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Introduction    



TThhee  LLoonngg  RRooaadd  HHoommee  
DDooccuummeennttss  ooff  UUkkrraaiinniiaann  FFoorrcceedd  LLaabboorr  WWoorrkkeerrss  iinn  

SSoovviieett  FFiillttrraattiioonn  CCaammppss  iinn  GGeerrmmaannyy     

(Collection R-5597 [P-5597]) 
Filmed from the holdings of the State Archive of Kiev Oblast  

With Soviet and Allied forces pouring into Germany, the spring of 1945 brought long-awaited victory and 
freedom to the ostarbeiters. The joy of liberation was cut short, however, by Soviet authorities. Healthy men 
were mobilized to the army immediately and many women were put to work without pay dismantling 
equipment and materials and exporting them from Germany to the Soviet Union as reparations. 

After the Soviet government had decided to return Soviet citizens from Germany, a number of organizational 
measures were taken. The process was controlled by the commissioner for repatriates' issues, a specially 
established part of Sovnarkom. The commission was headed by General P. I. Holikov (formerly chief of the 
intelligence directorate in the Red Army General Staff). The fact that over 10,000 Soviet soldiers and officers 
were engaged in work with repatriates (the new name for former eastern workers ) in Germany alone testifies 
to the scale of this activity. 

The repatriates were collected and distributed to border areas. Six collection and resettlement centers and 70 
Oblast-scale collection and distribution points were set up on Ukrainian territory. The collection centers 
vividly reminded repatriates of German labor camps and sometimes they were even worse. One of the 
repatriates wrote to her relative: You can't imagine how many people are crowded here already, and there 
aren t enough earth huts. There's no electricity. We have to walk for more than a kilometer to get water. There's 
no place to wash or wash one's underwear. Another repatriate wrote: We are starving here. The dry rations we 
get are enough for one meal. There's no chance to cook, as there is no firewood.

 

The distrust of the authorities was depressing. M. M. Nikolayenko from Kiev recalls: Our Soviet officer sat at 
the table and asked the same thing over and over again some twenty times: Had you left for Germany 
deliberately? Had someone sent you? What mission were you given?

 

From August to December 1945, 1,334,000 of repatriates, of which 1,129,000 were civilians, passed through 
the collection centers. From 1942 to 1950, a total of 1,850,0000 former ostarbeiters were returned to the 
Ukraine. About 150,000 men and women from Ukraine took advantage of the chance to remain in the West. 
Approximately 30% of the people taken to the labor camps from Kiev Oblast did not return to their homes; 
most of them died in Germany.  

The so-called filtration files, a kind of dossier on ostarbeiters, had long been kept in the archives of KGB 
and considered a state secret. In 1991, the Soviet Union collapsed and the Ukraine gained independence. In 
November 1991, the Verkhovna Rada (Parliament) of the Ukraine commissioned the Cabinet of Ministers with 
the task of organizing lists of Ukrainian citizens who were ostarbeiters, in order to negotiate compensation for 
them from the German government. In June 1993, the Directorate of the Security Service of the Ukraine in Kiev 
and Kiev Oblast transferred the filtration files, 115,940 items in total, to the State Archive of Kiev Oblast. 
Based on these documents, the archive issued approximately 100,000 certificates to citizens of the Ukraine and 
Commonwealth of Independent States, entitling them to compensation payments for forced work in Germany 
during World War II.  

The filtration files are a great resource for information from the period. A unique quality of these documents is 
that they are all originals with a high degree of authenticity. The use of numerous preprinted letterheads, the 
variety of properties, official stamps, seals, impresses and certified signatures, as well as registration numbers, 
in/out marks, various types of personal identification, authentic passport photographs and identity cards, finger-
prints characterize these files. Some filtration files include documents from Soviet and German organizations 
and institutions as well as documents and materials from British, American and French Allied Armies. 

The documents of Soviet origin can be divided into several groups: 

1) Private papers of citizens deported to Germany 

2) Interrogations, questionnaires, reports, etc. 



3) Departmental and interdepartmental correspondence aimed at gaining information on these 
people; 

4) Witnesses' testimonies concerning the activity and political profile of these citizens during their 
stay in Germany;  

5) References for repatriates composed by the official authorities, and others 

The abovementioned classification system offers the opportunity for high-quality, professional analysis of the 
resources, thereby yielding high information potential. 

Typically the filtration file included a standard set of 10-12 documents. First, there were registration sheets 
for people taken to Germany who returned to Ukraine in 1945. These sheets were composed for each person 
undergoing filtration. The NKVD officers interrogated repatriates on 14 points. Special attention was paid to 
the following questions:  

Why were you on the territory of another state? 

Were you arrested? 

Were you interrogated, detained or fined by German authorities (when, where and for what 
reason)? 

Were you kept in the enemy's special camps and what did you do there? (The name and address of 
the camp was required.) 

Did you serve in the German army, police, other detachments, military units, hospitals or 
construction battalions formed by the enemy?  

Did you serve in German institutions, enterprises or organizations (in which ones exactly and at 
what position)? 

NKVD officers filled out highly detailed forms based on the responses of the person being interrogated. Besides 
general biographical data, the documents contain information about the person's job before the war and before 
deportation, about his/her participation in the Great Patriotic War, and information on when, where and under 
what circumstances the person was captured, encircled or otherwise found himself/herself in German-occupied 
territory. The repatriate was questioned in detail about when, where and how many times, he/she had been 
detained, whether he/she had been interrogated by military or political authorities or by the Gestapo on 
occupied Soviet territory and, if so, what questions had been asked. The repatriates were also asked whether 
they had been tried and, if so, then for what crime, by what court, to what penalty had he/she been sentenced, 
where had the sentence been served, and what were the circumstances their release. Additionally, interrogators 
asked about other repression imposed on the citizens or his/her family, where they had lived in the occupied 
territory and what his/her occupation had been. 

Special attention was paid to when and under what circumstances repatriates had ended up in a country at war 
with USSR or a country under German occupation. In this respect it was essential for the interrogators to 
determine whether the repatriate had been taken prisoner of war, been mobilized as a civilian or had emigrated 
deliberately. 

Researchers will find the Information on the place of residence and work/occupation abroad query 
particularly valuable and interesting. . Questions such as did you serve in the armies of countries that were at 
war with the USSR or in other anti-Soviet military formations?, when and under what circumstances did you 
return to the USSR or arrive at the USSR border (alone or in a group, with whom)?, did you arrive voluntarily 
or were you detained (by whom and when)? also give researchers a sense of the commissioners' orientation. 

Generally speaking, repatriates were treated as persons who had not shown the required courage and had agreed 
to work for the Nazis - a description very close to traitors. Everyone was suspected of being a disguised 
enemy, foreign spy or saboteur. The NKVD was trying to screen out people who constituted a threat for the 
Soviet system before the war so they asked questions like: Have you ever been convicted in court under the 
Soviet law (if so, state: when, by whom, for what delinquency and what penalty had been imposed) ? The 
typical note by commissioners to this question demonstrates their distrust of the repatriates: He/she denies 
being convicted. Under point 23 the repatriate was required to state who among the Soviet citizens does 
he/she know as a traitor and who are their accomplices? (indicate full name, basic personal data, the substance 
of their treason and their present location).

 



Besides informing on traitors, each repatriate was required to name several other people who could confirm the 
information in his/her file, provide information about his/her close relatives, state the precise address where 
he/she planned to settle, and enumerate all documents he/she had had on hand. At the end of the questionnaire 
there was a column for the fingerprint of right-hand forefinger and a space for a photograph. 

Among the documents there are also questionnaires for persons returned to the Motherland from the German 
servitude. These were aimed at identifying persons engaged in mass deportations, their aides and accomplices. 
These questionnaires contain information on conditions and circumstances of transportation of people from 
Ukraine to the German Reich, on the distribution of workers (purchase and sale, examination at the 
arbeitsamt, escorting and imprisonment in concentration camps, etc.), and reports on living conditions in 

Germany (kind of work, working hours, payment, food and habitation, guards, facts of harassment by the 
enterprise owners, camp or hostel administration). 

The files also contain quite a number of documents issued to Soviet citizens by German authorities: identity 
cards, medical and labor cards, etc. Practically each document has a photograph and a fingerprint. Typically, 
labor cards include this statement: this labor card entitles the bearer to work only for the employer named 
herein and becomes void on termination of this job. The front side of the card notes: The bearer of this card is 
only permitted to leave the premises for work.

 

The abovementioned materials offer researchers the possibility of pinpointing where workers from different 
regions of Ukraine were concentrated on German, Austrian, French, Polish, Czech and other territories, as well 
as determining the frequency of workers' relocation, their occupation, professional skills, and methods 
employed by the German authorities to maintain order among ostarbeiters.

 

A person who passed through filtration was assigned to a place of permanent residence with a note stating: 
This document can not be used as a residential permit.

 

At the end of each filtration case there is a conclusions section in which members of filtration commission of 
the local NKVD stated that the examination has not revealed any discreditable materials. In cases when such 
materials had been discovered, the substance of such materials was set forth and a resolution was written on the 
rear side of the document. Three possible variants of this resolution were: 

1) The person passed the examination and the filtration file was to be directed to the NKVD 
archive for storage thus keeping the person on record  

2) The file was to be conveyed to the appropriate NKVD unit for further investigation  

3) The file was to be conveyed to the investigating bodies in case of the arrest of the repatriate. 

In 1955 the filtration files were revised and remained on special record at the KGB archives. Special record 
status alone was grounds for the interdiction of repatriated citizens trying to leave the country as well as an 
obstacle to employment in certain institutions and enterprises or admittance to classified materials. In fact, the 
Soviet Union distrusted many of its citizens for decades, just in case, as it were.   

Volodymyr P. Danylenko, Director 
State Archive of Kiev Olbast 
Kiev, Ukraine  

List of Abbreviations  

SAKO: The State archive of Kiev oblast 

CSAHO: The Central State Archive of Highest [Administrative] Organs of Ukraine 

CSAPO: The Central State Archive of Public Organizations of Ukraine 

NKVD: Narodnyy Komissariat Vnutrennikh Del (The People's Commissariat of Internal Affairs) 

KGB: Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti (The Committee of State Security) 

MVD USSR: Ministerstvo Vnutrennikh Del (The Ministry of Internal Affairs of USSR, the successor 
of NKVD)    
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