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CHRISTOPH MICK

SERVING TWO DICTATORS

GERMAN SCIENTISTS IN THE SOVIET UNION
AFTER WORLD WAR II

Even before the war had ended, special task forces of the Allies were
already searching for German experts involved in the development of the
latest German military and civilian technologies. The Allies had no inten-
tion of penalizing these specialists for their contribution to the German war
effort or for using slave labour in their production facilities, nor did they
intend to subject them to an especially strict reeducation programme. The
Allies wanted to profit from the knowledge of these German experts and
obtain their help for the transfer of German technology to the Allied coun-
tries. An equally important consideration was to prevent leading German
scientists from falling into the hands of other countries. Great Britain,
France, the U.S.A. and the Soviet Union were all competing to obtain the
best scientists and engineers. The Americans were able to get hold of the
group of leading German rocket engineers who worked together with
Wernher von Braun, Britain brought the top German nuclear physicists to
Farm Hall to place them out of reach of the Soviets and France was able to
coopt several experts in jet propulsion. The Western Allies only brought a
few hundred German specialists to their respective countries, preferring to
organize the transfer of technology on the basis of the documentation of
German inventions.1 
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In contrast, the Soviet programme relied much more on the cooperation
of German specialists. Between 1945 and 1947, around three thousand
German experts were brought to the Soviet Union to work in research
laboratories and special research factories. Almost all of the specialists had
technical training, but only a minority of them had a university degree.
Their areas of expertise ranged from rocket research and nuclear science to
optics and aviation. Most of the experts had previously joined one of the
research laboratories set up in the Soviet Zone of Occupation (SOZ), but
only a few of them had actually intended to leave Germany. While some
nuclear scientists were brought to the Soviet Union in 1945, most of these
specialists were deported in a single memorable night in the autumn of
1946. On the night of 21 to 22 October 1946, some 2,300 experts and their
families were summarily brought to trains waiting to take them to the
Soviet Union.2

This essay examines the legitimization strategies of these experts work-
ing for two opposing totalitarian dictatorships and how they were viewed
by the Soviet authorities. It contributes to an ongoing discussion of the
mentality of German experts in the twentieth century, their political views
and their thoughts about the relationship between their research and the
application of its results.3 I will start with some general remarks on the
relationship between German experts and the Nazi government.

1. Ideology and Politics

The majority of German engineers and scientists were conservative and
patriotic. While some were staunch Nazis, most considered themselves to
be apolitical. Even if they did not agree with National Socialism, they only
resisted if ideological interventions in their research were incompatible
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with their professionalism.4 What Alan D. Beyerchen has said of the Ger-
man physicists also holds true for the applied scientists and engineers: ‘The
prevailing majority of scientists in the Third Reich were neither for nor
against the National Socialists. They were merely interested in
nonintervention in their technical affairs.’5 These were highly qualified
experts who voluntarily placed their creativity at the service of the German
military machine.6

This ‘self-mobilization’ (Helmuth Trischler) for the Third Reich can
partly be explained by the experiences of the preceding decade. The
Weimar Republic had failed to meet the political and professional expecta-
tions of these experts. Like most members of the middle classes, the ex-
perts were highly patriotic and felt humiliated by Germany’s defeat and its
consequences. They believed in a strong and powerful Germany and most
were inclined towards the political right. Moreover, the Treaty of Ver-
sailles had limited military research and the financial shortages were affect-
ing the professional and private lives of scientists and engineers. Many had
no jobs and there were no funds available for ambitious research projects.
All this changed with the advent of the Third Reich. Applied science was
held in high esteem and enormous sums were invested in military
research.7 

Most experts became loyal citizens of the Third Reich, offering their
talents to the Nazi government. Hitler was gearing up for war, and scien-
tists and engineers were kept busy developing airplanes and anti-aircraft
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weapons, rockets and substitute materials, tanks and gas chambers. The
professional organizations of engineers and managers played an important
role in formulating the technological objectives of armament research and
development, and in implementing their production. It is true that the Nazis
tried to transform the experts into National Socialists, but ideological
conformity was not essential for a scientific career in the Third Reich. The
treatment of scientists and engineers under Nazi rule confirmed their self-
perception as being ‘detached from political affairs’.8 The NS system,
however, never completely released the engineers ‘from its tentacles, as
technology was used neither for the welfare of humanity nor for the welfare
of the nation, but exclusively for destruction, with an increasing use of
terrorist methods’.9

This had certainly been the experience of the rocket scientists, who
otherwise enjoyed a high reputation. After the Royal Air Force bombed the
buildings of the Army Research Centre (Heeresversuchsanstalt) in Peene-
münde, the research facilities and part of production were moved under-
ground. In Nordhausen, slave labourers from Dora, an external camp of
the Buchenwald concentration camp, worked in the subterranean
Mittelwerke, where A-4 (V-2) rockets were produced. Thousands of prison-
ers died of exhaustion or were executed by the SS guards. The leading
rocket specialists regularly visited the production tunnels and saw the
suffering of the slave labourers. 

However, the experts were mostly interested in increasing production;
they were less concerned about the human cost.10 Wernher von Braun
fought for scarce resources to realize his plans. Later he defended himself
by saying that he had only wanted to construct a lunar rocket. Von Braun
was briefly arrested when the Gestapo (German secret police) learned
about private conversations in which he had indeed said that his main aim
was to reach outer space. After the war, the rocket scientists referred to his
arrest as proof that they had been using the Nazi regime to further their
own peaceable plans. The reality was a bit different, however. During
World War II, the purpose of rockets was to destroy human life. After the
war, von Braun and his team repudiated any responsibility for the military
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use of rockets and the treatment of slave labourers, although recent re-
search has shown that the prisoners had been explicitly requested by Walter
Dornberger, who was responsible for the rocket programme in the Army
Weapons Agency (Heereswaffenamt), and Arthur Rudolph, a leading
member of the rocket team.11 

In their recollections, the experts hardly touched on such moral prob-
lems. Nobody admitted to knowing about the Nazi crimes. The Soviet
rocket engineer Boris Chertok asked Irmgard Gröttrup, the wife of the
leader of the German rocket team in the Soviet Union Helmuth Gröttrup,
how the scientists had dealt with the fact that the prisoners in Nordhausen
had worked under terrible conditions with barely any chance of survival.
She denied that the majority of the experts had known much about it.12

They perceived their work as being free from ideology and justified it as a
service to the people and to the fatherland. Not they, but the national
government was responsible for the use of their inventions and innova-
tions.13 

2. Survival and Professional Interests

The Third Reich collapsed in May 1945. Germany was no longer a sover-
eign state. In the difficult period immediately after the war, the experts
concentrated on surviving and on ensuring the survival of their families.
Nobody knew what plans the Allies had for Germany and whether arma-
ment experts would be held to account for their contribution to the German
war effort. As mentioned at the outset, special Allied task forces were
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employed to hunt down the most important specialists, who became part of
the war booty. Less prominent scientists had two options: They could offer
their services to one of the Allies or they could try to hide their qualifica-
tions until the situation had clarified. Most experts decided to collaborate
when they realized the extent of the victorious powers’ interest in their
knowledge and expertise. Immediately after the war, calories were more
tempting than money. Science went ‘in search of bread’. Cooperation with
the Allies offered the quickest way out of postwar misery.14 Many experts
also did not exclude the Soviet option. The physicist Heinz Barwich justi-
fied his decision to go to the Soviet Union as follows: ‘I was thirty-three
years old, married, had three small children, a fourth was expected. And I
had no job. This decision was therefore not difficult for me.’15

However, other experts had more difficulties in justifying their decision
to work for the former enemy. If their work involved armament research,
such weapons could be used to threaten Germany. Soviet officials therefore
told rocket specialists that their skills were needed to develop rockets for
postal transport or for space flights. However, while still working in the
SOZ the Germans were obliged to 

‘recognize with great uneasiness that the original purpose, namely the develop-
ment of postal and lunar rockets, was not pursued at all. The tasks were com-
pletely geared to military applications and I was forced to realize that there
could be no way out for me, the dice had fallen. [...] We had become a well-
trained, intellectually agile community which loved its work, which believed
like any other group of engineers in a similar position that the leadership of the
state fairly and wisely disposes of the results of the work’.16

Manfred von Ardenne reported that initially participation in the atomic
bomb project was not mentioned to him. The research targets only changed
after the first atomic bomb had been dropped on Hiroshima. Von Ardenne
did try not to become involved in the project, but after a while he changed
his mind. He said that he realized that a Soviet atomic bomb would help to
create a balance of power and therefore to secure peace. ‘This view formed
for all of us the moral justification for our cooperation in creating the
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technical conditions for the construction of nuclear weapons.’17 This is hard
to believe. Von Ardenne, who went on to become one of the best-known
figureheads of the GDR’s scientific community after his return to East
Germany, had not voluntarily opted to work for the Soviet side in 1945.
The GDR authorities kept a letter in which von Ardenne had offered his
services to the Americans. This option was no longer open to him when the
Red Army arrived in Berlin before the American troops. He had no other
choice but to accept the offer to work in the Soviet Union.18

Other experts saw their work for the Soviet Union as part of the Ger-
man reparations for the war damage.19 A German engineer in the SOZ
promised in August 1945: ‘The undersigned has voluntarily placed his full
capacity for work at the service of the reparations, and as the head of the
engineer’s office of the Soviet Technical Governmental Committee does
direct his efforts to this end.’20 Manfred Gerlach, an aircraft engine de-
signer, stated that he had seen his work from the outset as a ‘valuable
contribution to the reparation of the German war guilt’.21 

The truth of such statements must be called into question. They were
often made in connection with demands to return to Germany. The experts
argued that they had contributed enough to the reparations. They felt vic-
timized and saw no reason why they should pay with their freedom – on
behalf of the German people – for the crimes of the Third Reich. The
nuclear scientists in British internment camps reacted similarly. Their
British contact person noted in summer 1945 that the internees had not
realized ‘that they are members of a vanquished nation’.22

The experts’ perception of their profession as apolitical facilitated
cooperation with the Stalinist regime. The Soviet leadership focused on the
scientific knowledge and technical abilities of the experts. Like their Soviet
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colleagues, the German experts were not involved in any decisions on how
their inventions would be used. While Soviet experts at least participated in
the organization of the research and the setting of technological targets,
most German specialists had little say in either. This had been different in
the Third Reich, and even in the SOZ their influence had been greater. In
the Soviet Union, the leaders of the German research teams tried to influ-
ence the allocation of resources or decisions on concrete technological
targets. However, this only succeeded if a powerful Soviet ‘patron’ exerted
his influence.23

The situation of the experts also differed in another respect from their
position in the Third Reich and from that of Soviet specialists. Like their
Soviet colleagues, the Germans were limited to their narrow field of spe-
cialization. However, the Soviet government expected ideological confor-
mity, loyalty and a strong work ethos from Soviet experts. They were
required to support the decisions of the leadership unconditionally, inas-
much as such decisions were claimed to be identical with the interests of
the state, the nation and the future of socialism. Soviet experts thus also
had a patriotic or ideological motivation for their work. Such motivations
were absent in the German collectives. They continued to be strangers who
had been deported to the Soviet Union, and the authorities made no effort
to integrate them. They were confined to their laboratories and factories
and as far as possible kept isolated from Soviet life.24 

The German experts interpreted their deportation to the Soviet Union as
a breach of contract. Most would have willingly put up with the ‘fear of
losing their livelihood and the identity crises’25 inherent in working in
Germany at the time and would have gladly renounced the ‘reorientation’
involved in working in the Soviet Union. Only a minority was willing to go
to the Soviet Union for a limited period. However, the deportation was
perceived as ‘injurious to the honour’ of those who ‘had already decided
that they would not resist a later transfer to the U.S.S.R.’.26

Some scientists strove to realize their projects and were ready to work
for any state willing to give them this opportunity. In the research laborato-
ries in the SOZ and in the first years in the Soviet Union, they constantly
tried to solve problems and to overcome technical difficulties. They asked
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for help to realize their plans and deplored obstructions by Soviet rivals and
the slowness of communication.27

The rocket scientists in the U.S.A. held similar views. Wernher von
Braun tried to resume the work he had done in the Third Reich. Rocket
development was big science and very expensive, but had no commercial
uses. It was only encouraged because of its military usefulness. Von Braun
worked to preserve the cohesion of the German team in the United States to
ensure that he played the leading role in improving the V-2. In the end, the
members of the rocket team working in the U.S.A. turned out to be far
more successful, both personally and professionally, than their colleagues
in the Soviet Union.

However, this was not a foregone conclusion. In 1946, the rocket re-
searchers in the SOZ had better working conditions than their rivals work-
ing in the U.S.A. or under British control, and in 1946 Gröttrup had more
influence on the scope of his work than von Braun did. The Soviet leader-
ship had realized the military potential of rocket technology and redirected
vast resources to the development and production of rockets, while the
United States wanted to profit from German knowledge, but did not yet
have a programme for future developments. Immediately after the forced
transfer of the German team to the Soviet Union, the leading members of
the rocket group were highly motivated – despite being deeply dissatisfied
by their move to Moscow and later to the island Gorodomlia in Lake
Seliger. In the end, Gröttrup failed to realize his ambitious plans, as the
Soviet leadership wanted the German experts primarily to assist with the
reconstruction and transfer of German technology and wished to profit
from their creativity without giving them any responsibility for implement-
ing their ideas. In contrast to Wernher von Braun working in Peenemünde
and later in Houston, the German groups in the Soviet Union were not
involved in the making of rockets. These tasks were reserved for the local
experts.28 

Not only prominent scientists, but also engineers and technicians did not
much care whom they were working for. One expert is quoted in a Soviet
trade union report: 

‘Since my early years I was educated under the Hitler government, with Na-
tional Socialist principles. I am sticking to these beliefs, and I do not intend to
change them. It does not matter at all for whom and in which country I work as
a specialist. It also does not matter whether I work for military purposes and
for the domestic needs of the country. The most important thing for me is to
have a job and an income. The Hitler government did not bring bad things to



Christoph Mick190

29  Quote from Kurt Schmidt. Report on the German Specialists in NII-380, 13 June
1949; State Archive of the Russian Federation [Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Rossiiskoi
Federatsii (GARF)], f. 5451, op. 43, d. 767, l. 131-136 (author’s translation).

30  BRANDNER, Ein Leben zwischen den Fronten, p. 44-46, 162 (author’s translation).
31  Report of Iu. P. Osadchii on the situation in the factories no. 326 and 197 of the

Ministry of the Industry of Means of Communication (MPSS) and factory no. 96 of the
Ministry of Chemical Industry (MKhP), 14 April 1949; GARF, f. 5451, op. 43, d. 767, l.
157-166.

32  On German physicists in general, see HENTSCHEL, The Mental Aftermath.
33  Report of V. M. Tararov, 31 May 1948; GARF, f. 5451, op. 43, d. 668, l. 181-183.

Germany. Hitler got rid of unemployment and gave every German work and
the right to live.’29

National Socialist convictions and an unreserved willingness to cooperate
with the Soviet Union were compatible. A good example of this is
Ferdinand Brandner, a designer of aircraft engines who had been an ardent
National Socialist. In Kuibyshev, he made himself unpopular with his
colleagues because he worked hard to develop a Turboprop engine. ‘My
will to cooperate was respected in every way and was rewarded.’ Brandner
hoped that unconditional cooperation would improve his chances of a quick
return to Germany.30 This view was shared by other specialists. A delegate
of the Soviet trade unions reported on a German aviation expert in factory
no. 96 with a ‘reactionary’ world view, who worked very productively
because he hoped this would help him return to Germany.31

Soviet reports categorized a considerable number of German experts as
fascists. The reports did not differentiate between nationalist, reactionary
and fascist. For the Soviet authorities they were all the same. It is true that
quite a number of the experts still shared National Socialist views.32 Defy-
ing the Soviet efforts to reeducate them, some openly expressed National
Socialist views. In factory no. 589, part of the system of the Ministry of
Armaments, some Germans celebrated Hitler’s birthday in April 1948. The
specialist K. is quoted with the words: ‘I cannot live among enemies.’ It is
interesting that K.’s hostile attitude does not appear to have affected his
work. He is described in the report as a specialist who worked well.33

The articulation of National Socialist views was not always an expres-
sion of deep-seated beliefs, but could also be a form of protest against
ideological indoctrination. The experts did not want to be confronted with
the crimes of the Third Reich and mistrusted the Soviet interpretation of
events. In factory no. 2 of the system of the Ministry of Aviation Industry,
the Germans boycotted films on World War II which showed the ‘fight of
the Soviet people against Hitler’s Germany’. After listening to political
speeches by Soviet propagandists, the audience asked questions ‘of a reac-
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tionary nature’. The specialists criticized the loss of Germany’s eastern
territories and expressed their distrust concerning the building of socialism
in the Soviet Union and the Soviet peace policy.34 A representative of the
trade unions noted disappointedly in November 1949: ‘Up to now, not a
single Nazi has renounced his National Socialist views.’35 

3. Self-organization and Resistance

As far as the authorities were concerned, the German experts had not lost
their middle-class conditioning even after seven years in the Soviet Union,
but the industrial ministries and the Soviet leadership did not much care.
They wanted to exploit the experts and placed little weight on political
reeducation. The groups of experts remained a foreign body in the Soviet
Union and were not only isolated from Soviet research, but also – as far as
possible – from Soviet society. This unique position protected the special-
ists from ideological indoctrination and the terror of Stalinism, and made it
possible to establish some forms of self-government. Officials responsible
for agitation and propaganda (agitprop) could not count on the factory
management or industrial ministries to support their propaganda efforts,
and attempts to split the German collectives into workers and progressive
experts on the one side and class enemies and reactionary specialists on the
other side failed. The representatives of the party and the trade unions
fought against middle-class and counter-revolutionary views, but their
hands were tied. The industrial ministries were exclusively interested in
research results, not in political views.36

The German collectives demonstrated a relative, albeit precarious cohe-
sion, and reacted with hostility when the authorities interfered in the inter-
nal relationships of their community.37 Members of the Socialist Unity
Party of Germany (in German: Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands,
SED) suffered just as much as their conservative or nationalist colleagues
from cramped housing conditions, reduced freedom of movement, the
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impossibility of vacations in Germany, the lack of rights and inadequate
social security.38 The experts turned to their professional superiors as
representatives of their interests. Their isolated and uncertain situation
produced a sense of common fate, which overlaid the differences between
scientists, engineers and workers. 

The self-organization of the Germans was born out of necessity. They
created committees which represented their interests in negotiations with
the Soviet management.39 In factory no. 2, they elected a Vertrauensrat
(council of trust) – following practice in the Third Reich – in May 1947,
which the Soviet trade union representative described as an ‘organization of
openly fascist character’. The MGB instructed the factory management to
dissolve the council. However, it continued to exist as the ‘Society for the
Defence of German Interests’.40 

The creation of councils of trust was an expression of – horribile dictu
in the Soviet Union – uncontrolled self-organization, and could not be
tolerated by those Soviet organizations responsible for political control.
The Germans were finally forced to dissolve this body. On Gorodomlia,
the Germans had to surrender even their typewriters to prevent them from
duplicating leaflets and electoral slips.41 However, the councils of trust are
only one example of the organizational repertoire available to the Germans.
More important and more persistent were the funds for mutual help. Their
administration lay in the hands of the leading specialists – fascists in the
view of the trade unions.42 The trade unions later forced the collectives to
accept new statutes which placed such funds under the control of the trade
union committee.

In factory no. 2, the positions of ‘former Nazis’ continued to be strong
– at least in the opinion of the management – even after the fund for mutual
help was reorganized. The new statute had brought no fundamental
changes, and in 1949 such organs of self-government still functioned ac-
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cording to their own rules. The leaders of the German collectives con-
trolled the funds and succeeded in preserving their authority.43

Teams which cooperated for a long time had often been deported to-
gether. They retained their corporate identity, even if their old company
had ceased to exist.44 Experts who joined these groups at a later date found
it hard to integrate, especially if they breached the solidarity of the group
in dealings with the authorities.45 In factory no. 96 of the Ministry of
Chemical Industry, a specialist was bullied by his colleagues because he
was highly motivated and openly antifascist. On the ‘initiative of the reac-
tionary specialists’ he was cut dead by most of the Germans, who stopped
speaking to him or greeting him.46 Kurt Berner reports from the Scientific
Research Institute NII-1323 (Nauchno-Issledovatel’skii Institut – NII) that
very few German specialists supported the Soviet Union unconditionally
and that they were cut dead by all the others.47

To a certain extent, representatives from the trade unions did manage to
penetrate the German collectives, but they were unable to disband the old
structures completely. Such infiltration succeeded when existing collectives
and work groups were split up and the German experts worked in predomi-
nantly Soviet teams. It was only then that leaders of German teams lost
their influence. These teams, however, were only dissolved when the
managers expected that this would improve productivity and increase the
likelihood of meeting the targets. No team was reorganized for political
reasons. In factory no. 393, the German collective was only reorganized
when the management was dissatisfied with the results of their work. The
director thought that the influence ‘of reactionary elements’ had had a
negative impact on the productivity of the whole group.48

Their shared fortunes strengthened the cohesion of the German collec-
tives in dealing with the authorities. This does not mean that there were no



Christoph Mick194

49  TRISCHLER, Self-Mobilization, p. 72-73.
50  The German specialist Heinz Lübke to Iosif V. Stalin, 10 October 1949; RGAĖ, f.

8899, op. 1, d. 1271, l. 100. Minister of the Ship-building Industry Aleksei A. Goregliad
to Deputy Chairman of the Council of Ministers Ivan F. Tevosian, 9 January 1950; ibid.,
l. 98. G. Aleksenko (MPSS) to Minister of Foreign Affairs (MID) Andrei Ia. Vyshinskii,
19 May 1948; Archive of Foreign Policy of the Russian Federation [Arkhiv Vneshnei
Politiki Rossiiskoi Federatsii (AVP RF)], f. 82, op. 35, d. 61, l. 42.

51  BARWICH/ BARWICH, Das rote Atom, p. 47-48, 119-120, 137.
52  See the letters of German experts and members of their families to Stalin, the Coun-

cil of Ministers and other Soviet institutions, GARF, f. 5446, op. 59, d. 4830, l. 1-43.

differences and disagreements. However, the conflicts were not between
antifascists and ‘fascists’, but over other contentious issues. The Germans
primarily quarrelled about the best strategy to return to Germany as quickly
as possible. Other conflicts involved salaries and different standards of
living, stemmed from the quarrelsome disposition of some of the members
of the group or arose in connection with family disputes. 

To a certain degree, German experts were able to resist the impositions
of the Stalinist regime.49 They quickly learned how to play the system,
drawing on their experiences in the Third Reich. Both totalitarian systems
were polycratic. The experts appealed to Stalin or other party and state
leaders if the factory management or the industrial ministries ignored their
protests. These complaints forced the factories and ministries to justify
their measures.50 

The specialists could afford to be more critical than Soviet citizens.
They even quarrelled with cadres of the security organs.51 In the end, only
a few dozen German experts were arrested, although the party committees
and the security organs had informers within the German groups who
reported countless anti-Soviet conversations. Actions which would have
resulted in Soviet citizens being deported to Kolyma (in the Gulag) for
years usually did not lead to arrests. However, the return of the most
outspoken critics to Germany was delayed. The Ministry of State Security
(MGB) forced such persons to stay in the Soviet Union for up to two years
longer. The security organs thought that this would be punishment enough,
and the experts did indeed perceive it as a heavy punishment.52

If work discipline was violated, the Germans were given a warning or
had to pay fines. However, there were also serious cases in which the
Soviet courts imposed tough sentences. The ringleaders of acts of insubor-
dination could expect to be particularly severely punished unless they were
indispensable experts whose professional knowledge was essential for the
success of their projects. Two specialists were arrested in 1950 in factory
no. 108 and in Obninsk as ‘ringleaders’ of a half-day strike and both were
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sentenced to twenty-five years in prison.53 In factory no. 1, an employee
with a ‘hostile attitude’ was sentenced to ten years in prison.54

In other cases, even strikes were not penalized. The contracts of the
experts in NII-380 ended in May 1949, but the director of the institute
ignored the German demands to return home and was not willing to negoti-
ate the terms of a new contract. For a period of one week, thirteen special-
ists did not come to work. Only when the Industrial Ministry intervened
and the contracts were extended by one year did the Germans resume work
again.55 After the new contract had ended, the same situation recurred.56 

Some of the more ambitious experts, conscientious engineers and skilled
workers despaired of Soviet slovenliness. Another quite strong group did
work to rule but no more. Already in 1947 and 1948, on Gorodomlia some
experts started to control their creative output and reduced their efforts.
The authorities interpreted this as a deliberate attempt to prevent the fulfil-
ment of the plan. More intense controls and a strict work discipline defused
this problem, although some Germans continued to show forms of passive
resistance in 1949.57 

During the first two years, the specialists had hoped to be able to earn
the right to return home by dint of hard and successful work. When their
old projects were finished, the experts received extra money, but they were
still not allowed to return. Instead, new targets were set. The German
collectives disagreed on how best to react. Some experts continued to hope
that unconditional cooperation would give them a better life and a better
chance of returning to Germany. Brandner introduced a strict working
regime in his department to – as he put it – stave off the despair of the
other members of his group. However, his measures elicited hatred and
mistrust. Brandner believed that ‘only our work, our technical achieve-
ment’ would guarantee a return to Germany.58 Some of the members of his
group held different views. Protests by former colleagues who had moved
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to the Federal Republic of Germany were later to prevent Brandner from
being appointed to a top position in the company Humboldt-Deutz in the
1950s.59

Brandner and other specialists who continued to work hard to realize
their projects were despised by other experts because it was felt that they
created a rift in the group’s solidarity against the Soviet authorities. In the
first two to three years, a commonly held view among many of the experts
was that the earlier they fulfilled the plan, the earlier they could return
home.60 In 1950, the rocket specialists were therefore doubly frustrated. On
the one hand, their plans were delayed and insufficient resources were
provided, and on the other their contribution to the reconstruction of the A-
4 (V-2) and their new ideas had not been rewarded with the permission to
return home.61 

The uncertainty of their situation affected the mood in the groups.62 In
spite of their similar fate, the specialists reacted differently to their en-
forced stay in the Soviet Union. Some came to terms with their situation,
others were depressed or bitter. For Kurt Magnus from the rocket team,
these years were not, actually, a time of need, but of tantalizing insecurity
and fear.63 He saw himself as living in a ‘Gulag-de-luxe’.64 Even the lively
cultural life on Gorodomlia became a contentious issue. Not all Germans
enjoyed the sport events, the amateur theatricals and concerts. They feared
the Russians would believe that the Germans were now reconciled with
their fate and no longer wanted to return to Germany.65

The German experts developed effective strategies to convince the
authorities that it would be better to let them return to Germany. Being
creative – this was clear to many, but by no means to all Germans – meant
extending their stay in the Soviet Union. Over the years, dissatisfaction
grew and the work ethic sank. After 1949, many leading scientists did not
take on new responsibilities. Like their subordinates, they wrote letters of
protest to the authorities and did everything they could to become a liability
for the factories and ministries. Most experts worked with little enthusi-
asm. They did what was required, but stopped coming up with new ideas.
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With this canny form of resistance, they wanted to demonstrate that great
achievements could no longer be expected from them.66 

Hence, Gröttrup was joined by most members of the German group
when he refused to participate in the development of a new anti-aircraft
system. Other specialists who were willing to participate were brought to
another laboratory and only returned home several years after the last of
the less motivated experts had left the Soviet Union.67 In factory no. 2, the
director N. M. Olekhnovich noted in December 1949 that the key experts
were no longer doing any creative work or making new suggestions.68 A
significant number of German specialists in the system of the Ministry of
Armaments was disinclined to stay in the Soviet Union and wanted to
return to Germany. These experts did not show any initiative and were no
longer interested in fulfilling plan targets.69 During the final phase of his
stay, Nikolaus Riehl, who worked on the atomic project, refused to accept
new scientific tasks and influenced his colleagues to act in a similar man-
ner.70

This behaviour can be interpreted as a form of passive resistance. The
Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD) intervened only if the experts switched
to open confrontation. Resistance was only possible in the professional
arena. The question arises here whether such resistance would not also
have been possible in the Third Reich, and whether this does not undermine
the argument that the experts had no alternative to mobilizing their creativ-
ity for the Nazis. Even totalitarian dictatorships cannot simply force experts
to be creative. It is impossible to know whether a scientist does not want to
be creative or whether he simply cannot. The Soviet leadership was not
blind to this fact. The best incentives for increasing creativity were not fear
and threats, but positive sanctions, high salaries and privileges.
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4. Conclusion

The Allies differentiated between science and technology on the one hand
and the consequences of their use on the other. Like their new employers,
the German specialists perceived scientific activity as apolitical. This made
the experts useful for the respective political systems and allowed them to
pass easily through the denazification procedures. Their research results
were transferred to the victorious Allies, and their knowledge and creativ-
ity exploited. For these scientists and engineers, the end of the war did not
interrupt their professional activities. They continued to work on their old
projects, now no longer for the Third Reich, but instead for the former
enemies of Germany, which in their turn rewarded them for their services
with high salaries, favourable accommodation and food parcels. 

Respect for their abilities absolved the specialists from reflecting on
their work for the Third Reich, but for some these privileges were bought
at a high price – the loss of their personal freedom. Most experts had
voluntarily joined the research laboratories in the SOZ, but they did not
intend to work in the Soviet Union. They were brought there by force and
now had to work for a state which was not willing to integrate them. They
could not change their jobs or leave the country. Their main interest lay in
effecting a rapid return to Germany. Hence, it is not possible to speak of an
‘easy integration of the German specialists in the Soviet Union’, either
personally or professionally – not because of individual scruples, but be-
cause of the unfavourable conditions under which they operated.71 Soviet
research organization differed considerably from what the German experts
were used to in Germany, and the adaptation to the new research culture
proved to be slow and difficult. Furthermore, the German experts were
sequestered away from Soviet research and their knowledge gradually
became outdated. This process of dequalification made them less and less
valuable for the industrial ministries in whose systems they were working.
Their high salaries and the enormous costs of isolating them from Soviet
society made them too expensive. The ministries wanted to get rid of them
as quickly as possible, but particularly the leading scientists knew too much
about recent Soviet scientific developments and were thus obliged to spend
between one and five years in the Soviet Union, even after their original
research projects had been completed.72




