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Besides Germany, we can find Poland, Denmark, Norway and Estonia among the 

countries in those it is problematic, from various reasons to work on the role they played 

during the WW2. Nowadays in Hungary a similar problems and tendencies could be 

observed (for example in the post war communist Hungary it was taboo to talk about the 

traumatic experiences with the soldiers of Red Army, as in Norway to talk about the 

personal relations with the occupation German soldiers). In these ‘problematic 

countries’ the society is divided, the German occupation is not automatically and not 

exclusively means resistance or serving the Germans’ interests. The role played in ww2 

at least is questionable, and speaking about this was a tabu for long time after the ww2. 

This theme is still intriguing for local people, in one world, the memory of the ww2 is 

still alive. 

  

One of our examples is the great Norwegian writer, Knut Hamsun’s last novel, „On 

owergrown paths”. This book is the result of the effort, how the Nobel prise winner 

Norwegian writer gives an account about his role played during the ww2. The fact, that 

this theme is still prevalent is not only shown by shooting a movie in 1998 based on this 

novel, but also the efforts of Oslo museums (the Jewish Museum, the Center for Studies 

of the Holocaust and Religious minorities, the Norway’s Resistance Museum and the 

Norwegian Museum of Science and Technology) open space for exhibitions and public 

discourses, which simultaneously is the sign of a demand to work on this part of the 

past. 

  

Talking about the memory of the war, one of the Norwegian example is the forced 

labour camps, where first of all soviet POWs, later Serbian partisans, and also 

Norwegian members of the resistance movement, furthermore Norwegian and Danish 

free labourers also lived, and worked on the construction of the Norwegian 

infrastructure between 1940 and 1945. It is also exceptionally, that the documents 

related to the labour camps were preserved, contrary to the documents of other activities 

during the war. The documents and the memorial objects in a grandiose exhibition were 

shown in 2017 in the Norwegian Museum of Science and Technology including audio 

and video records given by former prisoners and witnesses (Grossraum 2017). Besides 

these, several written accounts also were prepared on the theme. Former prisoners and 

their descendants reported about those experiences, which played determinant role in 

their further life, as the result of the socialization in prisons and forced labour camps 

(Hasenjürgen 2015). Other accounts give a picture through the Norwegian prisoners’ 

escape to Sweden about the atmosphere of the period, about the Norway’s vulnerable 

position, and about the local people’s helpful attitude towards escaping members of the 

resistance movement (Sømme 2011). 
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From Swedish side, in between Norway and Finland, Astrid Lindgren’s diaries are 

remarkable. Lindgren and her colleagues working for the Swedish Secret Service had 

the task to check the incoming and outgoing private correspondence. In her diaries she 

quoted long parts of the letters, which gave detailed information about the particulars of 

the war period written with non propagandistic aim (Lindgren 2017). 

  

And finally, in the guide for the permanent exhibition showing the history of anti-

Semitism (in the Center for Studies of the Holocaust and Religious Minorities) we can 

find the description of the category: the enemies of Nazi Germany, among them ’asocial 

elements’ (Innocent questions 2006), which is very similar to the content of category 

‘the enemies of the people’ reported by the former prisoners of the forced labour camps 

in Hungary after the ww2. Here there is also an exhibition about Gulag. One of the 

researchers originated from Estonia made a memory of his parents. He went 

to Russia and searched for information about his relatives spent more than 15 years in 

Gulag. 

  

In sum, we can tell, that there is an enormous significance of the memory of the ww2 in 

the so called „problematic countries” among them Norway and Hungary, and that of the 

relevance of the analysis and publications of the materials collected by oral history 

method during social anthropological fieldwork.   

 

LIZI’S STORIES 

The owner of the pub in the nearest village to the Russian barrack in South Vértes 

region, the elderly Lizi (born in 1942), was sitting at the table across from the entrance 

when I told Lizi that I had been doing research on World War II, and that I had visited 

the village recently. I even told her that, although more than half of the men living in the 

settlement belonging to the village were killed by the Russians (eleven adult males out 

of a total population of fifty-two), based on my experience so far, I had come to the 

conclusion that, compared to the surrounding villages, the village had survived the 

hardship of the war without major difficulties. 

 

Lizi, however, saw it differently. She told us how Russians had taken away her aunt by 

force and kept her in a cellar for three days. After the war her aunt emigrated to the 

United States, but even as an old woman she was unable to get over the terrible things 

that had happened to her during the war. Lizi was very upset and her voice was shaking 

with anger while she was telling the story of her aunt.  

 

Then, all of a sudden, Lizi started to tell stories about the Russian soldiers stationed in 

the region after World War II. There was the same anger in her voice when she spoke 

about the “ugly” ways the Russian officers treated the private soldiers. As an 

illustration, she told me two stories, both of which were in connection with her mother, 

Mári. 

 

In the first story, Mári felt sorry for a few soldiers standing outside in freezing 

temperatures and wanted to give them pastries. When the officers drinking in the warm 

village pub saw this, they did not like it. One of the officers, noticing that Mári was 

trying to outfox them, took the plate with the pastries, threw it on the ground and even 

stomped on it. “They are not human beings,” said Lizi, reflecting her feelings about the 

atrocities committed against her whole family. 
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The second story is about a Russian soldier who once took a bedsheet to the village pub 

in order to exchange it for cigarettes. Seeing that the bedsheet was used and that it was 

probably the soldier’s only one, Mári took pity on the soldier lad and gave him 

cigarettes without accepting anything in return. At this point, in the street she saw a 

Russian officer who was obviously chasing the soldier. Overcoming her fear, Mári hid 

the soldier in one of the rooms of the pub. The officer noticed the soldier’s feet sticking 

out under a curtain. While Mári distracted the officer, the soldier escaped through the 

pub’s back window and ran through the adjacent forest, straight to the barrack. The 

officer got into a UAZ (Russian military jeep) and taking the paved road around the 

forest, drove to the barrack. Mári could only hope that the soldier arrived there first. 

This event made Mári very upset. 

 

After some time, a Russian officer came looking for Mári in the pub. Lizi insisted that 

her mother was ill and confined to bed. Realizing that the officer would not give up on 

the matter, they got very frightened. With the help of a translator, another Russian 

soldier, they learned that the officer had been re-assigned and so he had come to say 

goodbye and express his respect for Mári’s bravery in helping the soldier escape.  

 

FRAMEWORKS FOR INTERPRETING LIZI’S STORIES 

Returning to the two stories told by Lizi, it should be noted that their content suggests 

that all kinds of contact between the occupying Russian soldiers and the occupied 

Hungarian civilian population was forbidden. Still, in practice, the example of the 

Russian barrack indicates a hierarchically organized Russian society in which officers 

tried by all means to control the development of relations between the soldiers and the 

local civilians. We can apply this as an approach when interpreting the behavior of the 

Russian soldiers during the period of front. For example, in the life of cellar 

communities the presence of a Russian officer provided protection against the violence 

of soldiers. 

 

This did not automatically mean that it was only the officers who could have had 

contact with civilians, even though the practices of the occupiers after World War II 

indicate this. The idea behind this way of organizing society could have been to reduce 

spying and to prevent people from obtaining any information about the operation of the 

Red Army.  

 

We could also add that naturally this varied from family to family even if atrocities 

were committed only against one family member. As we have seen in the case of Lizi, 

present-day descendants of some families experience and interpret these generalities 

differently.  

 

It turned out that through one family member Lizi was personally involved in suffering. 

While she was telling her story, Lizi automatically switched to talking about her own 

experiences in connection with the Russians happened in the 1970s and 1980s. Her 

mother was the connection between the two situations she referred to. To be more 

precise, two members of a previous generation had had similar experiences with 

Russians. One was a victim and the other was a witness of the events. Lizi was too 

young to understand (or to remember) what was happening around her, what was 

happening to her relatives and neighbors. She only received impressions of the intensity 

of emotions. Intensity and passion created the continuity between different generations, 
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between victims and witnesses. 

 

The intensity of the storytelling, and the values and opinions of the storytellers were the 

same for family members of different generations. In the absence of the (victim) aunt, 

the former witness, the niece Mári (in other words, Lizi’s mother) was the victim in the 

local community. With her values and morals, she was the one who created the 

connection between events of the present and the past. The present storyteller (the 

witness of the events of the recent past) commemorates the witnessing of terrible events 

and maintains a family tradition. 

 

Lizi achieved continuity with the intensity of her opinion, which reflects the level of the 

terrible things committed against one of her family members. Through her storytelling, 

she sought continuity in the events of the family history and at the same time 

established a connection between two apparently different contexts. The case of Lizi 

made me consider the general presence of similar shifts as part of the storytelling 

technique.  

 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, we can say that by using historical, local and military contexts for 

interpretation we could get a glimpse of the mechanism of handing down knowledge 

within a family. This could be used to share stories witnessed in a peculiar way by the 

storytellers. However, due to the age of the storytellers at the time of the events, they 

could not have possibly directly remembered the events; the stories were only part of 

the family folklore. Every family had its own attitude towards the front and the 

Russians, depending on where, in which village and how they survived the critical 

times. There are those, such as Lizi, whose families became victims of violence. Others 

did not suffer significantly. Some people were neutral and I even met people who had 

positive impressions in connection with the appearance of the Russians. These motives 

and emotions are reflected in the way different families told their stories about other 

topics involving the Russians, such as the Russian barrack operating in the region after 

World War II. 

 

As a result of the Russian presence in the region, in an area where every family had its 

own history and experiences of the war, people are still not willing to talk about these 

events. On the other hand, absurdly, through their contacts with the Russians they could 

live out these emotions and later, when the Russians left the region, it was possible to 

talk about these emotions in a direct way. The bond between the different Russian 

contexts remained. In my opinion, the mechanism of storytelling is much more complex 

than just who talks about his or her war experiences or who does not talk about them. It 

is not possible to model the mechanism of storytelling in such a simple way, but we can 

still get a glimpse of the mechanisms at work in the case of members of a given 

generation, and also of how different epochs are connected to one another in order to 

conceal or live through traumas. 
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