmen Square with a  symbolic 
large black sheet bearing the word 
CHINA on which participants laid 
flowers. He also delivered a  short 
speech. He was subsequently arrest-
ed with a  number of other partici-

SAMIZDAT REPORT BY PETR PLACÁK ON A FAILED MEETING WITH POLISH  
OPPOSITION ACTIVISTS IN THE JESENÍKY MOUNTAINS ON 17 JUNE 1989

The meeting place was around 15 km from the nearest settlement and was high in 
the mountains. We set off in soR rain and I was soaked by the time we scrambled 
up to the ridge. A strong wind blew. I was wearing only shorts and sandals. Before 
long I was like an icicle and my legs were the colour and temperature of a corpse. On 
top of that, the path led across a large moor and I had to wade through water up to 
my ankles for several kilometres. It struck me as incredible, as if I’d made it all up. 
Nevertheless, on the ascent I ran into Tomáš Dvořák, Roman Rákosník, Martin Šmíd 
and  Luboš Rychvalský. They’d brought something to warm them so we drink the 
lot beneath the sturdy spruce trees. Including orange vodka intended originally for 
Major from the Orange Alternative. We then entered some village where we wrote 
a greeting to the friends from the other side of the mountains that we hadn’t met on 
this occasion on behalf of the Peace Association [Independent Peace Association – 
author’s note], the Legal Support club, the Society for a Merrier Present and Czech 
Children.*

Source: Various. Koruna, 1989, no. 2, no page numbers.
* Activists were meant to come from Poland from the opposition groups Freedom and Peace 
(Wolność i  Pokój), Orange Alternative and the Independent Union of Students (Niezależne 
Zrzenie Studentów). Compare the declaration Greeting to our Polish friends from an unrealised 
joint meeting on the CS-Polish border. Bulletin NMS, samizdat, no. 10 (June 1989), 18.
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pants, as he had been at the previous 
gathering on the Saturday29.

A  week later Rychvalský and 
friends from other opposition groups 
travelled to the Jeseníky Mountains 
to meet representatives of the 
similar ly-oriented Polish groups Or-
ange Alternative (Pomarańczowa Al-
ternatywa) and Freedom and Peace 
(Wolność i Pokój). However, the Poles 
failed to reach the agreed spot in the 
mountains, having been scared off by 
troop movements.30

The SMP organised a  gathering 
headed You’re still at the helm, for 
a while we’ll be at the helm on 6 July 
1989. Participants hired pedal boats 
at Prague’s  Žofín island and took to 

the Vltava where they held up letters 
spelling out the slogan. Friends and 
random passers-by watched this car-
nivalesque “exchange of roles” from 
Charles Bridge.31

MERRY SECURITY AND BLUE WHALE 

Alongside its runs, the SMP’s  most 
famous event was perhaps a happen-
ing organised on Prague’s Na Příkopě 
marking the 21st anniversary of the 
Soviet occupation of Czechoslova-
kia in which protesters marched 
in silence for 21 days. On 15 August 
1989, 14 officers of the “Merry Secu-
rity” (the name in Czech is a play on 
Public Security) armed with cucum-

ber and salami batons intervened 
against them. Wearing helmets from 
hollowed-out melons, they possessed 
plastic squirting elephants, a plastic 
dog on wheels, a  first aid team and 
several “secret” agents. The demon-
strators they attacked fought back, 
chasing the “unit” off. One of the 
Merry Security officers was later ar-
rested by a member of the real secret 
police and fined for imitating a police 

“Unsuccessful operation” – imitation of  

a police intervention against participants 

in a protest walk, 15 August 1989 

Photo: Lubomír Kotek, SMP Archive
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operation, the actual term used in the 
official report.32

The fame of the Na Příkopě hap-
pening is also reflected in a  daily 
situational report that the Federal 
Ministry of the Interior sent the next 
day to selected Communist leaders, 
including the general secretary of 
the CC CPC, Miloš Jakeš: Again on 15 
August 1989 between 17:00–18:15 a so-
called pedestrian march took place on 
the pedestrian zone in Prague between 
the Bank of Trade and Můstek in which 
around 60 participants walked the 
route referred to. In the area between 
the Bank of Trade and the House of 
Children an eight-member group par-
odied an “operation by SNB officers 
against demonstrators”. Six people in 
helmets made from carved out mel-
ons holding in their hands cucumbers 
representing batons dispersed other 
“demonstrators”. Two persons in win-
ter jackets, representing plain-clothes 
SNB officers led away the “detainees”. 
The provocative “performance” lasted 
around 10 minutes. The whole course 
of the so-called pedestrian march was 
documented and appropriate action 
will be taken against the persons iden-
tified33.

Historian Milan Otáhal offered one 
reason why that SMP event became 
so famous: This event in particular, 
which passed without any interven-
tion occurring, proved that the people 
had ceased to be afraid of the security 
agencies too and that their authority 
had waned. The Society instilled the 
dissident movement with the element 
of humour which – as we know – is 
liberating, thereby undermining the 
organs of the normalisation regime. 
Therein lies its significance.34

In reality the situation in society 
at the time was more complicated. If 
anything, the happening gained pop-
ularity because its participants went 
against the mainstream with smiles 
on their faces. There were fears of 
a  potential Chinese scenario among 
sections of the opposition ahead of 
an anticipated large demonstration 

Invitation and photo of the happening on 

pedal boats by Žofín, 6 July 1989

Photo: Libri prohibiti, SMP Archive

SAMIZDAT REPORT ON THE SMP HAPPENING “UNSUCCESSFUL 
OPERATION” 15 AUGUST 1989

On 15 August the Society for a  Merrier Present decided to hold an “unsuccessful 
operation”. To that end it created the rapid response unit Merry Security (VB). Armed 
with cucumber and salami batons, melon helmets, squirting elephants and a plastic 
dog, this unit intervened at 17:30 against a civic protest parade that took place every 
day from 1 to 21 August on a pedestrian zone in Prague as a protest against the oc-
cupation of Czechoslovakia 21 years ago.

In the view of the SMP, the parade disturbed the general merriment ahead of 21 
August and still the state organs did not take action. The SMP came forward to assist 
the Security, attempting to halt and disperse the parade participants. 

The unit commander called on the demonstrators to depart and, his call disobeyed, 
gave the order for an intervention against the parade participants. However, the citi-
zens’ gathering did not give up and was not intimidated, breaking up the Merry Se-
curity unit. The brave Merry Security officers retreated when they received no help 
from the onlooking state organs, dumping their helmets in rubbish bins and eating 
their batons. The operation was also manned by an SMP first aid team and several 
secret agents. Nobody was arrested or hurt and the citizens continued their parade 
and dispersed peacefully. The SMP later celebrated its unsuccessful operation. 

Source: “Unsuccessful operation”. Informace o Chartě 77, 1989, yr. 12, no. 16, 18.
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on 21 August 1989. In this context 
the happening in question eased the 
tense atmosphere and broke through 
the barrier of fear. 

The same purpose was achieved 
by another SMP event that took 
place on the very eve of the anni-
versary. On 20 August 1989 a “whale 
intervention” – as the happening was 
dubbed in a flyer in four languages – 
took place by Charles Bridge. Accord-
ing to the predictions of astrologers, 
a  large blue whale was due to float 
into Prague. At the appointed time, 
a number of people were waiting in 
place and spotted the promised ar-
rival. It was a  laminated model that 
Luboš Rychvalský had brought to 
Kampa and, with friends, transport-
ed along an embankment of the Vlta-
va: In that instant, a police car arrived 
at great speed and skidded to a halt; 
they jumped out, took my documents 
and lep again. We placed the whale 
in the water calmly, though I  wasn’t 
sure until the last moment whether 
the double-deck chair would hold the 
monster up, so that it wouldn’t drown. 
But God was on our side. Everything 
worked out wonderfully. We floated 
along the bank with the whale until 
the weir. There a  sailor appeared out 
of the blue, claiming he was familiar 
with the Vltava and showing us ex-
actly where to release the whale so 
that it would float straight and hit the 
mark under an arch of the bridge. Then 
a random passerby jumped into the Vl-
tava and swam with the whale to the 
exact spot that the sailor had shown 
us.35 To the cheers of those watching, 
who welcomed it to Charles Bridge, 
the whale was caught by police of-
ficers in a  dinghy. The next day the 
whale’s  maker was taken from his 
workplace to the SNB station in 
Vlašská St., where he was officially 
ordered to clean up the remnants of 
the object, which intervening StB of-
ficers had stamped on at Klárov.36 As 
Bára Štěpánová recalled, they buried 
the destroyed whale on the island 

Střelecký ostrov during a Theatrical 
Pilgrimage with the help of the Váňa 
family – Eva Holubová and the For-
man brothers.37

The SMP happening was again re-
corded in a  Ministry of the Interior 
informational report dated 20 Au-
gust 1989 and evidently intended for 
the Communist leadership. The re-

port stated that the whale had been 
caught by a  Public Security river 
unit: In the evening aper 19:00 around 
70 young people, supporters of the so-
called Society for a Merrier Present of 
the CSSR (sic), gathered on Charles 
Bridge. Some of them distributed that 
society’s  leaflet, parodying in its con-
tent the international assistance of 

Clear-up of the remains of the whale.  

From leV Luboš Rychvalský, Bára Štěpánová 

and Petr Payne, 22 August 1989.

Photo: SMP Archive

SAMIZDAT REPORT ON THE SMP HAPPENING “WHALE INTERVENTION” 
20 AUGUST 1989 

Despite the tense situation in Prague on the eve of the anniversary of the invasion 
of 21 August 1968, the SMP organised a happening on the Vltava. In a promotional 
leaflet in Czech, French, Dutch and English, it was stated that, according to astrolo-
gers, a blue whale would float to the Charles Bridge in Prague on 20 August 1989. The 
flyer recalls the dramatic events linked to the transport of a wooden horse to ancient 
Troy and the rescue of the prophet Jonah from the whale. It also includes the call: We 
welcome the intervention of whales!

At around seven o’clock in the evening members of the SMP released with the help 
of random passers-by a  whale around the size of a  personal automobile – made of 
wire mesh, paper, and latex coating – on the water. The whale floated with dignity to 
Charles Bridge where it was awaited by people who wished to welcome it to Prague. 
While the whale was floating, two police officers stripped to the waist in a dinghy 
joined it and led it to the leR bank at Klárov. People on the banks applauded, girls 
threw flowers and the SMP members called to the intervening police as to where they 
were taking the whale. To Hamburg, the officers replied. The police expected demon-
strations and rebellious crowds on that day as it was the eve of the August anniversa-
ry but in the end police transmitters were filled with reports about a pale blue whale. 
The following day SMP founding member Luboš Rychvalský was brought to the VB 
station on Vlašská St. He was required under the law on the SNB to explain the whale 
and was ordered to remove the remnants of it from the bank at Klárov as apparently 
the cetacean was continuing to pollute the city. Therefore the whale had apparently 
to be guarded by the river police. Luboš Rychvalský complied with the demand and 
moved what remained of the whale to an unknown location on the same day.

Source: Whale intervention. Informace o Chartě 77, 1989, yr. 12, 16, 18–19.
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1968. At that time on the Vltava at 
Charles Bridge a  model of a  whale 
(around 2 m in dimension), which was 
intended to attract the attention of 
citizens to goings on at Charles Bridge, 
was identified and shortly aperward 
removed by a VB river unit.38

Shortly before the fall of the Com-
munist regime the SMP organised an 
event entitled “Everyone to their own 
piece of sand” (from a phrase similar 
to guarding one’s  one corner) pok-
ing fun at the inability of the oppo-
sition to reach agreement on a com-
mon approach. On 12 October 1989 
SMP representatives invited friendly 
dissidents (Václav Havel, Hana 
Marvanová, Petr Placák, Jiří Grun-
torád and  Stanislav Penc) to a  chil-
dren’s sandpit in Libeň, handed them 
sandcastle moulds and had them play 
with children in separate corners.39 
The happening was brought to an 
end by the unannounced arrival of 
a digger bearing a tarpaulin with SMP 
written on it. The digger covered the 
sand castles that had been built in an 
uncompromising fashion.40

As Luboš Rychvalský recalled at 

a  gathering held 25 years aker the 
foundation of the SMP41, by no means 
all dissidents were sympathetic to-
ward their activities. Some were un-
willing to “play” at a children’s play-
ground when the whole regime was 
in crisis. This explanation for refus-
ing to come to the sandpit was prof-
fered by, for instance, Rudolf Battěk 
of the Movement for Civic Freedom, 
who otherwise was not at all lacking 
a sense of humour.42 

However, the daily situational re-
ports quoted above demonstrate that 
the authorities did not regard the or-
ganisers of SMP happenings as harm-
less pranksters. This is illustrated by 
a  violent police intervention against 
a run happening that took place on 8 
September 1989.43

PRAGUE WALL AND OPEN-AIR  
MUSEUM OF TOTALITARIANISM 

When at the start of November 1989 
the Berlin Wall fell, the SMP an-
nounced that it would also be demol-
ished in Prague. The symbolic wall 
was to be erected on Wenceslas Sq. 

However, events moved faster and 
by that time tens of thousands were 
demonstrating in the streets.44 A ref-
erence to plans for the event is pre-
served in a  general report prepared 
for the Communist leadership by the 
StB’s  analytics department: Planned 
events for 20 November 1989: at 9:00 
meeting of Academy of Performing Arts 
students to discuss the intervention of 
17 November – at 10:00 Proclamation 
of Academy of Performing Arts drama 
students – at 16:00 the Society for 
a  Merrier Present to hold “demolition 
of the Berlin Wall” (using fruit boxes).45

International news agencies de-
voted most attention to the establish-
ment of an open-air museum of totali-
tarianism in the village of Bezpráví 
(meaning Injustice) in eastern Bohe-
mia, which like the above happening 
was prepared prior to 17 November 

“Unveiling of memorial stone to injustices”  

a happening in the village of Bezpráví (Injus-

tice), 9 December 1989

Photo: SMP Archive, Karel Kameník
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1989. The unlikely monument, re-
spectively its foundation stone, was 
ceremonially unveiled on 9 December 
1989, the eve of Human Rights Day. 
Luboš Rychvalský recalled the plans 
for the outdoor museum: It was a sim-
ple idea. To transport statues of the 
potentates and symbols of communism 
(of which there were many in every city 
and town then) to a  natural area by 
Bezpráví, to install them loosely in the 
countryside and let them gradually be-
come overgrown by moss. This would 
give rise to a symbolic natural museum 
of monsters where future generations 
of children would take their children 
to remind them of our tarnished past.46 

A  few weeks aker the outbreak 
of the Velvet Revolution, the Society 
for a  Merrier Present organised an 
event targeted at the nascent po-
litical elite. On 5 December 1989, St. 
Nicholas’s  Day, an SMP delegation 
in pioneer uniforms and red scarves 
visited the Civic Forum’s  Špalíček 
headquarters. They handed out car-
nations, a symbol of the previous re-
gime’s  propaganda events, and mir-
rors, telling those present they looked 
awful and ought to rest and recharge 
their batteries. Bára Štěpánová ad-
dressed an appalled Václav Klaus as 
Comrade Havel.47

On New Year’s  Eve 1989 Luboš 
Rychvalský and his friends jointly 
organised at Václav Havel’s  request 
a celebration marking his election as 
president. When he grasped that the 
SMP people had been given this task 
as apparent experts on “humour”, 
Rychvalský came up with the idea 
of a  tranquil tearoom in one of the 
smaller halls. The idea was a big hit 
and shaped its author’s future desti-
ny.48 The final SMP public event took 
place on 15 January 1990, when Luboš 
Rychvalský and Bára Štěpánová pre-
sented Havel with a scooter on which 
he rode in front of journalists down 
the long corridors of Prague Castle. 

Štěpánová became his secretary for 
two years before returning to the act-
ing profession.49

It is worth mentioning that Amnes-
ty International50 revived the SMP’s 

run happening at the same spot in 
the early 1990s, capitalising on its re-
nown for a campaign calling for the 
release of political prisoners around 
the world.51

One of the last SMP happenings was an 

event named “Velvet putsch”. Shortly before 

Christmas 1989 SMP people in Russian style 

hats as worn by the Bolshevik army delivered 

punch to the HQ of the Civic Forum.  

Photo: SMP Archive

SAMIZDAT REPORT ON AN INTERVENTION AGAINST AN SMP RUN  
HAPPENING 8 SEPTEMBER 1989

On Friday 8 September at 17:00 a group of uniformed and plain-clothes SNB officers 
prevented the holding of the regular Politických vězňů St. run, dedicated on this oc-
casion to Stanislav Devátý. Several participants in the run were arrested with SNB 
officers using violence in several cases.

Among those arrested were Jiří Wolf, Karel Mašek, Josef Kuhn (from 17 Sep-
tember 1989 the StB kept an agent category file on him, code-name “Fabius” – au-
thor’s note), Jitka Němečková, Jakub Čech, Petr Vařeka, Martin Vachala and Josef 
Štochl. They were taken to the VB station on Školská St. where again violence was 
used against several of them and were forced to stand with their faces to the wall 
in a courtyard. All of them were subjected to detailed searches and progressively 
interrogated. Uniformed and plain-clothes police officers behaved very roughly on 
this occasion. One of the plain-clothes men struck Josef Štochl with handcuffs on 
the back of the head so violently that he fainted. He remained lying on the concrete 
courtyard bleeding from the head for around a quarter of an hour. Only aRer em-
phatic protests from the other detainees could one of them provide him with first 
aid and a doctor was called. The only assistance that the VB officers had previously 
provided him was a bucket of water that they poured over him so he would regain 
consciousness. The doctor did not arrive for another half hour and ordered the im-
mediate transfer of the injured to hospital, where his wound required stitches. All 
of the other detainees were warned during questioning not to take part in a planned 
march for political prisoners on Saturday 9 September (this was an event in support 
of Stanislav Devátý – author’s note) and were told the VB would “deal with” anyone 
who appeared there. All of those arrested were gradually released between 21:00 
and 22:00. It was the first serious attack on the hitherto tolerated events of the 
Society for a Merrier Present. Since 1 May 1989, when the daily run was launched, 
several hundred runners have taken placee and arrests have been rare.  

Source: Repression against run for political prisoners. Informace o Chartě 77, 1989, 
yr. 12, no. 17, 14–15.
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It would undoubtedly be misleading, 
however, to draw an automatic line 
between the agency activities of the 
State Security and analogous organi-
sations in other former Eastern Bloc 
countries on one hand, and the activi-
ties of covert collaborators of the se-
cret services of democratic states on 
the other. Naturally there are shared 
characteristics; every security or in-
telligence service employs secret col-
laborators in the fulfilment of their 
fundamental role, which is protecting 
their own state in the form in which 
it currently exists and combatting 
those attempting to change that form 
in a manner that is unauthorised or 
violates the laws in place in the given 
country. 

The difference lies in the way se-
curity services fulfil that role in both 
quantitative and qualitative terms. 
While in democratic countries with 
a  functioning rule of law secret col-
laborators are only deployed in a very 
limited range of cases (e.g., in the 
fight against the likes of organised 
crime and international terrorism) 
and the security services are bound 
by legal regulations regarding their 
recruitment and deployment, in the 
case of Communist Czechoslovakia 
(and numerous other non-democratic 
regimes) the exact opposite applied. 
The recruitment of covert collabora-
tors was carried out on a mass scale, 

not with the purpose of infiltrating 
particular groups believed to be in-
volved in crime but with a  view to 
monitoring broad social groups or 
even the whole of society. In addi-
tion, Communist Czechoslovakia was 
characterised by a longstanding lack 
of legal norms governing at least in 
outline not only the use of secret col-
laborators but the work of the secret 
police in general, as well as StB offi-
cers’ continued unwillingness to ad-
here to the laws that did exist. 

The State Security’s  mission was 
to protect the Communist Party’s re-
gime in its then form. This task was 
fulfilled along two overlapping lines. 
The first was intelligence (if you will, 
“preventative”) work aimed at moni-
toring as closely as possible the whole 
of Czechoslovak society with a view 
to uncovering all activities hostile to 
the regime, with the assessment of 
what was or was not “hostile” carried 
out by the StB according to the judge-
ment of its officers or Communist 
Party functionaries, rather than the 
laws then in force. At the same time, 
it was just in intelligence work, in the 
collection and submission of reports, 
that secret collaborators were most 
effective. 

The StB officers’ second focus were 
operational and repressive activities, 
meaning the investigation of crimes 
(gathering evidence, questioning sus-

pects, working on documentation) 
and passing on concluded cases to 
the courts, respectively to the pros-
ecutor’s office. Here secret collabora-
tors could be deployed far less (e.g., 
in suspects’ cells). 

The intensity and form of the cov-
ert collaborators’ work changed in 
different periods. So in the course 
of the regime’s  existence did the 
concrete methods of carrying out 
intelligence and operational (police) 
work, according to how party lead-
ers or top functionaries of the secu-
rity forces viewed or presented the 
then international situation, as well 
as the internal stability of the regime 
and the related political line. Periods 
of increased perception of threat, 
linked to an intensification of sur-
veillance and a tightening of repres-
sion (i.e., the show trials period in 
the initial years aker February 1948, 
the so-called normalisation years), 
alternated with times of relative lib-
eralisation and easing of repression 
(in particular 1968 and the preced-
ing years) and with periods that are 
hard to easily classify as belonging 
to either of the previously mentioned 
groups (the second half of the 1950s, 
the 1980s). Other factors also influ-
enced the focus of the StB’s  work 
(including that of its secret collabo-
rators), such as perceptions of the 
greatest dangers facing the regime at 

I undertake voluntarily…

All of the world’s intelligence or security services have no doubt used and con-
tinue to use secret collaborators. The reason is simple: Frequently it is the only 
way to acquire necessary information from particular suspicious milieus and 
closed groups of people believed to be engaged in unlawful activities. The State 
Security (Státní bezpečnost, StB)1 – Communist Czechoslovakia’s secret political 
police – always regarded its network of covert collaborators (which on the Soviet 
model it dubbed an “agency”) as a very important tool in its work. 

L IBOR BÍLEK

Residents, agents, informers and others.  
The State Security’s secret collaborators, 1945–1989
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a  given time (whether from internal 
opponents or foreign enemies and 
their agents), the then view of the ne-
cessity of adhering to “socialist legal-
ity” and the views of leading figures 
at the Ministry of the Interior or in 
the Communist Party apparatus.

A  TYPOLOGY OF SECRET  
COLLABORATORS 

There were various types of inform-
ers2, though those divisions and the 
criteria that applied to them were not 
set in stone.3 As can be seen in the at-
tached tables, aker a  very dynamic 
period in the 1950s, when the StB 
felt the need to distinguish between 
its collaborators in a  relatively de-
tailed manner, subsequent develop-
ment was more gradual and tended 
toward the maximum simplification 
of the designations used. As in a host 
of other areas, the voice of Soviet 
advisors4 was clearly decisive in this 
regard. From 1950 they enforced the 
use of “standard” Soviet terminology 
(resident – agent – informer – owner 
of conspiratorial apartment).5

One type of secret collaborator 
that existed in virtually unchanged 
form from 1948 until the dissolution 
of the StB was the “resident” (initially 
named “chief agent” for a  short pe-
riod). What was specific to collabora-
tors with this designation was that 
they themselves ran other secret 

collaborators, in effect standing in 
for StB officers. They needed to be 
completely reliable. Residents were 
used in cases when the character of 
the “object”6 in which they were op-
erating did not allow for regular con-
tact between collaborators and their 
“controlling organs” (the officers who 
ran and issued orders to collabora-
tors). Such collaborators were there-
fore primarily used by officers of the 
foreign intelligence service to handle 
collaborators in foreign states and 
military counterintelligence officers, 
who from 1950 were part of the StB.

The designation “proprietor of 
a loaned apartment” also underwent 
only formal changes. It was used 
for a  person who, on a  contractual 
basis, allowed intelligence officers 
to use their private apartment for 
clandestine meetings with secret 
collaborators and also covered up 
such activities. Conspiratorial apart-
ments worked in a  similar manner, 
with the difference being that such 
flats or premises were officially held 
by a  counter-intelligence staff mem-
ber, naturally acting under a  false 
identity. Both categories (loaned and 
conspiratorial flat, resp. their owner 
or holder) were imported into the 
StB’s  work from the Soviet secret 
police – conspiratorial apartment in 
1950 and loaned apartment in 1954.

All of the typology employed re-
flected in some way one essential 

factor, namely the secret collabora-
tor’s ability to infiltrate the targeted 
object, relay reports from there and 
actively fulfil other tasks. Naturally, 
this required that they have complete 
trust (or were capable of winning it) 
in the target environment and ideally 
come directly from that environment 
or at least enjoy close relations with 
its members. If a collaborator fulfilled 
these requirements, he was the most 
valuable kind of secret collaborator 
and, for most of the period 1945–1989, 
was designated an “agent” (initially 
StB officers distinguished different 
types of agents according to various 
factors). As the StB naturally focused 
most of their attention on objects 
whose members were covertly or 
openly hostile or critical (or at least 
cool) toward the regime, recruiting 
secret collaborators from their ranks 
was a  very difficult task. However, 
it was not impossible – there were 
agents who collaborated under pres-
sure (on the basis of compromising 
materials), agents predominantly 
motivated by their own gain (finan-
cial, material or other) and agents 
who worked wholly voluntarily (out 
of conviction).

Secret collaborators, recruited 
formally, who may have been able to 
supply regular reports from certain 
objects or milieus but were unable to 
carry out other missions within them 
(most frequently because they did 

PAID AGENTS – CENTRAL REGISTER, 7 MARCH 1946

Working out of own conviction Working for money, other benefits, or out of fear 

Casual informer (IN) – reliability as yet unverified.

Regular informer (IP) – reliability partially verified to extent 

possible.  

Confidant (D) – completely screened and reliable. 

Casual agent (AN) – reliability as yet unverified.

Regular agent (AP) – reliability partially verified to extent 

possible.  

Confidential agent (AD) – completely screened and reliable.

MEMO NO. 2. CONFIDANTS – AGENTS – AMENDATORY DIRECTIONS, 1 SEPTEMBER 1946

Working out of own conviction Working for money, other benefits, or out of fear ?

Confidant Agent Casual informer 

Occasional informer

PROVISIONAL GUIDELINES FOR ACTIVITIES OF REGIONAL INTELLIGENCE BRANCHES AND AFFILIATES, 8 JANUARY 1947

Working out of own conviction Working for money, other benefits, or out of fear

Confidant – screened.

Informer – not screened.

Agent

Source: SSA
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not enjoy the trust of the persons in-
telligence officers were interested in) 
were until 1972 most oken designat-
ed “informers”. Rather than through 
their own actions, they obtained in-
formation due to the fact that they 
occupied a vantage that was advanta-
geous with regard to this activity, for 
instance holding a  relatively senior 
post at a public agency or enterprise.  

In character, informers were very 
similar to another group from which 
intelligence officers obtained re-
ports. This group were sometimes 
called “confidential sources” (“con-
fidants”), sometimes “assets”. In the 
StB’s  scheme, confidants differed 
from informers in that they did not 
regularly submit reports – not having 
a great deal of contact with those of 
interest to the StB, they did not have 
the opportunity to acquire informa-
tion oken. For this reason it was un-
necessary to recruit confidants for-
mally, so they were not regarded as 
part of the agency network. 

Virtually anybody could, therefore, 
become an informer and in particular 
a confidant, regardless of whether or 
not they had the opportunity to in-
teract at first hand with “hostile” or 
“interesting” persons and to acquire 
significant information from them. 
This meant that the position could be 
held by people without direct contact 
with a “hostile environment” or open 
supporters of the regime for whom 
collaboration with the secret police 
was not at odds with their conscience 
or worldview.  

It was far easier for State Security 
officers to acquire informers or con-
fidants than agents and they oken 
used this fact to massage the results 
of their work, particularly in the pre-
1955 period. Enlisting a  confidant 
was very simple; theoretically, any-
body who provided an intelligence 
officer with information, albeit banal, 
could be one. It was child’s  play for 
an adroit intelligence officer to pass 
a  confidant off as an informer, the 
lowest category of secret collabora-
tor. It was enough to recruit them 
formally (to have them sign a  com-
mitment to collaborate or state that 
they had agreed verbally to collabo-
rate) and to meet them occasionally 
in order to pretend that they regular-

ly submitted reports. It was similarly 
easy to enlist as informers those who 
committed minor offenses of a  po-
litical or economic nature, to whom 
it was oken enough to present col-
laboration as the only alternative to 
prosecution. This was done oken, re-
gardless of whether those concerned 
had any opportunity of providing the 
StB with worthwhile reports. An StB 
document of 1951 states: Persons who 
operate on the margins of a hostile mi-
lieu who do not have the character of 
informers and of whom there is no ex-
pectation that they could become an 
agent and infiltrate hostile centres are 
recruited for collaboration.7

As long as senior officers tolerated 
these “ruses” (either deliberately or 
due to failure to understand the no-
menclature or insufficient checks), 
a given section’s count of secret col-
laborators could swell to several 
times that of others. Senior officials’ 
view of the usefulness of collabora-
tors of the type of informer or con-
fidant therefore became more criti-
cal as time went on. Criteria for the 
selection of informers were gradu-
ally tightened until the category was 
completely done away with at the 
start of the 1970s. An order was given 
to make prospective collaborators in 
this category agents; the rest were to 
be removed from the agency network 
and treated as confidants in future. 

SELECTION AND RECRUITMENT  
OF COLLABORATORS

Alongside the massaging of secret 
collaborators numbers, the inexperi-
ence and incompetence of rank-and-
file officers and senior commanders 
in agency work also led to a number of 
other practices (which we will come 
to in subsequent pages) that – though 
they were later criticised – became so 
deeply engrained among intelligence 
officers that they could only be elimi-
nated slowly and with difficulty. The 
leadership of the StB and the Minis-
try of the Interior therefore gradually 
revised and refined both the working 
of individual directives and training 
in and oversight of that work. This 
process was perceptible in virtually 
all aspects of agency work – from the 
enlistment of secret collaborators to 

their management to the registration 
and handling of documentation. 

In the initial period the process 
that concluded with a  selected “or-
dinary” person becoming a recruited 
agent or informer was not spelled 
out in the regulations. Therefore 
every intelligence officer at first se-
lected and enlisted his collaborators 
independently and in an essentially 
random manner. At the start of 1949 
this process was briefly codified for 
the first time in the document “Ad-
ministrative-operational aid”.8 The 
regulation stated that prior to actual 
recruitment all available information 
had to be gathered on the person 
identified; the intelligence officer 
would then use this to create a  so-
called recruitment proposal, which 
had to be approved by a superior of-
ficer, as did a  so-called recruitment 
plan, if further steps had to be taken 
to ensure success (e.g., arresting the 
person). The recruitment process was 
not specified more closely, apart from 
a statement that the collaborator had 
to sign a uniform pledge to cooperate 
(which had not hitherto applied) and 
that it was necessary to immediate-
ly arrange a  first meeting. If the re-
cruited person refused to cooperate, 
he was to sign a confidentiality oath. 
Later instructions (from 1951 and 
1954) further specified the manner of 
enlistment until it was fixed in direc-
tives in 1962 (subsequent documents 
from 1972 and 1978 simply took on 
board the previous formulation). 
Great emphasis was placed on the 
selection of suitable candidates and 
on their careful screening (according 
to the guidelines this could take up 
to six months; in reality that period 
was sometimes exceeded), without 
which there was no point in proceed-
ing to the actual act of recruitment. 
It was compulsory to submit reports 
on the course of the recruitment pro-
cess to the relevant commanding of-
ficer; only aker his approval could 
the collaborator and “his” file be for-
mally registered. The relevant supe-
rior officer (or a deputy) was also to 
take part directly in the recruitment 
interview – in cases of particular im-
portance under the 1954 and 1962 di-
rectives; always, in later directives. It 
can be assumed that the presence of 
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TITLES OF INTELLIGENCE COLLABORATORS, 2 APRIL 1948

Part of agency network Outside network

Formally recruited (in writing or verbally), works 
consistently

Not formally recruited, works consistently

Operates in hostile environment Does not operate in hostile environment 

Chief agent (AA) Confidant (A)
Confidant– candidate (AK)
Agent (AP)
Agent – candidate (AKP)

Permanent informer (SI)
Permanent informer P (SIP)

Advisor, confidential source (D)

AA – fully screened, runs other secret collaborators, collects their reports.
A – screened, works out of own conviction, can be given benefits.
AK – as yet unscreened, works out of own conviction.
AP – screened, works for money, other benefits, or out of fear.
AKP – as yet unscreened, works for money, other benefits, or out of fear.
SI – screened, works out of own conviction.
SIP – screened, works for money, other benefits, or out of fear.
D – provides information voluntarily.

ADMINISTRATIVE-OPERATIONAL AID, 17 JANUARY 1949

Part of agency network, formally recruited (in writing or verbally), works consistently Outside network, not 
recruited

Operates in hostile environment Does not operate in hostile environment

Has trust of enemy Does not have trust of enemy

Resident (R) Agent (A)
Agent P (AP)
Agent – candidate (AK)
Agent P – candidate (AKP)

Permanent informer (SI)
Permanent informer P (SIP)

Confidential source (C)

R – fully screened, operates other informers (may not operate agents).
A – fully screened, works from internal conviction.
AP – fully screened, works from material motives or out of fear.
AK – as yet unscreened, works from internal conviction.
AKP – as yet unscreened, works from material motives or out of fear.
SI – works from internal conviction.
SIP – works from material motives or out of fear.
D – provides reports voluntarily, does not have trust of enemy.

PLANNING OPERATIVE ACTIVITIES – DIRECTIVE, 5 JANUARY 1950

Part of agency network, formally recruited (in writing or verbally), regularly 
controlled.

Outside network verbally recruited, 
controlled according to necessity. 

Has trust of enemy Does not have trust of enemy

Resident ? Operative agent (Ao)
General agent (Av)

Operative informer (Io)
General informer (Iv)

Confidant(D)

The document does not refer to residents; in comparison with the previous guidelines there were evidently no changes in this 
category.
Ao – operates at key point of object of interest.
Av – operates generally in hostile milieu.
Io – operates at key point of object of interest.
Iv – submits regular reports.

DESIGNATION OF SECRET COLLABORATORS 1948–1950

Source: SSA



99 behind the iron curtain

NEW DESIGNATION OF COLLABORATORS, 21 NOVEMBER 1950

Part of agency network, formally recruited, regularly controlled. Outside network

Resident (R) Agent (A) Informer (I) Owner of conspiratorial apartment (KB) Confidant (D) ?

R – manages several informers or agents in object of interest.
A – has trust of enemy, operates in hostile environment.
I – does not have trust of enemy, operates in object of interest.
The document does not mention confidants; this category evidently remained unchanged, at least in the preserved 
documents from that period the title continues to appear.

DIRECTIVE ON AGENCY OPERATIVE WORK, 20 APRIL 1954

Part of agency network, formally recruited. Outside network

Resident Agent Informer Holder of loaned apartment Confidant

Resident – voluntary and screened, handles several informers or agents.
Agent – works voluntarily, for money or through coercion, has the opportunity to infiltrate enemy environment and there 
fulfil tasks.
Informer – works voluntarily or through coercion, consistently delivers information.
Confidant – there is no detailed definition in the document but it is clear that it is used in the same sense as previously.

DIRECTIVE ON AGENCY OPERATIVE WORK OF THE STATE SECURITY, 13 MAY 1962

Part of agency network, formally recruited. Outside network, not 
recruited.

Resident Agent Informer Holder of loaned or conspiratorial 
apartment

Confidant

Resident – completely reliable, controls and runs other secret collaborators.
Agent – works voluntarily, for advantages or through coercion, has been acquired to work on particular cases, is capable 
of finding and uncovering officers of foreign intelligence services and their agents or persons conducting hostile activities 
against the state and is capable of conducting exemplary work in a hostile environment.
Informer – volunteer, operates in important objects or places with a high concentration of hostile elements, is capable of 
acquiring knowledge about clandestine hostile expressions and of conducting preventative educational measures.
Confidant– voluntarily provides information.

DIRECTIVES FOR WORK WITH SECRET COLLABORATORS OF THE CZECHOSLOVAK COUNTERINTELLIGENCE SERVICE, 

16 FEBRUARY 1972; AND DIRECTIVES FOR WORK WITH COLLABORATORS OF COUNTERINTELLIGENCE SERVICE,  

25 JANUARY 1978 

Part of agency network, formally recruited Outside network

Resident Agent Holder of loaned apartment Confidant

Resident – completely reliable, managed by StB officer, controls the work of several secret collaborators.
Agent – voluntarily, for advantages or through coercion carries out tasks in finding, working on and documenting subversive 
criminal activities and tasks focused on preventing such activities.
Confidant– not formally recruited, voluntary, helps to fulfil auxiliary tasks in the uncovering and clarification of subversive 
criminal activities. 

DESIGNATION OF SECRET COLLABORATORS 1950–1990 

Source: SSA
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a commanding officer or another au-
thorized officer was required in part 
as a check on a future “controlling or-
gan” and in part as reinforcement in 
case the recruit attempted to resist in 
some manner. It was oken necessary 
to recruit persons who surpassed 
intelligence offers in terms of educa-
tion or intellect.9 

In the early years of the existence 
of the Communist regime in particu-
lar, it was common for StB staff not 
to adhere to prescribed procedures; 
instead of the systematic and docu-
mented enlisting of collaborators, 
they focused on recruiting persons 
over whom some advantage pre-
sented itself, for instance if they 
found themselves in custody. Some 
commanders clearly agreed with or 
at least covered up for them, approv-
ing recruitment proposals on such 
collaborators retrospectively. In ad-
dition, compromising materials on 
the basis of which collaborators were 

acquired were artificially created or 
even directly forged and in some cas-
es “recruitment” was achieved with 
the help of brute force or threats of 
physical liquidation. Collaborators 
enlisted in this manner usually not 
only failed to deliver dazzling perfor-
mances, in most cases they actually 
sabotaged the cooperation. Such pro-
cedures were therefore banned and 
occasionally punished; however, they 
did not entirely disappear.10

Alongside compromising materi-
als, other forms of “persuasion” were 
used, including material or other ad-
vantages and “patriotic inducements”. 
The particular motivation (usually 
a combination of the elements listed) 
was naturally specific to every col-
laborator and always stemmed from 
a  particular situation. Every case of 
secret collaboration therefore needs 
to be assessed, where possible, with 
knowledge of all the circumstances 
that accompanied it. However, in 

most cases this is impossible. When 
judging or condemning those who ac-
ceded to collaboration, it is advisable 
to maintain restraint and to remem-
ber that very few confidants offered 
their services to the State Security 
of their own volition and entirely vol-
untarily. The majority of people were 
“asked” to collaborate (albeit perhaps 
covertly or ambiguously, as offic-
ers acted in such a way as to get the 
committed person make the actual 
proposal) and rejecting such an “of-
fer” was in view of the reputation that 
accompanied the State Security very 
difficult and in some cases virtually 
impossible. 

On the other hand, the entire sub-
ject cannot be brushed aside with 
a suggestion that the secret collabo-
rators bear no guilt – many of them 
paved the way to collaboration with 
their own ambition, desire for a  ca-
reer or willingness to fulfil the de-
mands that the State Security placed 
on them because of their positions or 
contacts.

MANAGING SECRET COLLABORATORS 

In preserved directives from various 
periods of the StB’s  lifespan there is 
an increasing emphasis on all offic-
ers strictly controlling and directing 
the activities of their covert collabo-
rators. Aker all, poor or insufficient 
management could have resulted in 
undesired situations. For instance, 
some confidants were willing to col-
laborate and had the corresponding 
opportunities and skills to do so but 
their services were not employed as 
their controllers didn’t manage to 
assign them tasks correctly. Other 
collaborators wilfully carried out 
boycotts or sabotage unbeknownst 
to the StB officer. By contrast, others 
were overly active, committing unde-
sired provocations or breaking the 
law. These unwanted results occurred 
most frequently in the first years af-
ter February 1948, though we can find 
them to a lesser degree all the way up 

Sample agency oath from the period 1948-

1951

Source: SSA
OATH

of commitment to cooperation with 

the Czechoslovak security service

I undertake voluntarily and out of patriotism to cooperate with 

the Czechoslovak security service. As a collaborator of this 

service, I make a commitment to obedience and loyalty to the organs 

of the security service superior to me as well as a commitment 

that without the express permission of my security service superior 

organ I may not give evidence with regard to the content of my 

cooperation either in court or to security or other agencies, 

including the highest organs of the state administration.  

I will regard as my superior organ the person who submitted this 

oath to me for signature 

and anybody who addresses me with the words:

I have a message for you from Dr. Janický.
to which I will reply:

I am his personal secretary.

and according to the best of my knowledge and conscience.

secrets,  
punishable by law.

I will sign my declaration in the name:
__________________________

which binds me like my real name.
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to 1989.11 Therefore requirements in 
the guidelines for work with secret 
collaborators grew ever stronger; 
controlling organs were to prepare 
properly for meetings with collabora-
tors (the preparations were to be ap-
proved by the commander of the de-
partment where the “organ” worked) 
and carefully listen to and read all 
their reports and immediately have 
any ambiguities cleared up. The of-
ficer was obliged to go through the re-
port with the collaborator, assess the 
fulfilment of assigned tasks and set 
fresh tasks ahead of the next meeting. 

Meetings and contact with se-
cret collaborators wasn’t governed 
by unified rules either in the begin-
ning. Therefore in the “wild period” 
from 1948 to 1954 the relationship 
between the collaborator and his 
handler could take various extreme 
forms; this ranged from the purely 
formal, and on the part of the intel-
ligence offer disdainful and superior, 
to the utterly familiar or friendly, with 
StB officers and their collaborators 
going on huge drinking sessions (this 
could end in bed if the collaborator 
was a woman), doing various favours 
for one another (mediating services 
or goods) or profiteering or smug-
gling goods from abroad together. In 
addition, conspiratorial apartments 
and cottages were oken used for the 
drinking sessions referred to. Though 
these abuses were occasionally pun-
ished, they did not begin disappear-
ing until the mid-1950s.

Subsequently a pupil-teacher rela-
tionship was regarded as being the 
ideal one between confidant and in-
telligence officer. Mutual trust and 
an “amicable” atmosphere (so that 
the collaborator would willingly 
share information gathered) was to 
be obtained between them; the of-
ficer was to cultivate this by taking 
an interest in the collaborator’s per-
sonal and work life. As Prokop Tomek 
aptly puts it, during the cooperation 
the collaborator was to be constantly 
reassured that his interests are essen-
tially identical with the interests of the 

StB, namely the benefit of the home-
land and socialism.12 The relationship 
between the collaborator and the 
State Security was also to have been 
reinforced through potential rewards 
for the fulfilment of particularly dif-
ficult tasks and small material giks 
that always followed a certain period 
of cooperation. 

Favourable relations between the 
confidant and the intelligence officer 
was also to be reinforced by another 
element of cooperation – which inci-
dentally also points to a certain anal-
ogy to the teacher-pupil relationship 
– education (in the StB’s  conception 
primarily something like building 
a positive relationship to the then es-

StB officers were just people too…

Source: SSA
SPECIAL ORDER

of the Minister of National Security

for State Security command staff

After an investigation into the incorrect approach in the handling 
of an agency collaborator 

I am disciplining

b/ for endangering the good name of the Corps,

c/ for the betrayal of service secrets,

rd

immediately of the function of sector deputy commander, I revoke his 

Corps] after the serving of his punishment. 

rd

commander. 

collaborator. A woman of dubious character with a hostile position 

 
a certain period photographs of two of the participating organs. 
All of the participating organs were aware that their actions 

were wrong and dishonourable; however, none of them took it upon 
themselves to inform their commander of their transgression. The 

deputy sector commander should above all have been an example of 
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tablishment). According to the direc-
tives, every controlling organ was to 
devote great attention to this. How-
ever, the preserved documentation 
tells us little about the concrete form 
that this education took, apart from 
general statements that it be coher-
ent, systematic and specific, or that 
the operative officer adopt an indi-
vidual approach.13

It must be admitted that such 
relationship-building methods genu-
inely worked in many cases (though 
it is difficult to determine what fac-
tor played the most important role 
in particular cases); some collabora-
tors originally recruited on the basis 
of compromising materials gradually 
developed a  lively interest in coop-
eration and essentially worked vol-
untarily.14

Meetings between collaborators 
and StB officers took place at vari-
ous locations. Initially (until the mid-
1950s) the most frequent venues 
were quiet public areas (parks, side 
streets), cafes and restaurants or 
in cars. Meetings at the collabora-
tor’s workplace or apartment, at StB 
offices, at National Security Corps 
stations or at party secretariats were 
not exceptional. However, such plac-
es could not guarantee total secrecy. 
Therefore in later periods (evidently 
drawing on Soviet experience) there 
was widespread application of the 
practice of holding meetings in con-
spiratorial or loaned flats, meaning 
at premises officially listed as flats, 
stores or offices and therefore, with 
the deployment of a suitable smoke-
screen, providing good confiden-
tiality. 

CODE NAMES 

The method by which code names 
were created for covert collabora-
tors underwent a  similarly interest-
ing development to their categorisa-
tion. In the beginning (until 1948), 
collaborators of district intelligence 
branches were only distinguished 
by a symbol (a combination of letters 
and numerals) signalling the name of 
the regional intelligence branch (RIB) 
and the officer dealing with them; 
however, code names were not as-
signed. In this period (until the start 

of the 1950s) code names (along with 
relevant false IDs) were, however, 
popularly used by intelligence offic-
ers themselves – very oken they op-
erated clandestinely in a “hostile en-
vironment” and actually replaced the 
work of confidants. 

The system of symbols persisted 
even in the period 1948–1954, when 
the StB was already employing se-
cret collaborators. Though it under-
went several substantive changes in 
connection with the currently used 
typology of collaborators, the sym-
bol always contained a  combination 
of letters (indicating the type of col-
laborator) and several-digit numbers. 
It is not yet entirely clear what key 
was allocated to individual collabo-
rators; however, it seems that from 
1950 at the latest, a sufficient range 
of numbers was employed in order 
that all collaborators were identified 
but no combination of numbers was 
repeated. 

From the start of 1948, code names 
began to be employed alongside 
symbols. Prior to the introduction of 
a  central register of secret collabo-
rators at the turn of 1948 and 1949 
all controlling organs bestowed or 
changed code names themselves. 
From the start of 1949, code names 
were compiled in advance at agency 
HQ in Prague15, which then assigned 
them at the central Prague depart-
ment and later at regional HQs via re-
gional commanders. However, such 
code names were exclusively for the 
StB’s internal requirements and were 
unknown to collaborators them-
selves. Confidants received a  differ-
ent code name for signing reports 
and contact with “their” officer.  

In 1954 a practice was introduced 
that persisted practically unaltered 
until the dissolution of the StB under 
which collaborators decided on their 
own code name; only if they refused 
to do so did the controlling organ se-
lect a name for them. This was with-
out doubt another means of building 
trust between the collaborator and 
the intelligence officer. Probably for 
the same reason StB officers were 
barred from using code names or 
pseudonyms. 

At this time the complicated sys-
tem of symbols combining letters and 

digits was abandoned; from then on 
all collaborators were only identified 
by a code name, sometimes preceded 
by a  letter defining the type of col-
laborator (A for agent, I for informer, 
etc.). However, the number of the 
agency file documenting the collabo-
ration, and in which the reports that 
collaborators handed in were placed, 
was now included in reports.  

REGISTRATION AND DOCUMENTATION 

The practice of maintaining docu-
mentation on every secret collabo-
rator first appeared in regulations 
in the “Administrative-operational 
aid” from the turn of 1948 and 1949. 
However, at that time documentation 
was not held in one file but rather in 
two different bundles. The first con-
tained information on the collabora-
tor’s  person and their recruitment 
process and was created in duplicate 
– one copy was stored at agency HQ 
and one was for the “controlling or-
gan”. The second file gradually came 
to contain so-called A-sheets and 
B-sheets, which the controlling or-
gan put together from the collabora-
tor’s reports, as well as all other doc-
uments related to the collaboration. 
The regulations clearly stated that 
the true identity of the collaborator 
should not be apparent from the file. 
This file too was held in two copies 
– the first in the possession of the 
controlling organ (this also included 
all written reports submitted by the 
collaborator) and the second at the 
agency head office of the department 
in question. 

The issuing of a document entitled 
“Registration Instructions” in Febru-
ary 1951 spelled major changes for 
this system. From then on all that ex-
isted was a so-called agent documen-
tation file, or agent folder, in one copy 
only and held by the officer handling 
the collaborator. It comprised two 
parts – the first contained documents 
on the course of the recruitment and 
cooperation (including the agency 
oath), as well as A-sheets and B-
sheets; the second contained written 
reports from the confidant. Naturally 
this file also included information 
on the true identity of the collabora-
tor (and should have included their 
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photograph), so it was to be held in 
a safe. With the issuing of the “Reg-
istration Instructions” the central 
registry of secret collaborators was 
dissolved, while maintaining lists of 
their names at individual department 
level was also banned. 

Registration was renewed in 1954 
by the issuing of secret Ministry of 
the Interior order no. 77/1954, “An-
nouncement of instructions on the 
registration of Ministry of the Inte-
rior collaborators”. At the same time, 
A-sheets and B-sheets no longer had 
to be typed up – secret collaborators’ 
reports were now processed loosely, 
depending on which ones the officer 
thought merited it. They were only 
provided with a  uniform stamped 
heading in which the intelligence of-
ficer filled in data required for iden-
tification alone, i.e., their name and 
service classification as well as the 
relevant registration number of the 

collaborator’s  file. It was evidently 
no longer necessary to draw up re-
ports on the course of agency meet-
ings (they are mentioned again in 
1962). Changes were also made to the 
form of secret collaborators’ person-
al files and the method of handling 
them in 1954. The controlling organ 
continued to manage the file, which 
comprised two parts – the first con-
tained documents on the collabora-
tor’s  person, their signed oath and, 
for the first time, a signed CV. It also 
contained an assessment of coopera-
tion to date which the handler was 
obliged to prepare every six months. 
The second part of the file contained 
documents relating to the handling 
of the collaborator and internal cor-
respondence from individual depart-
ments relating to the collaborator 
in question. The entire file was once 
again lodged with the commander 
of the given department. Alongside 

both parts of the agent’s  file there 
was a “folder of handwritten reports 
by the collaborator” containing all 
such reports submitted. This bundle 
was in the hands of the controlling 
organ himself. 

Later changes concerning the han-
dling of personal agency files tended 
to be on a  smaller scale. A  couple 
worth mentioning are the change of 
the title of the folder of handwritten 
reports in 1957 to “working file” and 
the unification in 1959 of the loca-
tion at which personal and working 
files were held (with the controlling 
organ, not the commander). One ma-
jor change was the renewal of forms 
in which brief records of meetings 
and in particular detailed content of 
submitted reports were entered. This 
occurred in 1978 and it is worth men-
tioning that in appearance and struc-
ture the forms greatly resembled the 
A-sheets done away with in 1954. 

THE FORM AND FUNCTIONING  
OF THE AGENCY IN INDIVIDUAL 
PERIODS

Timid beginnings (1945–1948)
During what is referred to as the 
Third Republic (1945 to 1948), the 
State Security essentially did not use 
secret collaborators, focusing its en-
ergies in that period primarily on the 
investigation of cases of retribution. 
Secret collaborators did not appear 
among their methods until the turn of 
1947 and 1948, when the intelligence 
service was incorporated into the 
State Security. Previously work with 
secret collaborators and intelligence 
work in general had been carried out 
at central level by an independent in-
telligence department of the Ministry 
of the Interior and at regional level 
by officers of regional intelligence 
branches. Communist Party officers 
quickly succeeded in taking control 
of both the Ministry of the Interior 
and individual RIBs, so the work of 
the entire intelligence service was 
fully adapted to the requirements of 
the Communist Party. Intelligence of-
ficers focused above all on obtaining 
information useful to their mother 
party, in particular on the activities 
and plans of other political parties, 
and on gathering comprising mate-

A-SHEETS AND B-SHEETS 
In the period of their usage (1948 to 1954), A-sheets represented a record and first 
evaluation of every individual piece of information that secret collaborators pre-
sented to their controlling organ in verbal or written form. Therefore several A-lists 
could emerge from every meeting with a confidant, depending on how many “pieces 
of information” the collaborator shared or how the controlling organ divided them. 
They are a frequently used source in research because in the form of so-called opera-
tive material they became part of the investigative files of individual cases of “sub-
versive activity” from that period; for historians they represent the only alternative 
source of information against which they can compare interrogation reports. At the 
same time as a source they are difficult to interpret – many researchers are unaware 
that the information recorded does not constitute verified facts (which StB officers 
were well aware of) but a mix of facts, impressions, garbled stories, slander and ru-
mours – basically everything the collaborator heard and then imparted at a meeting. 
A-sheets on pre-printed forms were filled in on the basis of a prescribed schema by 
the confidant’s controlling organ. He entered on every such sheet not just the con-
tent of the report but also the date of the collaborator’s submission, a summary, a list 
of persons (the report concerned), an appraisal (how true was the report), a note as 
to other steps already undertaken (for instance, whether he had assigned a task to 
the collaborator relating to the report’s content) and information as to where and 
how the collaborator acquired the report. Naturally A-sheets could not include the 
real name of the confidant, just the symbol and code name used for registration. For 
the most part, neither do we find in them the name of the officer who drew up the 
particular A-sheet; he also used his symbol only. This was usually composed as fol-
lows: it included the numerically designated department at which the given officer 
was deployed, followed by the first and last letters of the intelligence officer’s sur-
name. Completed copies of the A-sheet made their way from the controlling organ 
to the secret collaborator’s folder and to another department of the given structure 
depending on what subject the given piece of information concerned.
Alongside one or more A-sheets, a so-called B-sheet was to be written up aRer every 
meeting with a secret collaborator. The controlling organ included in it a descrip-
tion of the meeting, the collaborator’s behaviour and possible paid rewards or cash 
disbursements (e.g., payment in the restaurant where the meeting took place or the 
collaborator’s fare to a meeting venue).
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rials on those in high positions who 
displayed insufficient inclination to 
the Communists’ policies. 

When the non-Communist par-
ties felt the first results of the Com-
munists’ abuse of the intelligence 
service and became aware of the 
dangers stemming from this situa-
tion, they began exerting pressure 
for the dissolution of the intelligence 
service as an independent unit of the 
Ministry of the Interior and for it to 
be placed ideally beneath the office of 
the prime minister, where its activi-
ties could be better controlled. The 
Communists were therefore forced 
to dissolve the RIBs by the end of 
1947, stating that the government 
would decide on the concrete form 
of the intelligence service in the fu-
ture. This did not happen, however, 
so the Communists were able to set-
tle the situation to their own advan-
tage – though individual RIBs were 
formally abolished at the turn of 1947 
and 1948, practically all of their staff 
were placed within the framework of 
the State Security. There Communist 
intelligence officers and their secret 
collaborators carried on without in-
terruption with the work they had 
been doing, which, thanks to escalat-
ing differences between the Commu-
nists and other political parties, be-
gan to focus on one aim – paralysing 
the influence of non-Communist par-
ties and ensuring a  complete takeo-
ver of power by the Communist Party. 
To this end, Communist intelligence 
officers – now also StB officers – re-
doubled their efforts to infiltrate the 
membership and administration of 
other political parties. They achieved 
noteworthy results, with a combina-
tion of promises, pressure and ideo-
logical conviction leading even senior 
functionaries of non-communist par-
ties, at national and regional level, 
to pledge to cooperate with them. 
The Ministry of the Interior’s  secret 
collaborators played an important 
role when things came to a  head in 
the final days of February 1948. The 
reports they submitted in particular 
ensured that leading Communists 
were very well informed about what 
their political adversaries were plan-
ning, allowing them to prepare their 
own counter moves in advance. In 

addition, the actions of some secret 
collaborators contributed directly to 
the smooth takeover of power, for 
instance when they took part in the 
creation of action committees. 

However, if we set aside a  few 
partial successes, we discover that 
neither the pre-February 1948 in-
telligence service nor its agency 
network was particularly effective. 
Rank-and-file officers and virtually 
all commanders were complete nov-
ices in the field, lacking not just ex-
perience but thorough training. In 
view of the fact that the bulk of them 
were recruited from the ranks of 
young working class cadres they also 
lacked higher education, a  broader 
perspective, social skills and the abil-
ity to deal with people from differ-
ent classes. Though they carried out 
their work with enthusiasm and total 
dedication, the shortcomings listed 
necessarily impacted the quality of 
their agency network. For the most 
part the intelligence officers had no 
idea what to ask of their collabora-
tors, meaning they oken ran them at 
their own discretion. The selection of 
confidants was also ineffective – with 
the exception of a number of worth-
while collaborators, most oken they 
were, alongside officers’ friends and 
lovers, receptionists, waiters, coat 
check staff, Communist Party contact 
men with ten juniors or small-time 
profiteers, thieves and other dubious 
sorts willing to collaborate for money. 
Regardless of this fact, the number of 
collaborators was very small – par-
tial data (central registration did not 
yet exist) suggest there were at most 
a few dozen at every regional intelli-
gence branch (aker their dissolution 
at State Security regional offices) and 
another 100 or so at the Ministry of 
the Interior’s  intelligence depart-
ment. 

Building a network (1948–1955)
In the fluctuating situation aker the 
Communist Party came to power, the 
State Security began enjoying a privi-
leged position that corresponded to 
its central mission – uncovering and 
liquidating all enemies of the new 
regime, both domestic (the church, 
entrepreneurs, supporters of other 
political parties, etc.) and foreign 

(Western intelligences services and 
their agents). The gradually escalat-
ing activities of opponents and the 
continued emphasis on the Stalinist 
doctrine of the intensification of the 
class struggle fostered such a strong 
sense of threat among Communists 
that they saw the existence of a pow-
erful, active and unfettered political 
police force as the key guarantee of 
the regime’s  stability. StB officers 
shared that view of their role; they 
felt not only mandated but even du-
ty-bound to wage a vigorous and ut-
terly merciless struggle – in which 
there was neither time nor place for 
upholding the law – against their en-
emies (imagined or real). Secret col-
laborators were to be the most effec-
tive weapon in this struggle. 

The shape of the agency in the post-
1948 years was primarily influenced 
by three facts. First, it was finally 
possible to carry out an intake of new 
intelligence officers; commanding of-
ficers had been long calling for this 
but the opposition of other political 
parties had prevented it happening 
sooner. Second, thanks to the ruling 
party’s readiness to tolerate virtually 
any State Security methods, its offic-
ers were now able far more broadly to 
employ “tougher” methods alongside 
promises and appeals to civic duty, 
so their success rate in the recruit-
ment of secret collaborators among 
the opponents of the new regime 
naturally grew. Third, nothing was 
now preventing the reconstruction 
of the State Security according to its 
leaders’ liking, allowing the creation 
of a  numerically strong, centralised 
and independently functioning ap-
paratus in which intelligence and in 
particular the work of covert collabo-
rators would play a key role. To this 
end extensive reorganisation took 
place at the turn of 1948 and 1949 
under which a  strong central State 
Security department was established 
in Prague, along with subordinate 
departments in newly established 
regions. The cornerstone of the new 
organization of all such departments 
became “operative” sections or sec-
tors, which were to focus predomi-
nantly on working with confidants. 

In the spirit of the above-mentioned 
doctrine regarding the agency as the 
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most effective weapon, the StB’s lead-
ers made intensive efforts to improve 
its hitherto wholly dissatisfactory 
state. Problems from the preceding 
period persisted – the selection of 
secret collaborators in particular re-
mained inappropriate, as intelligence 
officers did not sign up persons capa-
ble of delivering the desired informa-
tion but rather those willing to do so. 
Instead of arduously scouting suit-
able candidates within groups they 
needed to infiltrate, StB officers con-
centrated on enlisting collaborators 
wherever the opportunity presented 
itself, regardless of whether reports 
from such recruits would be in any 
way useful. Intelligence officers thus 
started to rectify formally another 
shortcoming lek over from the past: 
the small number of collaborators. 
However, this did not make the net-
work any more effective. 

Naturally, talented officers did 
achieve certain successes. Some 
were relatively significant, such as 
the agency infiltration of then abun-
dant “anti-state” groups. However, 
this was not without problems either; 
there was frequent use of provoca-
tion, which had to be covered up, in 
a complicated and oken unsuccessful 
manner, in front of participants and 
sometimes the courts. Alongside pre-
viously employed methods of enlist-
ing confidants (offering financial and 
other advantages, or on the basis of 
political conviction), there was now 
increased application of recruitment 
methods employing so-called com-
promising material. Blackmail, in oth-
er words. In that period comprising 
material most frequently concerned 
the previous activities of the recruit-
ed person, either focused directly 
against the regime or capable of be-
ing regarded as “hostile” in a certain 
light (for instance, helping somebody 
to flee the country). It was then indi-
cated to the person whose “hostile” 

activity had been documented (even 
if only by their own testimony) that 
they had two choices – a lengthy jail 
term, or pledging to collaborate. The 
required response of the would-be 
recruit was oken reinforced in ad-
vance by further drastic methods, 
such as kidnapping (euphemistically 
dubbed “secret arrest” or “isolation”), 
threats or actual physical violence. 
The deliberate creation or faking of 
compromising materials (such as por-
nographic pictures) was not unheard 
of either. However, the StB chiefs 
themselves soon began to regard 
these methods as undesirable. Evi-
dently not because they were unlaw-
ful (though this gradually did become 
a  factor) but because they produced 
problematic results – while blackmail 
victims did formally agree to collabo-
rate, they later avoided it and some-
times even sabotaged it by delivering 
false information. 

In an effort to stamp out the short-
comings referred to, it was repeated-
ly emphasised to lower StB units that 
agency work was the most important 
weapon in the fight against the en-
emies of the new regime and it was 
therefore necessary to devote due at-
tention to the creation of a network 
of secret collaborators. The first bind-
ing directives and working guidelines 
for StB officers to follow were issued, 
including the aforementioned “Admi-
nistrative-operational aid”. However, 
the StB’s top men were also typically 
uncertain with regard to what form 
agency work should take. The first 
three years aker February 1948 are 
characterised by virtually continuous 
improvisation and the rather chaotic 
alternation of different conceptions. 
This is illustrated by the fact that 
there were four different typologies 
subdividing secret collaborators be-
tween 1948 and 1950. 

From 1950 the impact of Soviet ad-
visors on the State Security’s  work 

became increasingly apparent. It 
was under their influence and care-
ful supervision that two waves of 
major changes evidently meant to 
adapt the working methods of the 
StB to the Soviet model took place. 
The first was seen at the turn of 1950 
and 1951, the second between 1953 
and 1954. The advisors’ influence also 
made a major mark on agency work; 
in 1950, for instance, they brought 
to an end the constant changes to 
the typology of secret collaborators 
when they adapted it completely to 
the Soviet one, while they were also 
no doubt behind an extension of the 
practice of holding meetings with 
collaborators in conspiratorial or 
loaned apartments and the issuing 
of two secret ministry orders (no. 
36/1951 and no. 72/1954) summing up 
the most common mistakes made by 
StB officers in work with confidants 
(poor choice of agents and informers, 
insufficient screening, poor manage-
ment and control, provocations, etc.). 
It is interesting, however, that the 
second wave of changes sometimes 
revoked innovations from the first 
wave – with regard to agency work, 
this chiefly concerned the abolition 
of the central register of secret col-
laborators in 1951 and its revival in 
1954. 

The number of secret collaborators 
grew gradually in the post-February 
1948 period, although establishing 
a specific number is not easy. Though 
there is some partial data, even then 
there were doubts over its credibil-
ity as in many cases it is obviously 
exaggerated. However, the following 
trend can be roughly deduced: In the 
first months aker February 1948, the 
number of covert collaborators shot 
up – to over 400 at the Prague cen-
tral department in December 1948; 
growth was also likely at most re-
gional departments. In subsequent 
years the number listed in the agen-

End of 1947 November 1948 July 1949 June 1950 January 1952 July 1954

Max. several 
dozen (estimate)

c. 450 328 207 578 Min. several 
thousand (estimate)

DEVELOPMENT OF NUMBER OF SECRET COLLABORATORS UNDER STB CENTRAL DEPARTMENT IN PRAGUE, 1947–1954

Source: SSA
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cy network fluctuated depending on 
how the criteria for assessing them 
changed. Aker 1952 the number of 
collaborators grew sharply, reaching 
over 24,000 by mid-1954. At the same 
time, however, there was major fluc-
tuation – many collaborators had to 
be struck off soon aker “recruitment” 
due to incompetence or unwilling-
ness to cooperate properly. 

Rise (1955–1960)
The second half of the 1950s is char-
acterised by a  gradual retreat from 
the mass repression of the preced-
ing years. This was linked in part to 
a certain easing of international and 
domestic political pressure (with the 
exception of 1956) and with the fact 
that the major wave of anti-regime 
activities had subsided. Another im-
portant factor was an officially pro-
claimed effort to adhere to “socialist 
legality” – a demand from the ruling 
party that the security forces abide 
more rigorously to the laws in force. 

They had gradually been modified 
and toned down; sentences for partic-
ular (political) offenses were reduced 
and the role of the independent judi-
ciary was boosted. These facts neces-
sitated a  change in the orientation 
of the StB’s  work. Given that it was 
no longer possible to uncover (even 
less to fabricate) “subversive” activi-
ties by domestic opponents or foreign 
agents to the previous degree, from 
the mid-1950s StB officers shiked 
their attention to less serious crimes 
– instead of treason, terror and es-
pionage, offenses of an economic 
nature began to predominate, as 
did the crime of leaving the country 
(without authorization) and sedition 
or defamation of the republic and its 
representatives. This shik in interest 
was officially explained by the claim 
that the focus of hostile activities had 
moved from large treasonous groups 
to smaller more conspiratorially or-
ganised espionage groups directly con-
trolled by hostile Western agencies.16

However, the changes outlined 
had no impact on the State Secu-
rity’s  willingness to relinquish its 
blanket control of society via its net-
work of secret collaborators. Quite 
the opposite. While previously it was 
possible thanks to the existence of 
numerous groups hostile to the re-
gime to uncover at one time, perhaps 
with the help of a  single collabora-
tor, a large number of people and put 
them on trial, the new conditions re-
quired far more systematic and long-
term agency work. Such an approach 
demanded another objective that the 
State Security adopted – informing 
party functionaries about the mood 
of the population and reactions to 
topical events and, last but not least, 
all “negative phenomena” in individu-
al areas of life.  

Throughout this period the heads 
of the StB and the Ministry of the 
Interior made strenuous efforts to 
improve the functioning and the 
composition of the agency network, 

SHARE OF INDIVIDUAL TYPES OF STB SECRET COLLABORATORS OF THE TOTAL NUMBER  

(NOT INCLUDING MILITARY COUNTERINTELLIGENCE)

Share (in %) 1955 1957 1959 1963 1965 1967

Agents  
and residents

25.8 36.7 44 47.6 46.9 48.7

Informers 74.2 63.3 56 52.4 53.1 51.3

Source: František Koudelka: Státní bezpečnost 1954–1968, 56

Source: František Koudelka: Státní bezpečnost 1954–1968, 56
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succeeding to a  certain degree. Cer-
tain professionalism began to mani-
fest itself that some commanders and 
rank-and-file officers (particularly 
those who had served before 1948) 
worked to achieve. The introduction 
of more systematic training also had 
an influence (not only with regard 
to agency work), as in particular 
did the presence and supervision of 
Soviet advisors. Recruiting people 
just because the situation presented 
itself or because they were willing 
(without regard to whether their in-
formation was usable at the time) 
was very slowly replaced by a more 
targeted approach – assessing the 
situation in a given object, selecting 
the most suitable candidate and en-
listing their collaboration. In the cat-
egory of agent in particular the pref-
erence for acquiring collaborators on 
the basis of compromising materials 
remained in place; however, it was 
emphasized that controlling organs 
should attempt in their own way to 
“re- educate” such collaborators.  

It gradually became the norm that 
controlling organs systematically 
assigned tasks to individual collabo-
rators, thus directing their work, as 
well checking the veracity of their re-
ports. The practice of using loaned as 
well as conspiratorial apartments be-
gan to be introduced. Nevertheless, 
in many cases the hitherto method 
persisted, with meetings taking place 
at isolated spots away from populat-
ed areas or in cars. In addition, the 
system by which their superiors con-
trolled StB officers was reinforced. 

The number of secret collaborators 
in this period rose steeply, from just 
under 25,000 in mid-1954 to almost 
38,000 at the end of 1955. However, 
the following year there was a sharp 
fall to 28,000. Though the coinci-
dence of the 20th Congress of the 
Soviet Communist Party and subse-
quent events in Hungary and Poland 
might suggest a  “revolt” on the part 
of secret collaborators, of a mass re-
jection of collaboration out of a belief 
in an imminent change of regime, the 
reality is most likely otherwise – it 
was the result of large-scale screen-
ings of collaborators aimed at ridding 
the agency network of inactive or un-
reliable agents or informers.

The year 1955 saw the issuing of 
a  Ministry of the Interior order “On 
shortcomings in agency work” de-
scribing (for the umpteenth time af-
ter 1948 and not for the last time) the 
situation in this area as deeply unsat-
isfactory. The causes outlined were 
nothing new: instead of the active 
agency working of hostile elements, 
intelligence officers signed up agents 
and informers any which way, mean-
ing that at regional departments the 
network is cluttered up with spread-
ers of disinformation, buck passers and 
ballast in general. The order therefore 
instructed all subordinate depart-
ments to carefully, unhurriedly, check 
the condition of the agency network 
and get rid of unpromising collabo-
rators – both those who appear to be 
buck passers, spreaders of disinforma-
tion or have been uncovered and those 
who don’t have the opportunities or 
skills to work on StB targets. In fu-
ture StB commanders were to limit 
the random and incoherent recruit-
ment of agents.17 

The implementation of this order 
thoroughly “cleared out” the agency 
network and, though complaints in 
that regard continued to appear, it 
seems that a certain improvement in 
the selection and running of secret 
collaborators did actually take place. 
This is illustrated by the composi-
tion of the agency network, where 
a  gradual increase in the share of 
agents (who were in a  higher cat-
egory) compared to informers be-
gan: while in 1955 agents accounted 
for one quarter, in 1957 it was more 
than a third and in 1959 it was over 
43%.18 Therefore when in the follow-
ing years the total number of covert 
collaborators again rose steeply (to 
almost 42,000 at the end of 1959) it is 
likely that a far greater percentage of 
them were actual active confidants, 
not just collaborators “on paper”. 

Stagnation (the 1960s)
The 1960s saw further transforma-
tions in the role of the StB within the 
system of Communist rule, with an 
instrument of direct repression grad-
ually becoming more of an agent of 
preventative control and surveillance 
of the entire society. In 1960 the polit-
ical elite announced that the founda-

tions of socialism had been achieved 
in Czechoslovakia, suggesting that 
domestic enemies of the regime had 
effectively been defeated and offered 
no threat of immediate danger. The 
Communist Party’s  official position 
was that, parallel with the consolida-
tion and development of socialism, 
there had been a decline in activities 
targeted against it, because the over-
whelming majority identified with it 
internally. 

There were even certain gradual 
curbs on the activities of the StB; 
there was for instance a decline in of-
ficer numbers, while its organisation 
was also “downsized” to a  certain 
degree (in 1964 and 1966). A change 
of approach was also proclaimed. In-
stead of “internal enemies” it was pri-
marily to “fight” foreign enemies (and 
their domestic helpers): The blade of 
our security is chiefly directed at the 
liquidation of the external enemy. […] 
This primarily concerns the proper fo-
cus of our activities on the uncovering 
of those enemies who have connections 
abroad, are briefed and given tasks by 
foreign intelligence services to carry 
out espionage, sabotage, subversion or 
other grave hostile activities19.

However, everyday practice did not 
correspond to these declared prin-
ciples; aker all, only a quarter of all 
StB agents worked in units focused 
against the “external enemy”, which 
was also reflected in the structure 
of the agency network – over three-
quarters of secret collaborators were 
operating under units focused on “in-
ternal enemies” of the state.20   

Immediate goals and the methods 
of achieving them also changed. For 
senior officers this meant not only 
repression but preventative actions 
or direct “education”: For example, the 
mission of the organs of the State Secu-
rity will be extended when it comes to 
helping the party in educating people 
to be vigilant. The educational role of 
the State Security will increase with 
regard to people who have become ran-
domly involved in subversive activities 
as a  result of their political immatu-
rity.21 It was emphasised, therefore, 
that it was not necessary to look for 
sabotage or hostile activity behind 
every shortcoming, misconduct or 
accident: We frequently gather and ag-
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glomerate minor agency information 
about various shortcomings. Wouldn’t 
it be more correct to right from the be-
ginning alert the relevant organisation 
so that within its powers it can either 
resolve them or use its weight to bring 
them to attention of the relevant eco-
nomic or political officials?22

All of these views appeared in new 
directives issued in 1962, specifically 
in their introductory “ideological” 
section. The “practical” section dif-
fered just slightly, in some “technical” 
details, from the preceding instruc-
tions (from 1954), which shows that 
the StB leadership’s  conception of 
the form work with confidants should 
take was at this time already sta-
ble (its implementation in every day 
practice naturally remains a  ques-
tion). The only substantial change 
concerned the recruitment of secret 
collaborators. According to the new 
instructions, the previous focus on 
acquiring agents on the basis of com-
promising materials was mistaken 
as it led to frequent illegal behaviour 
and negatively impacted the reliabil-
ity and activeness of agents so ac-
quired. The directives therefore un-
ambiguously favoured the enlisting 
of collaborators on a “patriotic basis”.

As regards the shape of the agency 
network, the 1960s represented a pe-
riod of some stagnation in the sense 
that it managed to attain a  certain 
acceptable standard and maintain it 
long-term. In 1963 the ratio of agents 
and residents to informers stood at 
nearly one to one and it continued to 
improve to the benefit of higher cat-
egory collaborators.23 As early as the 
1950s the high degree of fluctuation 
among confidants also declined – the 
available figures from 1967 show that 
almost two-thirds of registered col-
laborators had been active more than 
five years.24 This positive data from 
the StB’s  perspective was counter-
balanced by the fact that the overall 
number of collaborators fell consist-
ently in the 1960s, most sharply in 
1962 and 1963, when they declined by 
a full third, and in 1968, when there 
was a  similar downturn. The losses 
in 1968 were undoubtedly linked to 
the liberalisation in the country and 
an unprecedented wave of criticism 

of the State Security that led many 
collaborators to refuse to cooperate 
further. As yet there is no satisfac-
tory explanation for the downturn 
in 1962 and 1963, though it was per-
haps linked in some way to the afore-
mentioned changes in methods and 
targets adopted by the StB in that 
period.

From new beginnings to the bitter end 
(1970–1990)
For State Security officers the 
1970s and the first half of the 1980s 
was a  “calm” and “fertile” period; 
compared to the 1960s there was 
a  marked hardening of the political 
situation and words like repression 
were heard once again. However, it 
did not necessarily have to take the 
form of imprisonment; frequently 
it was “merely” confined to various 
kinds of official persecution and har-
assment. Well aware of the central 
role played by the StB in maintaining 
their monopoly on power, Commu-
nist Party leaders resolutely silenced 
all voices critical of its activities and 
ensured no more such voices were 
heard in the official media. The Min-
istry of the Interior and its officers 
became a  favoured and universally 
supported element of the state ad-
ministration. In return, the StB dis-
played total loyalty to the Commu-
nist Party and deliberately forewent 
any interventions into the higher 
echelons of the state administration 
or among party functionaries (the di-
rectives expressly forbade the enlist-
ing of agents in those milieus).   

StB officers again increased the 
focus of their activities and those of 
their network of agents on the so-
called enemy within as well as for-
eign adversaries. This saw the appli-
cation of a concept that elements of 
the StB leadership, unhappy with the 
then change of focus toward foreign 
adversaries, had been since working 
on since the first half of the 1960s – 
so-called ideological diversion. This 
was allegedly based on the fact that 
hostile intelligence services were no 
longer just acquiring “classic” agents 
(capable of delivering reports from 
economic or security apparatuses) 
but were focusing on the subversion 

of the state “from within” (through 
propaganda and fomenting tension 
or conflict), employing to that end 
broader social groups within which 
they selected individuals who were 
“ideologically unsteady” and “vola-
tile”.25 This theory was unambigu-
ously confirmed in the eyes of StB of-
ficers by the events of 1968 and 1969. 

The new situation called for the 
issuing of updated directives with 
a  suitably stylized ideological intro-
duction, which occurred in 1972. The 
directives brought a  number of sub-
stantial changes, such as the afore-
mentioned abolition of the category 
of informer, the reintroduction of 
detailed, pre-printed agency report 
registration formulas and an obliga-
tion to recruit secret collaborators 
only when accompanied by another 
officer designated by a  commander. 
Recruiting collaborators on the basis 
of compromising materials was “re-
habilitated” – the instructions stated 
that none of the three possible incen-
tives to collaboration (material ben-
efits, patriotic motives and compro-
mising materials) could be regarded 
as in itself preferred.26

There is as yet relatively little avail-
able knowledge in the literature on 
the workings of the agency network 
during so-called normalisation and 
the subsequent period. This is despite 
the fact that there is a great amount 
of preserved archival material. How-
ever, their registration remains in the 
form used by the StB itself, meaning 
it is easy to locate files on particu-
lar persons or objects but difficult to 
achieve a general overview. It can be 
asserted that the StB maintained the 
standard that it had reached in pre-
ceding periods in this area and con-
tinued to consolidate it, with officers 
acquiring collaborators practically 
everywhere they deemed appropri-
ate: The only decisive factor in acquir-
ing agents was the degree of StB inter-
est and the time it had at its disposal. 
If it received both, it caught 20 to 25% 
of the “souls” from a given group that it 
was focused on.27 It did not just employ 
its agents to acquire information but 
also in efforts to actively direct the 
activities of certain groups (known as 
agents of influence). 
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From the fragmentary information 
published to date28 it is apparent that 
aker the losses sustained in 1968 and 
1969 the network of agents consoli-
dated again in quantitative terms at 
the start of the 1970s and the number 
of collaborators again started growing 
(the overall state is as yet unknown). 
This trend continued until 1982 when 
growth gave way to stagnation or 
mild decline. There was a  sharp fall 
in overall numbers in 1985 aker prin-
ciples and criteria for assessing the 
state of the network had been agreed 

the previous year. From then on there 
was a consistent decline in the num-
ber of collaborators with the largest 
(understandable) downswing coming 
at the end of 1989.

The abolition of the StB in Febru-
ary 1990 also spelled the official end 
of the existence of the network of 
agents. However, for the covert col-
laborators themselves that chapter of 
their lives was by no means closed. On 
the contrary, aker the publication of 
the Cibulka lists of secret StB collab-
orators in particular the issue came 

to the fore of media attention and 
became the subject of a broad public 
and political debate that persists to 
this day. The individual responsibil-
ity of former covert collaborators for 
their own actions, the extent of their 
guilt and the legitimacy of their defa-
mation, without knowledge of the 
specific background of every case, 
continue to represent highly contro-
versial subjects for both experts and 
lay people.  
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Strnad’s report4 is an authentic testi-
mony to the events at Prague Castle 
from 14 March to 16 April 1939. It is 
one of the historical archival materi-
als deposited in the Archives of the 
Office of the President of the Republic 
relating to the liquidation of the sec-
ond Czecho-Slovak Republic.5 There 
are no documents relating to the 
report. We don’t know whether its 
author wrote it on his own initiative 
or at the request of the President’s 
Office. It was registered in its official 
documents in 1948.6 It was used for 
citations probably for the first time in 
2006 by the historian and long-time 
archivist of the Archives of Prague 
Castle7 Věra Malá.8 However, she 
only used the passage dealing with 
15 March 1939 and the arrival of Adolf 
Hitler in Prague. Therefore, the report 
has now been published in its entire-
ty for the first time.9

The official record of the German 
embassy in Prague dated 15 March 
1939 provides information about the 
instructions of the German Foreign 
Ministry on how to welcome E. Hácha 
at Prague’s Wilson Station aker his 
return from Berlin.10 It is part of the 
official files of the German embassy 
in Prague from the period 1918–1939, 
deposited in the archive collection of 
the Prague Embassy (Prag Gesandt-
schak) in the Federal Foreign Office 
Political Archive (Politisches Archiv 
des Auswärtigen Amtes) in Berlin.

The letter11 by Ludolf von Alvensle-
ben12 of 4 April 1939 to H. Himmler’s13 
daughter, Gudrun14, whom he oken 
met as the main adjutant of her fa-
ther, depicts Adolf Hitler’s feelings 
during his stay in the seat of Czech 
kings. The letter comes from the doc-
uments of Reichsführer-SS’s personal 
staff, which are archived in the Fed-
eral Archives (Bundesarchiv) in Ber-
lin. An excerpt from it was published, 
for example, in 2008 by the German 
historian Peter Longerich,15 which 
incorrectly attributed its authorship 
to the head of Reichsführer-SS’s per-
sonal staff Karl Wolff 16. Both German 
documents have been published in 
the Czech translation by the author 
of the article for the first time.

The most extensive is the report 
by Karel Strnad dated 10 May 1939. 
Its author was one of the most ex-
perienced officials of the Office of 
the President of the Republic (OPR), 
with a highly developed sense of re-
sponsible performance of the public 
service. At the time of the Protector-
ate, he tried to actively resist German 
efforts to modify Prague Castle in the 
Nazi spirit.17 In 1943, he was arrested 
by the Gestapo and a year later, in 
Dresden, he was executed. These 
facts form the frame of reference of 
his report and give it the character of 
a credible historical document.

The report begins on 14 March 
1939, when the German preparations 

for the military occupation of the rest 
of Bohemia and Moravia, from which 
Slovakia seceded on that day, were 
already in full swing.18 The clashes 
between Czechs and Germans pro-
voked by Germans in many Bohemian 
and Moravian towns aker 10 March 
1939 raised concerns in the Presi-
dential Office about demonstrations 
in Prague which could hit the seat of 
the President’s Office just like in Sep-
tember 1938.19 Therefore, on 14 March 
1939, it decided to strengthen the se-
curity of the entire area of Hradčany. 
Instead of the protesters, German sol-
diers began occupying Prague Castle 
on the second day around 11:00 am.20 
The first apparently appeared around 
9:15 am.21

According to Karel Strnad, the Ger-
mans’ arrival led to chaos. In order to 
monitor what was happening in the 
complex, he was based in the build-
ing of the Old Provostry in the Third 
Courtyard, next to St. Vitus Cathe-
dral. This enabled him to watch the 
cathedral, where the St. Vitus treas-
ure and crown jewels aker their re-
turn from Slovakia in early October 
1938 were stored.22 His testimony 
from the first day of the occupation 
not only depicts the chaos that was 
there, but also illuminates Adolf Hit-
ler’s arrival at Prague Castle.

Aker the dramatic night negotia-
tion with President Hácha in Berlin 
on 15 March 1939, finished by sign-

15 March 1939 and the occupation 
of Prague Castle
The occupation of the Czech lands in March 1939 and Adolf Hitler’s stay in 
Prague on 15 and 16 March 1939 have been described in both specialist 1 and 
memoir 2 literature. Yet new archival materials relating to these events are still 
emerging. These include the report on the occupation of Prague Castle from May 
1939 by JUDr. Karel Strnad 3, an official of the President’s Office, and two German 
documents: on President Emil Hácha’s return from Berlin on 15 March 1939 and 
on Adolf Hitler’s stay at Prague Castle.

PAVEL ZEMAN
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ing the protocol on the dissolution of 
Czechoslovak statehood at 3:55 am, 
Hitler travelled with a large retinue 
by train from the Anhalter Bahnhof 
to Česká Lípa aker 8 am.23 Originally, 
his journey to Bohemia was to have 
the character of inspection of ad-
vancing German troops.24 Aker arriv-
ing in Česká Lípa at around 2:00 pm, 
he received the representatives of 
the Czech Germans Konrad Henlein25 
and Karl Hermann Frank26, and heard 
a report on the smooth course of the 
occupation of Bohemia and Mora-
via.27 Despite the disapproval of some 
members of the escort and security 
staff,28 he decided to go by car to 
Prague and stay at Prague Castle. Ac-
cording to some witnesses, he talked 
about the trip to Prague during the 
train ride to Česká Lípa.29 Around 
4:00 pm, his military adjutant, Nico-
laus von Below30, lek for Prague with 
the task of ensuring, together with 

the German embassy and the mili-
tary command, accommodation in 
Prague.31 The motorcade with Adolf 
Hitler lek at about 4:45 pm, heading 
through Mělník to Prague. The Ger-
man embassy was informed of the 
trip at around 4:00 pm.32 Hitler ar-
rived at Prague Castle aker 7:00 pm.

We know from Strnad’s report 
that Hitler came from the Powder 
Bridge33, turning from the Second 
Courtyard to the passage to the Third 
Courtyard. Due to the fact that the 
Third Courtyard was blocked by mili-
tary vehicles, he had to stop in front 
of St. Vitus Cathedral, walk up to the 
Third Courtyard to the underpass 
leading to the presidential flat, from 
there walk to the Second Courtyard, 
and continue through the side under-
pass to the First Courtyard. Here he 
entered the South Wing, where an 
official suite for foreign visitors had 
been prepared on the 1st floor for him.

Karel Strnad learned about his 
journey from German officers at 5:00 
pm. The President’s Office staff then 
prepared his accommodation.34 Food 
was ordered by the German embassy 
in well-known Lippert’s delicatessen. 
It served a cold buffet for about fiky 
people twice,35 because the first cold 
dinner prepared in the Throne Hall 
was eaten by the officers of General 
Blaskowitz’s36 staff.

The faithfulness of Strnad’s de-
scription of Hitler’s arrival and stay 
at Hradčany is confirmed by other 
evidence (see note No. 2). Above 
all, it is more or less identical to the 
memories of the chargé d’affaires of 

Emil Hácha being welcomed by the German 

guard of honour upon his return from Berlin, 

Prague, Wilson Station, 15 March 1939

Photo: Czech News Agency
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the German embassy in Prague37 and 
one of the major German persons in 
Prague that day, Andor Hencke38.

Hitler spent the night from 15 to 16 
March at the Castle in consultation 
with his political and military escort 
and with representatives of Czech 
Germans, as well as in preparation 
for the proclamation of the Protector-
ate of Bohemia and Moravia. He also 
reportedly tasted Pilsner beer and, 
although a vegetarian, Prague ham.39

He also had an intensive pro-
gramme the following day,40 when 
he received K. H. Frank, greeted the 
gathered Prague Germans from a 
window and, together with Reich 
Foreign Minister Joachim von Rib-
bentrop41, Reich Interior Minister 

Wilhelm Frick42 and head of the Reich 
Chancellery Hans Lammers43, signed 
the decree establishing the Pro-
tectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, 
which was then given by Joachim von 
Ribbentrop to President Hácha. Fur-
thermore, he heard a report from the 
commander in chief of the German 
occupation troops, General Walther 
von Brauchitsch44, about the course 
of the military occupation of Bohe-
mia and Moravia, and in addition 
to a number of German and Czech 
politicians, soldiers and officials45 he 
received President Hácha during a 
private audience and met with Gen-
eral Jan Syrový46. Aker 3:00 pm, he 
reviewed Prague German students 
in the First Courtyard, appreciating 

their “struggle” for German Prague 
before 15 March. Subsequently, he 
went by car to Česká Lípa. Thence he 
proceeded by train to Moravia, where 
he visited Brno on 17 March and in 
the evening of the same day he ar-
rived in Vienna.

Like other testimonies, Strnad’s 
report contains some ambiguities. 
These include statements about the 
participation of President Hácha in 
the dinner served by Hitler on the 
Castle premises in the evening on 
15 March. Their meeting on that day 
is also mentioned by A. Hencke. Ac-
cording to him, in the evening on 15 
March Hácha was informed by the 
Reich Chancellor about the forth-
coming decree on the Protectorate47, 
proclaimed the following day. Oth-
ers don’t confirm this meeting. For 
example, Josef Kliment48 states in his 
unpublished memoirs that Hácha 
wanted to meet with Hitler aker his 
arrival in Prague in the evening on 
15 March, but Hitler didn’t accept him 
until the following day.49

What is valuable is Strnad’s de-
scription of the gradual occupation 
of the Castle by the German army and 
negotiation with the German military 
command about vacating the space 
for German troops, which applied 
from 16 March to both standard and 
official rooms used by President Há-
cha and his office. It adds specific de-
tails to Czech studies and texts that, 
without giving sources, describe the 
circumstances of the military occupa-
tion of Prague Castle.50 Not only this 
finding but, for example, also some 
new foreign studies dealing with 
the circumstances of the breakup of 
Czecho-Slovakia51 show that, based 
on a thorough study of both domestic 

Report on the negotiation between A. Hitler 

and President JUDr. E. Hácha to abolish 

Czechoslovak independence. This is the sec-

ond copy of the report, to be received by the 

Czechoslovak party, with signatures of  

A. Hitler and J. von Ribbentrop on the right 

and E. Hácha and F. Chvalkovský on the leV. 

The first copy, for the German party,  

is deposited in the PAA in Berlin.

Photo: Archives of the Office of the President 

of the Republic (AOPR)
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and foreign (mainly German) sources, 
it is necessary to reanalyze the cir-
cumstances of military occupation 
of Prague on 15 March 1939, Adolf 
Hitler’s stay in Prague from 15 to 16 
March, as well as preparation and 
draking a decree establishing the Pro-
tectorate of Bohemia and Moravia. Ac-
cording to the German historian Ange-
la Hermann, the decree was prepared 
before 15 March, i.e. not during the 
night from 15 to 16 March in Prague 
as testified in the Nuremberg trial by 
Hitler’s men directly participating in 
the events.52 There is not even a satis-
factory explanation of whether Reich 

Minister of the Interior W. Frick was 
at the Castle on 15 March.53 Accord-
ing to agency reports, he didn’t ar-
rive in Prague until the morning of 16 
March54, and in the meantime he was 
represented by the State Secretary of 
the Ministry of the Interior Wilhelm 
Stuckart55. K.  H. Frank’s claim about 
W. Frick’s participation in Hitler’s 
journey to Bohemia and Prague on 
15 March that was stated in October 
1945 during interrogations held by 
Czechoslovak security authorities56 
and which was also accepted in the 
Nuremberg trial57 hasn’t been con-
firmed by other sources.58

The published documents don’t 
shed any more light on these issues. 
Yet they significantly complement 
the previously known facts. Strnad’s 
report is the most detailed known 
contemporary testimony on the Nazi 
occupation of Prague Castle.

Terms of the Government of Nazi Germany 

concerning the unconditional surrender of 

the Czechoslovak state. Berlin, 15 March 

1939. Copy. The original is deposited in the 

PAA in Berlin.

Photo: AOPR

DOCUMENT 1
1939, 10 May – Occupation of Prague Castle by the German army

On 14/III 1939 in the morning, I was informed by the Military Office of the President of the Republic that an action could 
be expected by the Reich German army against us. It was thought that perhaps it would be occupation of some town, 
such as Olomouc, Brno, Pilsen, which had been previously talked about. I immediately organized a meeting in my office, 
which was attended by c.[hief] u.[nion] e.[xecutive] Dr Jílek with two gendarmerie officers, on behalf of the Interior Min-
istry, by Colonel Kvapil59 and Major Jiříček60, on behalf of the castle guard, by pol.[ice] e.[xecutive] Jakubec and Pol. Major 
Toman, on behalf of the Hradčany police, and by director Hanuš61, on behalf of the economic administration. All shared 
a concern that demonstrations might occur in Prague if some other regions were occupied by the German army, and 
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that, aker the experience of September 1938, Prague Castle must be secured against the intrusion of protestors. A de-
tailed plan of defence was prepared, and 240 gendarmes and 110 men of the financial guard were called up to the Castle. 
The gendarmes were accommodated in the Spanish Hall, and the fin.[ancial] guard in the Ernestinum.62 Safety consid-
erations demanded that the gendarmes were held inside the Castle perimeter in order to intervene from the centre to all 
sides. There was no room at the Castle other than the Spanish Hall which would suffice for such a considerable number 
of gendarmerie and which could be heated. The hall was equipped with long runners, and mattresses were borrowed 
from the municipality. That akernoon s.[ection ] 7 arranged the night-time emergency service with the economic admin-
istration, especially at the fire and technical guardhouse. That akernoon the President of the Republic went to Berlin. 
The departure made us suspect that these were more serious matters. The castle guard was on full alert. Like in the 
autumn, a permanent military service was introduced at the castle command, in which, apart from the officers of the 
military office, I permanently participated along with c. u. e. Scherks63 and director Hanuš. From there we were in con-
stant contact with the castle guard, gendarmerie, police, fin. guard and econ.[omic] administration. The police direc-
torate gave us regular reports on what was happening in the city. There was a concern that the population would re-
spond to the evening news announced by radio that the German army had occupied Moravian Ostrava and was 
advancing towards Místek. According to the reports of the police headquarters, larger groups of people were only in 
Wenceslas Square, but these dispersed aker 11 pm and the city was quiet.64 The emergency platoon of gendarmerie, 
standing in the Second Courtyard, was therefore withdrawn, but strengthened patrols were lek along the wide perim-
eter of Prague Castle (Klárov – Marian Road65 – Czernin Palace – Nerudova Street). The military office was in permanent 
contact with the gener.[al] staff. Nothing new happened during the night. It was only on 15/III aker 4 am that the first 
report came saying that the German army would occupy the territory of our republic and that our army must hand over 
weapons without resistance. Then the Czechoslovak radio broadcast this message at regular intervals, urging people to 
stay calm and to work as usual. Therefore, I gave a command to the economic administration and the construction ad-
ministration in Prague Castle, as well as to the Lány castle administration, that everyone should work as usual and that 
in Prague no one should unnecessarily walk in courtyards. The police were instructed to take the German officers aker 
their arrival to the Office of the President of the Republic, where they would be received by the minister, Dr Havelka66, 
along with union heads, Dr Křovák67 and Dr Popelka68. Around 11 am, the first units of the German army came to the 
Castle to occupy the courtyards and place guards at the entrances to the Castle, on the spots where the former guards 
of the Czechoslovak castle guard were placed. Subsequently, a 6-member deputation of German army officers led by 
2 generals presented themselves in the President’s Office. They were received by the minister, Dr Havelka, and by the 
aforementioned sec.[tion] heads. Aker midday, I was invited by the military attaché, Col. Tousain69, to an interview at the 
German embassy. I performed the visit accompanied by director Hanuš. Col. Tousain introduced us to Governor Schicke-
tanz as the military commander of Prague Castle.70 With him we discussed the accommodation possibilities for the Ger. 
Burgwache (castle guard – author’s note), command and, if necessary, any distinguished guest. We considered the rooms 
used by the castle guard until now (First Courtyard) and the south.[ern] nose in the First Courtyard.71 However, we could 
not arrange any definite programme of accommodation, because nobody knew who would come to the Castle. It was 
a rather introductory conversation in which both parties ensured each other of their good will. I was also assured that 
no castle car would be seized. Aker returning to the Castle, we found the Second and Third Courtyard of the Castle full 
of large military trucks, and more and more were coming until it was impossible to pass through them. Then a blizzard 
started, while more and more platoons of German troops kept coming, seeking accommodation at the Castle. There was 
chaos. In order to make the agreements faster, I officiated permanently in director Hanuš’s office, the location of which 
on the ground floor of the old provostry72 was the most suitable. This is where the new military castle commander of the 
castle, Schicketanz, later came. We agreed to attempt to provide shelter under the roof of the Castle only to those pla-
toons that had official service at the Castle. But it was chaos. Everybody claimed that they needed to be at the Castle, 
and the new mil.[itary] commander of the Castle could neither confirm nor deny it. I gave orders to the gendarmerie to 
vacate the Spanish Hall, which was occupied by the German Burgwache with their pallets. Straw was brought for other 
troops and laid in the gallery. We provided all of our own pallets, which were then laid in the corridors in the middle wing 
and in the corridor of the economic administration. On the first day, 1,000 Ger. soldiers slept at the Castle and approxi-
mately the same number were refused by us and sent elsewhere. The officers kept coming with new requests, but par-
ticularly they demanded plans of the Castle. At 5 pm I learned from the officers confidentially that Reich Chancellor 
Hitler’s arrival was expected at 7 pm. The southern nose in the First Courtyard, which was previously adapted as a wing 
for distinguished guests, was chosen for his and his entourage’s accommodation (K. Henlein, generals). This is where 
the Romanian king and crown prince stayed during their visit to Prague. The guest flats were hastily cleaned up by the 
economic administration. Then, over plans, I discussed security and ceremonial matters for the arrival of the Reich 
Chancellor with the officers of the gen. staff. His arrival was determined in the direction from Hradčany Square, and in 
the First Courtyard at the northern nose the entire Burgwache was to be standing, the car was to come to the underpass 
in the southern nose, where the Chancellor was to get out and, together with his entourage, go to his flat on the 1st floor 
of the nose. The matter was constantly changed, new officers kept coming with new commands and, finally, it was ar-
ranged as follows: At 7:15 pm the Reich Chancellor arrived with a number of cars from the Powder Bridge to the Second 
Courtyard, the procession turned through the underpass to the Third Courtyard, where, however, it had to stop at  
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St. Vitus Cathedral, because the 
courtyard was completely blocked by 
trucks. The Reich Chancellor got out 
of his car and, together with his en-
tourage, made his way on foot be-
tween the vehicles up to the under-
pass leading to the presidential flat. 
There, upon knocking, the door was 
opened by the castle guard members, 
and the procession was let through 
the second door to the Second Court-
yard, from where the guests walked 
through the side underpass to the 
First Courtyard and then to the guest 
flats. Immediately aker that the Reich 
Chancellor held a  meeting with the 
generals in the throne room. Mean-
while, at 7:45 pm Mr.  President re-
turned to the Castle from his trip to 
Berlin.73 It was already during his 
journey that a train delay was report-
ed. Later, at approximately 9 pm, the 
Reich Chancellor was having dinner 
in the throne room, which was also at-
tended by Mr. President. Not much 
was known about the arrival of the 
Reich Chancellor even among Ger-
man soldiers at the castle. At about 
1 am the place was more or less quiet. 
There were no new troops coming, 
and whoever was at the Castle was 
sleeping. We also closed the office 
and, when leaving, carefully stepped 
over the Ger. soldiers sleeping on the 
floor.

On 16/III 1939, concerns about ac-
commodation began early in the 
morning. The entire northern nose in 
the First Courtyard74 was vacated and 
handed over for the disposal of the 
German command. The officers of the 
military office were moved to the 3rd 
floor of the outbuilding in front of the 
Vladislav Hall in the Third Courtyard. 
The ground floor and the 1st floor of 
the south wing in the Third Court-
yard were also vacated, and the offi-
cials were provisionally moved to the 
2nd and 3rd floors of the same wing. 
The vacated rooms on the ground 
floor were taken by the Burgwache 
and mil. doctor, and on the 1st floor by the mil. command. In the morning, I was asked by Governor Schicketanz and 
Governor Heyne75 to put all the official rooms on the 1st floor of the south wing from the Matthias Gate to the balcony 
in the Third Courtyard at the disposal of the command of the 3rd Corps. I refused to do so and I explained to the gentle-
men that these are rooms used by Mr. President. They did not insist, but aker lunch they repeated the request. Aker 
a prolonged discussion we agreed that we would go together to General Felber76, to whom I would give an explanation 
on the use of these rooms. We went to the general together (both Ger. officers, dir. Hanuš and me) at 3 pm. On the way 
to the Third Courtyard, the Ger. officers remembered that at that time the R.[eich] Chancellor was leaving the Castle, as 
well as Prague, and that Gen. Felber was in his suite. We went to the First Courtyard, where along the northern nose the 

Entrance room and office of the official suite on the first floor of the South Wing of Prague 

Castle, where Adolf Hitler was accommodated for the night from 15 to 16 March 1939.  

The photographs show the state in 1936.

Photo: AOPR
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Burgwache was standing with music, and along the Matthias Gate stood a platoon of young men in grey shirts without 
hats. Some, standing in the 1st row, had their heads bandaged. Opposite them were six girls in civilian clothes. Hradčany 
Square was closed by a line of troops from the archbishopric to the Schwarzenberg Palace. The Reich Chancellor re-
viewed the platoon of honour of the Burgwache, walked around the line of young men and shook hands with every girl. 
Then he got into an open car and went towards Neruda Street. Behind the rear seats of the car, where the Reich Chan-
cellor sat, were 2 uniformed people on raised seats who could clearly see ahead and both sides.77 Aker that we visited 
Gen. Felber at his office on the vacated 1st floor in the Third Courtyard, where yesterday were the officers of the civilian 
office of the President. I explained to him that the salons that they wanted are used by Mr. President, that they are his 
official office, his reception and conference rooms, offices of his secretaries, that we cannot do without those rooms 
and that we cannot use them freely. General Felber acknowledged our difficulties charmingly and stressed that they did 
not intend to make official work difficult for Mr. President or his office at all, but that they urgently needed the rooms 
and that they would really appreciate if we offered the rooms to them. He said that they needed the rooms for the time 
when the command of the 3rd Corps would be at the castle, not longer than to the Easter holidays (9–10/IV), and then 
they would return them. We parted aker the agreement that I would report the matter to Minister Dr. Havelka.

On the following day, that is 17/III, Mr. President decided to grant Gen. Felber’s request and to officiate and receive 
visits in his flat on the 2nd floor until Easter. On the same day, Mr. President received 3rd Corps commander General 
Blaskowitz, to whom – upon prior request communicated to me by Governor Heyne – he offered the southern nose 
in the First Courtyard for use. Aker the audience, only the documents of Mr. President and his secretary were moved 
to the flat on the 2nd floor, otherwise the salons remained untouched. In this state they were then handed over to the  
3rd Corps command.

The influx of German troops stopped for the time being, but the Second Courtyard and Third Courtyard were still 
filled with military trucks and motorcycles. In the courtyards the soldiers refuelled, repaired cars, oiled them and test-
ed engines, so particularly in the Third Courtyard the granite tiles were damaged by spilled oil. The German soldiers 
closed the First Courtyard with guards, so it was only possible to enter the Castle from Hradčany through the Fourth 
Courtyard.78 However, on request, they allowed the Cardinal to pass through the Matthias Gate during the Easter holi-
days. The Third Courtyard was closed by guards at the underpass to St. Vitus Cathedral and under the corridor to the 
oratory. Passage was only allowed to those who could produce an identity card issued by the 3rd Corps command. These 
identity cards were given to all employees of the President’s Office. Checks were conducted liberally, and there were 
no checks at the entrance under the balcony to the Third Courtyard at all.

On 16/III, the financial guard obviously vacated the Ernestinum, and the building was taken over by the German 
army. Our primary concern was to vacate the Spanish Hall and the gallery, where about 750 Ger. soldiers still had their 
quarters. The German military command of the Castle acknowledged our reasons and was willing to vacate both halls, 
but it required a spare room at the Castle, because the Burgwache could not be accommodated outside the Castle. It 
was only possible to consider the middle wing. Meanwhile, some officials arrived from Berlin to prepare rooms for the 
protectorate. They demanded 200 rooms at the Castle. Aker a lengthy negotiation, when the representatives of the pro-
tectorate saw for themselves that the Castle does not have so many rooms available, they focused their request on the 
middle wing. So when it was clear that even aker the departure of the troops it would not be possible to keep the mid-
dle wing for official purposes of the office, it was decided to move the registry from the 1st floor of the middle wing to the 
current rooms of the Castle archives in the south wing in the Third Courtyard (from the Third Courtyard: underground, 
from the garden on the ramparts: 1st floor) and the archives to the adjacent 2 rooms, which can be accessed from the 
vase staircase. Aker minor modifications (stoves, wooden floors, telephones, etc.) the relocation was completed. The 
troops then moved to the vacated 1st floor in the middle wing from the Spanish Hall and the gallery. This happened in 
late April. At that time, the Ger. military command of the Castle ordered the Ministry of For. Affairs79 to immediately 
vacate the 2nd floor and a part of the 3rd fl. of the middle wing, which was taken over by the soldiers from the gallery 
aker vacation. For the sake of completeness, it is also necessary to mention that on the very day of the occupation the 
Ger. military administration established its own telephone exchange next to ours (3rd floor of the middle wing). Aker 
transitional changes, at the beginning of April 1939 Prague Castle looked as follows: the First Courtyard was closed to 
all civilians and the gates were manned by guards.

Com.[mander] in Chief, General of Infantry Blaskowitz and his staff were accommodated in the southern nose.
The northern nose was occupied by the army: the ground floor of the guardhouse by the Burgwache, the 1st floor by 

the Military Command of the Castle, and the 2nd and 3rd floors were used for the Burgwache quarters. All the ceremo-
nial and official rooms on the 1st floor of the south wing from the Matthias Gate to the Vladislav wing served as official 
rooms of the command of the 3rd Corps of the Ger. Army. Mr. President could only use the flat on the 2nd floor. The 
President’s Office, as well as civil and military departments, were squeezed on the 2nd and 3rd fl. of the south wing from 
the staircase below the balcony in the Third Courtyard to the Vladislav wing. The ground floor below these offices was 
taken by the Burgwache and the military doctor. The middle wing, i.e. the 1st and 2nd floors completely and on the 3rd fl. 
the rooms vacated by the For. Ministry, were taken by the Burgwache. In addition, the Ger. army used the porter’s flat 
next to the underpass to Mr. President’s flat. Porter Pták80 retired on 31/XII 1938 and at that time vacated the flat. Gov-
ernors Schicketanz and Heyne stayed in the flat of the butler Kotyza81, who moved to his own house.
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On 16 April 1939, the command of the 3rd Corps along 
with all the troops lek Prague Castle.82 This ended the 
military occupation of the Castle. Aker that the Castle 
was used by the protectorate authorities with S. S. “Ger-
mania”.

It can be said that the German officers acted in official matters fairly and kindly, but with regard to the matter itself 
they were adamant. The soldiers themselves only carried out two major rash actions. On 17/III 1939, they broke the 
locked door of the interim gallery and took several smaller paintings.83 Aker the investigation of the case, the military 
administration covered the loss of 16,600 K [crowns] in cash (our file S 841/39).

The following day the soldiers forcibly removed the closed cover in the floor of the 3rd floor and at night, through the 
open tunnel, they got into the White Tower on the 2nd floor, i.e. to a part of Mr. President’s flat. There they were fright-
ened off by a night watchman. See a separate file.

On 28/III, the Hamburg police84 shot light rockets, as well as live ammunition, in the Upper Deer Moat (file S 667/39). 
Apparently, they were scared by the bears in the bear enclosure85 or by the sculpture of the “Night Watchman” standing 
in the Deer Moat.86

On 8/IV, a Ger. mil. motorcycle knocked down and lightly wounded Marie Svobodová, a 69-year-old retired official 
from Břevnov, in the Second Courtyard (S 706/39).

A German military car hit a coach of the econ. administration driven by the coachman Novák87 when it was turning 
from the Powder Bridge to the courtyard. Our coach was not affected at all, but the car’s wing was damaged and the 
headlight was broken (S 666/39).

The German military command paid 11,000 K in cash for cleaning and repairs of the Spanish Hall and the gallery, 
which served as German barracks for 14 days.

The German officers staying at the Castle paid for accommodation 1.50 MK [marks] per person per day, a total of 
9,585 K. This price was determined by them. The troops’ accommodation, as well as a high consumption of heat and 
light, were not paid for.

This is all I know as a direct participant.
In Prague on 10 May 1939

Dr Strnad

The first and last page of Adolf Hitler’s Decree on the Establishment of 

the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, 16 March 1939

Photo: AOPR



123 behind the iron curtain

DOCUMENT 2
1939, 15 March – An official record of the German embassy in Prague on the call of Head of Protocol of the 
German Foreign Ministry, Alexander von Dörnberg88, about President Emil Hácha’s journey from Berlin to 
Prague on 15 March 1939 (time of the call not recorded)

Prague 15 March 1939
Ambassador Dörnberg’s call:

State President Hácha lek Berlin today at 11:15 am; he will arrive in Prague at 4:52 pm in a  special closed train 
prepared by us. His entourage includes the same persons who went with him yesterday. They have been joined by: 
Dörnberg, Halem89, two attachés, a liaison officer, clerical staff, an auxiliary officer. In Prague, the State President will 
be received with full military honours: the guard of honour of the ground troops or air force with music and banners at 
the station,90 all members of the embassy wearing uniforms or top hats. All this provided that the arrival will take place 
without any trouble. Reception of the Czech side will depend entirely on the will of the Czechs. Hácha is still the State 
President and travels as head of state. The Czech guard of honour is out of the question, since the Czech army 
disarmed itself. (highlighted by the author)

At the Führer’s command, the flats of Minister Chvalkovský91 and the State President are guarded by German soldiers.
For the protocol, the entire floor of the Esplanade hotel92 has been reserved for tomorrow, namely the living room and 

bedroom with bathroom, as well as the office with direct connection to Berlin, for Dörnberg. Four rooms with bathroom 
(Halem) and two other rooms have been prepared for today. Reliable telephonists speaking German and Czech have 
been prepared at the Esplanade for the telephone exchange of the protocol.

15/3 Henke

Establishment of the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia is captured on the cover of Berliner Illustrierte Zeitung from 23 March 1939. 

From leV A. Hitler, M. Bormann, W. Frick, H. Lammers and W. Stuckart.

Cover of the book “Hitler in Böhmen-Mähren-Memel” by Hitler’s photographer H. Hoffmann, Berlin 1939 

Photo: Author’s archive
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NOTES

1  See, for example, Pasák, T. (1969). Vstup německých vojsk na české území v roce 1938. Československý časopis historický, Vol. 67, 
No. 2, 161–184; John, M. – Kliment, C. K. – Nakládal, B. (2004). Březen 1939. Prague: Ares – Naše vojsko; Umbreit, H. (1977). Deutsche 
Militärverwaltungen 1938–39. Die militärische Besetzung der Tschechoslowakei und Polens. Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags- Anstalt, 14–62.

2  See, for example, Hencke, A. (1977). Augenzeuge einer Tragödie. Diplomatenjahre in Prag 1936–1939. Munich: Fides-Verlagsgessel-
schak, 259–311; Hoffmann, H. (1955). Hitler Was My Friend. London: Burke, 93–96; Schaub, J. (2005). In Hitlers Schatten. Erinnerun-
gen und Aufzeichnungen des Chefadjutanten 1925–1945. Stegen -Ammersee: Druffel & Vowinckel Verlag, 199–202; Kempka, E. (2013). 
Spálil jsem Adolfa Hitlera. Vzpomínky Hitlerova osobního řidiče. Líbeznice: Vydavatelství Víkend, 53–56.

3  JUDr. Karel Strnad (1889–1944), from 1919 to 1943 Minister Counsellor of the Construction Administration of Prague Castle.

4  Archives of the Office of the President of the Republic (AOPR), f. (collection) T-secret, 1945–1953, k. (box) 60, sign. (call number) 
T 2473/48, Occupation of Prague Castle by the German Army. Prague, 10 May 1939, Dr. Strnad, 9 typed pages.

5  One of the most valuable is a record on the termination of Czechoslovak independence dated 15 March 1939, the terms of the Ger-
man Government concerning the unconditional surrender of the Czechoslovak state dated 15 March 1939, a decree establishing 
the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia dated 16 March 1939, and Emil Hácha’s report on the negotiation with Adolf Hitler in 
Berlin on 15 March 1939. See Otáhalová- Červinková, M. (ed.) (1966). Dokumenty z historie československé politiky 1939–1943 (I.). 
Vztahy mezinárodní diplomacie k politice československé emigrace na západě. Prague: Academia, 417–422 (including references to 
placement in the AOPR).

6  See Malá, V. Okupace Pražského hradu. Svědectví archivních dokumentů. In: Broklová, E. – Neudorflová, M. L. (2006). Věře Olivové ad 
honorem. Sborník příspěvků k novodobým československým dějinám. Prague: Společnost Edvarda Beneše – Ústav T. G. Masaryka, 150.

7  The Archives of Prague Castle (APC) have been based at Prague Castle since the 16th century. Today they are part of the Office of 
the President of the Republic (OPR) as well as of the AOPR, which was established in 1954. The AOPR archive official documents 
on activities of the OPR and the President of the Republic. The APC archive documents on the history of Prague Castle, its architec-
ture, art collections and building care. They also administer the Archives of the Metropolitan Chapter by St. Vitus.

8  See Malá (2006), 150.

9  To maintain authenticity, it is printed in its original language form with all deviations from the current spelling and capitalization 
in names. Formal inconsistencies in writing points aker numbers, angle brackets and different ways of writing dates have also 
been lek in the original form. Only abbreviations have been given in full form in square brackets.

10  Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amtes Berlin (PAA), f. Gesandschak Prag, Akten betreffend: Protektorat Böhmen und Mähren 
(Militärische Besetzung, Verhakungen, Flüchtlingsfragen u. a.) vom März 1939 bis Mai 1939, Bd. 1, Karton Nr. 95, Prag, den  
15. März 1939. Telefonanruf Herrn v. Dörnberg, 1 typed page.

DOCUMENT 3
1939, 4 April – A letter from Ludolf von Alvensleben, chief adjutant of Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler, 
to Himmler’s daughter Gudrun about Adolf Hitler’s stay at Prague Castle from 15 to 16 March 1939

[...], 4 April 1939
Miss Gudrun Himmler

Dear Puppi!
I am writing this letter, presenting you and later especially your grandchildren and great-grandchildren with a valu-

able document. You know that I, as the chief adjutant of your father, am always in his company, and I was also witness 
to the following experiences.

Aker a very stormy and cold night-time car trip from Česká Lípa on 14 March 1939,93 when we passed many columns 
of marching soldiers, the Führer arrived at the old Prague Imperial Castle at Hradčany, where he and his staff were 
accommodated.

On the historic premises of the old Imperial Castle, which looms over the luminous sea of   an old German city on the 
Vltava River, numerous prominent men of the Reich gathered around the Führer.

One could see generals and officers of the units which were enlisted for Prague, head of the High Command of the 
Wehrmacht Colonel General Keitel94, Chief Quartermaster in the General Staff of the Army Lieutenant General von 
Stülpnagel95, the Führer’s personal and military adjutants, head of the Reich Chancellery Minister Dr. Lammers, Reich 
Leader and Chief of the German Police Himmler with his close associates.

In the immediate vicinity of the Führer walked your father. It was a great historic moment. Upon the Führer’s arrival, 
the castle guard of the German guard regiment put out the Führer’s standard on the Hradčany battlements.96

The Führer went to the modestly furnished private premises,97 turned to your father, and happily embraced him, hav-
ing managed to acquire Bohemia and Moravia for Germany. At the same time, he said the following:

“Himmler, isn’t it beautiful that we are standing here, we are here now, and we will never leave?”
He later told your father again: “I am not praising myself, but here I must really say that I did it smartly.”
I hope, dear Puppi, that I will prepare much joy for you with this experience.

Heil Hitler!
Alvensleben
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11  Bundesarchiv Berlin, f. Persönlicher Stab Reichsführer SS, NS 19/3666, 4. 4. 1939, Frl. Gudrun Himmler, 2 typed pages.

12  Ludolf Hermann von Alvensleben (1901–1970), from 1938 to 1939 chief adjutant of H. Himmler, from 1939 to 1945 in command 
positions in the SS in Poland, the Baltics and Russia. In 1946 he managed to escape from an internment camp to Argentina.

13  Heinrich Himmler (1900–1945), from 1929 Reichsführer-SS, from 1939 Reich Commisar for the Strengthening of German Ethnic, 
from 1943 Reich Minister of the Interior; he committed suicide in 1945.

14  Gudrun Burwitz, née Himmler (b. 1929), the only daughter of Heinrich and Margarete Himmler, aker 1945 a supporter of former 
Nazis and neo-Nazis in the Federal Republic of Germany.

15  Longerich, P. (2008). Heinrich Himmler. Biographie. Munich: Pantheon, 426.

16  Karl Wolff (1900–1984), SS general, in 1935 H. Himmler’s chief adjutant, from 1936 to 1943 head of his personal staff, from 1943 to 
1945 highter SS and police leader in Italy, in 1964 he was sentenced to 15 years, in 1971 he was released.

17  See Malá (2006), 149–150.

18  For more detailed information, see, for example, Hoensch, J. K. (2001). Slovensko a Hitlerova východná politika. Hlinkova slovenská 
ľudová strana medzi autonómiou a separatizmom 1938–1939. Bratislava: VEDA, 127–204.

19  On 21 September 1938, aker the Czechoslovak Government accepted the ultimatum requirements of England and France to 
surren der part of the territory populated by Germans to Germany, large demonstrations broke out particularly in Prague during 
which protesters managed to penetrate to the seat of the OPR in the Third Courtyard of Prague Castle.

20  The first German reconnaissance units apparently reached the boundaries of Prague around 8:00 am. Tvarůžek, B. (1992). Okupace 
Čech a Moravy a vojenská správa (15. březen až 15. duben 1939). Historie a vojenství, Vol. 41, No. 3, 40.

21  Procházka, T. (1981). The Second Republic. The Disintegration of Post-Munich Czechoslovakia (October 1938–March 1939). New York: 
Columbia University Press, 143.

22  Due to the fear of the outbreak of war with Germany in September 1938, the jewels were secretly deposited in the state bank in Ži-
lina at the turn of September and October 1938. See Zeman, P. Prezidentské vozy na „dvoře republikánském“. Automobil na Hradě 
1918–1938. In: Hořejš, M. – Křížek, J. et al. (2012). Automobilismus a šlechta v českých zemích 1894–1945. Prague: NTM, 188–190.

23  For more detailed information, see, for example, Pasák, T. (1997). JUDr. Emil Hácha (1939–1945). Prague: Horizont, 44–52, and   
Schmidt, P. (1997) Paměti Hitlerova tlumočníka. Brno: Barrister & Principal, 151–157.

24  See, for example, Biman, S. – Malíř, J. (1983). Kariéra učitele tělocviku. Ústí nad Labem: Severočeské nakladatelství, 251.

25  Konrad Henlein (1898–1945), from 1933 to 1938 leader of the SdP, from March to April 1939 head of the civil administration of the 
Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, from 1939 to 1945 Reichsstatthalter and Gauleiter of the NSDAP in the Reich district of Su-
detenland, aker his arrest in May 1945 he committed suicide.

26  Karl Hermann Frank (1896–1946), from 1933 to 1938 a major representative of the SdP, from 1939 to 1943 Secretary of State and 
from 1943 to 1945 Minister of State of the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, executed in 1946.

27  Below, N. (1990). Byłem adiutantem Hitlera. Warsaw: Wydawnictwo Ministerstwa obrony narodowej, 147.

28  See, for example, Irving, D. J. C. (1998). Hitlerova válka a válečná stezka let 1933–1945. Brno: Books, 189.

29  Below (1990), 146.

30  Nicolaus von Below (1907–1983), Lukwaffe colonel, from 1937 to 1945 Adolf Hitler’s military adjutant.

31  Below (1990), 147.

32  Hencke (1977), 303.

33  This refutes Stanislav Motl’s claim about Adolf Hitler’s arrival at Prague Castle through Hradčany Square. See the TV documentary 
(2012) Stopy, fakta, tajemství 31. Hitler v Čechách. Prague: Česká televize.

34  This refutes the legend about Hitler’s alleged accommodation in the building of the German embassy. See Glückselig, J. (1969) 
Gangsteři v galeriích. Prague: Magnet, 75.

35  See, for example, Hencke (1977), 303–304. 

36  Johannes Blaskowitz (1883–1948), Colonel General, from 1938 to 1939 commander of the 3rd Army Group in Dresden, from 1939 to 
1945 commander of various groups of troops; he committed suicide in 1948.

37  Hencke (1977), 300–310.

38  Andor Hencke (1895–1984), German diplomat, from 1938 to 1939 chargé d’affaires of the German embassy in Prague.

39  Keitel, W. (1979). In the Service of the Reich. The Memoirs of Field-Marshal Keitel. Edited with an Introduction and Epilogue by Walter 
Görlitz. New York: Stein and Day, 81.

40  For more information about Adolf Hitler’s stay at Prague Castle on 16 March 1939, see, for example, Národní politika, 17 March 1939, 
and České slovo, 17 March 1939, 2nd edition.

41  Joachim von Ribbentrop (1893–1946), from 1936 to 1938 ambassador in London, from 1938 to 1945 Foreign Minister; executed in 
Nuremberg in 1946.

42  Wilhelm Frick (1877–1946), from 1933 to 1943 Reich Minister of the Interior, from 1943 to 1945 Reich Protector for the Protectorate 
of Bohemia and Moravia; executed in Nuremberg in 1946.

43  Hans Lammers (1879–1962), from 1933 to 1945 Head of the Reich Chancellery, as the Secretary of State.

44  Walther von Brauchitsch (1881–1948), General of the Army, from 1938 Commander in Chief of the German Land Army; removed 
from this office in 1941.

45  For example, JUDr. Otakar Klapka, Lord Mayor of the Capital of Prague, Dr. Josef Pfitzner, deputy mayor of Prague, and Fritz Pawel-
ka, the leader of the Prague Germans.

46  Jan Syrový (1888–1970), General of the Army, from 1927 to 1933 Chief of General Staff and from 1933 to 1938 Inspector General of 
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the Czechoslovak Army, from September to December 1938 prime minister of the caretaker government, from 1938 to 1939 Minis-
ter of National Defence, in 1939 retired from public life, in 1947 sentenced to 20 years for collaboration; granted amnesty in 1960.

47  Hencke (1977), 308.

48  Josef Kliment (1901–1978), publicist and legal historian, from 1928 to 1938 Secretary of the Supreme Administrative Court, from 
1938 to 1944 advisor to President E. Hácha and press officer of the President’s Office, from 1944 to 1945 the first President of the 
Supreme Administrative Court, in 1945 arrested, in 1947 sentenced to life imprisonment; granted amnesty in 1960.

49  National Museum Archives (NMA), f. Josef Kliment, k. 22, 1958–1972, minor works by J. K. (Twenty Years in the Offices of E. Hácha), 
92.

50  See Tvarůžek (1992), 41–42, and John, Kliment & Nakládal (2004), 223–224.

51  Hermann, A. (2011). Der Weg in den Krieg 1938/39. Quellenkritische Studien zu den Tagebüchern von Joseph Goebbels. Munich: Olden-
bourg Verlag, 363–493.

52  Ibid., 449–458.

53  On 15 March 1939, Adolf Hitler was accompanied, for example, by H. Himmler, R. Heydrich, J. v. Ribbentrop, W. Stuckart, M. Bor-
mann, K. Wolff, H. Lammers, E. Rommel, O. Dietrich, W. Keitel, C. H. v. Stülpnagel, K. H. Bodenschatz, K. Daluege and others.

54  See, for example, O vyjasnění státoprávních otázek. Ministr dr. Frick v Praze. Národní politika, 17 March 1939, 2.

55  Wilhelm Stuckart (1902–1953), lawyer, from 1935 State Secretary of the Reich Interior Ministry, in 1949 sentenced to 4 years in 
prison.

56  Interrogation reports of K. H. Frank. Testimony of 15 October 1945. Security Services Archive (SSA), f. Investigation Commission 
for the National and People’s Court at the Ministry of the Interior 1945–1946 (301), sign. 301-19-5, fol. 103.

57  Nazi Conspiracy and Aggression. Volume V. United Stated Government Printing Office, Washington 1946, 862.

58  Referring to Deutsches Nachrichtenbüro, Frick’s flight to Prague is mentioned, for example, by Domarus, M. (1997). Hitler. Speeches 
and Proclamations 1932–1945. The Chronicle of a Dictatorship. Volume III 1939–1940. Wauconda: Bolchazy- Carducci Publishers, 1495.

59  Josef Kvapil (1894–1962), from 1916 to 1918 legionnaire in Russia and France, aker 1918 officer in the Czechoslovak Army, from 
1936 to 1941 Military Commander of Prague Castle, from 1943 to 1945 active in the anti-Nazi resistance movement and the Prague 
uprising, in 1947 retired. I would like to thank Mgr. P. Šrámek, Ph.D., of the State District Archives (SDA) in Blansko, for providing 
me with information about this person.

60  Karel Jiříček (1895–?), in 1918 legionnaire in Italy, aker 1918 officer in the Czechoslovak Army, from 1938 to 1939 Commander of the 
Castle Guard (CG), from 1945 to 1948 Deputy Commander of the CG, from 1948 to 1951 Commander of the CG. I would again like to 
thank Mgr. P. Šrámek, Ph.D., for providing me with information about this person.

61  Jaroslav Hanuš (1893–?), employed in the OPR from 1919, from 1931 to 1945 Director of the Economic Administration of the Prague 
Castle; removed from office aker 1945.

62  The Sternberg Palace at Hradčany Square. Aker 1871 called the Ernestinum aker the founder of the institute for the mentally ill 
(Society of Ladies and Maidens of St. Anne), Countess Ernestine Auersperg.

63  Vojtěch Scherks (1900–?), in the OPR from 1926, from 1938 chief union counsellor, in 1945 suspended and investigated for defective 
behaviour in a time of war, in 1947 cleared of all charges, from 1948 employed at the Provincial Financial Directorate in Prague.

64  Besides Prague, the Germans also provoked clashes in Jihlava, Olomouc and Brno, where they began to occupy the city aker mid-
night from 14 to 15 March 1939. See, for example, Moulis, M. (1979). Osudný 15. březen. Prague: Mladá fronta, 74–91.

65  The current street Mariánské hradby.

66  Jiří Havelka (1892–1964), from 1933 to 1938 counsellor of the Supreme Administrative Court, from 1938 to 1939 Minister without 
Portfolio in charge of the management of the OPR, from 1939 to 1941 Transport Minister and Deputy Prime Minister of the Protec-
torate Government, from 1941 to 1945 under house arrest due to his contact with the resistance movement; acquitted of collabo-
ration in 1947.

67  Rudolf Křovák (1883–?), from 1921 employed in the OPR, from 1922 Minister counsellor of the OPR, from 1938 union head of the 
OPR, in 1941 pensioned.

68  Augustin, knight Popelka (1887–1951), from 1919 to 1945 OPR employee, from 1938 union counsellor, from 1941 Head of the Office 
of President E. Hácha.

69  Rudolf Toussaint (1891–1968), from 1938 to 1939 military attaché of the German embassy in Prague, from 1939 to 1941 in the same 
office in Belgrade, from 1941 to 1943 military representative in the Office of the Reich Protector in Prague, in 1943 Infantry General, 
from the same year in Italy, from 1944 to 1945 representative of Wehrmacht in the Protectorate Bohemia and Moravia, in May 1945 
Military Commander of Prague, in 1948 sentenced by Czechoslovak courts to life imprisonment, in 1961 released from prison and 
deported to the Federal Republic of Germany.

70  Further details on this person are not known. In John, Kliment & Nakládal (2004), 223, General Leo Geyr von Scheppenburg 
 (correctly Schweppenburg, 1886–1974) is presented, without giving a source, as the German military commander of Prague Castle. 
The same, without giving a source, is stated by Tvarůžek (1992), 41. Governor Schicketanz could be a junior officer in charge of the 
area of Prague Castle.

71  The official suite for foreign visitors on the 1st floor of the South Wing of Prague Castle was first used by Romanian King Carol II 
with Crown Prince Michael in 1936. Aker him it was called the Carol Wing or the Carol Palace.

72  Originally a Romanesque building from the first half of the 11th century in the Third Courtyard of Prague Castle, on the right of the 
main entrance to St. Vitus Cathedral, rebuilt in the 17th century in the baroque style.

73  Emil Hácha reportedly entered the premises of Prague Castle aker the arrival at Wilson Station around 8:00 pm through the side 
entrance from the courtyard from St. Vitus Cathedral (i.e. from the Third Courtyard). Zemek, A. J. (1991). Vatikánský špión. Olo-
mouc: Matice Cyrilometodějská, 29.
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74  The North Wing of Prague Castle in the First Courtyard opposite the Archbishop’s Palace. Until 15 March 1939 it was the seat of 
the Czechoslovak Castle Guard, until May 1945 of the German Castle Guard, then again of the Czechoslovak/Czech Castle Guard.

75  Further details on this person are not known.

76  Hans Gustav Felber (1889–1962), from 1935 Chief of Staff of the 3rd Army Corps, from 1937 Major General, from 1938 Chief of Com-
mand of the 3rd Army Group in Dresden, from 1939 to 1945 commander of different army corps.

77  These were the members of Hitler’s personal guard (SS -Begleitkommando des Führers) sitting in the third, raised row of seats.

78  Passage through the First Courtyard was enabled in the second half of April 1939.

79  The Ministry was already in liquidation at that time.

80  Čeněk Pták (1869–?), employed at Prague Castle from 1905. From 1925 lower official of the OPR in the service rank of doorman at 
the entrance to the flat of the President of the Republic.

81  Further details on this person are not known.

82  On 16 April 1939, the office of Reich Protector was fully assumed by Konstantin von Neurath, appointed by Adolf Hitler for this 
office on 17 March 1939.

83  One of the stolen paintings (oil on wood Flower Still Life [around 1740] by Jan Kašpar Hirschely [1695–1743]), was returned to the 
OPR by an anonymous German donor in January 2006.

84  It is not known what kind of unit it was.

85  The bear enclosure was in the Deer Moat until the mid-1950s. It was originally built for two bears that were given to T. G. Masaryk 
in 1919 by legionnaires.

86  T. G. Masaryk received the sculpture of the Night Watchman for his 75th birthday in 1925. It was created by the students and gra-
duates of the Hořice sculpture school, according to the sculptor Franta Úprk’s model.

87  Further details on this person are not known.

88  Alexander Freiherr von Dörnberg (1901–1983), from 1927 an official of the German Foreign Ministry, from 1930 to 1938 he served at 
the German embassies in Bucharest, Tallinn and London, from 1938 a member of the SS, from 1938 to 1945 Head of Protocol of the 
German Foreign Ministry.

89  Gustav Adolph von Halem (1899–1999), from 1926 employed at the German Foreign Ministry, in 1929 at the German embassy in 
London, in 1932 Vice-Consul at the Consulate General in Memel, from 1935 a member of the SS, from 1937 of the NSDAP, in 1936 at 
the German embassy in Prague, in 1937 acting Head of Protocol of the German Foreign Ministry, in 1942 German Consul General in 
Milan, in 1945 German ambassador in Lisbon. Arrested by Americans, in 1947 questioned within the Nuremberg trial, aker 1947 a 
publisher and businessman in the film industry.

90  Due to a delay, the German military band nearly missed Hácha’s arrival. Hencke (1977), 304.

91  František Chvalkovský (1885–1945), from 1927 to 1932 Czechoslovak ambassador in Germany and then until 1938 in Italy, from 1938 
to 1939 Foreign Minister of the Second Czechoslovak Republic, from 1939 to 1945 envoy of the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia 
in Berlin. He died in February 1945 during an Allied air raid near Berlin.

92  A hotel in Washingtonova Street in Prague 1 still bearing the same name.

93  However, the trip took place on 15 March 1939, approximately between 4:45 to 7:15 pm.

94  Wilhelm Keitel (1882–1946), General of the Army, from 1938 to 1945 Commander in Chief of the German armed forces; executed in 
Nuremberg in 1946.

95  Carl Heinrich von Stülpnagel (1886–1944), General of Infantry, from 1938 to 1940 Chief Quartermaster in the General Staff of the 
German Army, from 1942 to 1944 Military Commander of France, in 1944 executed for participating in an assassination attempt on 
Adolf Hitler.

96  The standard was put out in the evening on 15 March in the South Wing of Prague Castle.

97  The suite had the form of an official flat for foreign visitors.
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Despite the advances in research af-
ter the year 1989, there are still blank 
spaces on the map documenting the 
country’s victims of Nazi persecution 
and racially motivated persecution of 
the Jewish population of Bohemia and 
Moravia. Together with a number of 
scientific institutions, museums and 
archives, initiatives and civic asso-
ciations1, the Cabinet of the History 
of Sciences of the Institute for Con-
temporary History of the Academy of 
Sciences of the Czech Republic has 
also been involved in documentation 
of the victims of Nazi persecution 
and persecution on racial grounds 
for many years.2 The Cabinet’s  col-
lective research project Scientists 
and Intellectuals of the Czech Lands as 
Victims of Nazi Persecution 1939–1945 
was launched in 20073 and focused 
on representative documentation of 
the consequences of the Nazi occupa-
tion in the personnel composition of 
the scientific community in the Czech 
lands in the latter half of the 1930s 
and the first half of the 1940s.

The outcomes also include the pub-
lication called Disappeared Science, 
the release of which in 2013 was fi-
nancially supported by the Rothschild 
Foundation (Hanadiv) Europe. The 
book is a  pioneering work in that it 

focuses on a total of 46 victims from 
among the ranks of leading Czech 
scholars and intellectuals of Jewish 
origin in the form of comprehen-
sive biographical entries written by  
17 authors. At the same time it should 
be seen as a contribution to the his-
tory of the individual scientific dis-
ciplines in the Czech university and 
scientific milieu of the first half of the 
20th century. It also contributes to the 
study of the power instruments of the 
Nazi occupation forces and the way 
its persecution apparatus worked, 
including the so-called topography 
of terror. Its editors were Michal  
V. Šimůnek and Antonín Kostlán, his-
torians at the Cabinet of the History 
of Sciences of the Institute for Con-
temporary History of the Academy of 
Sciences of the Czech Republic.

Why do you dedicate yourselves 
to the documentation of scien-
tists who were victims of Nazi 
persecution and persecution on 
racial grounds?

Basically, the motivation was twofold. 
One of the general topics we study 
in the Cabinet of the History of Sci-
ences is the changes in the scientific 
community and its personnel compo-
sition in the Czech lands in the 20th 
century. Similar research projects are 
quite common abroad; they use an 
elaborate methodology and within 
the methodology they oken employ 
the so-called prosopographical meth-
od, i.e. a method to evaluate and com-
pare personal biographies of a larger 
circle of persons within a clearly de-
fined group. We could not help notic-
ing that in the Czech case, the sci-

entific community developed in two 
subsequent phases which differed 
from the point of view of internal con-
tinuity, or rather discontinuity. From 
the 1860s to the late 1930s it was 
characterized by a  gradual increase 
linked to the professionalization of 
individual disciplines and at the same 
time the national emancipation al-
lowing for an institutional develop-
ment. The disintegration of the state 
and cultural political framework of 
the Habsburg composite state and 
the establishment of Czechoslovakia 
did not constitute, in principle, a cru-
cial breaking point, although they did 
bring a  change in the conditions for 
migration of scholars and new inspi-
ration. On the one hand, the scientific 
infrastructure was enhanced, univer-
sities were established in Brno and 
Bratislava, together with departmen-
tal state institutes and so on; howev-
er, for instance the German university 

Disappeared Science 

PAVEL ZEMAN

With historians Michal V. Šimůnek and Antonín Kostlán  
on their book Disappeared Science, which documents  
the fate of scholars and intellectuals of Jewish origin  
in the years 1939-1945

The front page of the book Disappeared 

Science. Biographical Dictionary of Jewish 

Scholars from Bohemia and Moravia – 

Victims of Nazism, 1939–1945 (published by 

Pavel Mervart – Kabinet dějin vědy ÚSD AV 

ČR, Červený Kostelec – Prague 2013) and the 
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establishments were preserved. The 
presence in Czechoslovakia of Rus-
sian and Ukrainian and later also Ger-
man and Austrian exile communities 
was a certain novelty. In the wake of 
the Munich Treaty and the establish-
ment of the Protectorate, however, 
the second phase began which we 
might call the phase of a permanent 
“disruptive selection” in the scien-
tific community. At that time, the 
scientific community was repeatedly 
weakened based on criteria which 
were not primarily linked to scien-
tific results, but were dictated by the 
political regime and its ideology. And 
the first, crucial and until then hardly 
imaginable hiatus came with the ex-
clusion of scholars of Jewish origin 
and their subsequent persecution 
which more oken than not ended in 
their death as part of the Nazi “final 
solution to the Jewish question”. In 
parallel, and sometimes also with cer-
tain overlaps, the selection within the 
scientific community was followed by 
imprisonment and executions of oth-
er experts and university employees, 

or by a number of leading scientists 
and intellectuals leaving and going 
into exile. If we wish to continue, it 
did not stop even aker the war, natu-
rally. At that time, forced migration of 
German scientists organized by the 
state followed, and later also com-
munist purges at universities, exile 
of democratically thinking scientists, 
which became particularly massive 
aker 1968, persecution during the pe-
riod of normalization, etc. In fact, this 
disruptive phase in the development 
of the scientific community ended 
only in the year 1989, which created 
space for its natural restoration and 
organic involvement in the interna-
tional scientific community.

So to return to your question: our 
motivation was to try and explain the 
role the first and most tragic persecu-
tion wave of 1938/39–1945 played in 
this. This gradually resulted in our 
interest in the worst affected group 
of scholars and researchers of the 
period who paid the biggest price 
for the Nazi terror. In this we had 
come across a subject which, to our 

surprise, had not been studied in full 
yet. Apart from this, of course, there 
was also the commemorative and hu-
man element. The general awareness 
about what became of these people 
naturally appealed to us anytime 
we came across their names and in 
a way we felt an urge to commemo-
rate them and the tragic fate that of-
ten befell their entire families.

In your view what is the main con-
tribution of the book?

Firstly, the aim was to process all of 
the biographies in some sort of an 
integral way, focusing on details. The 
research so far has viewed them from 
one perspective only: in the history 
of science they were people like any 

Prisoners carrying a stretcher through a gate 

in the Terezín ghetto.  The photograph was 

taken by the Protectorate gendarme  

A. Vašíček in 1942 or 1943.

Photo: Jewish Museum in Prague
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other, regardless of their sad fate, and 
in the work of contemporaries and 
historians of the Holocaust they were 
mostly perceived as victims, without 
a  deeper understanding of the role 
they played in social, scientific and 
intellectual circles of the pre-war pe-
riod. But our book consists of bios that 
are draked along the same lines and 
each person’s life is depicted in three 
balanced areas: outlining the fam-
ily background and the development 
of the professional career, assessing 
their scientific contribution to the giv-
en discipline, and summarizing all the 
information and findings we collected 
during targeted archival research 
which may help cast some light on the 
last, tragic period of their lives. 

Here we touch on the second part, 
which deals with facts. Based on our 
own personal experience and first 
reactions from potential readers 
we decided to provide detailed fac-
tual supplementary material, which 
would enable readers to quickly 
navigate themselves and make use of 
primary sources and a secondary bib-
liography for further research. In this 
way, the bios offer 46 concentrated 
small monographs, each complete 
with references to known archival 
materials and a  long list of relevant 
bibliography. Of course, the contrast 
between the dry, dense facts without 
which the scientists’ bios would not 
be complete, and the agitated histori-
cal context, which determines them, 
is profoundly emotional.

How difficult was it to carry out 
collective biographical research 
based on primary sources?

Simply put, it was difficult as the ba-
sic heuristics had to deal with limits 
imposed on the research of the Holo-
caust by the very nature of the Nazi 
genocide. This immense human trag-
edy naturally had an impact on the 
limited amount of the primary archi-
val sources available for research and 
crosschecking. It was impossible for 
us to simply rely on Czech archives 
and we also had to work abroad: 
primarily in Germany, but also in 
other countries. In the end, we were 
searching for sources across several 
continents. Our research was further 

complicated by the fact that the ob-
jects of our research were genera-
tions of people who were active as 
scholars mainly aker the year 1900. 
Consequently, it was not possible 
to lean on memories of people who 
were closely acquainted with them 
or who were their students. Natu-
rally there was also no source list of 
people who fell within our scope of 
research. The original post-war lists 
concerned only Czech universities. 
For instance, the series of memo-
rial articles in the magazine Naše 
věda (Our Science) from the years  
1945–1946 lacked the necessary dis-
tance to be able to include all indi-
vidual cases. 

The book is called Disappeared 

Science. To what extent did the 
Nazis succeed in erasing the tra-
ces, both physical and intellec-
tual, of the Jewish scholars? And 
how did the anti-Semitism of the 
Czechoslovak Communist regime 
in 1948–1989 affect their post-war 
wiping of the country’s historical 
memory?

The title Disappeared Science was 
meant as a  metaphor, but it is true 
that the majority of the scientists 
introduced in the book really partly 
or almost completely disappeared – 
we can say that they were wiped 
from the collective memory, which 
constitutes the identity of the Czech 
society today. What’s  more: as a  re-
sult of the Holocaust, family tradi-
tions were oken disrupted too. Also 
because German-language university 
science ceased to exist in the Czech 
lands aker 1945, in some cases it was 
apparently our book which brought 
back the memory of the life and work 
of some of these people in a manner 
other than adding their name onto 
a  long list of victims. The beginning 
of this disappearance from memory 
lies already in the Nazi regime, be-
cause aker their physical elimination 
their intellectual legacy was also 
supposed to disappear; for instance, 
there was a  special directive by the 
Reich Minister for Science and Peo-
ple’s  Education, pursuant to which 
all bibliographies in dissertations 
in Germany were to be scrutinized 

in order to make sure they did not 
contain citations from Jewish au-
thors! Similarly, if older works were 
published again, the racial origin of 
their authors was carefully exam-
ined. On the other hand, unlike the 
demonstrative burning of books by 
prominent intellectuals or artists 
whose opinions opposed the Nazis or 
whom the Nazis had disqualified, cit-
ing their alleged racial difference, the 
works by highly specialized scholars 
meant not for thousands but only 
for hundreds or dozens of potential 
readers were oken physically pre-
served in library funds. These did not 
have to be discarded and destroyed 
in such a  spectacular manner; they 
gradually declined to oblivion cov-
ered in dust on library shelves aker 
their authors were excommunicated 
from scientific institutes, schools 
and leading journals and their names 
were kept secret from or discredited 
before students.

The vehemence with which the Na-
zis turned their attention to the aca-
demic and scientific community soon 
aker they came to power is clear 
proof of the importance they ascribed 
to this field, primarily for ideological 
and racial reasons. In the times to 
come, Jewish scientists were to be 
banned from “fouling” the allegedly 
pure roots of German science, which 
in the eyes of the Nazis represented 
the highest attainable spiritual level. 
This was typical not only for newly 
established disciplines tainted by 
racism at the intersection of biology, 
geopolitics and ethnography, but also 
for the most exact of disciplines such 
as physics. For example, the German 
physicist Philipp Lenard (1862–1947), 
who was awarded the Nobel Prize for 
Physics in 1905, in his work Deutsch 
Physik in vier Bänden, published in 
1936–1937 suggested that not only 
Albert Einstein should be excluded 
from science, but theoretical phys-
ics as such, which to him represent-
ed a  “Jewish world deception” and 
a  “shameful product of the Asian 
spirit”. In consequence, works were 
destroyed before even being pub-
lished, together with the author. In 
the Czech environs, this happened to 
historian Bedřich Mendl (1892–1940). 
Following his suicide in August 1940, 
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the typeset of the completed volume 
of the edition of Czech medieval doc-
uments Regesta diplomatica nec non 
epistolaria Bohemiae et Moraviae was 
destroyed. The new German deputy 
director of the Prague-based State 
Historical Publishing Institute4, the 
Nazi Rudolf Schreiber5 decided that 
the publication would be transferred 
to Berlin and the work would be 
purely German.

Was the Nazi regime always so 
rigid?

Not always: the third volume of the 
monumental Prosopographia Imperii 
Romani, a  kind of Who Is Who of 
the ancient Roman Empire, could be 
published in Berlin in 1943 although 
one of the authors, the professor of 
Roman history and epigraphy Ar-
thur Stein (1871–1950), who was dis-
missed from the German University 
in Prague, had already been interned 
in the Terezín ghetto. However, his 
name was missing from the front 
page, as was the name of his co-au-
thor, a  librarian from Vienna called 
Edmund Groag (1873–1945), but both 
were mentioned as the book’s  au-
thors in the foreword. 

It is only natural that for the per-
manent removal of an individual or 
a  group of persons from the collec-
tive memory, a  coincidence of two 
factors is needed – a power must be 
in force which will perform the re-
moval of the given person, followed 
by a  power which is later able to 
successfully prevent a  retrogressive 
inclusion or commemoration there-
of aker the reasons for the original 
selection have already passed and 
which acts in line with some innate 
strategy. If we name the Communist 
Party in post-war Czechoslovakia 
as such a power, we make a certain 
and not altogether unimportant sim-
plification. With individuals whose 
natural language of communication 
was German, the “retrogressive non-
inclusion” happened already in 1945–
1948, regardless of whether the giv-
en person belonged among German 
 anti-fascists or Jewish intellectuals 
imprisoned during the war in a ghet-
to or concentration camp. The Com-
munist Party was one of the main 

driving forces in this ostracization; 
however, it was not the only one: in 
this respect it proceeded in touching 
on cooperation with the democratic 
politicians of the period who used it 
as one of the methods of “de-German-
ization”, or in other words nationali-
zation of the political, economic and 
cultural life in Czechoslovakia. 

Aker the Communists seized 
power in February 1948, a  primitive 
functionary anti-Semitism prevailed, 
also backed up by declared hostility 
towards Israel, a former ally; in such 
an atmosphere a mere memory of the 
reasons and course of the Holocaust 
was suppressed. For the people intro-
duced in our book, an additional rea-
son for their ostracization – together 
with the “racial” origin and possibly 
also an unsuitable language of com-
munication which they had used all 
their lives – was cited: their social 
status. It is interesting to see how 
certain individuals whom the Com-
munist Party had decided to cele-
brate were excluded from this mech-
anism. Soon the choice fell, among 
others, on the journalist and histo-
rian Kurt Konrád (1908–1941), who 
in fact did not even have the right 
predispositions for such treatment – 
he came from a well-off, “bourgeois” 
Jewish family and his mother tongue 
was German. However, at the same 
time he was an eager Communist 
who stood up for the revolutionary 
traditions and was involved in the 
Communist anti-Nazi resistance. 
This brought a change in his image: 
his unsuitable origin was no longer 
a problem because – to quote Ladis-
lav Štoll’s  words published in the 
Tvorba magazine as early as in 1945 
– he belonged among journalists who 
had lep university to join the workers 
in their new historic fight for a  new 
world. Also the fact that he was Ger-
man-speaking suddenly became an 
advantage as it allowed him to de-
vote himself to studying the works 
of Marx and Engels in the original, 
which in turn made it possible for 
him to enlighten his Czech comrades 
on the content of the books which 
had not been translated yet.

Apart from Czech projects, did 
you find inspiration also in some 

foreign works or similar foreign 
projects?

It is clear that such a project cannot 
be done without thorough acquaint-
ance with parallel projects abroad 
and their methods. Some sort of 
a comparative level for us was formed 
for example by the “Gedenkbuch” of 
researchers expelled from the Kai-
ser Wilhelm Society,6 published in 
2008 by Reinhard Rürup in coopera-
tion with Michael Schüring as part of 
a  long-term project on the changes 
which this most important German 
scientific institution of the first half 
of the 20th century underwent dur-
ing the Nazi period.7 In this project 
Rürup followed up on his earlier 
work published in 2006 in which he 
described the policy of dealing with 
the past (“Vergangenheitspolitik”) 
in today’s  leading German post-war 
non-university research institution, 
the Max Planck Society (Max-Planck-
Gesellschak), the successor of the 
Keiser Wilhelm Society. However, 
the circle of people this memorial 
book includes was defined in a differ-
ent way than in our book: the main 
criterion for being included in the 
selection was their exclusion from 
the society, so consequently we have 
here also people who were unaccep-
table for the Nazis due to their politi-
cal opinions and attitudes, along with 
a  wide group of prominent scholars 
who chose exile to escape from the 
Nazis. 

We were further inspired by foreign 
books on scientific exile communities 
during World War II, primarily due 
to their thorough refinement of the 
prosopographical method. The logi-
cal source here was the factographi-
cal database of the German-speaking 
emigration communities aker 1933, 
compiled and published by a  Ger-
man-US team led by Werner Röder 
and Herbert A. Strauss.8 We must not 
forget the research into the scientific 
emigration communities in Austria 
with its landmark book by Friedrich 
Stadler and Peter Weibel about the 
“expulsion of the sense” published in 
1995.9 This book also includes short 
bios of exiled Austrian intellectuals, 
including those from the scientific 
community. The many books which 
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drew on this factographical work 
include, for instance, the biographic 
dictionary of the German-speaking 
economic emigration aker 1933 by 
Harald Hagemann and Claus-Dieter 
Krohn, with its well-defined method-
ology and clear structure.10 We found 
inspiration in the methodology of 
books published abroad already in 
our previous work when our team 
carried out research into scientific 
exile from Communist Czechoslo-
vakia, which was crowned by a bio-
graphical dictionary of its leading 
members from among the former 
employees of the Czechoslovak Acad-
emy of Sciences.11

The destiny of scholars and intel-
lectuals of Jewish origin is ojen 
mentioned only in connection 
with their imprisonment in the 
Terezín ghetto. How successful 
were you in balancing this deficit?

Unfortunately, the research into this 
subject in the Czech Republic has not 
been sufficient so far. In the future, 
we would definitely like to process in 
this way all victims of the Nazi regime 
who had belonged to the community 
of scientists and academicians, if 
possible. According to preliminary 
estimates this concerns about 200 
people. Also, greater attention should 
be paid to those who lek the country 
to go into exile and worked in other 
countries; that is, people who made 
a prominent mark outside their home 
country. As usual, though, the main 
hindrance to implementing the plan 
is funding. At the moment, therefore, 
we primarily focus on the prepara-
tion of a broader study in which we 
would analyse the findings we ar-
rived at in our book and put them in 
a broader context.

Which of the people included in 
your book would you single out as 
worthy of special attention?

A  total of 46 bios are included in 
the book, which means it tells the 
same number of dramatic life sto-
ries although most of the people had 
led rather quiet lives prior to the 
war. One of the more dramatic lives 
was that of the zoologist Jiří Baum 

(1900–1944), a  famous explorer who 
travelled through North and South 
America, Africa and the Far East in 
1921–1939, and in 1935 visited Ja-
pan and Australia during his voyage 
around the world. He was in the south 
of Africa when the events surround-
ing the Munich Agreement broke out 
and his feeling of solidarity with the 
country in danger forced him to come 
back home. Aker many years spent 
abroad he returned on 13 March 
1939, two days before the German 
occupation, and was not allowed to 
travel abroad again. He was arrested 
and interrogated by the Gestapo for 
his involvement with the resistance. 
Later he was imprisoned in the Small 
Fortress in Terezín, in Auschwitz and 
other concentration camps before he 
died, probably in Warsaw. We may 
also mention the older brother of the 
well-known Czech poet František 
Gellner, Gustav Gellner (1871–1943), 
a  doctor (a  specialist in epidemiol-
ogy) and in his later years also an 
excellent historian of sciences and 
medical science. He was arrested by 
the counter-espionage department of 
the Prague Gestapo and died in 1943 
in the Small Fortress.

While remembering these peo-
ple, the philosopher and publicist 
Josef Fischer (1891–1945) also comes 
to mind. He worked at the Faculty 
of Arts of Charles University as an 
external lecturer and was a  pre-
eminent specialist in the work of 
František Palacký and of Tomáš. G. 
Masaryk’s  philosophy. In 1937–1938, 
in the period which threatened the 
existence of the Czechoslovak state, 
he acted as president of the Associa-
tion of Friends of Democratic Spain, 
and in May 1938 he became one of 
the members of the Petition Commit-
tee We Will Remain Faithful. During 
the occupation he was a member and 
one of the leaders of the eponymous 
resistance group and co-authored its 
programme document For Freedom, 
towards a New Czechoslovak Republic. 
In October 1941 he was arrested by 
the Prague Gestapo and later trans-
ported to Berlin, where he was sen-
tenced to death and executed on 19 
February 1945. His story is probably 
the strongest evidence of unsustaina-
bility of the stereotypes, rooted deep 

Top to bottom, philosopher, historian and 

publicist Josef Fischer; biologist and explorer 

Jiří Baum; and historian Käthe Spiegel

Photo: National Archives (NA)
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in the historical research, about how 
the Jewish minority, resigned and si-
lent, lek to be slaughtered while the 
Czech heroes in the resistance move-
ment fought to win the freedom for 
them and for themselves. A  realis-
tic evaluation of the role the people 
who were labelled as racially inferior 
by the period legislation played in 
organizing, financing and possible 
achievements of the Czechoslovak 
home resistance during World War II 
remains a task to be fulfilled by his-
torians.

We must not omit the story of the 
only woman in our selection, the 
historian Käthe Spiegel (1898–1941), 
whose early rise to stardom was soon 
interrupted by the death of her father 
Ludwig Spiegel (1864–1926), a profes-
sor and in 1926 Rector at the German 
University in Prague. Aker his death, 
Käthe faced existential problems, 
and it was only shortly before the 
war and with the help of the Presi-
dent’s Office that she was able to se-
cure a permanent systematized job in 
the circulation department of the Na-
tional and University Library. Twice 
she attempted to become a docent at 
the German University in Prague but 
both times she was confronted with 
a barrier of gender and racial stereo-
types. Although she never gave up 
easily, she was one of the first people 
who were sent to the Lodz ghetto. 

And we should not forget that among 
the people portrayed in our book 
are also seven people who decided 
to avoid the inevitable and commit 
suicide. This was also the case of 
Bedřich Mendl, one of the prominent 
Czech pre-war historians, who found-
ed economic history as a  separate 
field of study. He wrote the following 
words in his letter of farewell of 24 
September 1940: As I do not see a pos-
sibility for me to live honourably in my 
home land, I have voluntarily decided 
to leave to the other world, pleading 
with God to forgive me. He died of Ve-
ronal poisoning four days later in the 
General Hospital in Prague.

If I  were to highlight and select 
one of these scholars, then I  would 
opt for the fascinating personality 
of Emil Starkenstein, a  professor of 
pharmacology and toxicology at the 
German University in Prague, a pas-
sionate bibliophile and motorist and 
a  socialite of pre-war Prague high 
society. He was one of those people 
who tried to anticipate the upcoming 
events and leave for the USA. How-
ever, he and his whole family stayed 
in the Netherlands, where the Nazis 
finally hunted him down. He was 
transported back to Czechoslova-
kia, from where he continued to the 
Mauthausen concentration camp in 
Austria, where he perished. Part of 
his medical library containing over 
20,000 books remained in Amster-
dam during the war. Aker the war, 
his widow donated it to the Czecho-
slovak state, more precisely to the 
newly established Medical Faculty at 
the University in Olomouc. The other 
part of Starkenstein’s  library went 
to the USA. The Emil Starkenstein 
Stikung, a  foundation, was founded 
in Rotterdam in 1989; it awards re-
search grants in medicine. Also one 
of the major toxicological handbooks, 
published in Germany in 1996, was 
dedicated to his memory. 

If we were to think about which 
of these scholars made a  name not 
only in Czechoslovakia but also in 
Europe or worldwide, it is again 
Starkenstein who comes to mind. 
But he is not the only one. In draw-
ing up such a list we must not forget 
the mathematician Georg Pick, a per-
sonal friend of Albert Einstein, one 

of the people who used to play with 
Einstein in a  string quartet during 
his stay in Prague. Emil Kolben12 too 
was an internationally renowned ex-
pert whose articles were published in 
major German journals of electrical 
engineering; Hans Meyer13, awarded 
a  prestigious Ignatz Lieben14 Award; 
or Richard Werner15, a  co-founder 
of medical radiology in Europe. Un-
til today, the reports by Apostolic 
Nuncios in Germany in the 16th and 
early 17th centuries are studied by re-
searchers around the world from edi-
tions compiled by Samuel Steinherz  
(1857–1942), an Austria-born his-
torian at the German University in 
Prague and the first ever Jewish rec-
tor thereof. His appointment as a rec-
tor in 1922 was accompanied by harsh 
protests in Prague of German nation-
alists and anti-Semites from among 
the ranks of students and professors 
alike. And in this way we could con-
tinue naming other people whose sci-
entific contribution went beyond the 
territory of the Czech lands.

Your publication is also a contri-
bution to the history of different 
scientific disciplines. How impor-
tant are the people selected in the 
context of the study of the Czech 
history of science?

Generally speaking, an easy-to-
understand depiction of a  complex 
subject in a  historical context is al-
ways an extremely complicated and 
almost impossible thing. One of the 
main difficulties lies in the fact that 
each discipline has its own dynamics; 
their development is quite unique 
and by no means straightforward. 
Even today, experts in the given field 
have a  limited understanding of the 
development which has led to the 
current level of knowledge; in this 
way, simplified explanations of the 
achievements of the most renowned 
individuals prevail. In a  historical 
perspective, though, the scientific 
work was much more complicated, 
interactive and naturally not always 
really successful. However, some less 
acknowledged findings may be fully 
relevant from a scientific perspective 
and open a path for further develop-
ment. To give one example: in 1907, 

Doctor of medicine, pharmacologist and 

toxicologist Emil Starkenstein (1884-1942)
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the psychiatrist Oskar Fischer16 de-
scribed, in fact in parallel with Alois 
Alzheimer17, the symptoms of a seri-
ous degenerative disease, today gen-
erally referred to as Alzheimer’s Dis-
ease. This fact was acknowledged 
only a  short time ago. So it seems 
that drawing attention to the half-  
forgotten or prohibited persons has 
an irreplaceable place in the develop-
ment of individual disciplines.

The lives of the victims depicted 
in your book show a whole spec-
trum of interventions of the Nazi 
occupational authorities against 

the Jewish scientific and intellec-
tual elite of Bohemia and Mora-
via. However, the individual sto-
ries also remind us of the places 
of suffering and physical destruc-
tion of the victims. How do you 
feel about it?

Basically, in this case the tragic end 
of these people mirrors, both in terms 
of time and topography, the anti-Jew-
ish measures executed in the Protec-
torate. They were present in all the 
deportation waves, for most part to 
Terezín and in the follow-up trans-
ports to the extermination complex 

in Auschwitz. So these two places 
were peculiarly fatal also for schol-
ars and academics of Jewish origin 
in the Czech lands. In this context we 
would like to point out the relatively 
high average age in this group. Pro-
portionally maybe the number of sui-
cides is surprisingly high – they rep-
resent 15 percent of all deaths. The 
decision/resolution to commit such 
a desperate deed as suicide undoubt-
edly is, of course, telling of the tragic 
situation in which not only scholars 
and intellectuals of Jewish origin, but 
the whole Jewish community found 
themselves in the years 1939–1945.
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Prague, in 1888–1892 worked in the USA with Thomas Alva Edison and Nikola Tesla. In 1896 co-founded Kolben a spol., elek-
trotechnická továrna (the Kolben and Co. Factory, an electrical engineering factory) in Prague-Vysočany, later (from 1921) called 
Českomoravská-Kolben, (from 1927) Českomoravská-Kolben-Daněk. He was the cheif executive of the company. In the Protectorate 
he was forced to leave the post due to his Jewish origin, and died in Terezín in 1943.

13  Hans Leopold Meyer (1871–1942), organic chemist, from 1908 a regular professor of chemistry at the German Technical University 
in Prague, from 1911 a regular professor of chemistry at the German University, took retirement in 1936, died in Terezín in 1942.
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15  Richard Werner (1875–1945), a professor of chemistry at the University in Heidelberg from 1912. In 1933–1939 director of the lead-
ing Czechoslovak hospital for treatment of malign tumours in Brno – the “House of the Consolation”. Died in 1945 in Terezín.

16  Oskar Fischer (1876–1942), in 1910 co-founded a private sanatorium for neural and mental diseases in Veleslavín, Prague, in the 
1930s acted as its scientific director, in the years 1917–1939 an extraordinary professor of neurology and psychiatry at the German 
University in Prague. In 1941 arrested by the Gestapo, died the following year in Terezín.

17  Alois Alzheimer (1864–1915), psychiatrist and neuropathologist, in the years 1912–1915 a regular professor of psychiatry at the 
University in Wroclaw.
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Wilhelm Wollner during basic military service 

as a member of the Infantry Regiment 33 

“Doss Alto” orchestra
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Within this trial, more than 30,000 
people in the Czech lands were 
brought before what was called ret-
ributions courts, established under 
Presidential Decrees No. 16 and No. 
17/1945 Coll. II, aker the end of the 
war.1 A total of 708 (737 in the whole 
of Czechoslovakia) of them were sen-
tenced to capital punishment, which 
was also executed.2 Most of the ex-
ecuted could probably be included 
in the category “collaborator”. With 
regard to the rest, only a  few were 
sufficiently significant to stand out of 
the narrow regional or even “Czecho-
slovak” framework. These were, for 
example, K. H. Frank, as a member of 
the Reich German  Government – the 
German State Minister for Bohemia 
and Moravia, acting Reichsprotek-
tor Kurt Daluege (from 4 June 1942 to 
20 August 1943), several members of 
the Reichstag, SS-Bri gadeführer and 
Major General of Waffen-SS Bern-
hard Voss, several male and female 
guards from concentration camps 

and one of the architects of the fi-
nal solution, SS-Gruppenführer and 
Waffen-SS General Walter Schmitt. 
However, the prototype of an “ordi-
nary” war criminal sentenced by the 
Czech extraordinary people’s  courts 
to death was a  member of the Ger-
man secret state police – the Gestapo.

The horror caused by the Gestapo 
throughout occupied Europe during 
the war years was a  sufficient rea-
son for the preventive arrest of any 
of its former members. The Gestapo 
members were aware of that and 
tried to hide especially in the chaos 
of defeated Germany, particularly in 
the territory occupied by the West-
ern powers. However, the British, 
French and, especially, Americans 
in most cases very strictly abided by 
the Allied agreements and commit-
ments, and extradited the detained 
Gestapo members to the countries 
that requested them. Cooperation 
between the American and Czecho-
slovak forces at the time before the 

February coup was free of any prob-
lems.

This study deals with the life sto-
ries of two of these “ordinary” war 
criminals, former members of Section 
II BM (charged with Czech non-Com-
munist resistance and opposition) of 
the Prague Gestapo headquarters, 
Wilhelm Wollner and Friedrich Den-
nert, extradited to Czechoslovakia by 
American authorities from Germany 
and Austria to be punished, who 
were in 1947 sentenced to death by 
the Extraordinary People’s  Court in 
Prague for war crimes and executed.

BEGINNING OF HIS CAREER

Wilhelm Georg Wollner was born on 

Two journeys to the gallows

In January 1942, the representatives of nine occupied European countries, in-
cluding Czechoslovakia, met in London to formulate their attitude to post-war 
punishment of Nazi war criminals and collaborators. Together they adopted the 
Declaration of St James’s Palace, which later became the basis of the principles 
according to which war criminals were prosecuted and which were also adopted 
by the Allied Powers and many other countries.
 

J IŘÍ  PLACHÝ

Life stories of members of the Prague Gestapo Wilhelm Wollner 
and Friedrich Dennert

Letterhead of the Gestapo headquarters in 

Bredovská Street (today’s Politických vězňů) 

in Prague

Photo: SSA
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12 July 1913 in Aš (Asch), Western Bo-
hemia.3 He was the fikh child of the 
stoker Hans Christian Wollner and 
his wife Margaretha, née Fedr.4

At that time, due to the historical 
developments, the Aš salient was the 
only compact territory of the Czech 
Kingdom without dominance of the 
Catholic religion. The Wollner family 
were also affiliated to the Evangelical 
Church of the Augsburg Confession 
and their children were baptized in 
its church.5 In the 1930s, they lived at 
Herrengasse 47.

In his hometown, Wilhelm com-
pleted a  five-class German primary 
school (Volksschule), two years of 
town school (Bürgerschule), two 
years of follow-up trade school and 
a  one-year course at a  textile voca-
tional school. Then he worked as 
a weaver.

In 1930, as a seventeen year old, he 
volunteered for the drak. This was 
the lowest age allowed by the Czech-
oslovak Defence Act. Although he 
later stated that he had done it out of 
love for the Cze choslovak Army (Lust 

und Liebe zum tschecho-slowakisch 
Militär6), the reasons for this decision 
were apparently far more prosaic. In 
1930, the Great Depression began to 
manifest in Czechoslovakia too, and 
the export-oriented textile industry 
in border regions was one of the first 
to be affected. In contrast, the army 
offered a  stable position with the 
possibility of social advancement – 
according to the testimony of his col-
leagues, he dreamed about becoming 
a  professional non-commissioned 
officer or, more precisely, company 
sergeant major. As he had played 
the trumpet and violin since his 
childhood, he joined the music unit 
of Cheb Infantry Regiment 33 “Doss 
Alto” on 5 August 1930. Aker com-
pleting the basic training, he served 
again in the music unit and, in early 
October 1931, he was transferred 
to the 1st  Company. At that time he 
was already a non-commissioned of-
ficer (he was promoted to the lance 
corporal rank on 16 August 1931). In 
November of that year, he began at-
tending the regimental NCO school. 

In February 1932, before he complet-
ed his studies at the school, he was 
given permission to remain in the 
army as a  longer serving non-com-
missioned officer. Subsequently, he 
was transferred again, this time to 
the separated 5th Company of the 
2nd Infantry Battalion in Falknov nad 
Ohří (now Sokolov), where he spent 
the next several years. In May 1932, 
he achieved the rank of corporal and, 
on 1 October of that year, the rank of 
sergeant. He was assigned as a dep-
uty platoon commander and training 
instructor. He probably proved him-
self as very good in this capacity – he 
successively worked as an instructor 
for new recruits, second-year sol-
diers, substitute reserves and reserv-
ists. From September 1935 to March 

Longer serving sergeant Wilhelm Wollner 

with the soldiers and non-commissioned of-

ficers of the 1st Company of Border Battalion 

5 in Cheb

Photo: SRA in Prague
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1936, he was even an auxiliary in-
structor in the divisional School for 
Education of Reserve Infantry Offic-
ers, located in Beroun.

However, he did not serve in the 
army throughout this period – al-
though his commitment was extend-
ed in February 1933, he went into 
reserve on 5 November of that year. 
Due to the fact that aker a year, on 
1 December 1934, he started work in 
his old position again, it seems that 
he did not leave the army as a pun-
ishment. In August 1936, he was even 
given command of the platoon and 
was sent on several courses.

At the end of October 1936, he was 
transferred to elite Border Battalion 
5 in Cheb. This can be interpreted 
in different ways. Border battalions 
(along with the air force) were tradi-
tionally departments that recruited 
mostly conscripts of Czech national-
ity. This led some SdP politicians to 
accuse the military authorities of 
discrimination against Czechoslo-
vak Germans. To prevent the nas-
cent scandal, border battalions also 
recruited a  large number German 
conscripts on 1  October 1936 (oken 
for the first time in history). As the 
brother of a  well-known radical, 
Sergeant Wilhelm Wollner became 
an instructor of newcomers (as well 
as second-year soldiers) of the 1st 
Company. In late 1936, his superiors 
extended his service commitment 
without reservation. However, aker 
a  few months, he (probably again 
by choice) asked for its premature 
termination and, on 16 May 1937, he 
went into reserve.

As a  soldier of the Czechoslovak 
Army, Wollner was always rated very 
positively. For example, in May 1935, 
Infantry Lieutenant Colonel Josef 
Skalák wrote the following report on 
him: Lively, honest, ambitious, very 
diligent and hardworking. As a  train-
er: resolute, energetic, very good mil.
[itary] performance. In com.[bat] train-
ing: makes decisions a  little hastily, 
good perception. A  very good squad 
leader and a good deputy platoon lead-
er. Qualifies as an executive company 
sergeant major ...7

During his service in Falknov, he 
had a serious relationship. This was 
one of the reasons why, as he said, 

ADAM GEORG WOLLNER  
(1903–1948)

With regard to his siblings, Wilhelm 
Wollner was probably most influ-
enced by his brother Adam Georg, 
who was ten years older. The trained 
locksmith and a keen member of Aš’s 
Turnverein, a German nationalist 
sporting organization, was a member 
of the Sudeten German Nazi party 
Deutsche Nationalsozialistische Ar-
beiterpartei (DNSAP) from 1932 until 
its dissolution in October 1933.

It was already in November 1933 
that he joined the newly founded Su-
detendeutsche Heimatsfront (SHF) of 
Konrad Henlein, for which, or more precisely for the Sudetendeutsche Partei (SdP), 
into which the SHF was transformed before the elections, he was elected a member 
of parliament in Prague in May 1935. He was also initially local head, from 1934 
district head, and from 10 March 1935 regional head of the SdP in Cheb and “a repre-
sentative of workers” in the main SdP leadership.a Within the party, he belonged to 
the radical anti-Czechoslovak wing. Several days aRer the publication of the Karlovy 
Vary demandsb in the spring of 1938, he made a speech during the May Day celebra-
tions in Cheb in which he said, among other things: Henlein and we all may profess 
National Socialism, because we can rely on the full weight of the Reich. We will take 
our complaints and demands not only to Geneva but also to Berlin.c

ARer Munich, he became a member of the Reichstag. He briefly served as dis-
trict head of the NSDAP in Karlovy Vary. From 1939 to 1940, he was the provincial 
inspector of the NSDAP in the Sudetenland. During the campaign to France, he was 
appointed special commander of the Waffen-SS in the Todt Organizationd at the 
rank of SS-Hauptsturmführer. In the same function, he then also briefly worked, as  
SS-Sturmbannführer, on the Eastern Front (17 January to 31 March 1942). At that 
time, he was also district head of the NSDAP in Pilsen. He remained in this influen-
tial position until June 1944. He led Gauorganizationsamt in Liberec from July of that 
year. He also held the posts of deputy inspector for antiaircraR defence, commis-
sioner for the construction of military positions and others.e

In April 1945, he received his last “combat” task from K. Henlein. He was to build 
a saboteur organization known as Freikorps Adolf Hitler in West Bohemia. He gath-
ered around two hundred men and women with whom he went to Hofenfels, Ba-
varia, where they began training on 17 April. However, the US Army was approach-
ing (Americans captured his native Aš on 20 April), and the saboteurs had to move 
to Třemošná, north of Pilsen. Two Sudeten companies were divided into squads, 
regionally covering the territory from Železná Ruda to Liberec (probably depending 
on the destination of their future place of operation). The last training area of the 
saboteurs, just before the end of the war, was in Kladská near Mariánské Lázně.f 
ARer the war, he hid in the American occupation zone in Bavaria. He died only a few 
months aRer his younger brother – on 24 July 1948 in Marburg an der Lahn, Hesse.

a  Biman, S. (2008). Kdo byl kdo v  říšské župě Sudety. Biografická příručka A–Z. CD. 
Litoměřice: Státní oblastní archiv v Litoměřicích, entry Georg Wollner. 

b  For more information on the Karlovy Vary demands, see http://www.moderni-dejiny.cz/
clanek/karlovarske-pozadavky-23-24-4-1938 (quoted as of 21 May 2014).

c Brandes, D. (2012). Sudetští Němci v krizovém roce 1938. Prague: Argo, 128. 
d  The Todt Organization was established in 1938 and focused on the construction of military 

facilities. Initially, it was intended for the Germans incapable of military service, but during 
the war it essentially became a form of forced labour.

e  Biman (2008), entry Georg Wollner.
f  Kural, V. – Radvanovský, Z. et al. (2002). „Sudety“ pod hákovým křížem. Ústí nad Labem: 

Albis International, 340.

Photo: Kdo byl kdo v říšské župě Sudety. Biografická příručka A–Z
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he lek the army in the spring of 1937. 
Shortly thereaker, on 24 October 
1937, he and Barbara Spinnler were 
married. The spouses first settled in 
Aš, where Wilhelm found a  job as 
a gateman at a local hospital.

The post-war court did not attempt 
to reconstruct Wollner’s  activity 
during the fateful September 1938. 
According to his own statement, he 
stopped working in Aš in the summer 
of 1938 and found a  job as an agent 
at St. Florian’s  Insurance Company 
in Cheb, where he also moved with 
his wife. According to the police re-
port, however, he did not change his 
residence until the Munich Agree-
ment, namely 10 October 1938. This 
is a  relatively essential matter. The 
Aš salient was one of the places that 
the Sudeten German rebels managed 
to occupy on 22 September 1938. 
Subsequently, it was also occupied 
by members of the SS and the SA. For 
strategic reasons, the Czechoslovak 
units did not conquer back the ter-
ritory that was difficult to defend. In 
contrast, the riots caused by the SdP 
were suppressed in Cheb.

The possibility that Wilhelm Wol-
lner also contributed to these events, 
for example, as a member of the Su-
deten German Volunteer Corps, is 
extremely high. It is certain that he 
did not participate in the Septem-
ber mobilization. Aker the war, he 
tried to give the impression that as 
a  “Czechophile” he was persecuted 
aker Munich8, which, however, 
seems highly unlikely, even though 
he stated, among other things, that 
he had to face the hatred of his fel-
low citizens and that already in 1932 
his mother told him that he should be 
careful and should not go to Aš in uni-
form.9 In 1939, he said the opposite – 
when talking to his Czech acquaint-
ances, he boasted that at that time 
he supplied information of a military 
nature to his brother, who then sent 
it directly to Germany. The second 
version seems more probable. In any 
case, aker Munich he was awarded 
the Sudeten Liberation Medal, which 
would probably not have happened 
if he had been suspected of political 
unreliability.

In mid-January 1939, he was called 
for a six-week military training course 

to the 72nd Infantry Regiment of the 
Wehrmacht in Nuremberg. The ser-
geant rank achieved in the Czecho-
slovak Army was recognized as an 
equivalent of the Unteroffizier rank 
without difficulties.10 Aker returning 
to civilian life, he faced the biggest 
and truly fateful change in his life up 
to that moment. In early March 1939, 
probably through the intercession 
of his brother, who served as district 
head of the Nazi Party in Karlovy Vary 
at the time, he became a  member of 
the Gestapo. He temporarily joined the 
Karlovy Vary office, but two weeks lat-
er he moved to another workplace – he 
participated in the occupation of the 
Czech lands and remained in Prague.

 
 * * *

Friedrich Dennert was born almost 
two years before Wollner, on 28 Au-
gust 1911, in Friedenau, in the suburbs 
of Berlin. He came from a  middle-
class family. His father, Dr. Friedrich 
Dennert, worked as a  librarian, and 
his mother, Emma, n ée Knoecke, was 
a  housewife. Friedrich completed 
primary school (Volksschule) and 
lower secondary school (Realschule) 
in  Berlin-Zehlendorf, and then an un-
specified one-year course.11

At Easter 1927, he started as 
a  trainee at the Berlin engine fac-
tory of  R. Stock & Co., Spiralbohrer , 
Werkzeug  und Maschinenfabrik A. -G. 
in Berlin-Marienfelde.12 He spent four 
years there and gained the qualifi-
cations needed for further studies 
at Beuth-Schule, Höhere technische 
Lehranstalt der Stadt Berlin, which 
he began in 1931. At that time, he 
wanted to become an engineer.13

However, his plans were adversely 
affected by the Great Depression. His 
father lost his job in 1932 and Frie-
drich had to leave school immedi-
ately aker that. He managed to find 
a job as a mechanic and lorry driver 
at Uhlmann, a  Berlin-based com-
pany. From June 1933, he worked for 
Berliner Verkehrsgesellschak (BVG), 
a  transport company providing pub-
lic transport in Berlin. First, he ob-
tained training as a  mechanic and 
omnibus driver, and moved to a posi-
tion in the technical service. Before 
the Nazi takeover, Communist unions 
had a strong position at BVG. Howev-

er, they closely cooperated with the  
NSDAP, e.g. in organizing one of the 
biggest strikes in the Weimar Repub-
lic in November 1932.

Dennert himself later claimed that 
he was not a member of any party at 
that time and that he lek the com-
pany due to the increasing influence 
of the Nazis at BVG. It sounds highly 
unlikely, given that his new place of 
work from the autumn of 1934 was 
at the Schutzpolizei (Security Police), 
which he joined as a trainee. Accord-
ing to other documents, however, he 
had already been a  member of the 
NSDAP. He was assigned as a driver 
to the Berlin- Charlottenburg office, 
also training his colleagues. In 1935, 
he suffered an injury during the ser-
vice as a result of which he developed 
bone tuberculosis. He spent several 
months in hospital. Aker his recov-
ery, he joined the new location. On 1 
January 1936, he became a member of 
the secret state police – the Gestapo.

Later he tried to prove that relocat-
ing from the Schutzpolizei was the re-
sult of his deteriorated health. He also 
claimed that he was not satisfied with 
the service at the Gestapo and that he 
tried to leave several times unsuccess-
fully. He topped his statements by say-
ing that he was transferred to Prague 
in April 1939 as punishment. None of 
this sounds very likely. In Berlin, he 
was assigned directly to the main of-
fice (Leitstelle), to Section II P, which 
was in charge of monitoring the press 
and activities of societies. Tasked with 
suppressing the last remnants of civil 
society and pluralistic views, it was 
extremely important. According to his 
own statement, Dennert supervised 
delivery of foreign newspapers. Con-
signments containing “objectionable” 
books, newspapers and magazines 
were removed daily from further de-
livery at Berlin’s main post office and 
at the airport, and forwarded to the 
Gestapo for destruction.

Shortly before the outbreak of the 
Sudeten crisis in the autumn of 1938, 
Dennert was “transferred to telex”.14 
Unfortunately, the nature of his work 
in these months was not examined in 
detail during the post-war investiga-
tion. At the time, he allegedly asked 
to be transferred to the technical de-
partment. Aker his application was 
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rejected, he (again, allegedly) submit-
ted a request for release. Instead, in 
April 1939 he was transferred to the 
newly established office in Prague.

IN THE SERVICE OF PRAGUE’S GESTAPO

Wilhelm Wollner appeared in Prague 
in the early days of the occupation 
and remained there. At the newly con-
stituted headquarters of the Prague 
Gestapo (Stapo-Leitstelle Prag), he 
was from the beginning assigned to 
Department II BM, where he was “in 
charge” of the prosecution of leaflet 
activity and monitoring of foreign ra-
dio broadcasting.

In Prague, he found a flat at Přemys-
lovská Street No. 9, Vinohrady. His 
wife followed him to the new location 
and gave birth to two children there – 
son Manfred in 1940 and, four years 
later, daughter Renata.

As confirmed by dozens of post-war 
testimonies, in his job Wollner was 
one of the investigators who acquired 
confessions by brute force. Although 
he sometimes tried to use more “psy-
chological” methods, mainly threats 
and time “to think it over” before the 
interrogation “really begins”, his work 
results were primarily based on bes-
tial torture of the detainees. His “bud-
dy” in torture was oken the Gestapo 
member Rudolf Hartel. Wollner offici-
ated on the 2nd floor of the Petschek 
Palace (office No. 129) and achieved 
the official rank of chief criminal 
assistant. In addition to member-
ship in the NSDAP, he was obviously 
also a  member of the SS, where he 
achieved the SS- Hauptscharführer 
rank (equivalent to the military rank 
of master sergeant).

During his service, Wollner had 
several major cases involving arrest 
and investigation of dozens of Czech 
patriots. The cases were mainly con-
nected with the detection of the dis-
tribution network of the illegal maga-
zine V  boj!. From 1939 to 1941, the 
magazine was the most important 
periodical of the Czech non-Com-
munist underground. Its publication 
began in May 1939 and reached the 
relatively high circulation of up to 
several thousand. It also had regional 
mutations, so it was significantly 
widespread. It was published by an 

illegal group called the Squad in the 
First Line (Družstvo v prvním sledu), 
comprised mostly of former legionar-
ies having contacts to the resistance 
organizations Political Headquarters 
(Politické ústředí), “We Shall Remain 
Faithful” Petition Committee (Petiční 
výbor “Věrni zůstaneme”) and De-
fence of the Nation (Obrana národa). 
In the autumn of 1939, the Gestapo 
managed to disband its editorial 
board. However, two groups inde-
pendent of each other began publish-
ing the magazine again. The first, the 
Spořilov group, was led by a  signifi-
cant representative of the Czech non-
Communist resistance movement, 
Inka Bernášková (executed in 1942), 
and the second consisted of mem-
bers of the Defence of the Nation. 
The Spořilov group was eliminated 
by the Gestapo in September 1940. 
Soldiers and the Central Leadership 
of Domestic Resistance (Ústřední 
vedení odboje domácího – ÚVOD) 
managed to maintain the continuity 
of the magazine until the autumn of 
1941. Wollner participated in the ar-
rests and interrogations of more than 
fiky Czech patriots who were among 
the publishers’ collaborators or who 
distributed the magazine. A  large 
group of resistance workers was 
revealed by the Gestapo especially 
among the officials of the banks Sla-
via and Živnostenská banka.15 Their 
interrogations were conducted in an 

extremely cruel way. In response to 
a call of the magazine of the Associa-
tion of Liberated Political Prisoners, 
the tribunal aker the war received 
a  number of written statements 
which independently of each other 
confirmed Wollner’s  brutality. The 
following example, having almost 
a journalistic nature, is the post-war 
testimony provided by Jan Hrubý, an 
official of the Slavia bank:

Arrested on 2 October 1942. This 
was followed by the first interrogation, 
which was still relatively less painful.

On 5 October, the second interroga-
tion, which began as follows: Take off 
your glasses. As a welcome, my hands 
and feet were immediately tied togeth-
er, hands under my bottom tightened 
by a chain, and I was hit over the head 
with a wide piece of rubber with the re-
mark that this should help me remem-
ber better. When this did not work, 
there was bedlam, in the real [sense] 
of the word, swearing, kicking, hitting 
and beating over my head, and kicking 
my genitals.

Confirmation of damage to the suit of the 

chief criminal assistant Wilhelm Wollner, 

which occurred on 3 December 1942 during 

an unspecified house search. Wollner was 

“lent” to the Gestapo office in Pilsen for a few 

weeks at that time.

Photo: SRA in Prague
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On 6 October, another interrogation 
aper a confrontation with Havlůj. That 
day I  was kicked so brutally by Wol-
lner, Rudi and “Frajle” that I  came to 
Pankrác and could not sit for a  really 
long time. The open wounds were then 
iodinated by Dr. Makovička at the po-
lice department.

On 7 October one more interroga-
tion, not so brutal as that on 6 Oct., but 
still many insults. [...]

Insults such as: Czech dog, Šrámek-
ite, pigs and other expletives that I did 
not even listen to. All interrogations 
were held as the first one, with my 
hands and feet tied together, hands 
handcuffed under my bottom, and Wol-
lner, Rudi standing above me. [...]16

Another of the arrested employ-
ees of the financial institution, Kamil 
Kuchler, summed up his opinion at the 
end of the testimony in which he de-
scribed similar experiences: I came to 
know Wollner as a brutal Gestapo man 
with all the tendencies and characteris-
tics of a primitive German soul. He beat 
people maliciously and brutally, deliber-
ately to the temples and ears, trying to 

surprise his prey by using the filthiest 
words and screaming. I  believe that it 
was at his order that, having served my 
sentence, I took a deadly path through 
the conc.[entration] camp[s] Gross 
Rosen, Sachsenhausen, Schlieben and 
Buchenwald only to be, miraculously, 
rescued from death by the advancing 
American army.17 He was essentially 
right in the last remark – some of 
those who were only sent to prisons 
and correctional institutions for “mi-
nor” offences by German courts and 
who, aker the end of their sentences, 
went to concentration camps by or-
der of the Gestapo, did not return. 
For example, out of the twenty-one-
member group of the collaborators 
of Squad in the First Line, who dis-
tributed V boj!, arrested in the period 
from 1939 to 1940, three people died 
– Čeněk Pečený died in custody of the 
People’s Court in Nuremberg in April 
1944, Jiří Pečený was killed during 
a  raid on Dresden in February 1945, 
and the person with the surname 
Stehlík lost his life during the death 
march in April 1945. In this case, nine 

other illegal workers of Jewish origin 
were arrested, all of whom perished in 
the extermination camps.18

As a  member of the arrest group, 
Wollner was involved, for example, in 
capturing the radiotelegraph opera-
tor František Peltán and head of the 
radio group of the illegal organiza-
tion ÚVOD Rudolf Mareš, which oc-
curred on 11 July 1942 in the Kinský 
Garden in Prague (Peltán was mortal-
ly wounded during the operation and 
succumbed to his injury nine days 
later). In the summer of 1942, in the 
Turnov region, Wollner participated 
in the arrests of the collaborators 
of this organization during which 
Doc. RNDr. Vladimír Krajina, one 
of the leading figures of the Czech 
non-Communist resistance move-
ment, was to be caught.19 However, 
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he managed to escape even though 
the Gestapo, including Wollner, were 
shooting at him.20

At the beginning of 1944, Wollner 
started experiencing serious men-
tal problems, which culminated in 
a nervous disease. In the period from 
20 February to 6 March 1944, he was 
even on a  sick leave. The causes of 
the disease are not known, but it 
was clear that he was no longer able 
to work in the executive section of 
the Gestapo. His superiors found 
a  job for him as commander of the 
educational labour camp in Břežany 
(now part of the Lešany municipality, 
Benešov district), established in late 
1943 at the edge of the training area 
of SS- Truppenübungsplatz Böhmen. 
The camp was intended for people 
released from prisons and concentra-
tion camps who were to complete an 
“educational course for work in the 
industry”, as well as for those who 
violated the general work duty (e.g. 
refugees from forced labour in Ger-
many). The camp also had its branch-
es in other villages of the training 
area: in Bukovany, Tvoršovice and 
Krhanice. The number of prisoners 
ranged from five hundred to a  thou-
sand and far exceeded the capacity of 
the camp. The sanitary conditions of 
the interned people were appalling. 
In total, ten thousand people were in-
terned there. The regime in the camp 
was apparently looser than in a con-
centration camp, but Wollner intro-
duced “tough discipline” soon aker 
his arrival.21

A  testimony about the conditions 
was provided aker the war, for exam-
ple, by one of the former members of 
the guard section of the Protectorate 
Gendarmes who was subject to him: 
Wollner, as commander of the labour 
educ.[ational] camp in Břežany, was 
known to our Czech people who were 
interned in this camp for a  period of 
2 to 12 weeks for the offence of deser-
tion from work or sabotage of work in 
Germany, as a man of brutal and ruth-
less nature [...] It happened quite open 
that this Wollner ordered some of our 
interned people to line up early in the 
morning, around 4 am, in the yard of 
the camp, where he was present, and at 
his command the people had to trot, lie 
down, etc., and carry out this exercise 

until they departed to their workplace, 
and the same was repeated in the 
evening aper work. [...] Wollner had, 
and assumed, great power, which he 
manifested, and usually when he was 
in a bad mood or when he received bad 
news about the situation at the front, 
he was very angry, usually taking this 
anger out on our interned Czech people 
in different ways...22

 * * *

As already stated, Friedrich Dennert 
came to Prague in April 1939. He 
joined Department II F of the Gestapo. 
He was responsible for “reputation 
survey” of various people (e.g. for 
courts). In November of that year, he 
was transferred to Department II BM, 
where he was responsible for Czech 
societies (section 2, which he led). 
This is where he worked until the 
summer of 1943. In 1944, like many 
other officials of security forces in the 
Protectorate, he was transferred to 
Hungary, which was occupied by Ger-
man troops in March of that year.23

In the Gestapo, he gained the of-
ficial title of “criminal employee” 
and the rank of SS- Oberscharführer 
(roughly equivalent to staff sergeant). 
He lived at Nosticova Street No. 4 in 
the Lesser Town. At that time he was 
married and had three children, but 
the marriage probably was not hap-
py. Aker the war, when he was ex-
tradited to Czechoslovakia, he stated 
that he was a widower.

During interrogations, with few ex-
ceptions, he did not use physical vio-
lence. He achieved results, for exam-
ple, by demotivating the interrogated 
persons – he told them that every-
thing was lost anyway and that the 
Gestapo knew everything from the 
other detainees, he changed the con-
tent of the statements given by the 
interrogated persons for the reports 
or he directly dictated the reports 
at his own discretion. When it was 
necessary to use physical methods, 
he used others to beat the detainees. 
He mostly just watched impassively. 
Compared to Wollner and others, dis-
proportionately fewer people went 
through his hands. He was appar-
ently not a  fanatical Nazi and only 
tried to make the most of his position. 
František Mařík, a former informer of 

the Gestapo in Prague, testified the 
following aker the war: When possi-
ble, Dennert avoided work and service, 
leaving it to his subordinates. In that 
sense he also arranged his office in 
Senovážná Street. In that 5-room flat, 
which was to serve as an office, he used 
four rooms for romantic affairs, both for 
himself and for his friends. As I learned, 
there were also lesbian orgies. See-
ing such officials, I  realized that Hit-
ler’s empire was slowly but surely dis-
integrating.24

It was mainly in the first phase of 
his operation at Section II BM 2 that 
he participated in the elimination of 
Czech community life: the primary 
aim was dissolution of legionary, 
military and shooting organizations 
and societies, National Guards, and 
later also Sokol and others. During 
his post-war investigation, the cir-
cumstances of the liquidation of the 
scouts organization Junák on 25 Oc-
tober 1940 were documented in de-
tail.25 As part of it, one of the first lists 
of Scout officials killed and tortured 
to death was prepared, containing 
248 names. Although Dennert could 
not be the only person to be blamed 
for their death, it was proved that the 
arrest of several officials who tried to 
hide the Scout property from seizure 
was within his control. Property is-
sues played a substantial role. The in-
ventory of Czech organizations, oken 
having a value up to tens of millions 
of crowns, was confiscated by the  
Reich. The network of scout club-
rooms, built for nearly three decades, 
their equipment, camping gear, as 
well as houses, land and financial 
assets, were to be used in the future 
mainly as facilities for Hitlerjugend in 
the Protectorate.

During the second martial law, 
called the Heydrich Terror, Dennert 
ordered the Protectorate police to ar-
rest some prominent personalities, 
e.g. Secretary General of the National 
Community (Nationale Gemeinschak) 
Dr. Jan Hruška, President of the Su-
preme Accounting and Inspection 
Office Dr. Vladimír Horák, landowner 
and Agrarian Party politician Ing. 
Jindřich Žilka and others.26 At that 
time, he was a member of the German 
court-martial. From this position he 
sent dozens of Czech patriots to their 
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deaths. For example, he was respon-
sible for the death of the well-known 
Czech politician, pre-war senator of 
the National Socialist Party and jour-
nalist Františka Plamínková, who is 
considered the first Czech feminist. 
A firing squad ended her life at the fir-
ing range in Kobylisy on 30 June 1942.

Despite this engagement, how-
ever, Dennert was essentially a man 
in the background, and aker the war 
his name might have even escaped 
the attention of the Czechoslovak 
investigative service. The fact that 
he eventually became one of the war 
criminals whose extradition from the 
American occupation zone was ea-
gerly expected in Czechoslovakia, is 
especially related to the task given 
to him aker the destruction of the 
village of Lidice in June 1942. Seven 
women from Lidice were pregnant at 
that time. Four of them, who were to 
give birth in the coming days, were 
first taken to the Kladno hospital and 
then to a secret “shelter” established 
for them by the Prague Gestapo at 
Dykova Street No. 20, Vinohrady, 
where they gave birth. Their children 
were immediately taken away, and 
the women went through the Pank-
rác prison to the Ravensbrück con-
centration camp. Two other women 
had been taken to a  concentration 
camp in June 1942, but just before 
delivery they were transported to 
Prague, where they gave birth in 
Dykova Street. They were treated 
by German staff.27 The last, seventh, 
child, František Horník, was born in 
Ravensbrück on 28 October 1942 and 
was immediately killed by the Nazis.

“Supervision” of this “secret mater-
nity hospital”, which was later used 
in the same way for at least another 
three pregnant wives of the executed 
Czech resistance fighters and which 
operated until mid-February 1943, 
was entrusted to Friedrich Dennert.28 
For the free nations, it was already 
during the war that Lidice became 
a  symbol of the most barbaric Ger-
man fury, and any involvement of Ger-
man security forces in its tragic end 
was very carefully checked. In the 
first months aker the war, the trag-
edy of the Lidice children was not yet 
fully elucidated – some of those who 
were selected for Germanization due 

to their “racial predispositions” were 
found. There was hope that many 
more managed to survive the war.

The fate of those who were re-
moved from their mothers in Dykova 
Street could at least initially raise 
questions. The children were entered 
in registers under German names. At 
the time when Dennert’s  extradition 
was being dealt with, the Czechoslo-
vak security authorities were fever-
ishly searching for them. Finally, in 
early May 1946, two of them were 
found.

Věra Müllerová, born 5 September 
1942, was taken from Dykova Street 
to the orphanage of the 2nd German 
Children’s  Clinic on Charles Square 
aker six weeks and from there to 
a  special isolated department of the 
children’s  home in Prague-Krč at 
the end of August 1943. Shortly af-
ter liberation, in early June 1945, she 
was sent to be taken care of by the 
family of the Zbraslav nursery direc-
tor, Mrs Ptáčková. This is where she 
was found, based on the information 
from the Krč hospital, on 1 May 1946 
by the search service and handed 
over to her mother, who survived 
imprisonment in a  concentration 
camp. Jaroslav Korecký was found 
with the clerk Otakar Kříž’s  family 
in Stránčice. Unlike Věra Müllerová, 
he grew up there until his adulthood. 
Blood tests that he underwent in the 
early 1960s showed that he was in-
deed a child from Lidice.

The other four children did not live 
to see the end of the war. Věnceslava 
Kohlíčková died on 1 September 1942, 
Karel Hanžl less than three weeks lat-
er, on 20 September. Both reportedly 
died of nutritional disorders. Anna 
Straková succumbed to pneumonia 

on 2 March 1943, and Marie Pešková 
died on 2 June 1943, apparently of 
septic pleurisy. All of them died in the 
orphanage of the 2nd German Chil-
dren’s Clinic on Charles Square.

Dennert’s  testimony could not 
bring much new information to clar-
ify their stories. The members of the 
5th Department (state security) of the 
National Security Service Directo-
rate in Prague concluded the inves-
tigation with a  final report, dated  
3 May 1946. Dennert only confessed 
his role in managing the secret ma-
ternity hospital in Dykova Street and 
his truly organizational role in set-
ting up a  shelter for the children of 
the arrested people and members of 
the Czechoslovak Foreign Army at 
Jenerálka, Prague, in August 1942. 
The management of the shelter was 
assumed in November of that year 
by Department II G (unlawful posses-
sion of weapons and explosives, of-
fences under the Act of so-called in-
sidious attacks on the state). In total, 
approximately fiky child prisoners 
were kept at Jenerálka. On 14 April 
1944, they were sent to the intern-
ment camp in Svatobořice. Another 
nineteen children up to three years of 
age were kept at the former Masaryk 
Homes in Prague-Krč in early 1945.29

As already stated, Dennert’s  en-
gagement in Prague ended in March 
1944, in connection with the German 
occupation of Hungary, where he was 
transferred. His work in Hungary af-
ter the war was not investigated at all 
by the Extraordinary People’s Court.

GOING TO THE GALLOWS

Wilhelm Wollner managed to leave 
Břežany with his family before the 

LIDICE CHILDREN BORN IN THE SECRET MATERNITY HOSPITAL  
OPERATED BY PRAGUE’S GESTAPO IN PRAGUE

 
Name and surname Date of birth

 Name entered  
   in the register

 Věnceslava Kohlíčková 19 June 1942 Anna Carol

 Karel Hanžl 23 June 1942 Marius Victor

 Věra Müllerová 5 September 1942 Antonie Dressler

 Marie Pešková 25 September 1942 Erica Graf

 Anna Straková 5 December 1942 Martha Egger

 Jaroslav Korecký 11 December 1942 Georg Ferenc
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end of the war. He went to Bavaria, 
but as early as 28 July 1945, in the 
Šumava town of Neukirchen beim 
Heiligen Blut near the Czechoslovak 
border he was arrested by the Ameri-
can CIC.30 He was transported to the 
Detention and Internment Camp in 
Dachau near Munich. From there, al-
most exactly a year aker the war end-
ed, on 11 May 1946, he was extradited 
at the request of the Czechoslovak 
War Crimes Investigating Team to be 
punished in Czechoslovakia. His in-
vestigation ended on 5 February 1947, 
when the public prosecutor at the Ex-
traordinary People’s Court in Prague 
brought criminal charges.31

Friedrich Dennert’s story evolved in 
a similar manner. Aker his return from 
Hungary in early 1945, he did not start 
work at his original post in Prague, 
but was assigned to the Gestapo office 
in Klatovy, West Bohemia. In the last 

days of the Third Reich, he managed 
to escape, but as soon as on 29 May 
1945, in the Upper Austrian village of 
Waldzell, he was arrested as a former 
Gestapo officer by the members of the 
CIC belonging to the 65th Infantry Di-

Communication of the Czechoslovak War 

Crimes Office in Salzburg from 1 April 1946 

on finding Friedrich Dennert
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vision of the US Army. First, he was 
taken to prison in Linz.

The Czechoslovak authorities be-
gan to look for him a few months later. 
The Czechoslovak War Crimes Inves-
tigating Team of Colonel Bohuslav 
Ečer32 launched a search for him in the 
Western occupation zones of Germany 
on 26 October 1945, apparently in con-
nection with the gradual clarifying 
of the stories of the Lidice children. 
In mid-February 1946, they were con-
tacted from Prague by the representa-
tives of the War Crimes Commission 
at the Association of Liberated Politi-
cal Prisoners. They also expressed the 
assumption that Dennert might have 
lek Klatovy for the village of Sankt Jo-
hann near Linz. Therefore, the letter 
was forwarded from Wiesbaden to the 
Czechoslovak War Crimes Office in 
Salzburg. This was a step in the right 
direction. In late March 1946, Dennert 
was found by the local investigators, 
who then arranged his transfer to the 
Internment Camp Marcus W. Orr near 
the capital of the Salzburg region. 
They also started negotiations on his 
extradition.

As in almost all cases, the Ameri-
cans willingly granted the request. 
The exact date of Dennert’s  extradi-
tion to Czechoslovakia is not known, 
but the order of 19 October 1946 
concerning his escort from Pilsen 
to Prague has been preserved. The 
Pilsen prison served as a transit point 
for war criminals extradited to the 
republic by the Western allies. They 
spent from several days to up to sev-
eral weeks there (in this case, it is 
possible that Dennert was interro-
gated about his Klatovy engagement 
at the very end of the war).

In Prague, he went first to custody 
of the 5th Department of the National 
Security Service Directorate (i.e. the 
StB, which investigated war crimes 
at that time), but on 30 October 1946 
he was transferred to judicial custody 
of the Extraordinary People’s  Court 
at Pankrác. Criminal charges were 
brought exactly five months later, on 
30 March 1947.

 * * *

In both cases, the trial was deter-
mined by the court for almost the 
very end of retribution – Wilhelm 

Wollner was brought before the court 
on 21 April, and Friedrich Dennert on 
2 May 1947.

Wollner was found guilty by the 
court as a member of the SS and the 
Gestapo, as well as of the fact that 
during his service with Leitstelle Prag 
he “caused loss of freedom of a great-
er number of Czechoslovak citizens” 
and to a  part of them he “caused 
grievous bodily harm with serious 
consequences during interrogations, 
as a  result of torture”, under par-
ticularly aggravating circumstances. 
Furthermore, he was found guilty 
of the fact that during his service in 
Břežany he supported and promoted 
the Nazi movement. All this was 
summed up under Sections 2, 3 (1) 
and Section 7 (1), (2) of the Retribu-
tion Decree (RD). The judgement was 
given in accordance with Section 7 (1) 
of the RD.33 Although Wollner was ac-
quitted of supporting and promoting 
Nazism in Břežany under particularly 
aggravating circumstances and that 
in 1942 he enriched himself at the 
expense of those arrested, it had no 
influence on the pronouncement of 
capital punishment. It is interesting 
that the trial which commenced on 
21 April was – aker an interruption – 
ended two days later (on 23 April) 
and the sentence was immediately 
executed.34 Wollner’s  wife and chil-
dren lived in the village of Gross Os-
theim, Bavaria, at the time. Shortly 
before the trial began, she requested 
that her husband – as yet untried or, 
more precisely, not sentenced – be re-
leased, which would mean inclusion 
in the expulsion...35

Friedrich Dennert’s  trial was held 
on 2 May 1947. The judgement was 
given on the same day. According 
to its statement, he had committed 
crimes against persons (Section 5 
[1] [a], [2] and Section 7 of the RD), 
against the state (Section 3 [1] of the 
RD), and against property (Section 9 
of the RD). According to the court, he 
committed all this by establishing, in 
the period of the second martial law 
in 1942, a “shelter” for pregnant wom-
en from Lidice and for other women, 
by using physical violence during in-
terrogations, by permitting his subor-
dinates to act in a way that led to the 
injury of at least two Czechoslovak 

citizens, by causing under particularly 
aggravating circumstances the death 
of a number of Czechoslovak citizens 
as a result of the fact that during the 
Heydrich Terror he assessed, along 
with others, whether they would be 
brought before a court-martial or he 
arranged for sending them to concen-
tration camps, where many of them 
lost their lives, and by “causing con-
fiscation of property of both natural 
persons and legal entities”. All this 
in the service and in the interest of 
Germany. The death penalty was pro-
nounced with reference to Section 5 
(1) of the RD.36 It was carried out in 
the courtyard of the Pankrác prison 
on the same day, at a quarter to eight 
in the evening. The official doctor, 
MUDr. Oldřich Navara, confirmed the 
death five minutes later.37 It was one 
of the last executions within the first 
retribution before the Extraordinary 
People’s Court in Prague.38

CONCLUSION

Wilhelm Wollner and Friedrich Den-
nert were almost contemporaries. 
They were born just before the out-
break of the Great War, Dennert into 
a  middle-class family in one of the 
better suburbs of Berlin, and Wollner, 
on the contrary, into a large working-
class family in Aš in Sudetenland. 
Both received vocational technical 
education, corresponding to the so-
cial strata they came from. Wollner 
trained as a weaver, and Dennert at-
tended a  higher technical institute 
that he, however, did not finish. The 
lives of both were affected by the 
Great Depression, during which their 
political views were formed. Both 
solved their existential problems by 
joining the civil service – Dennert 
joined the police in 1934, and Wollner 
became a  professional soldier about 
two years before him. Both professed 
Nazi ideology in the second half of 
the 1930s. In the spring of 1939, they 
met at the newly established head-
quarters of the Gestapo in Prague and 
spent almost the whole war there. Al-
though their work styles were differ-
ent, the results were essentially the 
same. Wollner was a classic “beater”, 
extracting detainees’ confessions 
almost exclusively by beating and 
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threats. In contrast, Dennert was 
more of a  “man in the background” 
and was entrusted with somewhat 
more sophisticated tasks that he, 
however, carried out with the same 
ruthlessness and without remorse.39 
At the end of the war, both managed 
to escape to the territory occupied by 
the US Army, where they were arrest-

ed and, as war criminals, extradited 
on the basis of Allied agreements to 
be punished in Czechoslovakia. This 
is where they were brought before 
the Extraordinary People’s  Court in 
Prague in the last days of the first 
retribution in the spring of 1947. They 
were sentenced to capital punish-
ment and executed.

Regardless of their different origins 
and pathways of their pre-war lives, 
in the service of the Gestapo they be-
came typical representatives of the re-
pressive occupation apparatus of the 
Nazi state in occupied Czechoslovakia, 
and the punishment that they were 
sentenced to aker the war is definitely 
justified in the context of the time.
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23  SRA in Prague, f. EPC Prague, k. 662, sp. zn. Ls XVII 7424/46. General information about his life – National Security Service Direc-
torate in Prague, State Security Service, Dept. V, Stb 3a, in Prague on 7 November 1946, Friedrich Dennert, Lebenslauf, l. 35–38.

24  Ibid., unmarked, undated, reports of Cpt. Mařík and Mahler (Maler, Malcher) on Dennert, l. 82.

25  Shortly before the occupation of the rest of the Czech lands, there was a merger of several previously separate Scout organizations 
into one. The activity of Junák was restored in 1941 in Great Britain.

26  SRA in Prague, f. EPC Prague, k. 662, sp. zn. Ls XVII 7424/46, e.g. Record of 2 June 1942, Dr. Hrbek Pres. B. K. S., l. 182, and Regional 
Office of the State Security Service, Section B/3 in Prague, 5 April 1947, for ref. No. 5353/46, Report drawn up with Staff Captain 
Josef Novotný, born 21 July 1912, l. 185.

27  They included the midwife Michaela Dolejší (born 26 September 1900 in Carinthia) and the main nurse Aloisie Kuhrová (born 18 
November 1900 in Lhota, Litovel district), who provided an extensive testimony aker the war. Originally, it was a refuge for poor 
and abandoned women. The Prague Gestapo leased the facility through the Prague organization of the National Socialist People’s 
Welfare (Nationalsozialistische Volkswohlfahrt). See, e.g., ibid., Report drawn up on 10 May 1946, StB Department at the National 
Security Service Directorate in Prague, with Michaela Dolejší, born 26 September 1900, l. 61; ibid., National Security Service Direc-
torate in Prague, Report drawn up on 17 April 1946 at the StB/Š Department with Aloisie Kuhrová, born 18 November 1900 l. 74–75. 
For more information about the Lidice children, see, for example, ibid., National Security Service Directorate in Prague, the StB/Š, 
in Prague, on 18 April 1946, Record for the purpose of searching for abducted Lidice children, l. 67.

28  Ibid., Judgement, 2 May 1947, l. 201–203.

29  Cf. Havlíková, J. – Hořák, M.: Pronásledování nezletilých dětí českých obětí a odpůrců nacismu v  letech 1939–1945. In: Plachá, 
P. (ed.) (2003). „Nepřichází-li práce k Tobě…“ Různé podoby nucené práce ve studiích a dokumentech. Prague: Česko německý fond 
budoucnosti – Kancelář pro oběti nacismu, 112–123. Macková, J. – Ulrych, I. (2003). Osudy lidických dětí (vzpomínky, svědectví, doku-
menty). Nymburk: VEGA L.

30  SRA in Prague, f. EPC Prague, k. 649, sp. zn. Ls XX 7246/46, Arrest Report, July 28, 1945, Wollner Wilhelm, l. 13.

31  Ibid., l. 337.

32  Bohuslav Ečer (1893–1954), a Czech lawyer and university teacher. During the Second World War he lived in exile in London. He 
dealt with the issue of the law of war and, as a representative of Czechoslovakia, he became a member of the United Nations  
Commission for the Investigation of War Crimes. He was bestowed the rank of General of the Czechoslovak Army judicial services. 
Aker February 1948, he was persecuted by the Communist regime.

33  The person who alone or in cooperation with others in times of increased threat to the Republic (Section 18), in the service or in the 
interest of Germany or its allies, or a movement, its organizations or members hostile to the Republic, is responsible for the loss of free-
dom of the inhabitants of the Republic without other consequences shall be punished by rigorous imprisonment for five to twenty years.  
If the offender causes loss of freedom of a larger number of inhabitants of the Republic in such a manner, the court may impose rigorous 
imprisonment from twenty years to life imprisonment and, under particularly aggravating circumstances, the death penalty. See The 
Collection of Laws and Regulations of the Republic of Czechoslovakia, Volume 1945, No. 16/1945 Coll. II.

34  SRA in Prague, f. EPC Prague, k. 649, sp. zn. Ls XX 7246/46, Report on the trial, l. 387–401; Judgement, l. 418–423, and Official Record 
[of execution], 23 April 1947, l. 424. The execution was carried out by the executioner František Nenáhlo in the courtyard of the 
Pankrác prison. The convict’s death was confirmed by the prison doctor, MUDr. Navara, at 8:43 pm.

35  Ibid., Barbara Wollner’s request of 8 March 1947 for the release of her husband. Copy in English and the translation of the same 
document into Czech, l. 377–378.

36  The person who in times of increased threat to the Republic (Section 18), in the service or in the interest of Germany or its allies, or  
a movement, its organizations or members hostile to the Republic, committed the following crimes: a) under the Criminal Code of 27 May 
1852, No. 117 of the Imperial Law Gazette, a crime of public violence of robbery of people (Section 90), public violence of treating a person 
as a slave (Section 95), murder (Sections 134–137 ), manslaughter (Sections 140 and 141) and grievous bodily harm (Section 156), (letter 
b refers to similar crimes committed under the Hungarian Criminal Code – author’s note), shall be punished with death. See The 
Collection of Laws and Regulations of the Republic of Czechoslovakia, Volume 1945, No. 16/1945 Coll. II.

37  SRA in Prague, f. EPC Prague, k. 662, sp. zn. Ls XVII 7424/46, Record [of execution], 2 May 1947, l. 199.

38  On the following day, the following persons were executed: former commander of the SD headquarters in Prague Dr. Walter Jacobi, 
Gestapo officer Erich Pfitsch and, as the last, on 4 May 1947, former SS -Untersturmführer Igor Moravec.

39  However, as stated, for example, by Heinz Pannwitz, even he did not hesitate to use brutal methods in more intense interrogations. 
It is interesting that both received War Merit Cross 2nd Class with Swords for their “merit” in investigation of Reinhard Heydrich’s 
assassination. See Šustek, V. (ed.) (2012). Atentát na Reinharda Heydricha a druhé stanné právo na území tzv. protektorátu Čechy  
a Morava. Edice historických dokumentů, Vol. 1. Prague: Scriptorium, document No. I/96, 519, and document No. I/107, 817.

A record by CIC dept. of 65th Infantry Divi-

sion of the US Army of arrest of Gestapo 

officer Friedrich Dennert

Photo: SRA in Prague



153 behind the iron curtain



The residence of T4 headquarters,  

a villa in Tiergartenstraße 4 in Berlin
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In 1935 Adolf Hitler told Gerhard 
Wagner3, the Reich Physician Leader 
(Reichsärzteführer) that he would 
order the ‘euthanasia’ to be carried 
out in the event of the outbreak of 
war.4 He kept his word in October 
1939, issuing a written authorisation 
to conduct ‘euthanasia’ on incurably 
ill patients.5 In addition to the Law 
for the Prevention of Offspring with  
Hereditary Diseases (Gesetz zur Ver-
hütung erbkranken Nachwuchses), 
enacted by the Nazi regime as early 
as on 14 July 19336, ‘euthanasia’ be-
came the next step towards creating 
a  racially pure and sound German 
society in the Nazi spirit.

Before the ‘euthanasia’ of incur-
ably ill adult patients in lunatic 
asylums would commence at the 
turn of 1939 and 1940, child ‘eutha-
nasia’ was first prepared. Allegedly, 
its launch was triggered by a  plea 
from the Knauer family in Leipzig 
at the turn of 1938 and 1939. The 
family had reportedly contacted the 
director of the children’s  teaching 
clinic in Leipzig, Professor Werner 
Catel7, with a  request to euthanize 
their incurably ill child. When Ca-
tel declined on the grounds of ille-
gality, the child’s  father reportedly 
applied to Adolf Hitler for the same 
permission. Hitler commissioned 
his personal physician Karl Brandt8 
to consult other physicians on the 
child’s  health, suggesting that if 

the report of a blind, retarded child 
without parts of limbs, with a  small 
head and suffering from incessant 
spasms9 is true, doctors should be 
authorised to euthanize it. When 
Catel responded positively, the 
doctors at the children’s  clinic in 
Leipzig were reportedly permitted 
to conduct ‘euthanasia’. According 
to the latest knowledge, however, 
this occurrence – cited in all of the 
principal literature on the ‘euthana-
sia’ programme for decades – never 
took place in reality. Its roots lie in 
the post-war depositions of the mas-
terminds of the programme, Karl 
Brandt and Hans Hefelmann10, who 
ascribed the responsibility for the 
start of the ‘euthanasia’ to Hitler in 
an attempt to obtain an alibi.11

Regardless of whether or not 
the “child K.” story was true, Adolf  
Hitler permitted an analogous 
procedure to be followed in other 
cases in 1939. In order to keep the 
programme of killing incurably ill 
children patients secret, the Reich 
Committee for the Scientific Reg-
istration of Severe Hereditary Ail-
ments (Reichsausschus zur wissen-
schaklichen Erfassung von erb- und 
anlagebedingten Schweren Leiden) 
was founded. Its inception was 
overseen by Hitler’s  physician Karl 
Brandt and Philipp Bouhler12, the 
head of Hitler’s special personal bu-
reau, which played a sombre role in 

the preparation and execution of the 
children’s  and adults’ ‘euthanasia’ 
programme as well as in the exter-
mination of Jews in occupied Poland 
and murdering Jews in the north of 
Italy between 1939 and 1945.13

It was named the Chancellery of 
the Führer of the NSDAP (Kanzlei 
des Führers der NSDAP, “KdF”) and 
as a party authority it was independ-
ent of the top NSDAP officials and of 
the Reich Chancellery. The decision 
on establishing it was made in 1934 
at the NSDAP’s  national rally in 
Nuremberg. It was a  private chan-
cellery subjected directly to Adolf 
Hitler as the Reich head of the NS-
DAP and it was initially intended 
primarily for processing inquiries 
and clemency petitions addressed to 
the NSDAP leader. Its inception was 
meant to underscore Hitler’s  lead-
ing role at the helm of the German 
state and the Nazi party, which had 
already been expressed through the 
existence of three other bureaus 
subjected directly to Adolf Hitler – 
the presidential chancellery of the 
head of state led by Otto Meissner14, 
the Reich Chancellor’s  Bureau led 
by Hans Lammers15 and the par-
ty’s office in Munich led by Martin 
Bormann16 (until 1941, this com-
prised the Deputy Führer’s staff led 
by Rudolf Hess17).

Philipp Bouhler became the head 
of the KdF on 17 November 1934. 

Chancellery of the Führer  
of the NSDAP and Action T4
Adolf Hitler wrote that ‘it is impossible to let the incurably ill continue infecting 
the healthy’1 in Mein Kampf as early as in 1924. Three years later, he mentioned 
the eugenic killing of newborns in his speech at the National Socialist German 
Workers Party (NSDAP) rally in Nuremberg: If Germany gains one million children 
and gets rid of the 700,000 to 800,000 weakest individuals every year, it should 
emerge stronger ultimately. The greatest hazard for us is not enabling the natural 
selection process, thus losing the possibility of gaining capable individuals.2

PAVEL ZEMAN
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The Chancellery first resided at Ber-
lin’s Lützowufer Street, then moved 
to the new Reich Chancellery build-
ing at Voßstraße 4. Initially a small 
authority, it employed 42 people in 
February 193518 and grew gradually 
to employ 195 people by 1939. The 
structure of the KdF stabilised with 
five departments in 1938: Central 
Office I (Hauptamt I, Personal Af-
fairs), Central Office II (Hauptamt II, 
State and Party Affairs), Central Of-
fice III (Hauptamt III, Pardon Office 
for Party Affairs), Central Office IV 
(Hauptamt IV, Social and Economic 
Affairs), Central Office V (Hauptamt 
V, Internal Affairs and Personnel 
Matters).19 The principal work of 
the KdF was 1) addressing clemency 
petitions in criminal and party cases 
(co-deciding from 1938), 2) alloca-
tion of foreign currencies, provision 
of economic aid and granting con-
cessions, and 3) processing applica-
tions for the granting of exemptions 
from the ban on marriages between 
Aryans and non-Aryans (the Nurem-
berg Laws 1935)20 and exemptions 
from the act on forced sterilisation.21

The third range of agenda also 
meant the KdF’s  responsibility for 
the preparation and execution of 
forced ‘euthanasia’ of incurably ill 
patients, both children and adults. 
The pleas from the parents of disa-
bled children for ‘euthanizing’ of 
their ill offspring addressed to Adolf 
Hitler through the KdF became an 
argument in favour of children’s ‘eu-
thanasia’.22 The aforementioned 
Reich Committee, which worked 
concealed under the auspices of the 
KdF, was responsible for it. It was 
led by Hans Hefelmann who simul-
taneously was the head of Central 
Office IIb of the KdF, and his job 
description included liaising with 
Reich ministries and clemency peti-
tions. He, together with his deputy 
Richard von Hegener23 and with 
the physicians Werner Catel, Heins 
Heinze24 and Ernst Wentzler25, made 
decisions about the life and death of 
disabled children based on specific 
forms.26

As well as the ‘euthanasia’ of chil-
dren, the Central Office II of the KdF 
led by Viktor Brack27 and his dep-

uty Werner Blankenburg28 was in 
charge of all affairs associated with 
the ‘euthanasia’ of adults. On 18 July 
1939, the head of Central Office IIb 
of the KdF and of the Reich Commit-
tee Hans Hefelmann informed Vik-
tor Brack that Adolf Hitler had per-
mitted the Reich Physician Leader 
Leonard Conti29 to conduct ‘eutha-
nasia’ on adults.30 Karl Brandt and 
Philipp Bouhler started organising 
it in cooperation with Leonard Conti 
and the Head of the Department for 
Treatment and Care Institutions of 
the Ministry of the Interior (Referat-
sleiter für Heil- und Pflegeanstalten 
im Innenministerium) Dr. Herbert 
Linden31 in the summer of 1939. As 

Population quality reduction due to insuf-

ficient birth rate of high value people. This 

is what happens if the inferior people have 

four children and people with a high value 

have two children. Anti-disabled propaganda, 

Germany, 1930s. 

Photo: Archives of the Office of the President 

of the Republic (AOPR)
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of its commencement, Adolf Hitler 
signed an authorisation in October 
1939 (antedated as of 1 September 
1933)32, the text of which was most 
likely prepared by Philipp Bouh-
ler, Viktor Brack, Karl Brandt and 
Werner Blankenburg together with 
certain psychiatrists.33 The vague 
wording …so that the incurably ill 
can be granted merciful death based 
on human assessment with the ulti-
mately critical evaluation of the state 
of their illness was used in order to 
apply to patients without any men-
tal affliction whatsoever.34

To implement the ‘euthanasia’ 
programme, a  semi-state organisa-
tion was set up; at first it involved 
three and then four institutions 
that worked in concealment under 
the Central Office II of the KdF, as 
did the Reich Committee. The Reich 
 Cooperative for State Hospitals and 
Nursing Homes (Reichsarbeitsge-
meinschak Heil- und Pflegeanstal-
ten) was in charge of identification 
of the victims in medical terms. The 
Charitable Foundation for Institu-
tional Care (Gemeinnützige Stikung 
für Anstaltspflege) was responsible 
for selecting and employing staff and 
setting up and operating the exter-
mination centres for ‘euthanasia’. 
The transport of the ill along with 
their medical documentation to the 
extermination centres was provided 
by the Charitable Foundation for the 
Transport of Patients (Gemeinnüt-
zige Krankentransport GmbH). The 
payments of the costs of the care 
for the victims were the respon-
sibility of the Central Accounting 
Office for State Hospitals and Nurs-
ing Homes (Zentralverrechnungs-  
stelle Heil- und Pflegeanstalten) from 
April 1941.35 The entire project was 
financially backed by the Reich top 
officials of the NSDAP represented 
by the Reich treasurer of the NSDAP 
Franz Xaver Schwarz36 and his depu-

ty Hermann Ried37. At the same time, 
the KdF and its concealed semi-state 
structure had to cooperate incon-
spicuously with the top officials of 
the SS as well as the Reich Ministry 
of the Interior and the ministries of 
the interior of the various countries 
in pursuit of the ‘euthanasia’ pro-
gramme. The cooperation with the 
Technical Institute for the Detection 
of Crime (Kriminaltechnisches Insti-
tut der Sicherheitspolizei, KTI) of the 
Central Office of the Reich Detective 
Forces (Reichskriminalpolizeiamt, 
RKPA), which operated under the 
Reich Main Security Office (Reichssi-
cherheitshauptamt, RSHA), was also 
necessary. In order to conceal the as-
sociation of the ‘euthanasia’ organi-
sation with the Kdf, the majority of 
its structures with approximately 
100 persons38 resided in the centre of 
Berlin; first, from 1 December 1939, 
at the Columbushaus on Potsdam 

Square, and then, from April 1940, at 
a  former Jewish villa at Tiergarten-
straße 4. This is where the organisa-
tion’s name – T4 – derives from. Vik-
tor Brack and Philipp Blankenburg 
managed and planned its activity 
from the KdF headquarters at the 
Reich Chancellery in Voßstraße. T4 
fulfilled its other tasks primarily at 
Tiergartenstraße 4.39

This organisational structure hid-
den under the KdF in cooperation 
with the above institutions and oth-
er state, party and district authori-
ties of the Third Reich managed, 
over a  relatively short period from 
the summer of 1939 to early 1940, 
to recruit the necessary number of 
medical, nursing, office, police and 
other staff and map the majority of 
disabled patients of lunatic asylums, 
homes for the elderly and other in-
stitutions for the disabled with the 
aid of the Reich Ministry of the In-

Hans Hefelmann, Hans Heinze and Leonard 

Conti – the individuals sharing responsi-

bility for the child and adult ‘euthanasia’ 

programme

Photo: Hessisches Hauptstaatsarchiv Wies-

baden and the author’s archive
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terior. It also managed to make the 
decisions on which of the patients 
would live or die based on medical 
reports40, choose the best method for 
killing them (suffocation using car-
bon monoxide in an enclosed area) 
and transform the selected lunatic 
asylums and prisons into ‘euthana-
sia’ killing centres.

Senior medical experts (Ober-
gutachter) of T4 Werner Heyde41 
and Herbert Linden (replaced by 
psychiatrist Hermann Paul Nitsche 
in February 194042) made the final 
decisions about the patients’ des-
tinies. Viktor Brack estimated the 
expected number of victims of the 
programme at 65,000 to 75,000. We 
arrived at this figure through calcula-
tion based on the ratio of 1000/10/5/1. 
This means that, out of one thousand 
people, ten need psychiatric treat-
ment and five out of those need hos-
pitalisation. And out of those, the pro-
gramme will concern one person. If we 
apply this to the population of the en-
tire Greater German Reich, we need to 
expect 65,000 to 75,000 cases. Hence, 
we can consider the issue of “who” 
solved.43 T4 also considered the is-
sue of the killing method solved af-
ter having poisoned 18–20 mentally 
ill people with carbon monoxide in 
a  specially adapted bathroom in 
the former prison in Brandenburg 
City in the State of Brandenburg in 
early January 1940.44 The murdering 
of the disabled in eastern Prussia, 
Pomerania and Poznan with gun-
fire, drugs and carbon monoxide in 
progress from October 1939 served 
as a  source of experience on how 
to best mass murder afflicted pa-
tients.45

To make it reality, T4 selected 
from among the suggested lunatic 
asylums and prisons the institu-

tions that would cover the entire 
territory of the Reich, occupied 
Austria and the catchment areas 
of Silesia and the Sudetenland. The 
murdering at the facilities, adapted 
into killing centres with gas cham-
bers and crematories, commenced 
in January 1940. The first facility to 
start operation in this way was the 
psychiatric asylum in Grafeneck in 
Baden-Württemberg, referred to as 
centre “A” by T4. Its catchment area 
was the South Tyrol and German 
patients from the Italian provinces 
of Bolzano and Trento were also 
sent there in cooperation with Ital-
ian authorities. A total of 9,839 peo-
ple were murdered at the centre be-
tween January and December 1940. 
The second killing centre, which 
started operation in January 1940, 

was the former prison in Branden-
burg City in the State of Branden-
burg (centre “B”). Its catchment 
area included psychiatric asylums 
and treatment institutions in Sax-
ony, Schleswig–Holstein, Branden-
burg, Brunswick, Mecklenburg, 
Anhalt and in Hamburg and Berlin. 
A total of 9,772 people were killed 
there from February to September 
1940. Commissioned at the same 
time as Brandenburg, centre “C” op-
erated in Hartheim near Linz in Up-
per Austria. In the former mansion 
and lunatic asylum, 18,269 people 
from Austria, south of Germany, 
Saxony, the Sudetenland and Yugo-
slavia died between January 1940 
and August 1941. Killing centre “D” 
was set up in the former psychiatric 
asylum in Sonnenstein near Pirna 

Senior medical experts psychiatrist Werner 

Heyde and the psychiatrist Hermann Paul 

Nitsche made the final decisions as to the 

patients’ destinies Photo: Author’s archive

Christian Wirth (first from leV) with friends 

at Hartheim, undated 

Photo: National Archives and Records  

Admi nistration
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in Saxony in April 1940. The 13,720 
people who died there by August 
1941 came from Thuringia and in 
part from Saxony, Silesia and the 
Sudetenland. In November 1940, 
the Brandenburg killing centre was 
replaced by centre “Be” in Bernburg 
in Saxony-Anhalt, which was bet-
ter equipped and where 8,601 peo-
ple died by August 1941. When the 
centre in Grafeneck was closed, the 
last centre, referred to as “E”, was 
opened in Hadamar in Hessen in 
December 1940, and the Grafeneck 
personnel relocated there. A total of 
10,072 victims were murdered with 
carbon monoxide there.46

Approximately 8,765 people were 
gassed at those facilities in the first 
half of 1940; three-quarters of them 
in May and June 1940 when the at-
tention of both the German and the 
international public was focused on 
the war developments in France. By 
the end of 1940, another 26,459 pa-
tients were murdered, and 35,049 
more were killed from January to 
August 1941. Based on the surviv-
ing T4 registries, a  total of 70,273 
people were murdered between 
January 1940 and August 1941.47 
A  very rough estimate of about 
3,500 victims per month shows 
that the semi-state organisation 
T4, concealed within the KdF, man-
aged to build a relatively highly op-
erational organisational structure, 

both on the central level in Berlin 
and at the six killing centres in 
Austria, Saxony, Baden-Württem-
berg, Saxony-Anhalt, Hessen and 
Brandenburg. The structure was 
capable of organising the project – 
it built a  fully operational organi-
sation that identified and selected 
hundreds of thousands of disabled 
patients, transported them to the 
killing centres (through interim in-
stitutions), then murdered the peo-
ple, photographed selected victims 
before killing them, eliminated their 
remains and “appreciated” their 
personal belongings (enriched itself 
at their cost). The process worked 
despite problems with the conduct 
of the staff in the killing centres, 
with keeping the killing secret48 and 
the technical difficulties faced in 
eliminating the victims.49 The fact 
that the KdF had succeeded in build-
ing a highly operational murderous 
organisation was confirmed not 
only by the course of the actual or-
ganised ‘euthanasia’ between 1940 
and 1941, whose victims included 
patients of German and Czech ori-
gins from the Sudetenland,50 but 
also by the later deployment of the 
murdering ‘euthanasia’ personnel 
in occupied Poland as part of Opera-
tion Reinhard. Then, 92 veterans of 
the ‘euthanasia’ programme man-
aged to murder at least 1,750,000 
Jews from Poland and other Euro-

pean countries in the extermination 
camps at Belzec, Sobibor and Tre-
blinka with the help of several hun-
dred wardens of mostly Ukrainian 
origins and in cooperation with the 
Nazi security and military authori-
ties in occupied Poland.51

The importance of the KdF start-
ed diminishing from 1942. Its head-
count was reduced to 137 and it 
lost the possibility of receiving mail 
at the Reich Chancellery. It was 
still in charge of processing clem-
ency petitions, but the principal 
decisions were already made at the 
party office led by Martin Bormann. 
However, the KdF retained a direct 
influence on the process of extermi-
nation of the Jewish population in 
occupied Poland as part of Opera-
tion Reinhard from the end of 1941 
to the autumn of 1943. Aker that, 
it also influenced the persecution 
and murdering of Italian Jews in the 
Venice Giulia region and the Istria 
Peninsula (the Operational Zone of 
the Adriatic Littoral – Operation-
szone Adriatisches Küstenland) as 
part of the Special Deployment Unit 
R from December 1943 to the end of 
April 1945.52

More than 90 employees of T4 
were gradually transferred to the 
General Government beginning in 
the autumn of 1941 (and admitted to 
the SS, unless they had been mem-
bers before) where they reported to 

CHANCELLERY OF THE FÜHRER OF THE NSDAP (KANZLEI DES FÜHRERS DER NSDAP)

Office Jurisdiction Chief 

Führer’s Office Reichsleiter Philipp Bouhler 
I Personal Affairs Oberdienstleiter Albert Bormann 
II State and Party Affairs Oberdienstleiter Viktor Brack 
 IIa Deputy Head of Central Office II Oberreichsleiter Werner Blankenburg
 IIb  Affairs of Reich ministries; pet itions for clemency Amtsleiter Hans Hefelmann,  

 deputy Richard von Hegener
 IIc Affairs of the Wehrmacht, police and SD; church affairs Amtsleiter Reinhold Vorberg
 IId Party affairs Amtsleiter Buchholz, Brümmel from 1942
III Pardon Office for Party Affairs Oberdienstleiter Hubert Berkenkamp;  
     Kurt Giese from 1941 
IV Social and Economic Affairs Hauptamtsleiter Heinrich Cnyrim 
V Internal Affairs and Personnel Matters Oberdienstleiter Herbert Jaensch

Based on: Bundesarchiv Berlin, NS 10/6, Anordnung Kanzlei des Führers, Februar 1935, fol. 90-91 and ibid, R 178, Box No 8, Akte 1, AnklageschriR 
des Generalstaatsanwalts in Frankfurt (Main) gegen 1.) Reinhold Vorberg,Bonn/Rhein, 2.) Dietrich Allers, Hamburg. B. Der organisatorische Au�au 
der “T4”, fol. 59-85
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Odilo Globocnik, the SS and police 
leader in the Lublin district and the 
head of Operation Reinhard.53 They 
belonged under his command aker 
the end of Operation Reinhard in 
the autumn of 1943. As part of the 
Special Deployment Unit R they 
were relocated to the Operational 
Zone of the Adriatic Littoral and, 
once again, they reported to Odilo 
Globocnik whom Heinrich Himmler 
named the high leader of the SS and 
police in the operating zone with 
residence in Trieste on 13 Septem-
ber 1943.54 As far as personnel is-
sues are concerned, however, they 
were managed directly by the T4 
headquarters from Berlin (de facto 
KdF) throughout their deployment 
in Operation Reinhard (1941–1943) 
and then at the Special Deployment 
Unit R in Northern Italy (1943–1945). 
This direct official liaison between 
the headquarters of T4 and its em-
ployees in occupied Poland was 
provided through the position of 
the Operation Reinhard extermina-
tion camp inspector, which Chris-
tian Wirth55 held from August 1942 
to the autumn of 1943. The same 
model was used between Decem-
ber 1943 and the end of April 1945 

during the T4 employees’ tenure at 
the Special Deployment Unit R in 
the Operational Zone of the Adri-
atic Littoral. Again, Christian Wirth 
worked as the inspector for three 
R Units (Trieste-R1, Fiume/Rijeka/-
R2, Udine-R3) until partisans killed 
him near Trieste on 26 May 1944. 
Dietrich Allers56 (the official Head of 
T4 from January 1941) held this posi-
tion aker Wirth until the end of the 
war.

German historian Boris Böhm has 
used the example of the continu-
ity between the T4 and Operation 
Reinhard projects to successfully 
illustrate the operation of T4, a  se-
cret semi-state organisation hid-
den within the KdF and directed by 
the top officials of Hitler’s  private 
party office. In a matter of two years 
(1940–1941) it built a  functional 
structure capable of transferring the 
tried-and-tested centralised method 
of murdering to occupied Poland. 
There, it applied the method in field 
conditions. According to B. Böhm, 
the principal points of the murder-
ous programme can be summed up 
as follows:

– All potential victims were first 
statistically identified in the place of 

their residence and their names were 
reported to the headquarters;

– By authorisation of the headquar-
ters, killing centres were built in order 
to kill the victims in gas chambers on 
a mass scale and, if possible, efficient-
ly; the headquarters would select the 
staff for the killing centres;

– The headquarters determined 
which registered persons should be 
deported to the specific killing centres. 
A centrally managed transport struc-
ture determined the headcounts and 
schedules of the various transports 
from the victims’ places of residence 
to the killing centres; it organised the 
transports by itself or through other 
transport organisations;

– Immediately on arrival at the kill-
ing centres, the mostly unsuspecting 
people were deceived and told to have 
a  shower; they were asked to take 
their clothes off and go to gas cham-
bers disguised as showers, where they 
were murdered by gas;

– Once their gold teeth were extract-
ed, the dead bodies were eliminated 
immediately; the murdering was 
a mass murder conducted using indus-
trial technology;

– The headquarters enriched itself 
with the victims’ property.57

*  The National Archives (NARA), RG 549, Records of HQ, USAREUR, War Crimes Branch, War Crimes Case Files (“Case not tried”), 1944–1948, Exhibit 
39, Box 491, Case 000–12–463, Die bisher geleistete Arbeit der Aktion, 1

“T4” KILLING CENTRES
(CENTRALISED PHASE OF THE ‘EUTHANASIA’, JANUARY 1940 – AUGUST 1941)

Centre Period of operation Commanders Victims Murdering Countries of origin   
    technology   of the victims 

Grafeneck (A) January–Dec. 1940 Christian Wirth 9,839 Carbon monoxide Germany, Italy

Brandenburg (B) February–Sept. 1940 Irmfried Eberl 9,772 Carbon monoxide Germany

Hartheim (C) Jan. 1940–Aug. 1941 Rudolf Lonauer 18,269 Carbon monoxide Germany,Austria,  
     Czechoslovakia, 
     Yugoslavia

Sonnenstein (D) April 1940–Aug.1941 Horst Schumann 13,720 Carbon monoxide Germany, 
     Czechoslovakia, 
     Poland

Bernburg (Be) Nov. 1940–Aug. 1941 Irmfried Eberl 8,601 Carbon monoxide Germany

Hadamar (E) Dec. 1940–Aug.t 1941 Ernst Baumhard,  10,072 Carbon monoxide Germany
  Friedrich Berner

Total number of victims: 70,273*
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(B) – BENZ, Wolfgang (ed.) (1991): Dimension des Völkermords. Die Zahl der jüdischen Opfer des Nationalsozialismus. Munich. R. Oldenbourg Verlag, 17
(H) – HILBERG, Raul (1994): Die Vernichtung der europäischen Juden. Frankfurt am Main. Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag, 956
(W-T) – WITTE, Peter – TYAS, Stephen (2001): A New Document on the Deportation and Murder of Jews during "Einsatz Reinhard" 1942. In: Holo-
caust and Genocide Studies. Vol. 3, No. 15. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 472

“OPERATION REINHARD” EXTERMINATION CAMPS

Camp Period Commanders Victims Murdering Countries of origin 
 of operation   technology of the victims

BEŁŻEC 17 Mar 1942 –  Christian Wirth 600,000 (B)  Carbon monoxide
(managed by T4) early Dec 1942 Gottlieb Hering 550,000 (H) Gas chambers 
   434,508 (W-T)

SOBIBÓR May 1942 –  Franz Stangl 250,000 (B) Carbon monoxide
(managed by T4) 14 Oct 1943  Franz Reichleitner 200,000 (H) Gas chambers
 
 

TREBLINKA 23 Jul 1942 –  Irmfried Eberl 900,000 (B) Carbon monoxide
(managed by T4) 19 Aug 1943 Franz Stangl 750,000 (H) Gas chambers 
  Kurt Franz 
 

Total number of victims 1,500,000 – 1,750,000

Poland, Germany, 
Protectorate, Austria, 
Soviet Union, Slovakia,  
Belgium, Denmark, 
Holland, Norway, 
Romania, Hungary

Poland, Austria, 
Germany, Slovakia, 
Protectorate, Soviet 
Union, Holland, France, 
Belgium

Poland, Austria, 
Germany, Slovakia, 
Protectorate, Bulgaria, 
Greece, Yugoslavia, 
Belgium

 Reichsleiter Philipp Bouhler
 

 Oberdienstleiter Viktor Brack SS-Brigadeführer Odilo Globocnik                           
  (Deputy Werner Blankenburg) (Action Reinhar Head Staff in Lublin)

Criminal Commissar Christian Wirth
Extermination Camp Inspector (1942–1943)

Special Deployment Unit R Inspector (1943–1944; Dietrich Allers 1944–1945)
(Deputy Hauptsturmführer Gottlieb Hering)

 German personnel (“T4” employees) German personnel (“T4” employees) in the
 Action Reinhard extermination camp s pecial Deployment Unit R, Trieste, Fiume/
 Bełżec, Sobibór, Treblinka (1941–1943) Rijeka, Udine (1943–1945)

*  Based on: HILBERG, Raul (1944). Die Vernichtung der europäischen Juden. Frankfurt am Main. Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag, 957 (completed by the 
author)

MANAGEMENT OF KDF EMPLOYEES IN “OPERATION REINHARD” AND SPECIAL DEPLOYMENT "UNIT R" *
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COMMAND AND MANAGEMENT STRUCTURE OF “OPERATION REINHARD” 
IN GENERAL GOVERNMENT (1941–1943)*

KdF (Berlin)
Ph. Bouhler,

V. Brack,
W. Blankenburg

D. Allers

Reich Leader of SS and head  
of Nazi Police (Berlin)

H. Himmler

RSHA (Berlin)
R. Heydrich

E. Kaltenbrunner
H. Müller

A. Eichmann

General Governor (GG)
 Dr. H. Frank

 State Secretary Dr. (GG)
J. Bühler

A. Hitler

HSSPF (GG)
F. W. Krüger

BdS (GG)
Dr. K. E. Schöngarth

Districts (GG): governors
Krakow: O. Wächter, R. Wendler,  

L. Losacker, C. L. von Burgsdorff; Radom: 
E. Kund; Galicia: K. Lasch, O. Wächter; 

Lublin: E. Zörner, L. Fischer, R. Wendler; 
Warsaw: L. Fischer

SSPF (GG)
Krakow: J. Scherner
Radom: H. Boettcher
Galicia: F. Katzmann
Lublin: O. Globocnik

Warsaw: F. Sammern-Frankenegg

Action Reinhard Commander
 (GG: Lublin)
O. Globocnik

Head of the Chief Depart-
ment of Action Reinhard 

(GG: Lublin)
H. Höfle

Action Reinhard Inspector 
(GG: Lublin)

Ch.Wirth: from July 1942

Local Nazi civilian administration (GG) 
– regional Marshal Authorities, district 

Marshal Authorities

KdS (GG)
Krakow: M. Grosskopf

Radom: F. Liphardt
Galicia: H. Tanzmann

Lublin: J. Müller
Warsaw: Dr. L. Hahn

Extermination camps
Bełżec  

(GG: Lublin District)
Camp commander:

Ch. Wirth
G. Hering

Extermination camps
Sobibór  

(GG: Lublin District)
Camp commander:

F. Stangl
F. Reichleitner

Extermination camps
Treblinka(GG: Warsaw 

District)
Camp commander:

Dr. I. Eberl, F. Stangl
K. Franz

Camps (GG: Lublin District):
Poniatowa (labour)

Trawniki (labour, training –aux-
iliary non-German staff)

Lublin (labour)

Security Affairs
OrPo (GG)

A special service – ‘Order Police’
KdS (GG)
Branches

Legend: Issuing extermination orders
KdF supervision of T4 staff in Action Reinhard
Giving commands to RSHA 
Giving commands for expulsion projects
Coordination and support for expulsion and extermination projects
GG – General Government (General gouvernement)  
KdF – Chancellery of the Fuehrer of the NSDAP (Kanzlei des Führers der NSDAP)
RSHA – Central Office for Reich Security (Reichssicherheitshauptamt)
HSSPF - Highter SS and Police Leader (Höhere SS- und Polizeiführer)
OrPo – Order Police (Ordnungspolizei)

BdS – Commander of the Security Police 
and Security Service (Befehlshaber der 
Sicherheitspolizei und des Sicherheits-
dienstes)
SSPF – SS and Police Commander (SS- 
und Polizeiführer)
KdS – Commander of the Security Police 
and Security Service (Kommandeur der 
Sicherheitspolizei und des Sicherheits-
dienstes)

*  Based on: RÜCKERL, Adalbert: Natio-nalsozialistische Vernichtungslager im Spiegel deutscher Strafprozesse. Munich. DTV, 349 (completed and 
modified by the author)
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“T4” Killing centres: Grafeneck (A), Brandenburg (B), Bernburg (Be), Hartheim (C), Sonnenstein (D), 
Hadamar (E).  Letterhead: Provincial Nursing Homes

Transporting and killing patients

ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE OF “PROGRAMME T4”* 

Reich Ministry of the Interior
State Commissioner Dr Conti

Dept. IV: Health and People Care
Officer: Dr. Linden (the Reich Ministry 
of the Interior contact for KdF; from Oct 
1941: Reich Appointee for Treatment and 
Care Institutions)

Reich Committee for the Scientific Registra-
tion of Severe Hereditary Ailments.  
Evaluators: Prof. W. Catel, Dr. H. Heinze,  
Dr. E. Wentzler

Specialised children’s wards 
(as part of the State Hospitals 
and Nursing Homes)

Selection and killing of 
children and adolescents

Health Authorities
(official physicians)

Further submission 
of official forms

Reich Governor  
District Health 
Administra tions (also 
Health Administra-
tion Reich District of 
Sudetenland)

State Hospitals and 
Nursing Homes (par-
tially combined with 
special children’s 
wards; including in 
the Sudeten: Dobřany, 
Opava, Šternberk na 
Moravě; in the Pro-
tectorate – only the 
Kosmonosy) 

facility Transport of 
patients as part of  
Action “T4”, decen-
tralised killing at 
centres (due to hun-
ger, infections, drugs), 
relay transport of 
patients as part of the 
“Action Brandt” 

University and scientific institutions (e.g., Kaiser 
Wilhelm Institute, Univetsitätskinderklinik Wien)

Cooperation in experiments on humans
Supplying prepared tissues and skeletons

Murdering concentration camp prisoners as part of “Action 14f13” 
in cooperation with the Concentration Camp Inspectorate of the 
Reich SS Leader, or with the SS Main Economic and Administrative 
Office, or with the concentration camps

1943-1944: murdering mentally ill “eastern workers” in cooperation 
with labour authorities

A. Hitler empowered the ‘euthanasia’ appointee

P. Bouhler (Head of KdF)   Tasks: defining the range of victims, rules for identifying victims
and Dr. K. Brandt (Hitler‘s personal physician)  and expert opinions; authorisation of physicians to kill

Central Office II KdF (State and Party Affairs) Official premises: Reich Chancellery (Voßstraße)
Leader: Oberdienstleiter V. Brack (cover name “Jennerwein”) Tasks: represent the Führer, non-medical staff, 
official organisation, Deputy: W. Blankenburg (cover name staff selection and deployment, inspection of  
                                                                                   “Brenner”)  ‘euthanasia’ centres
Offices Central Office II a Central Office II b Central Office II c
Leader W. Blankeanburg (cover name “Brenner”) Dr. H. Hefelmann R. Vorberg (cover name 
  (deputy: R. v. Hegener) “Hintertal”)
Tasks Stand-in for top non-medical personnel Organising children’s Transport affairs
 for official organisation, Organisation of “Action T4”  euthanasia’      

“T4” Headquarters Official premises: Tiergartenstrasse 4
Leader: D. Allers Part of agenda also at: Columbushaus, Potsdamer Platz 1

 Medical Dept. Official Dept.  Transport Dept. Main Economic Personnel Dept. Inspection Dept.
   (v KdF) Dept.

Leader Prof. W. Heyde  G. Bohne R. Vorberg (cover W. Schneider  F. Haus, A. Oels A. Kaufmann 
Dept.) (from Dec 1941 (from the summer  name “Hintertal”) until March 1941,   (Inspection 
 Prof. P. Nitsche) 1940 F. Tilmann) )  (from 1941   D. Allers 
    F. Schmiedel)  (Accounting for 
         costs)

Deputy Prof. P. Nitsche A. Schüppel G. Siebert F. Lorent from  H. J. Becker
    January 1942  (Accounting 
      for costs)

Tasks Medical issues, All administrative Car transport Finance, salaries, Personnel affairs Until 1941:
 forms, evaluators tasks associated  buildings, ordering  establishment and
 (more than 40 with victims’ death  of material  inspection of the
 physicians), vital statistics,  including gas and   killing centres,
 (from Aug 1943: victims’ heritage,  drugs for killing  ‘euthanasia’, liaisons
 Attersee, Weißen- photo dept., mess-  (‘Disinfectants’),  with authorities and                          
 bach) engers (From Aug  revisions, valuing  party representa 
  1943 a part of the  jewels and gold  tives; 
  departments at the  teeth gained from  from 1941: clearing
  Hartheim institute  victims  costs and
      victims’ heritage
  
        
Letterhead  Cooperative for Charitable Foundation Charitable Foundation From the spring of 1942: Central
or cover State Hospitals  for the Transport for Institutional Accounting Office for State
name and Nursing Homes of Patients Care Hospitals and Nursing Homes
    (from August 1943: at Hartheim)
    
External Patient “relays” Employer of the “T4” staff, receiver of  Clearing site for financial
liaisons  funds from the NSDAP – main Reich costs
  NSDAP treasurer

* Based on: KLEE, E. (2004): “Euthanasie” im NS-Staat. Die “Vernichtung lebensunwerten Lebens”. Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag, 168-169 (completed by the author)
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Šítkov Tower, location of the “Mánes” point, 

documentation picture of the 4th Directorate 

of the SNB, September 1978

Photo: SSA
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Without doubt it was if anything  
a marginal aspect of the StB’s work. 
At the same time, to the public such 
clandestine spots represented tangi-
ble evidence of their omnipresence. 
They were located in the public space 
and acted like a  parasite on it. The 
State Security forced their establish-
ment on organisations, enterprises 
and the owners of private buildings. 
This ultimately meant certain vulner-
ability. To society dismantling them 
represented revenge and redress.
The Surveillance Directorate, in 1989 
code-named the 4th Directorate of the 
Sbor národní bezpečnosti (SNB, Na-
tional Security Corps), was a depart-
ment that provided on- demand spe-
cific, clearly-defined services for the 
State Security’s operative units. The 
directorate didn’t initiate any surveil-
lance of individuals itself; according 
to its guidelines, it operated purely 
on commissions from the StB’s oper-
ative sections.1 Its methods included 
classic “escort” surveillance. Another 
method, dubbed responsive surveil-
lance, involved the tracker waiting 
for the target on an anticipated route. 
For this form of surveillance in partic-
ular they required posts from which 
they could monitor the target’s move-
ments. 

The Surveillance Directorate de-
fined such premises as “observation 

points” and they served one or more 
officers monitoring “selected targets”. 
There were also rooms in buildings 
equipped with communication and 
operative technology. “Bases” were 
clandestine rooms serving as assem-
bly points for trackers prepared for 
deployment in an operation. “Commu-
nication points” contained radio sets 
and other communications equip-
ment. Surveillance units employed 
“places of concealment”, which were: 
“observation points”, “bases”, “com-
munications posts” and “spaces for 
the installation of visual technology”. 
Masking places were set up in public 
buildings as well as private apart-
ments. Their acquisition, registration 
and usage were carried out on the 
basis of instructions from the com-
mander of the 4th Directorate.2 These 
“conspiratorial stations” – separate 
buildings, apartments and rooms – 
were not of the nature of the conspir-
atorial or loaned apartments used by 
the operative sections of the StB (in 
the sense of 1978 Ministry of the In-
terior guidelines) and were used by 
surveillance units for clandestine ac-
tivities.3 There is no mention of them 
in the registries of the StB’s  opera-
tive files. The terminology describing 
them developed and changed. In the 
latter period they were also spoken of 
as “support points”, “technical points” 

and “television micro-centres”. The 
preserved documentation suggests 
that the usage of that terminology 
fluctuated. 

As the surveillance was chiefly 
focused on the movements of diplo-
mats, the system of support points 
mainly existed in Prague. Base points 
were located around the embassies 
of Western states, meaning mostly in 
the Lesser Quarter and the Bubeneč 
district. Outside Prague a similar pro-
ject focused on military facilities was 
set up. The “Route” system was in-
tended to impede Western diplomats’ 
interest in such places throughout 
the state. In this case, however, it con-
sisted of mobilising officers of the VB 
(Veřejné bezpečnosti, Public Security 
– regular police) and the VB Auxiliary 
Guard to monitor reported vehicles 
on identified roads. However, this 
text only devotes marginal attention 
to the “Route” system.

ROUTE SURVEILLANCE 

The State Security began using the 
so-called route surveillance method 
in the first half of the 1970s. It was 
a  network of carefully distributed 
monitoring posts that, using com-
munications technology (principally 
telephones, meaning the “adversary” 
could not uncover any radio opera-

“Tidy up here – I’ll lock up later”

Over many years the State Security (Státní bezpečnost, StB) built up a system of 
societal control entirely according to its own wishes and requirements. Its covert 
network of secret collaborators is unsurprisingly best known. However, a system 
of actual physical surveillance was also in place. Partial documentation on some 
of the posts used for that purpose has been preserved in the archival collection 
of the StB’s Surveillance Directorate. It chiefly contains organisational, technical 
and economic information. But linking it to particular cases of operative work is 
complicated. 

PROKOP TOMEK

The dismantling of Surveillance Directorate monitoring stations 
1989–1990
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tions), reported on the movement of 
surveilled persons or vehicles. The 
collaborators thus passed the target 
on to one another without leaving 
their conspiratorial and clandestine 
posts. Less use was made of clas-
sic escort surveillance in which the 
target might detect the presence of 
trackers or even deliberately give 
them the slip. At the edge of the moni-
tored area, or if the target turned off 
the anticipated route, a group spread 
out on particular sections connected 
by transmitters to those working the 
route would take over. Counter static 
responsive surveillance is route surveil-
lance from fixed support points set up on 
streets commonly frequented by a num-
ber of objects where the movement of 
the object along the route is mutually 
passed on from individual points. This 
method is highly conspiratorial and 
used particularly in the surveillance of 
cadre spies.4 This definition is laid out 
in guidelines from 1978. In an older 
version of the same guidelines from 
1972 route surveillance is presented 
as nothing more than a method used 
chiefly in vehicular surveillance when 
trackers patrol in automobiles (mo-
bile support points) spread out on an 
anticipated route.5

The first proposal to bring in new 
methods was draked in 1971.6 It is 
stated in later appraisals that the 
idea was taken over, surprisingly, 
from “Bulgarian friends”. In 1972–
1973 support and observation points 
were created and the forces of the 4th 
Directorate of the Federal Ministry of 
the Interior were reorganised. The 
route surveillance system went into 
trial operation at the start of Septem-
ber 1973 and was gradually honed, 
modified and above all expanded. 

The personnel deployed in the ob-
servation system were quite unique. 
“Covert route surveillance collabo-
rators” were used at the posts. They 
were chiefly recruited as part-timers 
from among the ranks of ex-SNB 
men (pensioners). They were not of 
the nature of covert collaborators 
of the counterintelligence and they 
are not to be found in registries of 
the StB’s  operative files. In view of 
their trustworthiness (by contrast 
with the secret collaborators of the 
StB’s counterintelligence), they were 

allowed access to classified informa-
tion. These covert collaborators were 
deployed in the execution of a service 
(sic) at concealed spots on targets’ 
routes. Their tasks included passing 
on information about the latter’s ac-
tions to other personnel on the route.7

The introduction of route sur-
veillance was evidently a  complete 
success. It allowed for greater con-
spiracy in surveillance, more effec-
tive controls and a higher number of 
monitored persons. In 1973 some 195 
employees of “capitalist embassies” 
were surveilled 4,980 times, in 1974 
209 “objects” 5,106 times and in the 
first half of 1975 204 “objects 2,524 
times. The system was established 
primarily to monitor diplomats from 
Western states, specifically the USA, 
the UK, France, Japan and West Ger-
many, whose embassies were con-
centrated in the Lesser Quarter. The 
StB didn’t just target diplomats; using 
this method they also “uncovered” 
Czechoslovak citizens who visited 
Western embassies.

The effectiveness of the method 
was restricted by daylight as artifi-
cial street lighting was at that time 
oken poor and the observation points 
were mainly in towers and attics, i.e., 
high above the street. Obtaining resi-
dential and non-residential premises 
in buildings for these purposes was 
very complicated, which is why the 
support points tended to be placed 
in attics. Interestingly virtually all 
the work fitting out these simple, 
improvised rooms was carried out 
by skilled trackers. The shortage of 
free phone lines in the city centre 
caused difficulties; surprisingly this 
longstanding problem also affected 
the StB, even though they didn’t have 
to wait for many years for a line like 
regular citizens.8

Route surveillance of Western em-
bassies in 1989 was carried out by 
the 2nd Department of the 4th Direc-
torate of the SNB, which had 103 of-
ficers9. Its commander was Lieut. Col. 
Vladimír Lacina. However,  “active” 
covert collaborators also played 
a  major role in route surveillance. 
Their number is unknown but it must 
have been substantial. 

The number of clandestine spac-
es used for surveillance gradually 

grew. They were also increasingly 
well-equipped with high quality 
closed-circuit television cameras.10 
Television micro-centres were also 
created at support points. Shots from 
CCTV cameras located in numerous 
spots in Prague were relayed by ca-
ble to their TV monitors. At the end 
of 1975, a mere 15 observation points 
were in operation and only one con-
tained TV equipment. However, more 
points were established and in 1978 
the route contained 64 cameras! It is 
not known how many of them there 
were in 1989 but there were at least  
45 functioning support points so 
there may have been far more cam-
eras inside them. As a smokescreen, 
the 4th Directorate put it about that 
they were stations monitoring the 
impact that construction of the Metro 
was having on buildings, traffic con-
trol stations or fire facilities. For the 
most part the establishment, opera-
tion and modification of the support 
points took place without the cooper-
ation of building owners, fire officers, 
staff of District Housing Management 
Enterprises or the leadership of vari-
ous organisations. 

For a certain period route monitor-
ing was used not only in Prague but 
throughout the country in the form 
of the nationwide operation “Route”. 
It was carried out by 1st departments 
of regional StB administrations from 
June 1987 with a  view to systemati-
cally monitoring the movement and 
actions of diplomats, particularly 
in the vicinity of military areas and 
buildings. Operation “Route” was an-
nounced for a whole region or select-
ed districts by commanding officers 
with the release of the registration 
numbers of monitored diplomatic 
vehicles. Aker the operation was an-
nounced, SNB, VKR (military coun-
terintelligence) and even  KGB and 
border guard service patrols were 
deployed at checkpoints that the sur-
veilled car was expected to pass. The 
patrols at the checkpoints were to 
report whether the reported vehicle 
had passed them so that senior StB 
officers could use the data to map the 
movement of the target by evaluating 
the data. However, during monitor-
ing operations the patrols frequently 
failed to register the reported cars 
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and operation “Route” proved to be 
seriously flawed.11 In 1988 the opera-
tions “Stockholm” and “Washington” 
were prepared in modified form for 
the possible movement of teams car-
rying out inspections of the imple-
mentation of the conclusions of inter-
national intergovernmental treaties.12 
Similar control projects from the end 
of the 1980s are known: operations 
“Journal” (a  nationwide operation to 
monitor the movements of journalists 
from West Germany, the USA, the UK 
and France); “Stop” (aimed at uncov-
ering “visa foreigners” suspected of 
spending  just a  few hours on CSSR 
territory though their visas entitled 
them to stay longer); and “Return” 
(complex measures focused on émi-
grés from the CSSR living legally in 
West Germany and travelling to CSSR 
territory with the aim of uncovering 
whether they were hostile agents).13

THE DISMANTLING OF SUPPORT 
POINTS

Despite all efforts at secrecy, when 
such spots were used over a  period 
of years the public in the vicinity 
usually guessed or discovered their 
true purpose. This was seen at the 
turn of 1989 and 1990. In some cas-
es there were anonymous attacks 
on the posts. In addition building 
owners or administrators began de-
manding that the centres’ inventory 
be removed and they be shut down. 
Such efforts can be characterised as 
an effort on the part of the public to 
liquidate the dreaded State Security 
themselves. 

Prague municipal prosecutor JUDr. 
Tomáš Sokol, who was appointed to 
the post on 9 January 1990, offered 
support for this “clean-up” of the StB 
posts. The issue also encompasses 
the Surveillance Directorate’s  opera-
tive equipment installed in hotels at 
which foreigners stayed. On the morn-
ing of 11 January 1990 the Czechoslo-
vak prosecutor general issued an or-
der for an investigation under article 
158 of the Criminal Code ascertaining 
whether a criminal act had been com-
mitted. This was spurred by public 
pressure and in particular the Civic 
Forum groups at Interhotels in Prague. 
The actual investigation was helmed 

by prosecutor Sokol, who looked 
into whether the unauthorised tap-
ping of telephones and guests’ rooms 
constituted the crime of violation of 
the delivery of messages under para-
graph 239/1b or damaging the rights 
of a  second party under paragraph 
209/1a of the Criminal Code.

Four investigative teams (the pros-
ecutor, two prosecutor’s office inves-
tigators, a  specialist authorised by 
the Federal Ministry of Transport and 
Communications of the CSSR and 
uniformed VB officers) carried out 
checks at the Paříž, Palace, Parkhotel, 
Alcron, Ambassador, Fórum, Panorá-
ma and Flóra hotels. In each at least 
one unmarked room occupied by the 
FMV was uncovered. If the personnel 
were not present the investigators 
opened the doors by force. Techni-
cal devices were discovered in the 
rooms: monitors showing camera 
images from the hotel’s  communal 
areas, video recorders, etc. Written 
materials and video cassettes were 
seized for subsequent evaluation by 
the prosecutor. The checks did not 
uncover tampering with the tele-
phone network suggestive of wire-
tapping.14 On 9 February 1990 the 
minister of trade and tourism, Vlasta 
Štěpová, sent the director of the state 
enterprise Čedok Praha a notification 
from the Czechoslovak General Pros-
ecutor’s  Office containing a  request 
that FMV organs and the directors of 
the Interhotels reach agreement on 
the removal of equipment installed in 
hotels, vacating the occupied rooms 
and restricting the movements of 
FMV staff at the hotels.15

EXAMPLES OF ROUTE MONITORING 
SUPPORT POINTS

A few typical examples will illu strate 
what the support points looked like 
and how their dismantling proceed-
ed. The selection has been limited by 
sometimes highly fragmentary nature 
of the preserved documentation. 

The “Red Army man” support point 
(SP) was set up in the Old Town, at 
Křižovnická no. 71/14, Prague 1, in 
spring 1973. It was a makeshik room 
in an attic. The 4th Directorate of the 
FMV set it up at its own expense with 
the support of the Prague 1 District 

Housing Management Enterprise. 
The building supervisor did not de-
mand rent. The FMV paid for electric-
ity with an annual lump sum of CSK 
150. The post was established for 
route surveillance on the right side 
of the river Vltava. The room afforded 
a view across náměstí Krasnoarmějců 
(Red Army Men Sq., today náměstí 
Jana Palacha), the Mánes Bridge 
and the mouths of Kaprová and 
Křižovnická streets. The observation 
post was legitimised as a control and 
measuring station for structural engi-
neers studying the impact of the con-
struction and operation of the Metro 
on the historic building. From April 
1973 a lockable box in the room con-
tained a  Jupiter portable radio sta-
tion, a  speaker telephone, a  regular 
telephone apparatus and binoculars 
in a case. The inventory also included 
a table, a small table, a chair, a coat 
stand, a  radio receiver, an infra-red 
radiator, a heater, a table lamp, blan-
kets and a fire extinguisher.

On 4 January 1990 a  secret route 
surveillance collaborator discovered 
that somebody had violently broken 
in and carted off the technical equip-
ment and furniture. In an effort to en-
sure the dissimulation continued, of-
ficers from the 4th Directorate of the 
SNB reported the break-in and thek 
to the local branch of the Public Secu-
rity on St.  Bartolomějská St.: It was 
clear from their entire process that the 
VB officers didn’t want anything to do 
with it in view of the conspiratorial SP 
and the fact FMV officers had reported 
the break-in and subsequent thep. At 
that time the security situation was 
very tense and VB officers were afraid 
to consult anybody. For that reason 
further dealings regarding the Red 
Army Man SP were terminated. We 
then attempted to report the break-in 
to the SP to the criminal service; again 
the talks were unsuccessful. From  
2 February 1990 we were placed in the 
reserve and were unable to act on the 
matter in question. In view of the fact 
that we were permitted to go to work 
from 18 May 1990 and there was noth-
ing to steal in the SP, talks took place at 
the municipal prosecutor’s office and it 
was ascertained that the SP has been 
decommissioned.16 The description of 
the situation suggests that the “Red 
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Army Man” SP was officially termi-
nated on 15 January 1990.17

The “Slávie” support point was set 
up at Smetanovo nábřeží no. 1012/2 
(the Lažanský Palace), in the build-
ing of the Faculty of Film and Televi-
sion of the Academy of Performing 
Arts (AMU), in 1970. Staff from the 
Ministry of Education’s special tasks 
section and faculty staff leaders pro-
vided assistance. Again a provisional 
space, measuring three times three 
metres, it was built in the build-

ing’s  tower by employees of the 4th 
Directorate of FMV. Electric cables 
were installed in the room, which 
was heated by a space heater in win-
ter. The faculty did not charge for the 
power used and the StB did not pay 
rent. Surveillance Directorate col-
laborators presented themselves as 
officers of the transport department 
of the city branch of the VB. The spot 
afforded views of the 1 May (today Le-
gions’) Bridge and the crossroads by 
the National Theatre. 

The audience at the 3rd festival of the second 

culture in Hrádeček, 1 October 1977

Photo: Ondřej Němec

Current state of the building in the attic of 

which SP “Red Army Man” was located; view 

from náměstí Jana Palacha

Photo: Author

Two of the cameras at SP “Karel” (11th televi-

sion mini-centre) were placed in the highest 

window of the corner tower of the court 

building on the corner of Karlovo náměstí and 

Spálená St. Photo taken as part of 4th Direc-

torate of SNB documentation in September 

1978. 

Photo: SSA
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The circumstances surrounding the 
actual abolition of the SP are some-
what unclear. On arriving at 8:00 am 
on 8 January 1990 route surveillance 
covert collaborator Václav Krása dis-
covered that the lock to the attic had 
been changed and that door had been 
pried open and demolished. A  metal 
box in the room was undamaged but 
Ministry of the Interior service seals 
and an AMU stamp and seal had been 
added. An electric heater and table 
lamp remained in the room.

On 11 January an AMU treasurer and 
administrator informed the Surveil-
lance Directorate that students had 
broken into the room by force. The 
StB officers requested, in view of the 
sensitive situation, that a  uniformed 
VB officer from the Bartolomějská St. 
local station assist when they entered 
the building. The VB promised to in-
vestigate the situation. The admin-
istrator opened the door of the attic 
with the words “Tidy up here – I’ll lock 
up later,” and lek. A  group of three 

The “Kajka” SP in pictures from 1978. The sec-

ond captures the original interior. 

Photo: SSA

The “Kamila” SP was located in the right 

dormer window of a building on Maltézské 

náměstí; otherwise also camera no. 7 from the 

“Conservatory” television mini-centre. Photo 

from September 1978.  

Photo: SSA
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officers from the 2nd Department of 
the 4th Administration and four cov-
ert route surveillance collaborators 
discovered that the door had been 
smashed in. An electrical infrared 
heater, a  formica-topped table, two 
wooden upholstered chairs and one 
upholstered armchair were missing. 
At the request of AMU management, 
the support point was cleared out, 
officially terminated and the keys re-
turned to the AMU building adminis-
trator on 17 January 1990.18

The “Karel” support point was es-
tablished and paid for by the 4th Direc-
torate of the FMV in the attics of the 
Municipal Court building at Spálená 
no. 6/2 in Prague 1 in 1976. It, too, 
was claimed to be for traffic manage-
ment. From 1979 it housed the 11th TV 
mini-centre containing two cameras 
operated by the 2nd Department of the 
4th Directorate of the SNB. It allowed 
for the monitoring of part of Mys-
líkova St. and the lower part of the 
square Karlovo náměstí to the mouth 

of Resslova St. The 4th Directorate of 
the FMV signed a lease with the Mu-
nicipal Court administration on 20 
August 1976, though the FMV didn’t 
actually pay rent. The post was evict-
ed and terminated at the request of 
the chairman of the Municipal Court 
on 15 December 1989.19 Members of 
dissident Václav Benda’s  family had 
spotted the camera in the tower of 
the building from their apartment on 
Karlovo náměstí and assumed it was 
monitoring visitors to their home.
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Photos of the “Klárov” SP from 

period StB documents, includ-

ing a picture of the location of 

the cameras

Photo: SSA
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The “Újezd” observation point was 
set up in May 1976 in the attic of 
a  building at Újezd St. no. 412/17 in 
the Lesser Quarter. StB officers cre-
ated the provisional spot with fund-
ing from the 4th Directorate of the 
FMV and permission from the District 
Housing Management Enterprise. Its 
purpose was route surveillance under 
the guise of traffic management, with 
collaborators passing themselves of 

as city branch VB officers. From there 
the confluence of Újezd and  Vítězná 
streets was visible, as were the streets 
Říční, Plaská, Mělnická, Petřínská and 
part of the square náměstí Sovětských 
tankistů (Soviet Tankmen, today 
náměstí Kinských). There was no rent 
and the FMV paid a lump sum of CSK 
150 a year for power. 

According to the preserved docu-
mentation there was a violent break-

ing at the support point some time 
before 22 May 1990; the door was 
broken and there were holes in the 
walls. An infrared heater, a  table, 
two propane butane cylinders and 
most likely technical equipment 
were missing. The inventory had also 
included a  speaker phone, a  Jupiter 
portable radio station, a  VXW 100 
portable radio station and binoculars 
with a  case. The search for the cul-
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prit was led by the Prague 1 VB’s de-
partment of investigation, though 
the criminal prosecution was halted 
on 27 July 1990. The SP was termi-
nated on 20 June 1990 and the keys 
returned to the building supervisor.20

Probably the best known structure 
of this type was the “Mánes” support 
point. Built at the expense of the 4th 
Directorate of the FMV, it was located 
on the fourth floor of the Šítkov Tow-
er in Prague 1 on the embankment 
Gottwaldovo (today Masarykovo) 
nábřeží no. 250/1. It was set up on 22 
November 1973 on the orders of the 
commander of the Surveillance Di-
rectorate. The building offered views 
on all sides, meaning of Gottwal-
dovo nábřeží, the square Jiráskovo 
náměstí, the lower end of Resslova 
St., Jirásek Bridge and Engelsovo (to-
day Rašínovo) nábřeží. The room had 
220-volt electric wiring and a storage 
heater. A locked metal box contained 
a telephone, a Jupiter portable radio 
station, a  VXW 100 portable radio 
station, a voltage regulator and bin-
oculars with a case. It was put about 
that it served as a  communications 
centre for the city VB’s river service. 
The covert route surveillance col-
laborators were meant to be relaying 
reports to the Prague city VB. The 
FMV signed a  lease with the direc-
tor of the Czech Visual Arts Fund 
(Český fond výtvarných umění) on 10 
December 1973. The rent of CSK 475 
a year was paid in two instalments, 
as was the electricity consumed. 

The tower housed the 10th televi-
sion micro-centre, operated by the 2nd 
Section of the 4th Directorate of the 
SNB. Three cameras were initially in-
stalled but two were subsequently re-
moved. The last functioning camera 
was trained on Gottwaldovo nábřeží 
in the direction of the National The-
atre. Though the support point was 
in view of the home of Václav Havel 
there is no mention in the records of 
it being used to monitor it. The post 
had different, very specific tasks. 

On 12 December the Czech Visual 
Arts Fund abrogated the contract 
on the temporary use of the Šítkov 
Tower space in view of the necessary 
operational requirements of our or-
ganisation. Though the contractual 
notice period was six months, the 

letter requested the clearing out of 
the premises as quickly as possible, 
which would be to the benefit of the 
visual arts community.21

A  different source states that 12 
people from the Civic Forum, Czecho-
slovak Television and a  US TV sta-
tion broke into the support point and 
filmed the interiors, facilities, some 
of the technical equipment and out-
ward views. The premises were then 
viewed by other citizens and mem-
bers of the Civic Forum. Likewise, our 
staff were locked up in the building of 
the Štítov (sic) Tower.22

Surveillance Directorate officers 
Maj. Petr Šíma and Maj. Jiří Šebek 
made a recording of talks with munic-
ipal prosecutor Sokol, who inspected 
the 4th Directorate station on 2 Feb-
ruary 1990. He then summoned both 
to the Municipal Prosecutor’s  Office 
for an interview on 5 February. He in-
quired about the rooms in the attics 
at AMU and the Šítkov Tower and 
was informed that they were used 
to protect the diplomatic corps and 
that their inventories included tech-
nical equipment such as telephones, 
back-up forms of communication, 
binoculars and anti-burglary devices. 
The purpose was supposedly to moni-
tor the movements of diplomats and 
make sure violence was not commit-
ted against them.23 On 12 June 1990 
the “Mánes” premises was evacuated, 
the support point terminated and the 
keys handed to the building adminis-
trator.24

The “Kamila” technical point was 
located at the square Maltézské 
náměstí no. 537/4 in the Lesser Quar-
ter. A  camera mounted in a  closed 
space built in the building’s  attic 
monitored the rear entrance of the 
French Embassy. On w15 January 
1990 PhDr. Petr Mašek and  PhDr. 
Jitka Šimánková (chief of the castle li-
bra ries department) wrote on behalf 
of the National Museum requesting 
that the Diplomatic Protection Offic-
es of the Ministry of the Interior clear 
out the space. In view of the change of 
the CSSR’s foreign and domestic policy, 
we believe that the presence of your 
equipment at the Maltese Library in 
the Lesser Quarter is unnecessary. We 
therefore request the removal of that 
equipment and the return of the keys. 

Above leV: The “Rudolf” SP. Graffiti sprayers 

have framed a window arbitrarily broken 

through by the StB during modifications. 

It isn’t hard to find the spot where the “Újezd” 

SP was located. The roof of house no. 17 on the 

street has only one attic window.

 

“Geofond” SP; a bay window on the first floor 

of a building on the corner of Sněmovní St. 

and Malostranské náměstí. Photo: Author
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We will facilitate access to the prem-
ises in case of necessity on the basis 
of a personal request from the minister 
of the interior or foreign affairs.25 The 
station was then terminated and the 
equipment taken away.26

The “Geofond” support point was 
created at the Central Geological In-
stitute (Ústřední ústav geologický) at 
Malostranské náměstí no. 7/19 in the 
Lesser Quarter on 1 February 1980 on 
the pretext of traffic control. It was 
on the first floor in a protruding cor-
ner construction with a  view of the 
square Malostranské náměstí and 
Sněmovní St. It was borrowed indefi-
nitely by the VB city branch, which 
paid a  lump-sum for electricity but 
no rent. In 1987 the StB looked into 
a report that a doorman had referred 
to the covert collaborators as StB of-
ficers. He was dismissed as a  result 
of the investigation. The post was 
scrapped on 18 January 1990 when 
at the request of the Civic Forum the 
owner abrogated the lease.27 

The support point “Kajka” (later 
“Fík”) in the tower of the St. Nicho-
las Church in the Lesser Quarter was 
likely established as early as 1965. 
The Main Fire Protection Administra-
tion paid the rent to the St. Nicholas 
Church Main Parish Office.28 It was 
shut down soon aker the Velvet Rev-
olution. The commander of the City of 
Prague Fire Department, Lieut. Col. 
Petrus, refused to further guarantee 
its legality as the Civic Forum had 
declared distrust in him.29 Today it is 
the only publicly known and accessi-
ble support point (though the interior 
is bare). 

There were not one but two posts 
at Klárov no. 131/3 in the Lesser Quar-
ter under the codename “Klárov”. 
They contained the 4th television 
micro-centre and afforded a  view of 
Chotkova and Klárov streets and the 

embankment Kosárkovo nábřeží in 
the direction of the Čech Bridge. No 
fewer than six cameras, installed in 
1979–1981, were in operation. Mem-
bers of the Civic Forum broke into the 
support point and documented the 
condition of the room and some of 
the technical equipment. In this case 
too Lieut. Col. Petrus refused to cover 
for it any longer.30

Linked to “Klárov” was the “Ru-
dolf” SP in Holešovice, Prague 7. The 
building was administered by the 
City of Prague Gardens, Woods and 
Horticulture enterprise on the em-
bankment nábřeží kapitána Jaroše 
(today nábřeží Edvarda Beneše) at 
the mouth of the tunnel Rudolfova 
štola. It was set up in 1981 to cover 
the route on the embankment from 
the prime minister’s  office to the 
State Planning Commission in the 
direction of the north-south highway. 
The lease, which the MV signed with 
the Prague gardens authority, was for 
one room on the first floor for traffic 
management purposes. Gardens au-
thority staff required continued ac-
cess to the tunnel’s floodgates on the 
ground floor. The lease, with rent set 
at CSK 2,600 a  year, was signed on 
1 May 1981. Aker modifications the 
support point went into operation in 
the second half of 1982. Though the 
contract forbade alterations to the 
interior or exterior appearance of the 
protected building, the StB divided 
the upper room with a partition made 
of concrete panels and smashed 
through a  third window facing the 
Šverma Bridge. The building housed 
a  micro-centre to which led cables 
from cameras covering the embank-
ment. One problem was relatively 
frequent attempts by vandals and the 
curious to break into the secluded 
building and Rudolfova štola. The 
Prague Greenery Administration dis-

solved the lease with a  letter dated  
8 January 1990. The point was termi-
nated and cleared out on 15 January 
1990.31 

This has been a short presentation 
of the system of surveillance points 
in central Prague, particularly in the 
1970s and 1980s, aimed at outlin-
ing the nature and purpose of these 
improvised conspiratorial locations, 
what they contained, who operated 
them, how they were obtained and, 
last but not least, how they came to 
an end at the turn of 1989 and 1990. 
In many cases just partial records 
have been preserved; in others they 
were destroyed.

CONCLUSION

Like other parts of the State Security, 
the Surveillance Directorate was abol-
ished on 15 February 1990 by an order – 
specifically order no. 16/1990 concern-
ing societal and political changes – 
from Czechoslovak minister of the in-
terior JUDr. Richard Sacher.

Its successor organisation was the 
Office of the FMV for the Protection 
of the Constitution and Democracy, to 
which the trackers were also trans-
ferred if a civic commission approved 
them for further service. However, 
support points in the form used by 
the 4th Directorate of the SNB were 
probably not employed or freshly es-
tablished in the years that followed.

The circumstances surrounding 
the dismantling of the spying sta-
tions represented a  certain redress 
to the population, who aker years 
registered their existence. On the 
other hand, the Surveillance Direc-
torate’s  officers must have suffered 
a rare humiliation when, with the as-
sistance of civilians, they were clear-
ing out the facilities. 
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Adolf Eichman’s wire to the Gestapo in 

Ostrava announcing that the transport will 

be heading to Nisko upon San
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THE PLAN

Nazi Germany’s attack on Poland on 
1 September 1939 triggered World 
War II. The Nazi troops progressed 
at a  blitz pace – by early October 
1939 the Nazis had occupied the en-
tire western part of Poland following 
a brief period of resistance of Polish 
military forces. In turn, the eastern 
part of the Polish territory had gradu-
ally been taken by the Red Army 
since mid-September 1939.2

The occupation of western Poland 
effectively represented the first step 
towards the implementation of the 
Nazis’ territorial plans for germanis-
ing and colonising the eastern ter-
ritories. In their plans for the future, 
only Germans were to live on the Pol-
ish territory annexed directly to the 
Third Reich3; accordingly it was to be 
“purged” from non-German elements 
as soon as possible. The invaders had 
adapted their mode of operation to 
this goal since the first days of the 

occupation. Inhabitants rejecting ger-
manisation or those whom the Nazis 
deemed unfit due to racial, political or 
other reasons were to be displaced or 
exterminated. Although all the ethnic 
groups living on the Polish territory 
were in for difficult times, the worst 
destiny was being prepared for Jews.

The Nazis pursued the full expul-
sion of Polish Jews from the very be-
ginning, but their task was daunting – 
the annexed Polish territories were 
still home to almost two million Jews 
in 1939 – four times as many as in the 
Reich itself.4 The Nazis got to work 
with zeal, though, and soon the first 
plans for resolving the local Jewish 
question emerged. 

One of such plans was to con-
centrate Jews in a  certain area that 
would serve as an extensive “reserva-
tion” or “ghetto”. Accordingly, the top 
Nazi officials decided to set up the 
Jewish Reservation (Judenreservat) 
in the eastern part of occupied Po-
land, which was to gradually gather 

the “entire Jewry” in early October 
1939. The primary “candidate” for 
such a territory was the swampy area 
around the city of Lublin (in the east-
ern part of the General Government); 
“advantageously”, the area already 
had a considerable density of Jewish 
population and was not intended for 
germanisation in the future.

The preparations for displacing 
Jews from the conquered Polish ter-
ritories started in earnest following 
the order of the head of the Gestapo 
Heinrich Müller of 6 October 1939, 
under which some 70,000–80,000 
Jews from the Katowice area were 
supposed to be relocated east of 
the Vistula. It included the possibil-
ity of relocating Jews from around 
Moravská Ostrava. The preparations 
for the very first transport probably 
started in Berlin on that very day – an 
instruction was issued to compile the 
lists of all Jews on record in Germany, 
the Protectorate and former Austria 
and to divide them by religious com-

The first transports  
of European Jews in the history  
of the holocaust
The 18th of October 2014 marked the 75th anniversary of the departure of the very 
first transport of European Jews in the history of the holocaust – one that lej 
Ostrava for Nisko upon San in the eastern part of the General Government where 
the Nazis planned to set up an extensive “reservation” for Jews displaced from 
the conquered territories and the whole of Germany. As part of the Nisko Plan1, 
a total of seven transports with more than five thousand Jews departed from 
Ostrava, Katowice and Vienna in the latter half of October 1939. Their journey 
materialised even though, by the time of departure of the first transport, the top 
Nazi officials had dismissed the entire plan of establishing a Jewish reservation 
between the Rivers Vistula and Bug. The ensuing destinies of thousands of Jew-
ish deportees varied; however, most of them were to die or suffer in Nazi as well 
as in Soviet prisons and camps.

JAN DVOŘÁK, JAN HORNÍK,  ADAM HRADILEK
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munities: the Gestapo was to provide 
lists of arrested Jews of Polish nation-
ality. The Jews intended for reloca-
tion were to be deprived of all prop-
erty.5 On the following day, 7 October 
1939, the decision that Vienna would 
be included in the initial transports 
was adopted at a  meeting between 
the Head of the Reich Main Security 
Office Reinhard Heydrich and Hitler, 
probably at the Führer’s own request. 
Looking back at Hitler’s own history, 
it becomes obvious why he was emi-
nently eager to “purge” Austria’s cap-
ital of Jews as soon as possible.6 At 
any rate, the preparations for trans-
ports intensified considerably from 
that moment on.

The Gestapo was in charge of the 
organisation in cooperation with the 
Central Offices for Jewish Emigration 
in Vienna and Prague. Heinrich Mül-
ler, the head of the Gestapo, entrusted 

the coordination of the project to Adolf 
Eichmann, the head of the Jewish De-
partment of the Reich Main Security 
Office and the founder of both Central 
Offices. It was also Eichmann who, in 
a  matter of days, personally selected 
the location for the first camp – a hill-
ock near the community of Zarzecze 
near Nisko upon San. The project was 
presented to the general public as 
a voluntary initiative of the respective 
Jewish religious communities.7

THE TRANSPORTS

Based on Müller’s  initial order, the 
territory of the Katowice government 
district was to be purged first, with 
the Ostrava area added to the depor-
tation as part of the “purge” of Upper 
Silesia. There were other reasons 
for the inclusion of Jews from the 
Protectorate Ostrava area in the ini-

tial transports as well. The massive 
evacuation of Jews from the Katowice 
area required extensive financial and 
material resources, and the relatively 
affluent Jewish Community in Os-
trava could provide financial backing 
to the project easier than communi-
ties in Upper Silesia – i.e., provide 
the construction material as well as 
qualified experts and crakspeople 
to build the camp. This is likely why 
Ostrava’s Jews were the first to be de-
ported.

The Jewish Community in Os-
trava, which organised the bulk of 
transport preparations (including 
the financial backing and technical 
issues), issued a request for all Jews 
aged over 14 to register immediately 
and complete the forms provided by 
Prague’s  Central Office for Jewish 
Emigration based on the Gestapo 
order as early as on 11 October 1939. 
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Based on the registration results, 
which had to be reported by 14 Octo-
ber, there were 4,510 Jews (of which 
2,232 were men) within the Ostrava 
community. The Gestapo in Ostrava 
then wrote the text of a notice where-
by the Jewish Community requested 
all male Jews to appear at the Ostrava 
riding school on the morning of Tues-
day 17 October to depart for training. 
The notice was printed in selected 
Ostrava dailies, usually on the front 
page, between 12 and 16 October. 
Those who would not show up faced 
severe punishment. As early as on 12 
October, the Ostrava Jewish Commu-
nity issued an instruction regarding 
the unified equipment of transport 
participants – the proposal for a “one-
man outfit” totalled 55 items (includ-
ing a  suitcase or backpack, winter 
clothes, underwear, toiletries, dishes 
and a kerosene lamp).8

Some Jews chose to go into hid-
ing or run away to avoid deportation 
as soon as the departure notice had 
been published. Obviously, that made 
transport organisation difficult for 
the authorities in charge. The hast-
ily organised plan had to include im-
provisation. As a  result, the Jewish 
Community in Frýdek received the 
drak order for all men aged over 14 
just 20 hours before the departure – 
at noon on 16 October. There was 
no time lek to procure the outfits, 
so many of the Frýdek Jews came to 
Ostrava with no luggage at all on the 
morning of 17 October.9

The final selection of the men for 
the transport in the Ostrava riding 
school near Don Bosco (St Joseph) 
Church involved a  medical exami-
nation. Supervised by the Gestapo, 
Nazi doctors even declared men who 
were obviously elderly or sick as eli-

gible. Following the medical “check”, 
the selected men were taken to the 
train station in Přívoz and herded 
into a  train waiting there. They had 
to spend the entire following night 
in locked cars. Eventually, 901 Jews 
set out towards Bohumín on a  train 
of 51 cars (including 29 cargo units 
containing construction material) on 
Wednesday 18 October at about 8.30 
a.m. The train continued along the 
route Dziedzice, Auschwitz, Krakow, 
Tarnow, Rzeszow and Przeworsk un-
til it reached its destination in Nisko 
upon San.

The second group of transports to 
Nisko were Jews from Upper Silesia 
for whom the entire project had been 
developed originally. The transport 
of the Upper Silesian Jews was pre-
pared along with that from Moravská 
Ostrava. The departure of the first 
transport from Katowice was sched-
uled for 20 October 1939 and was 
initially intended to relocate 1,029 
Jews aged 16 to 60 primarily from 
the vicinities of Katowice, Krolewska 
Huta, Chorzow and Bielsko. Prior to 
departure, the selected men were 
gathered in a gym near the Katowice 
station. Later reports indicate, how-
ever, that “approximately 875 male 
Jews” lek with the first Katowice 
transport – substantially fewer than 
planned.10

On the same day, 20 October 1939, 
the very first Vienna transport with 
at least 912 Jews lek the city’s  As-
pangbahnhof late in the evening. 
Since the Vienna transport also failed 
to provide enough “volunteers”, it 
included former prisoners from con-
centration camps (e.g. Dachau), who 
had no chance to emigrate, and Jews 
expelled from Burgenland.11

The subsequent transports were 
prepared only aker the top Nazi offi-
cials had ordered a halt to the Nisko 
Plan. Eichmann nevertheless man-
aged to obtain the approval for the 
prepared displacement of at least 
several hundred other Jews. The 
second transport eventually lek Os-

A drawing of the Zarzecze camp by a former 

prisoner Leo Haas

Photo: NA and Archive of the City of Ostrava
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trava on 26 October 1939 in the even-
ing and comprised about 400 Jews, 
mainly prisoners “supplied” by the 
Brno Gestapo and escapees from the 
first transport. It was coupled with 
the second Katowice transport com-
prising 1,000 people in Katowice and 
the combined train lek for Nisko on 
27 October, again in the evening.12 
Although the lists of the participants 
in the transports from Katowice have 
not survived, unlike the Ostrava and 
Vienna deportation lists, it is esti-
mated that the Katowice transports 
included at least 200 Jews from 
the Těšín (Cieszyn) area, i.e. from 
the part of it that had belonged to 
Czechoslovakia until the end of Sep-
tember 1938 (called Zaolzie by Poles, 
or Zaolží in Czech).13 Indeed, both of 
the Ostrava transports included Jews 
coming from the Těšín area – many of 
those who had fled from the territory 
seized by Poland for the rest of the 
republic prior to the Nazi occupation 
of Czechoslovakia departed from Os-
trava. The second Vienna transport 
with 669 people (Moser says there 
were 672 of them)14 lek on 26 October 
and reached Nisko upon San three 
days later on 29 October.15

Although the third wave of trans-
ports was prepared in Katowice and 
Vienna as well, a train with 322 Jews 
“supplied” primarily from Prague only 
lek Ostrava on 1 November. It did 
not reach its destination, however, 
because high water in the River San 
had broken the bridge near Zarzecze. 
The train was diverted to Sosnowiec 
in Upper Silesia where the deportees 
were accommodated in a  temporary 
Jewish concentration camp and tak-
en care of by the local Jewish commu-
nity. The plan was to transport these 
men to Nisko but that never materi-
alised as the entire project was dis-
continued. The Sosnowiec camp was 
dismissed in the spring of 1940. Some 
60–80 prisoners were permitted to 
leave to join their relatives in the 
General Government and some 250 
were transported to the Vyhne camp 
in Slovakia. Some of them managed 
to flee and save their lives by leaving 
early for a safe country – most oken 
Palestine. The majority of them were 
sent to extermination camps in 1942, 
however.16

THE END OF THE NISKO PLAN

The paradox of the Nisko Plan is that 
the top Nazi officials had already de-
cided to suspend the deportations to 
Nisko as the first transport was leav-
ing the station. Hitler decided (based 
on a  consultation with Heinrich 
Himmler) that preference in elimi-
nating Jews would be given to the 
Reichsgaus of Wartheland and West 
Prussia at a  meeting in Berlin on 17 
October 1939. The departures of the 
subsequent transports which were 
under preparation were allowed 
mainly to maintain the prestige of the 
state police.17

On arrival in Nisko, a  thorough 
selection was performed only with 
the first Ostrava transport, as it was 
necessary to gather experts to build 
and operate the Zarzecze camp. It 
soon became apparent that its op-
timum capacity as built would be 
about 500 prisoners. Even though all 
subsequently arriving people, except 
for a  half of the first Ostrava trans-
port and several dozen people from 
the subsequent transports, were ex-
pelled immediately, mostly towards 
the nearby German-Soviet border 
(there were more than four and a half 
thousand of those), almost one thou-
sand prisoners remained in the camp 
at the end of October 1939. Their 
number was then radically reduced 
to about 500 on 20 November and af-
ter that it would just decrease slight-
ly over time. According to the camp 
leaders these exiles were also to be 
sent to the Soviet territory. Although 
returning was forbidden under 
a threat of being shot, several groups 
dared turn back towards home.18

Even those who were allowed to 
stay in the camp would flee over the 
course of the subsequent days, weeks 
and months. The camp guards, com-
prising approximately twenty SS men 
and security services, were not always 
adequately scrupulous about their du-
ties. Prisoner escapes were recorded 
at all branches of the camp located in 
several villages north of Nisko. Those 
escapees also headed mostly towards 
the German-Soviet border. Crossing 
the demarcation line was only pos-
sible until Christmas 1939; aker that 
the border was closed hermetically. 

Anyone who tried to cross it was sent 
back by the Soviet border guards and 
had to return to the towns and vil-
lages around the camp. As a  result, 
many were reduced to barely surviv-
ing the ensuing months in poverty 
in the larger towns in Nazi-occupied 
Galicia where there still were nu-
merous Jewish communities – e.g., in 
Ulanow, Przemyszl, Tomaszow, Zamo-
scie, Belzec and Lublin.19

The camp in Zarzecze was eventu-
ally closed in April 1940 and some of 
its prisoners were allowed to return 
home. Based on the surviving statis-
tics, an organised collective trans-
port from Nisko brought back some 
300 people to Ostrava, about 200 to 
Vienna and about 20 to the Těšín 
area. Dozens of others returned on 
their own, some quite possibly with 
the approval of authorities, prior to 
as well as aker the date of depar-
ture of the return transport.20 The 
return home was not a happy ending 
for most of them, however. Over the 
course of the war, they were deport-
ed again to other Nazi concentration 
or extermination camps and few of 
them came back.

IN SOVIET CAMPS

Since only about every ninth prisoner 
was allowed to stay at the provisional 
concentration camp on the San, all 
others – more than four and a  half 
thousand deportees – were expelled 
east, to the German-Soviet demarca-
tion line, immediately on arrival in 
Nisko. The official border was only 
being demarcated at the time so there 
was still a  “no-man’s  land” between 
the rivers San and Bug. The journey 
itself towards the border was liter-
ally an ordeal for many – in particular 
older and sick people suffered during 
the difficult walks in late autumn and 
difficult swampy terrain, and some 
did not survive the hardships. Gangs 
of Polish and Ukrainian brigands, rob-
bing the refugees, represented anoth-
er threat.21

Most exiles eventually obeyed the 
Nazi guards’ instructions to leave for 
the Soviet territory and tried to ille-
gally cross the German-Soviet bor-
der. Some of them perished during 
attempts to cross the border rivers 
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or were shot by Soviet or Nazi bor-
der guards that would fire without 
warning, especially at night. Others 
made it to the Soviet territory under 
more or less dramatic circumstances. 
Then they would continue to cities 
and towns on the territory of Galicia 
occupied by the Soviet Union (Stryi, 
Sambir, Drohobych, Stanislav, Bu-
chach and mostly Lvov) where they 
could live in relative peace for sev-
eral months. Even though the new 
German-Soviet border was guarded 
relatively well, especially on the Sovi-
et side, some individuals and groups 
of Jews expelled from Nisko managed 
to return to the Soviet territory. In 
turn, others managed to get as far as 
Romania from the Soviet territory.22

Soviet authorities started register-
ing all foreigners in May 1940 with 
a  view to clearing the borderland. 
Police patrols took those without cor-
rect documents away for interroga-
tion. Like other refugees, Jews from 
Nisko were given three options to 
choose from: accept Soviet citizen-
ship, return home or go abroad. Just 
a fraction opted for Soviet nationality; 
most decided to return home. Going 
abroad was an option open only for 
those who held the affidavit, a special 
document. Those who opted for Soviet 
nationality were usually given jobs in 
Soviet Galicia.23 All others who chose 
the remaining two alternatives were 
detained sooner or later and held as 
“socially dangerous individuals” fac-
ing between three and eight years in 
a  labour camp in Siberia or in other 
places of forced exile. A  substantial 
number of them were arrested again 

in the late spring or summer of 1940 
and sentenced by a special NKVD jury 
mostly for three (illegal border cross-
ing) to five years (espionage and other 
anti-Soviet activities) of hard labour in 
forced labour camps. Given the huge 
number of refugees arrested at the 
time, many people were deported to 
the camps even without a  court ver-
dict.24 Despite the fact that they oken 
had to literally fight for their lives 
there, paradoxically – due to war de-
velopments – in the end they stood 
a better chance of survival than those 
who avoided the deportations to the 
GULAG and remained in Galicia at the 
time of arrival of Nazi forces. It is esti-
mated that, once the deportations to 
Soviet camps had peaked in June 1940, 
less than 300 Czechoslovak Jews – Nis-
ko refugees – remained in Galicia and 
Volhynia. Some evacuated; many died 
as the frontline progressed; others 
were murdered during the pogroms 
organised by the Ukrainian auxiliary 
forces that came to Lvov following the 
Wehrmacht in the summer of 1941. 
Others died in the gas chambers of the 
extermination camp in Belzec.25

Just a handful of the “luckiest ones” 
managed to leave the GULAG during 
the war and join military units being 
formed in the Soviet Union. Following 
the Nazi attack on the USSR, Poles 
were the first to organise their inter-
national army. Some prisoners (pri-
marily those coming from the Těšín 
area) used this opportunity and, with 
a view to being released, enlisted as 
volunteers for the Polish forces. The 
top Soviet officials then announced 
an amnesty for Czechoslovak citi-

zens – except for those sentenced for 
espionage – in early 1942. Czechoslo-
vak Jews released from Soviet labour 
camps were among the very first vol-
unteers of the Czechoslovak military 
unit that formed in Buzuluk in early 
1942. For many of their peers, howev-
er, the amnesty came too late. Some 
never even learned of it and had to 
serve their sentences until the end. 
Many never returned to their home-
land.

The voluntary enlistment in the 
Czechoslovak military unit in the 
USSR eventually saved some 350 Jews 
from the Ostrava and Frýdek area 
who had been deported to Nisko upon 
San.26 During the ensuing war years, 
they went through all the bloody 
battles on the Eastern Front, from 
Sokolovo to Dukla to Ostrava. Just 123 
of them lived to return home; 90 out of 
those came back to Ostrava. We also 
know about several Jews from the 
Těšín area included in the Katowice 
transports who survived imprison-
ment in the GULAG camps and fought 
on the Eastern Front as members of 
the Czechoslovak military unit during 
subsequent war years.27

The Vienna Jews were in a  much 
more difficult position than Czechs 
or Poles, as they did not have their 
international military units in the So-
viet Union. Most of them only spoke 
German and, in addition, Austria had 
become an integral part of the Reich 
aker the Anschluss of March 1938. As 
a result, most of them had to stay in 
the camps. Therefore, just 73 people 
out of more than 1,500 deportees ul-
timately survived the war.28
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 Karel and Erich Egger

Karel Egger was born in Velké Karlovice near the current 
Czech-Slovak border on 28 November 1909. His father 
Viktor was an engine driver. Karel lived in Frýdek and 
worked as a driver in Ostrava. He and his brother Erich 
(born on 27 May 1915) and other Jews from Ostrava were 
supposed to join a transport to Nisko upon San at the end 
of October 1939 but they chose to flee. First they walked 
over to Slovakia through the forest, then crossed the bor-
der to occupied Poland. On 29 October they forded across 
the River San near Lesko on the new German-Soviet bor-
der. They were arrested by NKVD personnel in Lesko and 
transported to NKVD’s Prison No. 1 in Lvov where their 
interrogations started. Several months later, Karel Egger 
was taken to a  NKVD prison in Poltava and his brother  
Erich to a prison in Nikolayevsk. The interrogations con-
tinued – they were suspected of being Nazi spies. Follow-
ing ten months of detention, they were sentenced – by 
coincidence on the same day, 10 August 1940 – for ille-
gal border crossing: Karel to three years and Erich to five 
years of slavery in the GULAG camps. The brothers reu-
nited in the Samarlag camp on the River Volga near the 
Kazakhstan border where they worked on the construc-
tion site for a factory. Upon its completion in April 1941, 
Karel Egger was transported to one of the Ukhtpechlag 
camps in the subpolar region of northern Russia.29 Not 
much is known about the subsequent whereabouts of his 
brother Erich. The NKVD file only contains a mention to 
the effect that he died “in the place of serving sentence” 
on 30 March 1943.30 There is no knowledge of which of the 
GULAG camps it was.

Karel Egger was released from the camp on 26 January 
1942 on the basis of amnesty and sent to the Czechoslo-
vak military unit in Buzuluk where he undertook military 
training. He took part in the unit’s first combat action near 
Sokolovo as a corporal on 8 March 1943 and was captured 
by the Nazis. Nazis murdered the majority of Czechoslo-
vak POWs of Jewish origin immediately or later in concen-
tration camps. However, they used Karel Egger and four 
other captured Czechoslovaks for propaganda. They were 
transported to Prague in September 1943 and forced to 
relate the “naked truth” about the conditions in the Soviet 
camps and about the non-Czech nature of the Czechoslo-
vak troop (comprising many Czechoslovak Ukrainians 
and Jews released from the GULAG) at a press conference 
for Protectorate journalists. Karel Egger described how 
the Soviets treated him as a Jew who was seeking a better 

environment for living in the Soviet Union than in the Pro-
tectorate. The prisoners’ accounts gave rise to a number 
of articles that filled the pages of the Protectorate press at 
that time. Their destinies were covered in detail in a pro-
paganda brochure from 1943, Prisoners of War Speak Out.31 
Unlike other Czech POWs who were forced to enlist in the 
Wehrmacht, Karel Egger was murdered by the Nazis in 
an unknown place once the propaganda project was over.

  The Goldflam Brothers

Viktor (born on 17 November 1896), Otto (19 May 1899), 
Rudolf (23 June 1906) and Bedřich (17 February 1904) 
Goldflam were arrested by the Gestapo in Brno in Sep-
tember 1939 and interned in the prison at Špilberk Castle. 
They were transported to Nisko upon San on 18 October 
1939. Immediately on arrival in Nisko, the SS guards led 
them among a group of about one hundred men from the 

Between 2012 and 2014 members of the ÚSTR Oral History Group managed to obtain copies of hundreds 
of the NKVD’s investigation files on Czechoslovak citizens persecuted in the USSR from Ukrainian state 
archives and the Archive of the Security Service of Ukraine (SBU). They include investigation files of Jews 
deported to Nisko upon San who came to the territory of the USSR and were arrested, accused of espionage 
or illegal border crossing and sentenced to many years of imprisonment in the GULAG camps. The follow-
ing are cameos of people deported to Nisko from Ostrava, Katowice and Vienna, compiled on the basis of 
the above documents. Since the research is ongoing, this is just a sample selection.

Deportees’ cameos based on NKVD documents
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transport towards the Soviet border across the River San. 
There, they ordered them to go towards the Soviet Union 
and warned that anyone who tried to return would be shot. 
The Goldflam brothers crossed the border to the territory 
occupied by the Soviet Union on 31 October 1939 near the 
community of Sinyava. From there they continued on to 
Lvov where they arrived on 9 November 1939. Viktor and 
Rudolf stayed in Lvov whereas Otto and Bedřich lek for 
a nearby village to look for a job. Viktor was arrested by 
the NKVD on 27 May 1940 and sentenced on 10 February 
1941 for “illegally crossing the border to the territory of 
the USSR where he dwelt without documents authoris-
ing him to stay for several months”.32 He served his sen-
tence in the Volgolag camp of the GULAG situated three 
hundred kilometres north of Moscow. There he met his 
brother Rudolf who was sentenced in a  separate trial.33 
Otto Goldflam was deported by the NKVD from the Lvov 
Oblast to Kiev in May 1940 and was on forced deploy-
ment on a construction site. Following the Nazi attack on 
the USSR, he was evacuated to Andijan, Uzbekistan on 
7 July 1941 and worked in a garage until April 1942. All 
four brothers were lucky enough to live to see the am-
nesty for Czechoslovak citizens imprisoned in the USSR 
and they were released to join the forming Czechoslovak 

military unit in Buzuluk in 1942 – Rudolf and Viktor in Feb-
ruary and Otto and Bedřich in late May. Side by side with 
other Czechoslovaks, they fought to free their country. 
Otto Goldflam, the father of the popular theatre artist and 
writer Arnošt Goldflam, was injured twice but he and his 
brothers lived to see the end of the war.

 Marek Neuer

Marek Neuer was born in Rymanova Vola in Galicia on 
24 September 1904. In 1914 his family sought refuge from 
pogroms and the war in Michalovce in Slovakia. He later 
lived in Brno and worked as a physician. The Gestapo ar-
rested him as a Polish national in mid-September 1939 and 
imprisoned him in the prison in Brno’s Špilberk Castle. He 
and several other Jewish prisoners were taken to Ostrava 
in October and included in the second Ostrava transport 
headed for Nisko upon San. As a  physician, he was not 
expelled towards the German-Soviet border on arrival 
but was allowed to stay near the camp. Nevertheless, on  
8 December 1939 he crossed the border to the USSR along 
with a  large group of prisoners and then stayed in Lvov 
for several months. That is where he was arrested on 14 
March 1940. He was sentenced to three years in forced la-

Fingerprints were taken from all refugees to the USSR aVer their arrest

Photo: State Archive of Lviv Oblast (DALO) 
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bour camps for illegal border crossing in Chernigov on 13 
July 1940. He reached the camp near the town of Kanda-
laksha in the Murmansk Oblast on the Kola Peninsula by 
train and boat. Thanks to his profession he was appointed 
as the prisoners’ physician in the camp. There were 2,000 
prisoners in the camp at the time and five of them were 
physicians. The camp was evacuated aker the Nazi attack 

on the USSR in July 1941. Neuer was sent to North Ural to 
a  camp near Solikamsk with a  more benevolent regime 
where he worked as a physician again. He was released at 
the turn of 1941/1942 on the basis of the amnesty for Pol-
ish nationals. He briefly worked in a hospital in Bukhara, 
Uzbekistan and then lek for Gudzar, Tajikistan and found 
a  job again as a physician in a home for the elderly. His 
primary goal was to make it to Palestine. He abandoned 
the plan aker the deterioration of Polish-Soviet relations 
aker the unveiling of the Katyn Massacre in 1943; he went 
to Buzuluk and enlisted as a volunteer with the emerging 
Czechoslovak Army.34 He made it all the way to Czecho-
slovakia with the Czechoslovak battalion and became the 
commander of the Military Hospital in Slaný and later 
headed the Internal Medicine Ward of the Ústí nad Labem 
Hospital. He enrolled for the Jewish military organisation 
Hagana in the autumn of 1948. He lek for Israel in early 
1949 and worked as a physician there again. Marek Neuer 
died in 1972.35

 Max Bachrach

Max Bachrach was born in Hranice na Moravě on 14 De-
cember 1887. He lived in Moravská Ostrava with his wife 
and two daughters. He worked as a mining inspector in 
the local coal mines. He was deported to Nisko upon San 
on 18 October 1939 as part of the first Ostrava transport. 
He crossed the border to the USSR near Dakhnov on 25 
October 1939. The officials at the border guard headquar-
ters issued him with a  temporary permit to stay on the 
Soviet territory. He lived in Lvov until 16 November 1939, 
then lek for Buchach where he stayed until his arrest on 
17 June 1940. He was charged with illegal border crossing 
and sent to the Unzhlag penitentiary labour camp in the 
Volga Region without a trial. He was released on 21 Janu-
ary 1942 but his subsequent whereabouts are unknown.36 
His wife Helena and younger daughter Lilly perished in 
Auschwitz in 1944.37

A letter sent to Max Bachrach by his daughter from the Protectorate of 

Bohemia and Moravia

Photo: SBU Archive in Kiev
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 Kurt Rosenzweig

Kurt Rosenzweig was born in Těšín in 1923. His father, who 
died in 1940, had worked at a bank and his mother taught 
foreign languages. Kurt Rosenzweig was included in the 
second of the Katowice transports headed for Nisko upon 
San on 27 October 1939. On arrival, the Nazi guards along 
with other prisoners took him to the nearby community of 
Jaroczyn from where they were forced to cross the border 
to the Soviet Union. They did so near the village of Rudka 
where they were detained by the Soviet border guards 
and then sent to Sinyava for registration. There, they 
were searched, interrogated and finally ordered to leave 
the border zone within twenty-four hours. They walked 
to the nearest railway station, Rava-Ruska, and went on 
to Lvov. Rosenzweig registered as a refugee in Lvov and 
attempted to return to Těšín. In the meantime, he lived 
in a  refugee shelter based in a  former dancing school. 
A raid on refugees took place there on 27 June 1940 and 
Rosenzweig was arrested by the NKVD. Following three 
weeks in various prisons he was sent to the White Sea-
Baltic labour camp. Following the Nazi attack on the USSR 
in June 1941, he relocated to the Kargopollag camp in the 
Arkhangelsk Oblast in the north of Russia. Only in 1942 
he was notified that he had been sentenced to three years 
in penitentiary labour camps for illegal border crossing 
(the ruling of the Special Council of the NKVD was only 
issued on 18 November 1942). He had been recognised as 
partially disabled several months earlier.

He was not released until June 1944, aker almost four 
years spent in the GULAG camps. From then on he lived 
in Bugulma in Tatarstan. He did not attempt to return to 
his homeland, as all of his relatives had perished in Aus-
chwitz. He was granted Soviet citizenship at his own re-
quest in 1947. Rosenzweig lived to see his rehabilitation; 
he applied for it in November 1988 and a  court in Lvov 
honoured his application on 25 January 1989.38

 Hugo Mandler

Hugo Mandler was born in Vienna on 2 May 1902. He 
worked at a photography lab and then as a car mechanic. 
He was interned in the Dachaum concentration camp 

In 1950, the Ministry of State Security of the Tatar ASSR sent a request 

to Moscow for Kurt Rosenzweig’s documents because they suspected 

him of cooperating with a foreign intelligence agency

Kurt Rosenzweig was sentenced to three years in prison for illegally 

crossing the border to the USSR

Photo: DALO
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based on his Jewish origin from 15 November 1938 to 15 
July 1939.39 When released, he received a testimonial for 
obtaining a visa from the Dominican Republic consulate 
in Switzerland in the late summer but did not manage to 
collect it in Bern. He was included in the second Vienna 
transport in October 1939 and arrived in Nisko upon San 
on 26 October 1939. As a  craksman, he was not forced 
to cross over to the USSR immediately; he stayed in the 
camp with several other selected prisoners to participate 
in building the camp. When it was completed, he and 
others were expelled towards the German-Soviet border, 
which he crossed on 17 December 1939. He first went to 
Sinyava, then took a train to Lvov where he lived, with-
out a permit to stay, for several months and searched for 
temporary jobs. The NKVD arrested him on 28 June 1940. 
During interrogations, the Soviet authorities wanted to 
know, inter alia, the tasks he was given by the Gestapo 
during his interment in Dachau and on leaving Nisko (sic). 
Then he was accused of staying illegally in the USSR un-
der Sections 80 and 33 of the Penal Code and deported to 
Volgolag near Rybinsk in the Yaroslavl Oblast. Not until 
18 April 1942 was he sentenced by the Special Council of 
the NKVD as a socially dangerous element to 5 years in 
labour camps. The ruling could not be enforced, however, 
as Hugo Mandler had been released on the basis of the 
ordinance on amnesty for Polish citizens of 25 December 
1941. There is no knowing how he managed to convince 
his jailors that he was a Polish national. His subsequent 
whereabouts are unknown.40

 Otto Fränkel

Otto Fränkel was born in Bratislava on 29 August 1894. 
He served in the Austro-Hungarian army as a lieutenant 
of artillery during WWI. Aker the inception of the Czecho-
slovak Republic, he applied for Austrian nationality in  
December 1920 and moved to Vienna where he subse-
quently graduated in law. He was an active member of the 
Jewish National Fund (Keren Kayemet) in the 1930s. His 
origins led to his first brush with the Dachau concentra-
tion camp – he was briefly interned in protective detention 
from 12 November to 15 December 193841. He filed an ap-
plication for emigration to Palestine in February 1939 but 
was rejected. To save his wife, he divorced in September 
1939. He was deported to Nisko upon San on 26 October 
1939 as part of the second Vienna transport. On arrival, 
he was expelled together with other prisoners to a near-
by small community where they stayed for about three 
weeks. Then on 4 December 1939 he illegally crossed the 
border to the USSR. He made it to Lvov where he lived for 
the subsequent seven months. He underwent training to 
be a barber and tried to obtain a permit to emigrate to Pal-
estine again. However, the NKVD arrested him in Lviv on  
4 July 1940 on the grounds of his illegal stay on the territo-
ry of the USSR. He was sent to the Volgolag near Rybinsk 
in the Yaroslavl Oblast. Otto Fränkel was only sentenced 
in April 1942 for five years in penitentiary labour camps 
as a socially dangerous element. His subsequent wherea-
bouts are not known.42

All photos of the detained refugees from the Nisko camp come from 

the State Archive in Lvov and the Archive of the Security Service of 

Ukraine in Kiev

A summons to O. Fränkel by the Jewish Community in Vienna including 

the place and time of the transport to Nisko upon San

Photo: DALO
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Bedřich Seliger was born in Prostějov on 19 June 1920. 
His father made his living as a ready-to-wear clothes re-
tailer and his mother was a  housewife with three chil-
dren. Following primary school, Bedřich studied at the 
Prostějov High School and graduated in 1938. While still 
a student he got involved in socialist youth activities and 
formed an informal socialist club with his schoolmates. 
They met even aker the establishment of the Protector-
ate of Bohemia and Moravia in March 1939. Although 
Bedřich’s parents tried hard to get their son from the Pro-
tectorate to the UK, he never lek. On a false accusation of 
keeping Marxist literature at home, Bedřich Seliger was 
arrested by the Gestapo in early October 1939 and taken 
to the prison in Brno’s Špilberk Castle. Two months later, 
he and other Jewish prisoners were deported to Ostrava.

Leopold Presser (Yehuda Parma today) was born in 
Jasenieca in Poland near the Czech-Polish border on 31 
July 1922 and he grew up in Český Těšín. He and his sib-
lings went to a Czech primary school and were involved in 
the Český Těšín Makkabi association and the Boy Scouts. 
He went on to study at the Český Těšín High School. When 
Poland claimed the Czechoslovak part of the Těšín area 
during the Munich crisis, the boys from several youth 
organisations in Český Těšín were involved in setting up 
border patrols. Leopold Presser was a member of a patrol 

guarding the border by the River Olše (Olza). This is why 
he and dozens of other students were ejected from the 
high school following the Polish occupation of the Czech 
part of the Těšín Region (“Zaolží”) in October. He decided 
to seek his elder brother Egon in Ostrava. He participat-
ed in Aliyat Noar, an organisation that prepared for the 
emigration of Jewish people to Palestine while working at 
a steel mill. When the Nazi forces arrived in Ostrava on 14 
March 1939 he was dismissed immediately on the grounds 
of his Jewish origins and struggled to return to his parents 
in Těšín. World War II broke out in September 1939 and 
Nazi troops quickly invaded the Těšín area. Shortly there-
aker, Leopold with his father Artur and other Těšín Jews 
were included in a transport to Nisko upon San.

Oton Windholz (his current name is Otto Winecki) 
was born on 29 March 1923 in Ustroń in Poland near the 
Czechoslovak border; his mother came from Michálkovice 
near Ostrava where he would oken go to visit his relatives 
as a child. As elsewhere on the Polish territory occupied 
by the Nazis, all men aged sixteen to sixty in Ustroń had 
to report for forced labour – cleaning walkways, landscap-
ing, digging army trenches and so forth. Aker several 
weeks of exhausting and humiliating work, Otto Wind-
holz  with his brother and father were included in a trans-
port to Nisko upon San.

Deportations to Nisko upon San  
in the recollections of the survivors

Over the course of the past several years, members of the ÚSTR Oral History Group recorded the personal 
recollections of three people deported to Nisko upon San who had hailed from pre-war Czechoslovakia. By 
coincidence, all of them were included in the same transport – the second one that lej Ostrava for Nisko 
on 26 October 1939 at 7 p.m. Bedřich Seliger was deported together with four hundred other Jewish prison-
ers.43 Ajer a few hours’ ride, the transport stopped in Katowice where it was coupled to several dozen cars 
with a thousand Jews on board, concentrated from the various corners of the Nazi-occupied Upper Silesia 
region. The other prisoners included Oton Windholz44 from Ustroń and Leopold Presser45 from Těšín. The 
following pages contain excerpts from their recollections.46 The great majority of the deportees who came 
on this transport did not stay in the Zarzecze camp, which was under construction, but were driven to the 
nearby German-Soviet demarcation line by the Nazi guards who forced them to cross over to the Soviet 
(formerly Polish) territory. Since the guarding of the camp was negligent, many of the few prisoners who 
stayed in or near the camp temporarily fled for the USSR in the upcoming days or weeks.

This is why the witnesses’ recollections of the Zarzecze camp are rather limited and focus primarily on 
describing the escape to the USSR and the internment in the NKVD camps. As part of a reminder of the 
anniversary of the deportations to Nisko upon San, passages describing the developments beginning with 
the transport to Nisko and ending with the deportations to the labour camps in the USSR ajer arrest by the 
NKVD were excerpted from the interviews (B. Seliger’s recollections end with the departure to the Soviet 
territory in search of a job).

TRANSPORT TO NISKO UPON SAN

B. Seliger: One fine day, a Nazi of-
ficer came to our dormitory (cell) and 
told us to write back home immedi-

ately for them to send us suitcases 
with winter stuff – underwear, shoes 
and so on because we would relocate 
for labour deployment. So we wrote 
the letters. My mum sent me a  really 

big suitcase. There was a winter coat, 
shoes, lots of underwear and sweaters 
in it. Then they took us to Ostrava on 
flatbed trucks as was customary back 
in the day. They put us on a  train in 
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Ostrava but we did not know where we 
were going.

O. Winecki: The Judenrat in Ustroń 
told us to pack up and be ready at five 
in the morning. We could take one suit-
case each and they took us to Bielsko 
because the railway bridge in Skoczów 
had been destroyed by the retreating 
Polish army. They took us to Bielsko 
on horse-drawn carriages. A train was 
sidelined there; we heard it had come 
from Ostrava. It was a  long train and 
it was full of, shall we say, passengers 
– other Jews from Ostrava and around. 
They put us on the train, and it was 
still a normal train with passenger car-
riages.

We arrived in Katowice and they 
put everyone into factory (cargo) 
cars, about fipy people in one car. The 
transport included our relatives from 
Český Těšín and Ostrava, friends from 
Ustroń and from Těšín, Bielsko, Jablun-
kov, Mosty u Jablunkova and Bohumín. 
My father’s family was large – he was 
one of seven siblings. But my moth-
er’s  grandfather in Michálkovice had 
thirteen children.

Y. Parma: A Gestapo order came in 
October to the effect that all Jews aged 
16 to 60 had to come to the main station 
in Těšín on 26 October with backpacks, 
personal belongings, clothes and food 
for three days. We all came there at 
seven a.m. It was horrible – hundreds 
of Jewish families came to the station 
to see their children and husbands 
off. My father was 48 and I was 17. My 
mother, brothers and sister all came to 
say goodbye. It was very moving. That 
was the last time I  ever saw some of 
them. They stuffed maybe fipy people 
to every car, we were stuck like fish 
in a can and you couldn’t move. There 
was hay on the floor and one bucket for 
a toilet. There were small air vents on 
top but it stank in there. Then we went 
to Bielsko and then to Katowice. About 
a  thousand Jews in all, not only from 
Český Těšín but also from Bohumín etc. 
The Nazis wanted to purge the area of 
Jews but took only men for the time be-
ing. Women and children stayed. It was 
a big worry for everyone but I didn’t un-
derstand much of what was going on. 
[…] The train stopped by a  field, the 
doors opened and the Nazis ordered us 

to get off. We had to stand in a row, face 
to the train, drop our trousers and then 
they ordered us to shit – to defecate. 
Everybody was surprised if someone 
actually succeeded in doing so. That 
was so humiliating. Today you cannot 
understand how they could treat us so 
inhumanely.

NISKO – ZARZECZE CAMP

O. Winecki: SS men were waiting 
for us on the platform. They opened 
the doors and one or two would walk 
car to car with a  cap and say: “Wer 
mit dem lieben Herr Gott nicht näher 
Freundschak machen wird, soll das 
Gold und Geld abgeben”, which meant 
“if you don’t want to meet your Maker 
right now, hand over all of your money, 
jewels and gold.” They collected it in 
the caps. Then they unloaded us. Lug-
gage – suitcases and backpacks – were 
in the first two or three carriages. They 
put them on horse-drawn carts and 
herded us towards the San. We lost 
two suitcases in the hurry. A pontoon 
bridge was set up on the San at the 
time because the railway bridge was 
defunct. Then we came to the camp in 
Nisko. At that time, though, there was 
no camp at all yet, there was some-
thing like one house and two or three 
wooden huts. We spent the night there, 
sleeping on the ground.

B. Seliger: We were lucky in the 
camp in that we were guarded by 
Wehrmacht soldiers who celebrated 
the victory over Poland, the success-
ful Blitzkrieg every day. There were 
some provisional huts already that we 
lived in. We didn’t know how it would 
be when real frosty weather would 
come; we were confused. And nothing 
happened for quite some time there, 
though we worked pretty hard; we 
levelled the ground and cleared trees 
including the roots. We worked really 
hard physically. There were about two 
to three hundred of us. Not just from 
Ostrava but also from Brno, Prague and 
so on. They needed mostly young peo-
ple who could tackle the work. In fact, 
they selected only young people for 
this slavery back in Brno, and only if an 
old man had made his bed incorrectly 
or something they picked him too as 
a punishment.

Y. Parma: When we reached Nisko 
my father and I found that this was the 
second transport and that my brother 
was included in the first transport from 
Ostrava. When we came to Nisko [the 
camp by the village of Zarzecze near 
Nis ko] no huts were ready yet; they 
were still under construction. We saw 
a  lot of mess around there, which was 
strange for Germans. So the group that 
I was in with my father relocated to the 
nearby village of Jaroczyn. We would do 
basically nothing there. Older and more 
experienced men knew or learned from 
the locals or from the Polish army de-
serters that we were close to the Soviet 
border; that there was a river there; and 
that the Soviet Army was on the other 
side. We decided not to stay under the 
Nazis and to try to flee instead.

ESCAPE TO THE USSR

B. Seliger: We were virtually un-
guarded. A conversation between Nazi 
guards – they talked quite loudly – re-
vealed that some prisoners had indeed 
fled. When they started bringing in 
wire mesh fences, barbed wire and so 
on, basically everyone understood that 
we were about to build our own con-
centration camp. At the time, we had 
quite a few opportunities to meet, have 
a  chat and try to guess what would 
happen next. I  joined such a  group of 
six. I didn’t know any of them, not even 
by name – they must have been from 
Ostrava. We agreed that when a clear 
night came we would pack up our suit-
case and leave because basically no 
one was guarding us. And that clear 
night came once. One man in the group 
told us to pack up and leave sometime 
between one and two in the morning 
when the Nazis would be fast asleep. 
So we did. That was aper about two 
months in the camp, shortly before 
Christmas 1939. 

We knew we had to go east. We had 
no problem maintaining our direction 
based on the azimuth. Then we came 
to a wide road and when the morning 
came we were surprised to find that we 
were not alone there – people just kept 
flowing in both directions. We dropped 
into a  group – part Poles and part 
Ukrainians, carrying some things from 
their homes for their relatives in Lviv. 
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They knew who we were; there was 
no point keeping it secret. They said 
they had met others like us – we were 
not the first. They told us the border 
was not far away. We walked tens of 
kilometres through no-man’s  land be-
tween the Soviets and the Nazis. Then 
we saw a Nazi patrol. We knew that if 
they were from our camp they could be 
aper us and that we would die – that 
was a certainty. When they came close 
we found they were not from our camp. 
One Pole who spoke decent German 
took out his documents. None of us had 
any documents on us. He explained 
that we were all coming from this vil-
lage and going to see our relatives. We 
had been there several times before 
and we still had some stuff on this side 
of the line. At that moment, insane fear 
took hold of me – what if anyone in 
our group betrays us? A Ukrainian or 
a Pole – they all knew we were Jews and 
no Ukrainians or Poles loved Jews very 
much. But no one spoke – not a  peep. 
Maybe the one who spoke to the Nazis 
had such great authority that no one 
dared – if they did it would mean sen-
tencing six people to death… there was 
nothing else to be done, they would 
shoot us dead right there. So that was 
the first miracle where I survived, and 
on it went.

We walked for about eight more kilo-
metres and came to a brook that had 
almost no water so we could cross it 
easily. The Pole said we should split 
into smaller groups and try to cross at 
various points. We thought that was 
reasonable. The six of us stayed togeth-
er as one small group and we set out to-
wards the brook with assurance. Sud-
denly we saw a  plume that Russians 
wore on their winter caps – we called 
it the ‘antenna’ – on the other side. 
Then the Russian soldier got up from 
his shelter, took out his submachine 
gun and said: “Go the other way, you 
are not allowed here.” What could we 
do – we turned round and hid behind 
a bush. But we saw that patrols were 
replaced every few hours. About two 
hours later, another Russian appeared 
there, liped his gun up and waved at 
us to go. That’s  how we crossed the 
border. He even told us – though we 
didn’t understand a word of Russian – 
so he gestured that there was a  farm 
nearby where we could stay overnight. 
We went to the farm and really, there 
were some very kind people. We lay on 
straw and they even gave us a piece of 
bread and tea. The next day we went 
to the station from where trains went 
to Lviv. We got on a train – no tickets, 
no money, no documents – nobody had 

anything. The train started moving 
and the conductor came. One of us had 
a piece of paper in his pocket and gave 
it to him. The conductor took a  look, 
said thank you and gave it back… To 
this day, I don’t know if he knew what 
was happening and wanted to help us, 
or if he was just illiterate and believed 
that it was a group ticket for six people. 
The man who gave it to the conductor 
later told us that it was a coal delivery 
note. We eventually reached Lviv this 
way.

Y. Parma: We formed a group, about 
fipy people. I guess I was the youngest. 
A  German mounted patrol stopped us 
on our way. There were many people 
going through at the time so they did 
not check them thoroughly. They just 
took some jewellery from us. With the 
help of some locals we crossed the Riv-
er Tanev on a boat. That’s how we got 
to the other side, and there were So-
viet soldiers – border guards who cap-
tured us. At gunpoint, we had to form 
a group and never step out of line as we 
marched. Aper walking for several kilo-
metres we reached the district town of 
Sinyava. They accommodated us in 
a school, gave us water and some soup. 
But maybe they thought we were spies 
or traffickers, so they started inter-
rogating each of us. I saw my brother 
in the school yard the next day. What 
a surprise it was to reunite with him! 
He too heard, on arriving in Nisko, that 
they were going to build a camp there 
and so he and others fled and reached 
Sinyava. During the questioning my 
father showed the investigators his 
Czechoslovak passport with his chil-
dren’s  names written in it. The Soviet 
officer treated Czechoslovaks differ-
ently. Then they gave us a permit to go 
to Lviv by train.

O. Winecki: We stayed in Zarzecze 
for one night and we immediately fig-
ured out that there was no future for us 
there. It was not guarded too strictly; 
the fence was not completed so I went 
over it and into the forest with my fa-
ther and brother at night. We walked 

Bedřich Seliger, Teplice 2011
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through the forest towards the Russian 
border at night and we would hide in 
villages in local cottages and farm-
houses during the daytime. Right at the 
border, we met other people from the 
transport who fled similarly to us. The 
border between the Soviet and Nazi oc-
cupation zones was a  river. We didn’t 
know the local terrain but there were 
Ukrainian traffickers who knew that 
trafficking refugees across the river 
was good business. My father paid for 
the three of us; there were about twen-
ty-five of us in all. We had to wait for 
two or three days because the nights 
were clear and the moon was bright. 
When the moon set, we came to the riv-
er and started fording with our luggage 
on our heads. Suddenly, about four bor-
der guards came running on the Rus-
sian side with rifles with bayonets and 
started yelling: “Go back!” On the other 
side, the German border guards heard 
it and came too. As they forced us 
back, one of us who could speak Rus-
sian because he had been in captivity 
in Russia during World War One told 
them that we didn’t care, just shoot be-
cause the others [Germans] will shoot 
too. One of our men was walking back 
and the Nazis shot him in the middle 
of the river. He stayed there. The shot 
attracted an officer of the Russian bor-
der guard. He came over riding a horse 
and our interpreter told him to let us go 
to their side because we were running 
away from those murderers. He then 
ordered his men to let us in. They took 
us to the border guard station and then 
they took us to the prison in Sinyava 
the next day. We were there for a day 
or two, and then they told us: “Get lost! 
Don’t ever come back!” So we walked to 
the train station and lep for Lviv.

LVIV

B. Seliger: The situation in Lviv 
was abnormal – so many refugees. The 
number of people there may have tri-
pled or so. Luckily, the help for refugees 
was organised perfectly. Not only did 
they give us food – they also gave us 
a small amount of money and a card. It 

was not an official identity document, 
just a card of the helping organisation. 
I  was lucky in that I  met a  man who 
asked who I  was. He was a  Jew and 
when he found that I  had completed 
a  piano course, he told me that they 
had an upright piano at home and that 
I should come for lunch and pay them 
back by teaching their daughter to 
play the piano. He wrote the address 
down for me. I came there the next day, 
had a  wonderful lunch like no other 
refugee had, and then I would do this 
three times a week. On the other days 
I  ate at the organisation where I  was 
registered and slept in a school.

Posters appeared in the town, say-
ing that refugees would be registered 
by the security authorities – the NKVD. 
The posters contained the initial letters 
of surnames with a date and place to 
report to. So, under the letter S, I got my 
address to come to and the date. There 
was this typical Russian – tall and fat, 
and his rank was Major. He told me to 
complete several forms. Since I did not 
know the Cyrillic script then, he gener-
ously offered to complete them for me. 
My place and date of birth, my educa-
tion, my father’s, mother’s and sisters’ 
occupations and who knows what else 
he wrote down. Then he asked what 
my father did. I remember what I said: 

“He goes round with goods,” as in he 
was sales representative. The Major 
said: “Is he a  coachman?” I  said he 
was. Suddenly, that gave me a  won-
derful ‘cadre profile’ that helped me 
a  lot in the future. All of a  sudden, in 
the middle of the interrogation, he 
lep and came back with a  piece of 
paper and asked: “So you were born 
and lived in the town of Prostějov?” 
I  said yes. He started asking me who 
had the biggest photography studio in 
Prostějov, so I  said “Ševčík”. Who has 
a bookstore near the town hall? I said 
the name. And, what street is the court 
in? Havlíčkova, of course – our house 
was less than a  hundred metres from 
the court house. He said: “Correct.” 
He cross-checked if I  told the truth to 
make sure I was not an agent. But I did 
convince him and the result was that 
he told me to come back in two weeks 
to collect an ID and to bring two pho-
tographs. Based on that interrogation, 
I got a pass authorising me to stay on 
the territory of the USSR and get a job. 
That was immensely important.

Y. Parma: Lviv was a big city but it 
was utterly overcrowded with refugees 
at the time. You could not get lodging 
anywhere. In addition, it was tough 
winter back then, with temperatures 
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Photo: Jan Horník



197 behind the iron curtain

of ten, maybe fipeen below zero, and 
we were exhausted. Eventually we 
got to Rahodemitska Street, which 
had dorms for students and academia 
members. The floor of the hall was oc-
cupied but we found a spot. My brother 
and I lay down under the piano and we 
could push my father to the wall. Luck-
ily it was warm in there. But when we 
tried to get up we would hit our heads 
on the piano.

We started looking for a  job. There 
was a  centre where refugees would 
gather – the passage of the Café de la 
Paix; there were black marketers there 
and you could sell or buy all sorts of 
things. You could get food there too. 
There was a  tough winter coming so 
we decided to go from house to house 
and help out with firewood. We bought 
a saw and an axe and peddled our work 
around, and got food instead of money 
in exchange. We could not speak Rus-
sian so we started learning, and for the 
time being we would just gesture. We 
got by day by day. Then another sur-
prise came. We met our sister at the 
Café de la Paix passage one day; she 
had fled to Poland with her boyfriend. 
That changed our position, because 
they had come to Lviv at the beginning 
of the war and by now they had a room 
in Litshakova [Street]. That’s where we 
started working, helping out with fire-
wood – most open for Poles. Then, as 
Czechoslovaks, we got job permits and 
I could join a bakery as an apprentice, 
even though I knew nothing about bak-
ing. We gradually got used to living in 
Lviv. My brother worked the saw and 
also in Yadze in the alcohol factory as 
a warehouse worker. Lviv was packed 
so some of the refugees from Nisko 
went on to Stanislavov and various 
other towns in Ukraine. We were no 
longer in touch with them, but we met 
some refugees from the transport in 
the passage de la Paix. Like our friend 
from Český Těšín, Josef Turs who was 
one year younger than me. He was ar-
rested as a spy and sentenced to prison 
in Lviv. He then managed to prove that 
he was a refugee, a Jew and a Czecho-
slovak, and he was released. When he 
came back I didn’t recognise him – he 
was just skin and bones – but he recov-
ered. I was an optimist, trying to look 
on the bright side of it despite all the 
bad things.

O. Winecki: We came to the NKVD 
in Lviv as refugees. We got a room from 
a  local Jew near St Anthony’s  Square. 
Our father started working and we the 
boys had no idea what to do, so we just 
lazed around. Sometime in April, a Ger-
man military repatriation committee 
came and set up office in Lviv. They 
said that whoever of the refugees cur-
rently in Lviv wanted to go back to their 
relatives on the German side could reg-
ister with the committee. Since our fa-
ther’s wife stayed in Ustroń as did all of 
our other relatives, our father registered 
with the committee and said we wanted 
to return. Aper a few weeks, it became 
known that the German repatriation 
committee gave all the lists of the peo-
ple who applied to return to the German 
side to the NKVD. As a result, the NKVD 
had its work done for it because they 
got all personal information – addresses 
and everything. So the NKVD action 
started. They would come to people at 
night and put them on trucks. They took 
them to the station, put them on trains 
and the trains went east. We hid for sev-
eral weeks. Our father worked in a fac-
tory and there was a grain warehouse. 
So we hid in the warehouse for two or 
three weeks.

ARREST

O. Winecki: Then we found that all 
our friends from the Těšín region and 
Ostrava had been taken away already, 
and my father concluded that there 
was no point keeping on hiding – they 
would find us anyway eventually. So 
we were at home, bags packed, and 
they came knocking on our door at two 
in the morning: “This is the NKVD!” 
We weren’t surprised, really, because 
we were prepared. They took us on 
board a  truck and then to the NKVD. 
We stayed there overnight. They never 
interrogated or tried us – there was 
no trial. Nothing. My father had regis-
tered for returning to Germany, which 
they understood to mean he hated the 
USSR. The Russian for it was “Ne blag-
onadyozhnyi” [Not desirable]. They 
simply assumed that all these people 
were potential enemies to the Soviet 
Union so they should better be kept in 
Siberia instead of on the then border 
with Germany. Trucks came the next 
morning and took our entire group to 

the station. A  train of cargo cars was 
prepared there and we boarded. We lep 
Lviv sometime in the evening. We rode 
for seven or eight days towards the Riv-
er Irtysh where they put us on a boat. 
Or was it Tobol? I  can’t remember. So 
they took us to Tobolsk. From there we 
sailed down the Tobol, Ob and Konda 
to a NKVD labour camp near Khanty-
Mansiysk. When we came ashore and 
they lined us up by the river, our NKVD 
man Shulov told us: “This is your Po-
land, this is your Warsaw. Get used to 
it. If you don’t, you will die.”

Y. Parma: There was action all the 
time. They would send entire families 
to Siberia. The Soviets suspected every 
refugee of being a spy. Our time came in 
the summer. The militia came at night 
and banged on the door. They ordered 
us to get dressed, take our luggage and 
follow them. We protested saying that 
we had a permit to stay and work, that 
we were Czechs – Czechoslovak nation-
als. They answered: “Never mind, nev-
er mind. We will sort it out there.” They 
put us – the whole family – on trucks 
and took us to the station. We rode the 
train for three weeks across the entire 
Soviet Union; Jews, Poles with various 
destinies, even Leopold – a Czech from 
Bohumín. They gave us food every time 
they refilled the locomotive with water. 
I don’t remember what it was – maybe 
soup. Then we went on to the north. 
Once we were told that we’d had our 
lunch at midnight. But it was day – it 
was not dark. Then they put us on 
a  boat on the River Irtysh. We sailed 
northwards slowly, very slowly. Finally 
they put us on smaller boats, about 
thirty people each. We went for one 
more day until we reached this forced 
labour camp called Soyma – there were 
three huts there. They took about fipy 
people – men and women, all together, 
plank beds on three levels. The com-
mander welcomed us: “You have come 
to a  colony, a  place to work. Just as 
you never see your ears, you will never 
see your home again. You will dig the 
ground, build your houses and then 
live here.” Aside from him there were 
maybe three or four guards. We later 
learned that we were maybe a  thou-
sand kilometres away from the rail-
way. There were no roads there – just 
the taiga.
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FURTHER WHEREABOUTS

Bedřich Seliger, unlike most 
other refugees from Nisko, was fortu-
nate enough to receive a  job permit 
and find a job at a bakery in Bolekhov 
near Lviv. As a result, he did not face 
the threat of arrest and subsequent 
deportation to the Siberian labour 
camps, as most refugees did. Follow-
ing the Nazi attack on the USSR in 
June 1941, he and other civilians were 
evacuated away from the progress-
ing frontline all the way to Tashkent, 
Uzbekistan where he worked in a co-
operative for several months. Late in 
1941 he read in a newspaper that the 
Czechoslovak military unit was be-
ing formed in Buzuluk and decided to 
join it immediately – in fact, he was 
one of the first six soldiers to enlist 
in Buzuluk. As the war went on, he 
took the entire journey of our east-
ern unit as the commander of a mine 
launcher team (he was injured three 
times). He was the commander of 
a  mine launcher team during the 
Battle of the Dukla Pass. During the 
war his entire family perished in Nazi 
concentration camps. 

Bedřich Seliger was employed at 
the military headquarters in Olomouc 
until 1947. When he lek the military 

he settled in Teplice and worked in 
managerial positions in lacework and 
textiles factories and glassworks in 
Western and Northern Bohemia. He 
died on 27 November 2012.

Yehuda Parma reunited with al-
most all of the members of his family 
in the Soviet labour camp – his sister 
and cousin and their husbands ar-
rived with the next transport. All Pol-
ish nationals including about three 
hundred Polish Jews were released 
from the camp in June 1941, but 
the commander refused to release 
Czechoslovak nationals, despite the 
amnesty. As a  result, during a  New 
Year’s  Eve celebration, several men 
decided to flee with the help of “ku-
laks” living in exile in the camp’s vi-
cinity. Then they enlisted at the local 
military headquarters in the town of 
Khanty-Mansiysk some thirty kilo-
metres away from the camp. Except 
for Leopold’s  father, they were all 
recognised as eligible for military 
service and were allowed to leave for 
Buzuluk where they arrived in early 
February 1942. It took one year to 
get the rest of the family to Buzuluk. 
The father died as a  result of physi-
cal exhaustion shortly aker arrival. 
As a  member of a  reconnaissance 

platoon under the Second Infantry 
Squad led by First Lieutenant Jan 
Kudlič, Yehuda Parma took part in 
the first combat action of the First 
Independent Czechoslovak Battalion 
in the USSR in March 1943 – in the 
Battle of Sokolovo where his elder 
brother Egon was killed. He contin-
ued as a  reconnaissance soldier of 
the Czechoslovak military unit until 
the end of WWII. He stayed in the 
Czechoslovak Army aker the war 
as a  reconnaissance officer and in 
1948 he was involved significantly in 
organising and training Jewish vol-
unteers, with whom he later lek for 
Israel. He briefly worked in the Israeli 
armed forces and then he was a po-
lice officer until retirement. He now 
lives in a suburb of Tel Aviv.

Otto Winecki was released from 
the Verchniye baraki penitentiary 
colony near Khanty-Mansiysk under 
the amnesty for Polish nationals an-
nounced aker the Nazi attack on the 
Soviet Union in the summer of 1941. 
He was sent to work at a cooperative 
farm and his brother Alfred worked 
on a construction site. His father Josef 
was seriously injured while perform-
ing forest work and hospitalised in 
Khanty-Mansiysk. Otto and his broth-
er applied for release to the newly 
formed Polish military force in the 
USSR and were released in November 
1943. They joined the artillery unit 
but Otto was sent to a military acad-
emy in May 1944. On returning home, 
he found that most of his relatives 
had been murdered in Auschwitz. 
He stayed in the Polish military until 
1947, then worked at the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs. He stayed in Prague 
with his family between 1960 and 
1965 as an official of Poland’s Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs. Due to another 
surge of anti-Semitism in Poland in 
the late 1960s, he fled with his fam-
ily to Vienna and then to Australia in 
May 1968. He died on 26 November 
2015 in Melbourne.

Otto Winecki, Melbourne 2014
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PERIPETEIAS OF A NORMAL LIFE

He was born as Robert Silberstein on 
3 August 19021 in Orlová. He came 
from a  seven-member Jewish family 
– his father, Herman Silberstein, was 
employed as a  warehouse manager 
in the brewery in Radva nice, based in 
Orlová, for many years and later be-
came a private entrepreneur. At first, 
his business was relatively success-
ful, but due to the economic crisis of 
the early 1930s he went bankrupt, 
and to cover debts he even had to 
sell the family house. However, this 
solved the dismal financial situation 
of the family only temporarily, and he 
was forced to find work in neighbour-
ing Poland; he took a job at a distill-
ery in Katowice.

His second son, Robert, completed 
five grades of general national school 
in Orlová and four classes of the Or-
lová gymnasium. In 1918, he went 
to study chemistry at the Technical 
University in Vienna, where he ac-
quired the title of engineer five years 
later. Aker his university studies, he 
returned to his homeland – specifi-
cally, to Ostrava, where he worked as 
a chemical engineer in a soap factory. 
For financial reasons, however, he 
soon also moved to Katowice, Poland, 
where he first found a  job in a soap 
factory. His good language skills cer-
tainly helped him find this new posi-
tion – in addition to Czech and Slo-
vak, he was fluent in German, Polish 
and partly in Russian. Although he 
used German in day-to-day life, in the 
censuses in inter-war Czechoslova-

kia (1921, 1930) he always professed 
Czechoslovak nationality. This was 
far from the rule for Jews coming 
from the ethnically mixed Těšín re-
gion – apart from the Jewish nation-
ality, many of them professed mainly 
German or Polish nationality.

In 1924, Robert Sylten had to return 
from Poland due to conscription. He 
completed his fourteen-month mili-
tary service in the division (military) 
hospital in Opava. Around this time, 
he married Melanie (Mellita). In Au-
gust 1925, their first daughter, Inge-
borg, was born, followed by Ruth ex-
actly five years later. In 1926, Ro bert 
Silberstein was allowed to change 
his surname to Sylten – the reasons 
which led him to this renaming and 
to the choice of surname that sound-
ed unusual in Central Europe are not 
known.

Aker military service, he returned 
to Katowice, where he continued his 
previous job. However, he was dis-
missed from the soap factory during 
the Great Depression in the early 
1930s and returned to Czechoslova-
kia again. The impacts of the eco-
nomic crisis on the domestic econo-
my were also significant at that time 
and he, therefore, remained unem-
ployed or reliant on short-term and 
unstable temporary jobs for a  long 
time. In this context, we could men-
tion an interesting recollection of his 
close friend from childhood Erich Šarf 
(Scharf)2, who many years later as-
sessed Sylten’s  traits in communica-
tion with StB members: although he 
described Sylten’s personality as en-

tirely positive – he considered Sylten 
highly intelligent and educated – he 
could not help having a dig at his old 
friend, mainly because of his alleged 
“entrepreneurship” and “greed”. As 
far as I know, Sylten was accustomed 
from his childhood to having enough of 
everything. In the beginning, his father 
earned quite a lot of money. During the 
economic crisis, when he didn’t get any 
support from his parents, Sylten start-
ed dealing a  lot. He sold   and bought 
everything that he could get to and 
that could earn him some money. […] 
His biggest hobby is chess, in which he 
managed to find new acquaintances to 
get some benefit. During the economic 
crisis he played chess for money. He al-
ways found a partner who even paid for 
a game. At that time people said that 
Sylten plays chess for money, 5 crowns 
for each game. This is when I  got the 
impression that Sylten was very stingy 
with money. But he was able to use 
money very sparingly. In conversations 
Sylten never tried to show that he was 
something more than the one he was 
talking to or interacting with. Using his 
great intelligence, he was able to win 
over many friends and good acquain-
tances.3

Aker some time, Robert Sylten 
found a job as an insurance agent in 
Ostrava – he acquired life and fire pol-
icies and earned extra money selling 
books of several Ostrava publishing 
houses. However, as his brother Jan 
Skála (Silberstein) said aker years, 
his brother’s family lived in very poor 
social conditions at the time.4 In 1937, 
therefore, he decided to move the 

The story of a dilatory informer

Robert Sylten was never a publicly known or important person. His actions did 
not make a significant mark on history either. Yet his story certainly cannot be 
described as commonplace – it dramatically reflected the turbulent history of the 
20th century. When watching the fateful twists of Sylten’s life, we can also clearly 
see some practices of totalitarian regimes. 

JAN DVOŘÁK

Robert Sylten – State Security Service (StB) collaborator in Israel
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whole family to Brno. In March of 
that year, their third child – son Peer – 
was born. However, Sylten did not 
manage to find a qualified job in the 
new home either, so he had to work 
as an insurance agent again. He re-
mained in Brno until August 1939. 
It was then that the low standard of 
living and perhaps even his adven-
turous nature first inspired him to 
take extraordinary actions. Accord-
ing to his later statement, from 1938 
to 1939, during his stay in Brno, he 
collaborated with members of the 
Czechoslovak military intelligence 
service, e.g. with his wife’s  cousin, 
First Lieutenant Holzner, whom he 
informed of engineers of German na-
tionality working in arms factories 
in Brno that he was in contact with. 
Sylten did not sign any promise of 
collaboration at the time, and he al-
ways informed Holzner orally. How-
ever, aker Holzner lek for Britain fol-
lowing the occupation in March 1939, 
they never met again.5

ESCAPE FROM PERSECUTION

Aker the Nazi occupation of Bohemia 
and Moravia in March 1939, a  con-
siderable number of Czechoslovak 
citizens decided to escape from their 
occupied homeland. Due to the Nazi 
racial policy, the largest group con-
sisted of refugees of Jewish origin. 
Most refugees, also due to geographi-
cal proximity and material possibili-
ties, went first to Poland, mostly to 
Krakow and Katowice, where they 
tried to obtain visas – mainly to the 
United States or Great Britain; some 
of them intended to go to the Soviet 
Union.6

In mid-August 1939, Robert Sylten 
decided to take the same step. How-
ever, he lek his family in Brno. First, 
for about two weeks, he stayed in Ka-
towice, and aker 1 September 1939, 
when Germany invaded Poland, he 
went further east, to Lviv.7 The east-
ern part of the Polish territory had, 
however, been successively occupied 
by the Soviet Red Army since 17 Sep-
tember 1939.8 In the preserved file of 
the People’s  Commissariat for Inter-
nal Affairs (NKVD)9, he talks about the 
circumstances of his departure to the 
territory occupied by the Soviets in 

detail: It wasn’t possible to live in Kato-
wice any longer, as the German troops 
quickly moved forward. I  escaped to 
the town of Brody10, where I spent sev-
en days. As I didn’t find any work, I de-
cided to go to Lviv. There, I registered 
with the employment office. But I spent 
a month and a half in Lviv, and I had 
no job, so then I  stayed in Borschiv11 
for two weeks, but there wasn’t any 
work either, and I sold everything I had 
with me (two pairs of shoes, a  coat, 
a  watch), I  had nothing to live on, so 
I decided to go to Bucharest, Romania, 
to my wife.12 The main inspiration to 
go to Romania was his wife’s  initia-
tive. During his stay in Lviv he had 
learned from her telegram that she 
had asked for permission to go to 
Bucharest, where her brother Hans 
and uncle Heinrich lived. Between 
10 and 12 December 1939, he report-
edly even received a  letter from her 
from Bucharest. First, he officially 
applied at the Lviv NKVD for permis-
sion to go to Romania: The NKVD took 
four photos, completed a questionnaire 
and told me that permission to leave 
would be granted in four months. But 
I had nothing to live on, so I decided to 
leave illegally, he said later, during an 
interrogation. On 26 December 1939, 
he took a train from Lviv to the Rozh-
niv station, from where he walked 
to the nearby border with Romania. 
However, in Popelnyki, which lay di-
rectly by the border, he was detained 
by locals the following day, about 150 
metres from the border, and handed 
over to members of the Kolomyya 
border section of the NKVD.13 Aker 
his arrest, he was taken to the NKVD 
headquarters in Kolomyya, where he 
underwent the first interrogation. 
Aker two weeks, he was transferred 
to a  prison in Stanislav (now Ivano-
Frankivsk). On 6  February 1940, the 
Stanislav investigator, Second Lieu-
tenant of State Security Burkalyov, 
brought final charges against Sylten 
for attempting to illegally cross the 
state border of the USSR to Romania.14 
Sylten was subsequently taken to 
the prison in Vinnytsia. On 29 June 
1940, he was sentenced to five years 
of forced labour by the Special Board 
of the NKVD.15 The uniqueness of 
Sylten’s  case lay in the fact that the 
overwhelming majority of refugees 

(among them many Czechoslovaks) 
were condemned by the Soviet au-
thorities because of their illegal arriv-
al in the territory of the USSR, while 
Sylten was sentenced, paradoxically, 
to severe punishment for attempted 
illegal departure from the USSR.

IN THE GULAG

In the autumn of 1940, Robert Sylten 
was deported to one of the forced 
labour camps Kniazh-Pogost (Sev-
zheldorlag)16, which was located in 
the Komi Republic in northern Rus-
sia. As evidenced by the preserved 
reports of the Czechoslovak Mili-
tary Mission in the USSR from 1942 
to 1943, mapping the number of 
Czechoslovaks imprisoned in Soviet 
forced labour camps, the local lager 
(camp) complex held many Czecho-
slovaks – primarily Jews and Rusyns, 
but also several Czechs.17 Most of 
the prisoners were employed in the 
construction of the railway line be-
tween Kotlas and Vorkuta, on the 
728 km long section of Kotlas – Ust – 
Kozhva.18 Robert Sylten first worked 
in the camp as a forest worker, then 
in a shoemaking workshop and even-
tually as a chemist in a soap factory, 
where he remained until 12 February 
1942.19

An interesting story is related to 
his nearly two-year stay in the camp: 
aker his return to Czechoslovakia in 
1945, he allegedly told his brother 
that in the local camp he helped 
members of the Soviet security ser-
vice to “liquidate” a German spy.20

The amnesty for Czechoslovak 
citizens detained in the USSR was 
declared in late 1941, but it was only 
at the beginning of January 1942 that 
the State Defence Committee of the 
USSR agreed with the release of for-
mer Czechoslovak citizens if they 
would enter the nascent Czechoslo-
vak Military Unit in the USSR.21 This 
possibility was, of course, also used 
by Robert Sylten. Although he was 
released from the camp in late Feb-
ruary 1942, he did report for duty in 
Buzuluk until the beginning of May 
1942. This can be most likely ex-
plained by dilatoriness of some camp 
commandants in releasing foreign 
nationals.22 Aker arriving in Buzu-
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luk, however, Robert Sylten was in 
such a poor state of health – ill with 
severe forms of TB – that he could 
not be deployed in direct combat and 
was treated for several months. Aker 
partial recovery, he helped with the 
rear work and finally was included 
in the reserve company – it was not 
until the beginning of March 1944 
that he was sent to the Czechoslovak 
Military Unit in the USSR in Yefremov 
and from 25 March 1944, as a medi-
cal orderly, he was assigned to the 
Czechoslovak Reserve Regiment. 
Reportedly, he was again engaged 
in the manufacture of soap for the 
members of the Czechoslovak Mili-
tary Unit, for which he was appre-
ciated by Klement Gottwald.23 On 1 
August 1944, he was promoted to the 
rank of lance corporal and, on 1 De-
cember 1944, to the rank of reserve 
corporal. Finally, he arrived in Poprad 
with the unit, where in early 1945 he 
met his brother Jan.24 Later, when de-
scribing this meeting, Jan included 
a few words conforming to the Com-
munist ideology: Aper years of sepa-
ration, I met my brother accidentally in 
1944 in Poprad (Poprad was not liber-
ated until early 1945 – author’s note). 
During the meeting and early in the 
course of frequent contact with him, 
I  found out that his thinking was ab-
solutely progressive. He spoke very 
highly of the USSR. He owed both his 
life and mine primarily to the USSR. He 
approved nationalization and enthusi-
astically talked about the socialist sys-
tem in our country.25

In August 1945, Robert Sylten was 
released from active service in the 
Czechoslovak Army and could return 
to Ostrava. It was probably at that 
time that he learned that his wife and 
children did not go to Romania in the 
end, but were murdered by the Nazis 
in a concentration camp.26 Naturally, 
he was deeply affected by the news. 
In this respect, the later recollection 
of his brother is far more credible: 
I  remember that shortly aper the de-
mobilization, when my brother found 
out that his family had been killed, he 
was mentally devastated for a  very 
long time. In this connection, his resist-
ance and hatred towards the guards-
men and other followers of Germans 
increased considerably.27 The question 
remains how to measure the human 
suffering and hatred towards the per-
petrators.

INGE AND HEINZ

Like most European Jews who man-
aged to survive all the hardships of 
the Second World War, Robert Sylten 
had to cope with the loss of his loved 
ones for the rest of his life. Until his 
death, he probably knew no details 
of the fate of his family and mistak-
enly believed that his wife and chil-
dren died in the extermination camp 
at Auschwitz. However, the real-
ity was different, and especially the 
fate of his eldest daughter, Ingeborg, 
remains unique in many ways, yet 
equally tragic. His wife Melanie and 
all three children were first deported 

by the Nazis on 28 January 1942 in 
transport U, No. 199, from Brno to 
the Theresienstadt ghetto, and from 
there, on 1 September of that year, in 
transport Be, No. 218, with thousands 
of other Jews to Raasiku in Estonia, 
where they arrived on 5 September 
1942.28

As was the case in extermination 
camps, upon arrival at the local sta-
tion they had to go through a selec-
tion process which decided on the life 
or death of each of the newly arrived. 
Like 800 other people from the There-
sienstadt transport, Sylten’s  wife 
Melanie, younger daughter Ruth and 
son Peer were not selected and, on 
the same day, they were shot in near-
by woods at Kalevi-Liiva by a  squad 
composed of members of the Esto-
nian Security Police and the SS. Inge 
was spared for the time being and 
included in a  two-hundred-member 
group of young and employable pris-
oners (only 45 women survived the 
war), who were finally transported to 
the Jägala concentration camp.29 At 
the end of 1942 and in the first half 
of the following year – i.e. before its 
closing in August 1943 – many local 
prisoners were transferred to the 
central prison in Estonia’s capital Tal-
linn (Ger. Reval). During the autumn, 
most of the prisoners (including Inge) 
were moved to Ereda30, one of several 
newly established camps in north-
east Estonia.

According to the testimonies of 
surviving prisoners, Inge was excep-
tionally beautiful, and uncharacteris-
tically blond for a Jewess. Immediate-
ly aker her arrival at Ereda, she was 
noticed by the feared commander 
of the camp, Heinz Drosihn, who re-
portedly almost instantly fell in love 
with her. In the following weeks and 
months, he tried make her life in the 
camp considerably easier. The emo-
tional relationship between the two 
eventually became so strong that it 
even had a significant positive effect 
on Drosihn’s  behaviour towards the 
prisoners, so he, among other things, 
stopped using corporal punishment. 

Robert Sylten shortly aVer his arrest, 1939

Photo: DAZO
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It was also thanks to Inge that the 
conditions for prisoners in the camp 
began to improve rapidly, and she 
even became involved in helping 
a  group of prisoners preparing an 
act of resistance in the camp. The ro-
mance between the camp command-
er and the prisoner, probably based 
on true love, which makes it entirely 
unique in a time of war, lasted nearly 
three months. However, it was bound 
to have a  tragic end. Probably aker 
his colleagues’ denunciation, Drosihn 
drew the attention of his superiors 
and in February 1944 he was replaced 
by a new commander in the camp. An 
investigation started, and Inge was 
among those questioned. Yet the two 
lovers reportedly managed to escape 
from the camp. They probably want-
ed to try to get to neutral Sweden. 
However, their escape ended tragi-
cally – they were caught and either 
shot or, in an impasse, they commit-
ted suicide.31

NEW BEGINNINGS

Like other surviving Jews and those 
affected by the tragedy of the Holo-
caust, Robert Sylten eventually had 
no choice but to try to cope with his 

trauma. Aker some time he managed 
to find a job at Pick a spol., in a soap 
factory in Žilina, where he soon made 
friends with the owner, Gejza Pick.32 
Sylten was also popular among his 
colleagues and other workers.33 In 
December 1948, he remarried. Even 
then he was not politically active, but 
according to a later testimony of his 
brother Jan he welcomed the “Feb-
ruary victory” in 1948. Yet in early 
1949 he and his employer Gejza Pick 
(whose family company had been 
nationalized) decided to go to Israel, 
where Pick wanted to establish his 
own factory that would be managed 
by Sylten. Sylten’s  decision to move 
to Israel was to a great degree influ-
enced by his second wife. However, 
the reality was not nearly so rosy 
aker they arrived in Israel – Sylten 
could not find a good job, or even a de-
cent flat. He and his wife first settled 
in Jerusalem, where Robert worked 
as a clerk at the town office for two 
years. Then he became a chemist in 
a plant specializing in the production 
of artificial fertilizers and processing 
of kitchen waste. Later, he tried to 
start a private business and for some 
time dealt in building materials. How-
ever, his business was not very suc-
cessful, and his company went bank-
rupt around the time of the second 
Arab-Israeli war (Suez Crisis) in 1956. 
Nevertheless, he soon managed to 
find a fairly well-paid job as a chemist 
in phosphate plants at Beersheba in 
the Negev desert, where he worked 
as deputy head of the laboratory. He 
and his wife had two children at the 
time.34 As a chemist, he had a decent 
salary, which allowed him to take out 
a bank loan and buy a flat in Ramat 
Gan.35 Yet the reportedly pressing 
financial situation forced him to ac-
cept an offer of the Czechoslovak in-
telligence service.

COLLABORATION WITH THE STB

At the turn of 1949/1950, a  marked 
turnaround came about in the for-
eign policy of the Soviet Union and 
its East European satellites in rela-
tion to the Middle East. Aker it be-
came clear that the winning system 
in Israel would not be socialism, but 
Western parliamentary democracy, 

and that the Israeli Communist Party 
(Maki) had literally pitiful support36, 
the “Eastern bloc” states started to 
turn away from Israel and support 
Arab states instead. Anti-Zionism, 
professed by Stalin and other repre-
sentatives of the Communist nomen-
klatura, was noticeable again aker 
it had been temporarily suppressed 
in the 1940s and especially in 1948. 
Also Czechoslovakia, which until re-
cently had maintained a very friendly 
relationship with both Zionism and 
Israel, tried to win the support and 
sympathies of the Arab countries. 
Manifestations of anti-Semitism and 
anti-Zionism during Slánský’s  trial 
and the new anti-Israeli course in 
foreign policy were to facilitate this 
significantly.37

Czechoslovak-Israeli relations were 
quite logically at a low ebb in the first 
half of the 1950s. Shortly aker Slán-
ský’s  trial in 1952 the Israeli ambas-
sador Arieh Kubovy lek Prague and 
basically until 1967 (the outbreak of 
the Six Day War), when mutual diplo-
matic relations were entirely discon-
tinued, Israel had in Czechoslovakia, 
and Czechoslovakia in Israel, only an 
accredited representative.38 Any de-
velopment of business relations was 
limited to petty trade. The situation 
was similar in culture, where the mu-
tual relations were also stalled.

Although the diplomatic relations 
were normalized for a  short time in 
1956 and the Israeli embassy started 
operating in Prague again, the situa-
tion deteriorated the very next year 
again, when an employee of the Israe-
li embassy in Prague, Moshe Schatz, 
was accused of spying and deported. 
At that time, the StB suspected not 
only him, but also other employees 
of the Israeli embassy of involvement 
in providing financial support to per-
sons of Jewish origin and organizing 
illegal escapes of some individuals 
from the Czechoslovak Republic. Sev-
eral Czechoslovak Jews were arrest-
ed,39 but according to Israel it was 
based on false accusations.40 In April 
1957, Secretary of the Israeli Embassy 
Shlomo Kaddar41 was also declared 
persona non grata, so he had to leave 
Czechoslovakia as well.42

Although in the rest of the 1950s 
and 1960s the state and party bod-

Robert’s eldest daughter, Inge, and the com-

mander of the camp at Ereda, Estonia, Heinz 

Drosihn
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ies declared disinterest in improving 
Czechoslovak-Israeli relations, and 
anti-Israel propaganda continued to 
be fuelled in the local society, the 
Czechoslovak intelligence service 
did not cease to be interested in the 
situation in the Middle East, trying to 
build an agency network (i.e. a  net-
work of secret collaborators) primar-
ily among former compatriots. Its 
interest in Robert Sylten dates from 
the end of 1957.43 The idea of   using 
him for collaboration came most 
likely from his brother Jan Skála44, 
who was a collaborator of the Žilina 
Regional Directorate of the Ministry 
of the Interior at that time, under 
the code name “Milan”. Based on the 
correspondence with his brother, 
he believed that his brother main-
tained “progressive thinking” aker 
his departure to Israel, expressing 
a  warm relationship to his home-
land. What seemed valuable to him 
was his close contact with other 
former compatriots.45 The members 
of Section 7 of the Žilina Regional 
Headquarters of the Ministry of the 
Interior therefore made a proposal in 
early 1958 to acquire Robert Sylten 
for collaboration.46 From January to 
June 1958, they questioned the col-
laborator “Milan” to provide as much 
information as possible about his 
brother’s past, leading him to deepen 
their mutual correspondence. In late 
May and early June 1958, the mem-
bers of the Žilina Regional Head-
quarters of the Ministry of the Inte-
rior also gathered information about 
Robert Sylten from his former col-
leagues from the company Pick and 
the aforementioned Sylten’s  friend 
from his youth, Colonel of the Czech-
oslovak People’s  Army Evžen Šarf.47 
On 14 February 1959, First Lieuten-
ant Josef Beneš48 (senior officer of 
Department 1 of Section 6 of Direc-
torate I  of the Ministry of the Inte-
rior / foreign counterintelligence) 
finally made a  proposal for recruit-
ment (“verbovka”) of Robert Sylten, 
who was to be used in particular to 
obtain reports on the economic and 
political relations between the West-
ern powers (meaning the USA and 
the FRG) and Israel. According to the 
information of the Czechoslovak in-
telligence service members, special-

ists from the FRG also operated in 
the Negev, where he was employed. 
Furthermore, the intelligence service 
members imagined that he would 
penetrate into an organization called 
the League of Israel–Czechoslova-
kia Friendship (abbr. HOC, an or-
ganization of expatriates from the 
Czechoslovak Republic in Israel)49 
and, thanks to his contacts, he would 
report relevant information not only 
about the life of Czechoslovak emi-
grants in Israel but, for example, also 
about Nazi collaborators.50

The Czechoslovak intelligence ser-
vice were particularly interested in 
Sylten’s  contacts with former com-
patriots – the aforementioned friend 
Gej za Pick reportedly maintained 
contacts with a  number of people 
from top economic and political cir-
cles of the Israeli state, and his wife, 
Herta, née Melkenstein, was also 
a close relative of Israeli Prime Min-
ister David Ben Gurion.51 Sylten was 
supposed to be motivated for collabo-
ration not only because of his strong 
aversion to Nazism (killing of his fam-
ily and participation in the anti-Nazi 
struggle) and sympathies for both 
Czechoslovakia and the USSR, but es-
pecially financial rewards and other 
material benefits. Aker the proposal 
was approved by the then Interior 
Minister Barák, a dossier of a secret 
collaborator codenamed “Robert” 
was established.52

From January until the end of July 
1959, in several personal meetings 
which were held every week in the 
“Pioneer” cultural centre in Žilina, his 
brother was instructed by members 
of the StB (two of the meetings were 
also attended by First Lieutenant 

Beneš) on mutual correspondence 
and, in connection with the coming 
meeting of the two brothers in Vien-
na, also on the procedure for starting 
collaboration.53 Originally, the broth-
ers were to meet in March 1959, but 
due to complications (Robert could 
not gather the necessary finances to 
travel to Europe) the scheduled meet-
ing finally took place in early August 
1959. Upon arrival in Vienna on 10 
August 1959, Robert Sylten first met 
his brother Jan, who, according to 
the plan, proposed that he meet his 
“friend from the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs” – i.e. First Lieutenant Beneš. 
Two days later, in the presence of his 
brother, Robert met Beneš and, af-
ter some hesitation, his recruitment 
(“verbovka”) was successful. Fearing 
a potential disclosure, Robert agreed 
to collaborate only under the condi-
tion that his activity would not be di-
rected against the interests of Israel 
(although he did not sympathize with 
Prime Minister Ben Gurion’s policy).54 
At several other meetings in the fol-
lowing two days (in Viennese cafés, 
pubs and parks), First Lieutenant 
Beneš tried to question Sylten on 
the topics of major interests for the 
Czechoslovak intelligence service – 
especially on Israel’s  economic and 
political relations with the West and 
on Sylten’s  contacts in political cir-
cles of the Israeli state. When talking 
to Beneš, Sylten boasted that he had 
many contacts in particular among 
the officials of Israel’s  leading politi-
cal parties – Mapai55, the General Zi-
onists56 and the Progressive Party57, 
as well as in the trade union organi-
zation Histadrut58 and at the Ministry 
of Development.59 Therefore, Beneš 
assigned him a  task to obtain any 
information related to political and 
economic agreements between Israel 
and the Western powers, i.e. with 
their effort to penetrate economically 
into Israel (names of experts and spe-
cialists, as well as places and times of 
their stays in Israel). He was to report 
his findings in letters to his brother 
to Czechoslovakia and soon also in 
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personal contact with the superior 
officer in Israel.60

It was as early as in November 1959 
that Robert indicated in a letter to his 
brother that he “longed for friends” – 
i.e. that he wanted to establish col-
laboration.61 In the following weeks, 
he was therefore contacted by the 
resident of the Czechoslovak intel-
ligence service in Israel62 Captain 
Havlík63. Their first meeting occurred 
on 26 January 1960, in a  park near 
the Dan hotel in Tel Aviv. In the fol-
lowing months, they had eight more 
meetings – they took place either in 
a  park near the Dan hotel or in the 
Ben Yehuda café. During these meet-
ings, Havlík assigned tasks to Sylten 
to make contacts with officials of the 
Mapai party (and to join it) and of the 
General Zionists, to identify ways of 
economic penetration of the USA and 
FRG into Israel, to select function-
aries of the Israel–Czechoslovakia 
Friendship League and Czechoslovak 
immigrants in Israel, etc. The tasks 
assigned to him through Havlík were 
the same as those in the original pro-
posal.64 The members of the Czecho-
slovak residency in Israel certainly 
also liked to use Sylten’s  services, 
because according to their superiors’ 
assessment they did not have suffi-
cient operative results.65

However, it was soon clear to 
them that the promising collabora-
tion would not meet their original 
expectations. From the beginning, 
Sylten approached fulfilment of tasks 
in a  rather lax way, which of course 
was not satisfying for the intelligence 
service members. The collaboration 
sometimes seemed rather humorous: 
at one of the meetings, Sylten even 
presented the Czechoslovak intel-
ligence service with an offer to pur-
chase an invention related to protect-
ing people from the effects of high 
speeds during space flights. At that 
point Havlík considered the proposal 
as suspicious.66 Finally, Sylten gave 
him a piece of paper with the calcu-
lations, but the experts from the Sci-
entific and Technological Intelligence 
Service (VTR)67 assessed them as 
amateurish, and probably rightly sus-
pected Sylten of deliberately trying to 
monetize a worthless thing. This was 
also revealed in his later assessment – 

according to Havlík, he apparently 
exhibited certain extremes in behav-
iour, naivety associated with Jewish 
foxiness (!) and a  fear of contact with 
us paralized (sic) by a desire for mon-
ey. Havlík also questioned the reli-
ability of his other reports and urged 
caution during their assessment.

It was only aker the last mutual 
meeting, which took place on 7 
April 1960, that he admitted that 
Sylten’s  approach to collaboration 
and task fulfilment somewhat im-
proved: He abandons a  transparent 
way of thinking, and although he 
tends to fulfil the tasks in an unsys-
tematic manner, it is clear his attitude 
to task fulfilment is far more serious 
(he realized that his initial method 
was unlikely to succeed). He strives 
for conspiracy: for example, he brought 
the last report in a  clutch pencil. He 
expressed gratitude for the loan to 
buy a flat. However, the reliability of 
Sylten’s reports was to continue to be 
closely examined.68

Aker Captain Havlík lek Israel, his 
supervision was assumed by Captain 
Cidlinský69. However, Sylten only 
met Cidlinský once, because he was 
suddenly expelled from Israel in con-
nection with disclosure of a collabo-
rator in Operation “Capo” – an opera-
tion of the Czechoslovak intelligence 
service for further “examination” of 
the aforementioned Israeli diplomat  
Shlomo Kaddar, which was terminat-
ed aker his departure from Czecho-
slovakia in 1957.

In any case, aker Cidlinský’s  de-
parture further contact with Sylten 
was discontinued (although it was 
not expected that this would be the 
definitive end). Sylten’s active collab-
oration with the Czechoslovak intel-

ligence service ultimately lasted only 
six months – from December 1959 to 
May 1960. When in November 1962 
the intelligence service members 
considered its effectiveness, obvious 
disappointment prevailed in their as-
sessment. During the whole period, 
Sylten only provided some second-
rate political-economic and scien-
tific-technical information, which, 
however, was not up to standard and, 
from the intelligence point of view, did 
not lead to anything substantial. It 
was mainly information relating to 
the production and export of Israeli 
phosphates (including a  list of peo-
ple who were involved in the produc-
tion – chemists, technical officers, 
directors, leaders of chemical plants) 
that was passed to the VTR. His lax-
ity was criticized again: ... he fulfilled 
the assigned tasks in a rather superfi-
cial way, he lacked initiative – he did 
not fulfil other special tasks and did 
not show discipline and bravery, con-
stantly fearing the possibility of disclo-
sure. The assessment also included 
Havlík’s  peculiar characterization 
of Sylten’s behaviour: He showed na-
ivety, not appropriate to his education, 
associated with Jewish foxiness, fear of 
contact, as well as a desire for money. 
In total, in personal meetings, he was 
paid 1,300 Israeli pounds (Israeli li-
ras, IL), including IL 300 as rewards 
and IL 1,000 as a  loan to buy a flat. 
However, by 1962 Sylten had not re-
paid the loan.70

TERMINATION OF COLLABORATION

Aker deportation of Captain Cid-
linský from Israel in August 1960, no 
contacts were maintained with Sylten 
until the end of July 1962. It had to do 
with the fact that the residency of the 
Czechoslovak intelligence service in 
Israel had been cancelled. Despite 
the poor results of the previous col-
laboration, the contact to Sylten was 
still attractive for the Czechoslovak 
intelligence service, and it intended 
to use it in the future. The important 
thing was that there was no indica-

Václav Louda – “Havlík”

Photo: SSA



209 a story from the 20th century

tion that the collaboration had been 
disclosed to foreign intelligence ser-
vices, especially to the Israeli coun-
terintelligence service.

Therefore, the Czechoslovak intel-
ligence service took certain steps to 
re-establish the contact in the sum-
mer of 1962. In July, Robert Sylten was 
contacted in Israel by his brother Jan, 
who was visiting his son Milan. Robert 
accepted the offer of further collabo-
ration and agreed with his brother on 
the possibilities of the new connec-
tion.71 However, the collaboration was 
never renewed, because the Czecho-
slovak residency was not restored. In 
1964, Robert Sylten’s  dossier was ar-
chived and, in the 1980s, shredded.72

CONCLUSION

Unfortunately, the author of the ar-
ticle did not manage to determine 
the exact date and place of Robert 
Sylten’s  death. Sylten reportedly 
died in the 1980 in Tel Aviv. Even his 
daughter from his second marriage, 
Ruth, who was for some time in con-
tact with the filmmaker Lukáš Přibyl, 
did not know many of the twists and 
turns of her father’s life – of too many 
dramas for one human life. Although 
they also stemmed from personal and 
oken ill-considered decisions, fuelled 
certainly also by his lifelong thirst for 
adventure, their consequences for 
Sylten were usually tragic. As tragic 

as a  substantial part of the history 
of Central and Eastern Europe in the 
20th century, when the Nazi regime 
was replaced by the Communist re-
gime, i.e. by a  substantially similar 
totalitarianism, “at the helm”. Robert 
Sylten was unable to break free from 
their traps for virtually his whole life 
– his whole family was murdered on 
racial grounds by the henchmen of 
Nazism, whose persecution he fled, 
and then he was unjustly imprisoned 
by the Communists (Bolsheviks) only 
to work for them later. Unfortunately, 
we will never know more about the 
real reasons that led Robert Sylten to 
make this decision.
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Aerial view of the Nikolaj camp, 1952. In 

November 1955 there were about 700 prison-

ers with sentences exceeding 10 years in the 

camp. The camp was situated at an altitude 

of 900m, one kilometre north of Jáchymov. 

Prisoners mined uranium in the Eduard shaV 

located less than one kilometre west of the 

camp.
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The Nikolaj penal labour camp was 
established in November 1951 and 
abolished in July 1958. It was set up 
on the site of a forced labour camp 
which had been shut down in Feb-
ruary 1951.1 Nikolaj was one of the 
bigger camps.2 In September 1952, 
a year aker it was founded, it con-
tained 900 prisoners3, while in au-
tumn 1955 there were about 7004. 
In that period the camp was under 
the command of First Lieutenant 
Jaroslav Slánský. Intended for pris-
oners with sentences of over 10 
years, the camp was located at an 
altitude of 900m above sea level 
and temperatures fell to as low as 
minus 20 degrees Celsius in win-
ter. Prisoners walked a  distance of 
around one kilo metre to the Eduard 
shak, where they worked, tied by 
steel rope into a marching unit; re-
ferred to as the “bus”, it was formed 
by up to several hundred prisoners 
marching in fives.5

On 6 November Anton Tomík is fin-
ishing a narrow tunnel leading about 
a  metre under the ground. It is just 
outside a three-metre corridor made 
of barbed wire through which work 
groups walk to the shak. Behind 
the corridor there is a  fence made 
of barbed wire, 2.5 metres in height, 
which runs around the camp. Every 
eight metres there is a  lamp post. 
The so-called shooting range, 10 me-
tres wide, is marked out in front of 
the barbed wire. In the corners the 

camp is guarded by six-metre towers 
manned by guards armed with ma-
chine guns6.

Although the tunnel has been com-
pleted, it does not automatically mean 
freedom. The escape route leads into 
yet another fenced area. Neverthe-
less, the work of a  dozen prisoners 
over several months is nearing an 
end. Tomík sends a message to Otto 
Drozd, who is guarding the other end 
of the tunnel, that the work has been 
completed. However, he stays in the 
tunnel for now in order to be able to 
monitor what is going on in the bar-
racks area. Tomík’s situation is made 
easier by a  shallow ditch running 
along the boarded fence that allows 
him to lie just below the surface. 

Drozd passes the information to 
the other inmates. They immediately 
call a  meeting. Unfortunately, one 
member of the group, Josef Guliš, has 
been placed in solitary confinement 
two days previously. But they cannot 
wait for him; they could be exposed. 
Only yesterday, an inspection was 
carried out in building five, where 
guards tore up planks as if they knew 
something was afoot. The prisoners 
agree that they will escape that very 
night. They will meet aker 6 pm in 
the joinery workshop where the tun-
nel begins. In a work shirt and cotton 
trousers, Tomík collects his things 
and goes back to the workshop. Oth-
er people are also making their way 
there slowly. Some have never met 

before; for the sake of confidential-
ity, no-one in the group knows all the 
other members. Among them are also 
Václav Ratajský and Arpád Troja, 
who have not participated in digging 
the tunnel. František Mereš has told 
them about the underground passage 
just before the escape. 

They take just a  few things with 
them. Some have chocolate or a  tin 
which they have bought at the camp 
shop, cigarettes and even two bottles 
of spirit. They have one map between 
them which they have torn out of an 
atlas and a  little camp money; some 
even have regular money, which they 
were able to get from the civilian 
staff at the shak. 

At around 7 pm, 10 escapees have 
gathered in the workshop. One by 
one they squeeze into the tunnel – 
the passage only allows one person 
to crawl in at a time. Tomík goes first, 
followed by Mereš, then Viliam Gápel 
and the others. The last two are Otto 
Drozd and Miroslav Dostál. Dostál 
locks the workshop from inside and 
shuts the trap door behind him. 

Aker Tomík sneaks out of the tun-
nel, he pushes himself into a shallow 
ditch behind the boarded fence and, 
lying on his back, starts to gingerly 
crawl towards the eastern tower. He 
has to cover about 50 metres, then 
turn 90 degrees right and continue 
along the fence to the corner in the 
guards’ area by the path at the edge 
of the wood. The others quietly fol-

Escape by tunnel  
from the Nikolaj camp
It is Sunday ajernoon, 6 November 1955. A raw autumn day. Anton Tomík’s hand 
has just touched the back of a wooden fence separating the guards’ barracks and 
the prisoners’ camp. The boarded fence runs roughly in the middle of the Nikolaj 
camp. Nikolaj lies one kilometre north of the town of Jáchymov in the Krušné 
Mountains, in the area of which prisoners extract uranium ore to be exported to 
the USSR.
 

JAN HORNÍK
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low – this is the most critical moment 
of the escape. If one of the guards in 
the barracks went out near the fence 
to smoke, it would be all up. 

Luckily, the first half of the stretch 
they have to cover is hidden by the 
wooden fence. The lights illuminat-
ing the corridors of the shooting zone 
are facing the other side, so the fence 
casts a  long shadow over the ditch. 
In addition, the guard in the tower 
focuses his attention on the grounds 
of the camp. Who would expect es-
capees to choose to dig into another 
fenced area instead of the wood?

They also make it across the sec-
ond 50-metre stretch without any 
problems. Now they only have to cut 
the wires. They succeed in doing so. 
Tomík crawls under the fence and is 
free. Just a  few more metres across 
the path and he will be able to hide in 
the forests of the Krušné Mountains. 
It is about 8 pm, pitch dark and the 
Nikolaj camp can be seen between 
the trees. The others emerge one by 
one, a  total of eight men. But 10 es-
caped via the workshop! Someone is 
missing. But they need to get going, 
every hour of head start is priceless. 
They have to be as far as possible 
from the camp before the headcount 
at the morning line-up reveals their 
escape. 

FIFTEEN CONSPIRATORS

The escape plan had been conceived 
three months previously. Its main 
ini tiator was Adolf Ruš, who worked 
in the camp’s  joinery workshop. He 
had the workshop keys and was thus 
able to organize the digging of the 
tunnel without attracting attention. 
Ruš first considered fleeing with in-
mate Drozd. Initially they considered 
making their escape via the shak 
trolley, in which they would hide 
covered in rubble, but in the end 
they decided on the tunnel. In mid-
August, Ruš himself cut out a hole in 
the floor of the workshop, concealing 
it with sawdust. Soon a group of five 
prisoners got together, with Drozd 
and Ruš joined by Viliam Gápel, Jan 
Kupczok and František Mereš.7

When Gápel first started digging 
about 30 centimetres had been com-
pleted and he managed to deepen 

it by about 15 centimetres the first 
time.8 The work was only just start-
ing in August. Gradually other men 
joined the group, which accelerated 
the digging but also increased the 
risk of discovery. Vojtěch Kučera and 
Miroslav Dostál became part of the 
group through Drozd in September.9 
Dostál himself later brought in Jiří 
Hrdina. Josef Šebo learned about the 
tunnel during a visit to the workshop. 
He acquired an iron pole for digging 
and later also installed an electrical 
light in the tunnel. In the end they 
replaced the electrical light with 
a  lamp and a  flashlight procured by 
Anton Tomík. Tomík was brought to 
the group by Gápel, also in Septem-
ber. The same month Guliš became 
the last member to join the group, 
through Mereš. It was he who ripped 
the map of Czechoslovakia out of the 
atlas in the camp library.10 It was not 
until the end of the month that Ignác 
Hazucha learned about the tunnel, 
although he, like Ruš, also worked in 
the workshop. However, he did not 
enjoy much trust among prisoners 
so they tried to keep the whole thing 
secret from him. Those worries were 
justified, it later turned out, but they 
were also lucky.

They all participated in digging the 
passage to the best of their abilities. 
It was primarily Ruš who coordinated 
the digging; later he was assisted 
by Mereš. Some only worked a  few 
times while others, such as Kupczok, 
came to help up to ten times. They 
stored the soil removed in the work-
shop’s lok. The work proceeded a lit-
tle slower than they planned. Tomík 
ended up in the sick bay for some 
time in October, while Šebo, Hrdina 
and Kučera in the end decided to give 
up on the plan.

The escape plot could have failed 
at the very last moment due to the 
presence of an informer in the group. 
This was the abovementioned Ignác 
Hazucha, who wrote an anonymous 
denunciation concerning the planned 
escape two days before it happened, 
on 4 November, and placed it in a “re-
quests and complaints” box. In his 
letter he only wrote: Watch out for an 
escape from Nikolaj, adding no details. 
It appears he was trying to be on the 
safe side and have an alibi in case 

they were caught. During subsequent 
interrogations he claimed that if he 
had added his signature and concrete 
details he would have faced reprisals 
from other inmates.11 The wardens 
carried out a random inspection based 
on the denunciation. As mentioned 
above, they even tore out the planks 
in one of the buildings. However, they 
did not find the tunnel. 

At the very last moment, on the 
day of the escape, Ratajský and Troja 
joined the group. They had already 
tried to escape in September through 
a connecting corridor to the Rovnost 
shak but got lost and had to come 
back aker two hours.12 Once they had 
learned about the tunnel from Mereš, 
they did not hesitate and immediate-
ly decided to join the group.

THE GROUP BREAKS UP

The group of eight is heading north 
at some speed. It is about 8 in the 
evening. They do not know that 
Dostál and Drozd, who were the last 
to leave the tunnel, have decided to 
make a run for it on their own aker 
crawling behind the fence. They are 
heading south along the Rovnost 
shak in the direction of the town of 
Ostrov. Later they turn east. They 
hope to reach the nearby village of 
Vintířov, where Dostál worked on 
a state farm in 1950. 

Meanwhile, the main group pass-
es the Eduard shak before turning 
south towards Karlovy Vary. They 
are marching in hilly terrain. The 
weather is favourable. It is foggy and 
drizzling, which means the scent trail 
will fade and hounds will not be able 
to follow them further than one kilo-
metre west of the camp.13

They allow themselves a  longer 
pause only aker the dawn. At night 
they were able to cover about 15 kilo-
metres, following a straight line from 
Nikolaj to the vicinity of the village of 
Sadov. There they cover themselves 
with fallen leaves and rest. As tran-
spires later, they were able to march 
far enough during the first night to 
make it out of an inner, guarded zone 
their pursuers had set up immediate-
ly the next day. 

It is a quiet night in the camp, but 
everything changes with the morn-
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ing line-up. Aker the guards realise 
10 prisoners out of about 700 are 
missing they raise the alarm at 6:45 
am. At 7:05 am, hounds are deployed 
to track the escapees, while Interior 
Guard units start creating the first 
pursuit zone. The guards are at their 
places within an hour of the alarm 
being raised, standing at intervals of 
100 to 200 metres and within each 
other’s  view. The first ring consists 
of about 400 Ministry of the Interior 
officers, while about 40 kilometres 
of the state border with the GDR are 
closed off by the Border Guard. Soon 
mobile patrols start combing the area 
inside the zone.

However, the conjecture that the 
escapees have headed for the border 
or are wandering in the surrounding 
woods proves wrong. The main group 
is already resting in the forest close 
to Sadov, while Drozd and Dostál are 
somewhere east of Ostrov, probably 
already safe beyond the Ohře River. 

Moreover, the pursuers have no idea 
whether the escapees have divided 
into more groups and if so of how 
many.

More and more units are deployed 
in the operation. A  mechanised bat-
talion of the Interior Guard compris-
ing 350 men is called from Prague. In 
the direction of Plzeň and Mariánské 
Lázně all crossings and bridges over 
the Ohře between Stráž nad Ohří and 
Loket are manned in the morning. 
The Public Security concentrates on 
the Karlovy Vary–Prague road.14 Soon 
a total of 957 members of the Camps 
Administration of the Ministry of the 
Interior are deployed, armed with 70 
light machine guns, 270 automatic 
guns, 85 handguns and 532 rifles. At 
the same time the commanders of the 
operation make operative reserves of 
another 235 men.15

Unfortunately, the main group runs 
out of luck on the very first aker-
noon. Between 2 pm and 3 pm a for-

ester chances on the resting prison-
ers. Thinking they are poachers, he 
shoots in the air to frighten them.16 
Tomík is on watch-out. They all scat-
ter in the forest, leaving only a num-
ber of personal belongings from the 
few they have with them. They re-
group farther away, but František 
Mereš is missing. Compounding their 
bad luck, it is he who has the map. 
They must go on without it. As most 
are Slovaks unfamiliar with the area, 
they soon get lost.

Meanwhile František Mereš is try-
ing to get as far as possible from the 
location of the incident with the for-
ester and walks south towards the 
Podlesí train stop. Before long, Rataj-
ský and Troja also decide to leave the 

The layout of the tunnel and the Nikolaj camp, 

drawn by escape investigators

Photo: SSA
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group, saying they will try to board 
a  train to Slovakia. Only five men 
remain of the original 10: Hazucha, 
Tomík, Kupczok, Gápel and Ruš. It is 
less than 24 hours since they assem-
bled in the forest outside Nikolaj as 
free men.

In the meantime, headquarters re - 
ce ives a message at 4:15 pm that two 
or three suspicious persons have 
been observed near the village of 
Děpoltovice (northwest of Sadov).17 
This may have been Ratajský and 
Troja, who have separated from the 
main group. A total of 77 men are sent 
to the area to search it and set up an-
other well-guarded north-south line. 
Yet again to no avail. Aker the forest-
er reported at about 5 pm that he had 
seen a  suspicious group of people in 
the forest near Sadov, HQ sent more 
troops to the area. However, they only 
find three pouches and a miner’s coat. 
But they have at least acquired the 
first tangible evidence documenting 
the escapees’ movements.

At 8 pm the 1st mechanised bat-
talion of the Interior Guard with 350 
men arrives in Jesenice (about 50 
kilometres east of Karlovy Vary) from 
Prague. Its task is to create an impen-
etrable line between Strojetice and 
Plasy along the river Střela, in case 
the escapees head south-east. A simi-
lar, shorter line, much closer to Kar-
lovy Vary, is also created by another 
rifle company on the road between 
Bochov and Toužim.18 

About 30 kilometres north of Stro-
jetice, the northernmost part of the 
guarded line, is Vintířov, where Drozd 
and Dostál are headed aker they have 
turned east near Ostrov in the direc-
tion of Žatec. In this way they remain 
outside the area of the main search 
and at this moment have the greatest 
chance of escape. 

Although they are split into four 
groups and almost 1,000 men are 
searching for them, aker 24 hours all 
10 men are still free. Hidden by the 
darkness, they continue in their at-
tempt to flee their pursuers.

SHOOTOUT IN LOKET

Since early on Tuesday morning 
Interior Guard units have been 
combing the Krušné Mountains 

from mount Plešivec north to the 
border – in vain. At 11 am, a  pla-
toon of the mechanised battalion 
sets up another screen along the 
Ostrov – Moříčov – Velichov axis. At 
the same time the manhunt is fo-
cused east of Sadov, where the lost 
Mereš is hiding. Aker the pouches 
are found near Sadov, another com-
pany blocks the line Ostrov – Nová 
Víska – Bor – Pulovice so that by 
the evening Mereš has his pursuers 
behind him, in the south he would 
have to cross the guarded Ohře and 
directly in front he has the 3rd rifle 
company. Moreover, a short way be-
yond the river, to the north-east, the 
way is blocked by the barrier near 
Moříčov.19 The only way to escape 
from the tight encirclement would 
be to head north to the mountains. 
The mountains are teeming with 
pursuers and Mereš is running out 
of time, though he is as yet unaware 
of his hopeless situation. 

In the meantime, the main group 
continues to the south at night, in 
the dark as to where exactly they 
are. At the break of day they again 
hide and wait for nightfall. In the 
evening, Tomík even dares to walk 
to a  nearby railway stop to find out 
where they are. In the booth he finds 
a sweater and about 50 crowns and 
takes both.20 He learns they are 
somewhere near Loket. He even goes 
to buy a dozen or so buns.

At roughly the same time Dostál 
and Drozd arrive in Vintířov (about 
35 kilometres from Jáchymov) and 
beg for some food at a cottage on the 
edge of the village. A certain Hrouda 
lives in the house with his family. 
Dostál and Drozd confide in him that 
they are runaway prisoners and af-
ter receiving some food continue in 
the direction of Žatec. Even though 
Dostál asked Hrouda about the for-
mer administrator of the farm, Josef 
Prášil, they decide not to visit him in 
the end.21

Late in the evening on Tuesday, 
when it is already dark, the main 
group sets off again. At around 9:30 
pm they come to the railway bridge 
in Loket aker walking along the 
tracks. Since the first day the bridge, 
like all other bridges across the Ohře, 
has been guarded. When they try to 

cross it a  guard from the other side 
of the bridge shouts: Halt! However, 
all five decide to ignore this and start 
running down towards the railway 
embankment. The guards open fire. 
They all do their best to get away. 
Kupczok, who has been shot in the 
leg, remains lying on the road un-
der the embankment. He is the first 
to be captured. Tomík and Ruš have 
also been shot but manage to escape. 
Ruš has suffered only a  slight arm 
injury but Tomík’s wound is serious. 
He manages to hide at the hedge by 
a  playground and then faints. Gápel 
also runs towards the playground.

Eight dog handlers are sent to the 
location of the shooting at once. Be-
fore long, Gápel is tracked down hid-
ing in the lavatory by the playground. 
While he is taken away, a dog smells 
Tomík, who is lying unconscious 
nearby. Two more escapees have 
been caught. It is shortly before mid-
night.22

The remaining two members of 
the group, Ruš and Hazucha, are 
more fortunate. They manage to get 
further from the railway bridge. Ruš 
runs along a road for a while, before 
fording a brook a  few metres across 
and hiding in a thicket. There he lies 
for about an hour, nursing his injured 
forearm. When he thinks the danger 
is over he returns through the brook, 
crosses the rail tracks and ventures 
into the forest. Luckily, his arm is not 
bleeding and Ruš continues towards 
Prague.23 Hazucha, who was not in-
jured in the shootout, runs in the 
same direction across the rail tracks. 
He then continues through the forest 
in a southeast direction.

HALF OF ESCAPEES CAPTURED

At about 1 am headquarters sends 
another 80 men to the Loket area. 
They are immediately deployed 
around the railway and the road 
running from Loket to Horní Slav-
kov in the south. They will search 
the area until morning.

Meanwhile, Mereš’s  escape is 
quickly coming to an end. He is still 
moving about near Sadov and in the 
dark paths along the rail tracks by 
Nová Víska to Ostrov. Soldiers of the 
3rd motorised company have been 



219 behind the iron curtain

lurking there since the evening. At 
12:30 am they catch sight of him and 
ask him to present his documents. 
Mereš immediately gives himself 
up. Hazucha’s  situation southeast 
of Loket is very similar. During the 
night he is able to cover about six 
kilometres in the forest, but at 11 am 
he is intercepted by a guard on a path 
in the wood near Bošířany.24

It is Wednesday morning, 9 Novem-
ber, and half of the escapees have 
been captured. Two have been shot, 
Tomík seriously.

Still on the run are Dostál and 
Drozd, who split off from the main 
group just aker leaving the camp; 
Ruš, who was the only one who man-
aged to flee the raid near Loket; and 
Ratajský and Troja, who decided to 
continue on their own shortly aker 
the incident near Sadov. Apart from 
Ruš, all of them are now moving 
about in a less strictly searched area 
near Žatec and Chomutov. 

Ratajský and Troja are able to 
reach Chomutov within two days, af-
ter being helped by a certain Růžena 
Švejdová and Miroslav Šebek in the 
village of Zaječice on 9 November. 
(If they were helped to cover the 
distance from Sadov to Chomutov – 
about 60 kilometres – by being given 
a lik by car, they did not confess to it 
during interrogations.) They provide 
them with food and civilian clothes, 
offering them a  choice of coats and 
trousers, as well as berets. The two 
aim to proceed in the direction of 
Prague following high voltage wires. 
Unfortunately, aker a while they get 
confused and instead of going to-
wards Prague go back to Chomutov. 
They wander in the country for about 
two days, hiding in haystacks in day-
light hours.25

Aker a stop in Vintířov, Dostál and 
Drozd continue towards Podbořany 
and Žatec, at some point crossing 
paths with Ratajský and Troja, who 
were heading more towards the 
north. They are also unsure of their 

exact location. On 9 November they 
manage to get some food at a  farm 
about 15 kilometres past Žatec and 
even receive a  loaf of bread to take 
with them. Aker that they go south, 
heading for Stěžov near Příbram, 
where Dostál’s fiancée lives.26

OPERATION JÁCHYMOV ENDS

Aker the success near Loket, the 
manhunt involving 1,000 soldiers 
and policemen continues with 
checks of civilian reports, though 
they are slowly transitioning to 
waiting mode. On Thursday 10 No-
vember, following a report, the com-
manders send more than 100 men 
east of the village of Bor, located 
a  few kilometres south of Ostrov, 

but they come up empty-handed. 
The commanders of the operation 
soon arrive at the conclusion that 
by now the remaining escapees 
must be outside the closed area of 
the search and at 5 pm issue an or-
der for all units to withdraw to bar-
racks and lodging houses, where 
they remain on standby.27

Ratajský and Troja are now some-
where near Chomutov. On 11 Novem-
ber they meet two young men near 
a haystack who warn them that the 
StB are searching for them, even ex-
aggerating a little by adding that sev-
eral prisoners have been shot dead 
while on the run. The following day, 
aker five days of trudging, Ratajský 
and Troja decide to turn themselves 
in to the police voluntarily. They are 

Fourth page of the report “Operation Jáchy-

mov” concerning the manhunt, listing the 

deployed units and armaments
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very near Chomutov. At 6:15 pm on 
12 November they are “arrested” in 
Droužkovice. The same day the com-
manders of the operation send the 1st 
motorised battalion of the Interior 
Guard back to Prague.

Dostál and Drozd have been walk-
ing towards Beroun since 10 No-
vember. Two days later they pass 
a  crossroads with a  signpost saying 
“Křivoklát 12 km”. They move only at 
night, during the day hiding in woods 
or haystacks. In one village some 
brave people again offer them food. 
They are helped in this way four times 
altogether, in the last case also receiv-
ing 10 crowns.28 From Beroun they 
turn southwest, passing Králův Dvůr 
and continuing on to Zdice. Here they 
even dare to walk into a shop and buy 
bread and cigarettes with the money 
they have been given. Aker that they 
continue south, roughly following the 
river Litavka, with Příbram about 30 
kilometres ahead of them. On 14 No-
vember at 6.30 pm, however, they are 
stopped by a  Public Security patrol. 
Thus their escape ends aker a whole 
week of holding out. 

Ruš, the main initiator and org a-  
ni s  er of the escape, is the last of them 
still on the run. Since the shootout 
near Loket on 8 November he has 
been heading towards Prague. He 
moves only at night and prefers mi-
nor roads, sleeps in haystacks dur-
ing the day. He passes Křivoklát and, 
like Dostál and Drozd, heads towards 
Beroun.29 Somewhere near the town 
he crosses their path, albeit a  few 
days aker them. Beyond Beroun he 
bypasses Prague from the south, sus-
taining himself on fruits and potatoes 
which he roasts in a  fire. On 18 No-
vember he reaches Votice, where he 

sleeps in a haystack near the village 
of Jankov as a  free man for the last 
time. Early in the morning he sets 
out on the final part of his journey 
towards Prague. About five kilome-
tres from Votice he is intercepted by 
a Public Security patrol. He still has 
the keys of the joinery workshop at 
the Nikolaj camp on him.30

Aker 13 days, the operation ends 
with victory for the security forces. 
All 10 escapees have been caught. 

MILD PUNISHMENT

In the course of their interrogations 
the investigators learnt that a  total 
of 15 people were involved in the 
preparations of the escape. If anyone 
else had been involved, their names 
did not come up during the interro-
gations. Since the regional prosecu-
tor halted the prosecutions of Mereš, 
Kučera and Votava at the investiga-
tion stage, 12 prisoners were in the 
end taken to court. Mereš’s  pros-
ecution was discontinued due to his 
original sentence of 25 years, while 
in the cases of Kučera and Votava 
there was insufficient evidence of 
criminal activity.31

The escapees’ first hearing was 
held behind closed doors on 8 March 
1956 before a people’s court in Cheb, 
under Karlovy Vary Regional Court. 
The panel was chaired by JUDr. Miloš 
Studihrach and the state was repre-
sented by Jaroslav Krupauer.32 The 
sentences ranged from a few months 
to two years. Everyone involved in the 
escape was sentenced for obstruct-
ing administrative decision pursu-
ant to Section 171, letter b), Criminal 
Code. Tomík received an additional 
sentence for committing thek by 

stealing a  sweater and 50 crowns. 
The prisoners who merely assisted 
in preparations of the escape – Šebo, 
Hrdina and Guliš – were sentenced to 
nine, eight and seven months, respec-
tively, for assisting the obstruction of 
administrative decision pursuant to 
Section 7, Para 2, Section 172, letter 
b), Criminal Code.

However, the prosecutor was not 
satisfied with the verdicts and im-
mediately filed an appeal against the 
sentences of all the prisoners who had 
actually escaped from the camp. The 
appeal trial was held at the Supreme 
Court in Prague on 8 June 1956, again 
in camera. This time the panel was 
headed by Dr. František Vladík and 
the state representative was Dr. Hru-
ban.33 The court did indeed increase 
the sentences imposed, though only 
by a few months on average. Ruš and 
Drozd were given three years; Gápel, 
Tomík Kupczok and Dostál got two 
and a half years; and Hazucha, Rataj-
ský and Troja received one and a half 
years. The escapees never returned to 
the Nikolaj camp, having been sent to 
different prisons outside Jáchymov. 

According to official statistics, a to-
tal of 584 prisoners escaped from the 
camps in Jáchymov in 1949–1959, of 
which 31 were shot to death while on 
the run. The most tragic case was the 
escape of 12 prisoners from the shak 
No. 14 in the Slavkov region in Octo-
ber 1951, which only three survived.34 
For instance, in the summer of 1954, 
Zdeněk Otruba made his escape from 
Nikolaj managing to sneak off from 
the marching formation harnessed 
by a rope, the so-called bus. However, 
aker a week he was caught near Cho-
mutov.35 The majority of breakouts 
ended in failure. 
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Who started with the tunnel?

I believe it was Ruš and Drozd. They 
cut out a hole in the workshop floor 
and in order to hide it from the guards 
always covered it in sawdust. But we 
did not know who was digging the 
tunnel in the group and when. The 
two of them were the only ones who 
knew. I was not even able to recog-
nize them all in court. The decision 
was to dig towards the guards’ fenced 
area. It was extremely risky but at the 
same time totally unexpected.

How long did the tunnel need to 
be?

It was something like 15 to 18 metres 
long, just behind the wire corridor for 
the guards. Beyond the corridor stood 
a three-metre boarded fence that 
prevented us from looking inside the 
barracks. I calculated the length us-
ing the Pythagorean theorem. I drilled 
a hole in the wall of the workshop in 
order to find the perpendicular and 
estimated the other two sides.

How did the digging proceed?

We worked in twos. One of us was 
digging, the other was on guard. Of-
ten the wardens would suddenly call 

a line-up. When I joined, two or three 
metres of the tunnel had already 
been done. To be on the safe side, a 
rope was tied to my leg so the others 
could pull me out in case I passed out. 

What did the tunnel look like? 
Did you use timber supports?

No. The soil was full of stones. One 
metre below the surface the soil was 
dry. The digger filled up a bag which 
was then pulled into the workshop 
using a rope. We put the soil removed 
into the lok. The joiners made shelves 
there to make it firmer. I think we 
could have dug out a small truck 
full of soil.  The tunnel was about 60 
centimetres in diameter. We did it all 
with our bare hands. Later I was able 
to procure a battery powered lamp. 

Did you weigh up the exact time of 
the escape? If it had snowed, you 
would have been easily tracked 
by your pursuers.

The original plan was to escape in 
September, when there is fruit in the 
trees. But aker some unrest in camps 
in the spring of 1955 there were con-
tinuous line-ups and we weren’t able 
to dig the tunnel without interrup-
tion. Consequently, the work was 

delayed until late October. I broke my 
big toe in October and had to spend 
two weeks in the infirmary. Inmate 
Gápel came to visit me once and told 
me he had tried to break through the 
end of the tunnel too soon. They made 
a probe and found out they were still 
in the guards’ corridor. They knew 
because of the white pebbles that 
started pouring into the tunnel. They 
had to plug the hole with clay. There 
were still two metres to dig. 

The second time you estimated 
the end of the tunnel correctly?

It was actually me who was digging 
at the very end, when it was my turn 
aker I had been released from the 
infirmary. We completed the tunnel 
on a Sunday. I knew I was near the 
end when I saw grass roots. Aker  
I had made a small opening, I touched 
the rear part of the wooden fence. 
Then I enlarged the hole leading into 
a narrow ditch behind the fence and 
spent a long time observing the sur-
roundings. Aker the evening line-up 
we gathered in the workshop.

But the tunnel only led to the area 
of the guards’ barracks. You were 
still inside the fence. How did you 
get out?

First we had to crawl to the edge of 
the fence under the watchtower and 
continue along the fence to get to 
the corner of the camp and the path.  
I went first. We were crawling on our 
backs and the last one had to sprin-
kle some paprika to throw off the 
dogs. Luckily, the guard in the corner 
tower was focused on the two corri-
dors around the camp and didn’t look 
back. There was also some shade to 
cover us, cast by the wooden fence. 
He was in fact unable to see us. For-
tunately nobody coughed either; that 

I only managed to shout “he’s shooting”
Anton Tomík on the tunnel, a forester and a gun wound

Anton Tomík, November 2014, Prague

Photo: Author
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would have been the end of us. When 
we had reached the path aker crawl-
ing for about a half an hour, it could 
have been some 100 metres, I had to 
cut the two lowest barbed wires. Af-
ter I had cut the first, a sound rang 

out like a string snapping. The guard 
on the tower was alerted but soon re-
laxed as he didn’t expect something 
might be going on inside the barrack 
area. Finally, we had to cover some 
20 metres to reach the wood.

How did you orientate yourselves?

We had a map but also some of us 
were familiar with the terrain. First 
we used the mountain Klínovec for 
orientation, as it was lit and also visi-
ble from the camp. We headed toward 
Karlovy Vary. I think at night we were 
also able to see the Karlovy Vary air-
port. One of us always walked in front 
as a decoy in case we encountered 
someone. We took turns. We walked 
without stopping until the break of 
dawn. Aker the night’s march we hid 
in a hole full of leaves in the forest.

On the very first day a forester 
chanced on you. How did it hap-
pen?

I was on guard and all of a sudden  
I saw a gun barrel pointing at me. The 
rest of us couldn’t be seen because 
they were covered in leaves. By then 
there were only eight of us. I only 
managed to shout “he’s shooting” and 
for the first time in my life did a back-
wards somersault. They all jumped 
up and scattered in the woods. When 
we met again, one of us was missing. 
Aker that I found a sweater and 50 or 
100 crowns in the pocket in a shack 
near Loket. I even ventured to buy 
some food. Later I was charged with 
a thek for that. 

How long did you manage to run?

On just the second day the rest of our 
group ran into an ambush. Soldiers 
were lying in a ditch by a bridge and 
opened fire. I was shot and passed 
out. I have no recollection of that day, 
I don’t know what happened. I came 
round for a while when a dog licked 
my face. Aker that I only know that 
they threw me onto a truck. I came 
round again in the main camp, Vy-
kmanov. I was totally exhausted.

What plans did you have if the es-
cape was successful?

We did not really believe that we 
would be able to cross the border. But 
we hoped they would transfer us and 
we would be able to escape the hell of 
Jáchymov. We mostly wanted to get to 
our families, in my case to Slovakia.

ANTON TOMÍK was born on 2 June 1932 in Skalice, Slovakia. His parents had a small farm 
of five hectares. He studied at secondary school and in 1947 spent one year at economics 
school. In 1948, he enrolled at Bratislava Technical College (specialisation engineering). 
From 1949 he was a rank-and-file member of the Czechoslovak Union of Youth.

At the end of summer 1950, Tomík and two classmates from the Bratislava Technical 
College, Stanislav Hölec and Josef Kulich, founded the anti-state group SAK (Spolok antiko-
munistov, Union of Anti-Communists). They were all 18. Later they were joined by Michal 
Cagaň, 17. Their main activities included the publication and distribution of anti-state flyers; 
they tried to obtain arms, ammunition and explosives. In April 1951 they wanted to blow up 
a statue of Stalin on Stalin Square (today of the Slovak National Uprising Sq.) in Bratislava, 
but were unable to extinguish the public lighting in order to be able to place explosives on 
the statue without being noticed. ARer several attempts they gave up.

In July 1951 they went on a  trip to Slovenský ráj and near Spišská Nová Ves Hölec 
started shooting for fun. Tomík was noticed by foresters who attempted to confiscate 
his gun and documents. However, aRer he produced a grenade they disappeared into the 
forest. A raid followed and within a few days the whole group was detained. Tomík was 
arrested on 4 August and the same day the StB found a 9mm handgun, cartridges and 
a grenade in a search of his home.* 

ARer being investigated in Leopoldov, the State Court in Bratislava sentenced him for 
treason to 15 years, forfeiture of property and loss of civil rights for 10 years. Hölec and 
Kulich received the same sentences. Cagaň was a  minor and received only four years. 
Alongside them, Juraj Bechyňka was sentenced to one year and Rudolf Ochotnický to six 
months on charges of failing to report criminal activity.

ARer the trial, Tomík spent a short time in Illava, before being sent in 1952 to the Nikolaj 
camp near Jáchymov to mine uranium. He worked as an engine driver at the  Eduard shaR. 
In November 1955 he was involved in an escape by tunnel. ARer his arrest he was sen-
tenced to an additional two and a half years. He served the rest of his sentence in Leopol-
dov. In 1960 he was conditionally released aRer having served half of his sentence. 

Following his return from prison, he was unable as a former political prisoner to find 
work in his home town of Skalice. He therefore moved to Bratislava where he got a job at 
the Food Industry Machinery Plant, starting out as a labourer and later becoming a revi-
sion technician. He remained there for 15 years. ARer the return of his civil rights he was 
draRed into the army, but was released on health grounds; he had suffered tuberculosis 
and paratyphoid fever. In 1968, he filed a request for the restoration of his rights; he was 
initially acquitted but the prosecutor appealed. In the end he was rehabilitated only in the 
early 1990s, following the Velvet Revolution. He was involved in the establishment of the 
Confederation of Political Prisoners in Slovakia. He lives in Bratislava.

*  Nation’s Memory Institute, MNB – V92, KV-StB – Bratislava 1951, Personal investigation file of  
Anton Tomík, Protocol of house search, 4 August 1951.
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1.   – At night, the main group heads for Sadov, 2.  – Drozd and Dostál head to Vintířov on their own, 3.  – Mereš alone heads towards Podlesí 

4.  – The rest of the main group walks towards Loket, 5.  – Ratajský and Troja separate from the main group and head to Zaječice near Most 

6.  – Ruš, who has been shot in the elbow, heads in the direction of Prague, 7.  – Hazucha heads to Buková hill near Bošířany

2.

1.

3.

5.

2.

4.

6.

7.

1.

Incident with forester on 7 November at 2:30 pm

Shootout on the bridge on 8 November at 9:30 pm

Camp Nikolaj

3.

4.

6.

5.

 1.

 2.

Jan Kupczok – sustained a minor injury  
near the bridge in Loket at 9:30 pm

Viliam Gápel – tracked down at the 
playground in Loket at 11:30 pm  

Anton Tomík – seriously wounded aker 
being shot, found by a dog-handler uncon-
scious at a playground in Loket at 11:30 pm

František Mereš –  
captured near Nová  
Víska at 12:30 am

Václav Ratajský and Arpád Troja 
– turned themselves in voluntarily in 
Droužkovice near Chomutov at 6:15 pm

Places of arrest

8 Nov.

9 Nov.

 3.

9 Nov.

 4.

12 Nov.

Miroslav Dostál, Otto Drozd – captured 
on the road to Libomyšl at 6:25 pm

 5.

14 Nov.

Ignác Hazucha –  
arrested near Bošířa-  
ny at 10:00 am

 6.

19 Nov.

Adolf Ruš –  
arrested on the road 
near Olbramovice at 
9:30 am

Escape on 6 November at 8:00 pm

Pursuit zones on 7 November 8:30 am
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MIROSLAV DOSTÁL was born on 13 

Janua ry 1931 in Miřetín near Hlinsko. In 

1946–1948 he studied at agricultural sec-

ondary school and from 1949 worked as 

a trainee on a farm in Bystré near Polička. 

He worked as a clerk at state farms until 

1952. Aker that he was draked into the 

army; however, in 1954 he deserted as he 

was planning to emigrate to Austria ille-

gally. Aker a few months he was caught 

in January 1955 and in May sentenced to 

12 years for high treason. Prior to that 

he had been sentenced seven times, re-

ceiving penalties ranging from several 

months to one year. Aker the escape from 

Nikolaj he was detained along with Drozd 

on 14 November between Libomyšl and 

Lochovice and sentenced to two and 

a half years in prison. 

OTTO DROZD was born on 18 Decem-

ber 1923 in Lyžbice near Český Těšín, 

where he attended secondary school. 

From 1939 he worked in a steel plant in 

Třinec as a  labourer and lathe operator. 

In 1940 he was sent to work as a forced 

worker in Germany and in 1942 was 

draked into the Wehrmacht. Aker mili-

tary training he fought in Denmark and 

in France, where he was captured by the 

Americans in February 1945. In April he 

volunteered to join the Czechoslovak 

Army in the United Kingdom. Aker de-

mobilization he again started to work 

at the steelworks in Třinec in 1946 and 

was eventually promoted to the position 

of draksman-designer. In 1950 he joined 

the resistance group of František Gorný 

(as did Ruš), which had links to the CIC. 

He was arrested in December 1951 and in 

September 1952 sentenced to 13 years for 

espionage. Aker the escape from Nikolaj 

he was caught along with Dostál on 14 

November 1955 between Libomyšl and 

Lochovice. He received an additional sen-

tence of three years.

VILIAM GÁPEL was born on 21 August 

1928 in Rohožnice, Slovakia. Aker the 

war he trained to be a butcher and found 

employment with the Rakouský butch-

er’s company in Banská Bystrica. He later 

relocated to Bratislava. In 1950–1952 he 

underwent military service. In July 1952 

he was arrested and accused of passing 

information concerning military objects 

at Kbely airport in Prague. In November 

1952 he was convicted on charges of es-

pionage. Aker the escape from Nikolaj he 

was arrested aker a shootout in the town 

of Loket and sentenced to an additional 

two and a half years in prison.

JOSEF GULIŠ was born on 10 March 

1912 in the village of Unín in Slovakia. 

Aker three years of secondary school he 

trained to become a butcher. In 1932–1934 

he underwent military service. During the 

war he rented a small butcher’s shop in 

his native village. In 1944 he was drak-

ed into the German army and deployed 

in Poland. He deserted and joined the 

partisans. However, he was caught and 

the end of the war saw him in prison in 

Vienna. In the Nikolaj camp he served 

a  four-year sentence for thek which he 

received on 16 March 1954. Prior to that, 

he had received at least 10 sentences for 

the same crime. He did not participate in 

digging the tunnel but acquired a map of 

Czechoslovakia which he had torn out 

of an atlas. On 4 November 1955 he was 

put in solitary confinement for several 

days and therefore could not take part in 

the escape. He was sentenced to seven 

months imprisonment for participating in 

the preparations. 

IGNÁC HAZUCHA was born in 24 May 

1922 in Dobrá Voda near Trnava. Aker 

secondary school he trained to become 

a  cabinetmaker while from 1940 he 

worked in Banská Bystrica as a carpenter 

on tunnel construction projects. In 1942 

he completed military service in Slova-

kia. In June 1943 he was sent to fight at 

the front in the USSR but the following 

month deserted and joined the partisans. 

He was wounded and in February 1944 

volunteered to join the Czechoslovak unit 

in Efremov. Aker the war he worked on 

a collective farm. In August 1949 he was 

arrested and in May 1951 sentenced to 16 

years for high treason. Aker the escape 

he was caught near Bošířany one day 

aker the shootout in Loket. He received 

an additional sentence of one and a half 

years. 

JIŘÍ HRDINA was born on 6 December 

1931 in Prague. He studied for two years 

at secondary school. Aker the war he 

became a member of the scouting organi-

zation Junák. He worked as a  worker in 

a  textile factory. In September 1950 he 

was arrested and in February 1952 was 

condemned to eight years for high trea-

son and espionage. He took part in the 

digging of the tunnel about three times. 

However, he did not take part in the es-

A total of 10 prisoners were directly involved in the escape by tun-
nel on 6 November 1955. In the end, 12 prisoners were prosecuted. 
František Mereš’s sentence was already so high that the prosecutor 
decided not to put him on trial. At the time of the escape, Josef Guliš 
was in solitary confinement so he remained in the camp. Two other 
prisoners changed their minds during the preparation phase.
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cape. He received eight months of addi-

tional imprisonment. 

JAN KUPCZOK was born on 20 Novem-

ber 1920 in Jablunkov into the family of 

a small farmer. Before and during the war 

he worked on his family’s  farm. In 1944 

he was draked into the Wehrmacht and 

deployed in the west of Germany. In Janu-

ary 1945 he was wounded and taken cap-

tive by the US Army. In April, aker he had 

recovered, he joined as a  volunteer the 

Czechoslovak Army in the United King-

dom, with which he returned home aker 

the war. Aker his 1946 demobilization he 

worked as a  labourer in the steelworks 

in Třinec. As a  member of the illegal 

group SEN he was arrested in February 

1952 and in August 1952 sentenced to 15 

years for high treason. During the escape 

from Nikolaj he was shot in the leg and 

arrested on 8 November near Loket. He 

received an additional sentence of two 

and a half years. 

FRANTIŠEK MEREŠ was born on 5  

June 1920 in New York. He studied at 

the Realschule high school in Malacky, 

where his father acquired a public house 

between the wars. In 1941 he was con-

scripted into the Slovak army, but in 

August 1944, during the Slovak National 

Uprising, he defected and returned home. 

Aker the liberation he fled to Austria 

and was sentenced in absentia to one 

year for illegally leaving the territory of 

the state and misappropriation of meat 

food stamps. In the summer of 1950 he 

returned as a CIC cross-border agent and 

with his brother’s help started to build an 

intelligence group. He crossed the border 

at least five times and also worked as 

a people smuggler. From 1951 he worked 

for a Polish group and helped them build 

a network for passing messages from Po-

land through Czechoslovakia to Austria. 

He was arrested in October 1952 and was 

sentenced to life for high treason and es-

pionage in Bratislava in May 1954. In 1955 

his sentence was reduced to 25 years fol-

lowing an amnesty. Aker the escape from 

Nikolaj he was arrested near Nová Víska 

on 9 May. Due to the length of his previous 

sentence he did not stand further trial. 

VÁCLAV RATAJSKÝ was born on 20 

September 1929 in Uherský Brod. Aker 

the war he worked as a shop assistant in 

Bratislava. From 1948 he was a  labourer 

and frequently changed jobs. In 1949 he 

was condemned to six years imprison-

ment for thek. In 1950–1953 he under-

went military service, during which he 

was sentenced to 18 months for failing to 

obey orders. He served half of the term. 

In September 1954 he was arrested and in 

November sentenced to seven years for 

high treason. He joined the escape from 

Nikolaj shortly before it took place. He 

was arrested along with Troja on 12 No-

vember in Droužkovice near Chomutov 

aker he had turned himself in to the po-

lice. He received an additional sentence 

of one a half years. 

ADOLF RUŠ was born on 1 August 1915 

in Třinec. He trained to become a carpen-

ter and served in the army in 1937–1938. 

Aker that he started to work at the steel-

works in Třinec. In June 1942 he was con-

scripted into the Wehrmacht, where he 

served until June 1944 when he deserted 

in France and travelled to the UK. In Octo-

ber 1944 he joined the Czechoslovak Ar-

my’s tank brigade in Scotland, where he 

served as an instructor. Aker he returned 

home he went to work at the steelworks 

again, remaining there until December 

1951, when he was arrested due to his 

membership in František Gorný’s  group 

(like Drozd), which trafficked people to 

the West and collected intelligence in-

formation. In September 1952 he was 

condemned to 15 years for high treason 

and espionage. He was the main initia-

tor of the escape from Nikolaj. During the 

escape he sustained a  minor injury in 

a  shootout near Loket. He was the last 

one captured, in Olbramovice near Votice, 

on 19 November. He was sentenced to an 

additional three years. 

JOSEF ŠEBO was born on 30 March 

1927 in Opoj in Slovakia. He worked as 

a  lifeguard in boat transportation. In 

1949–1951 he underwent military service. 

In August 1952 he was arrested due to his 

membership in an illegal group and for at-

tempting to illegally cross the border. In 

May 1953 he was sentenced to 12 years. 

He was initially involved in the prepara-

tions for the escape. He helped with dig-

ging the tunnel on about four occasions 

and also provided a lamp and an iron pole 

to facilitate the digging. Later, however, 

he changed his mind. He was sentenced 

to nine months for his involvement in the 

preparations. 

ARPÁD TROJA was born on 14 May 1935 

in Ladmovec near Kráľovský Chlumec in 

Slovakia. He had seven years of elemen-

tary school. In June 1954 he was arrested 

and a year later sentenced to 15 years for 

murder. Together with Ratajský they sep-

arately planned an escape from Nikolaj 

via a  connecting shak through Rovnost. 

They tried to locate it at the end of Sep-

tember, but got lost and gave up aker two 

hours. They joined the escape through 

the tunnel at the last minute. Troja was 

captured along with Ratajský on 12 No-

vember in Droužkovice near Chomutov 

aker they had turned themselves in vol-

untarily. He was sentenced to one and 

a half years.
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The Gulag Online virtual museum presents the basic form 

and dimensions of Soviet repression through a virtual re-

construction of a Gulag camp, life stories of former prison-

ers, objects, documents and texts. Individual documented 

locations and the stories of survivors are shown on an 

interactive map. The map allows for switching between 

various layers – satellite images, detailed military maps.

virtual museum

– complete 3D tour of a Gulag camp

– tour of authentic objects

– interactive map of Soviet repression

– testimonies of survivors

–  panoramic photographs  

from camps

–  texts, articles,  

literature

The Gulag Online

whose activities include mapping and documenting aban-

Study of Totalitarian Regimes, which as part of its research 

USSR. 

www.gulag.online


