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Abstract: After World War II 4.3 million refugees and expellees from the former eastern territories of the 
German Reich reached the Soviet Occupation Zone (SOZ). Most of the so-called resettlers (Umsiedler) 
arrived in rural areas. Between 1945 and 1948, the villages of the SOZ underwent radical transformation 
processes during the period of “democratic” land reform, which led to profound changes in traditional 
ownership and hierarchical structures. Owners of property larger than 100 hectars, as well as profiteers 
of National Socialism, were dispossessed without compensation. Land, buildings, and agricultural stock 
were given to former rural workers, peasants, refugees, expellees, etc. About 210,000 new farms were 
founded. More than 91,000 “resettled” families built a new existence as so-called new farmers 
(Neubauern). Over the years, thousands of these farms were given back to the government due to a 
variety of problems (e.g. cash shortage, insufficient equipment). Those who continued farming had to join 
the agricultural cooperatives (Landwirtschaftliche Produktionsgenossenschaft – LPG), at latest in 1960. 
Even though the period of new farmers was short, they had a far-reaching influence on transformation 
processes in the rural society. In eastern Germany’s villages traces of the land reform are still visible.  This 
paper focusses on “resettlers” and farming after World War II: what were their individual scopes of action, 
strategies of adaption and their contribution to a society in transformation? What was the contemporary 
perception of the land reform in the SOZ/GDR? How have subsequent generations viewed this part of 
their family history? 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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1. From “Resettler“ to “New Farmer”: Introduction 

“Junkerland in Bauernhand” (“Junker land in farmer’s hands”). Under this slogan, that emerged 
70 years ago in September 1945, land reform began in the Soviet Occupation Zone (SOZ) of 
Germany. Lasting until 1948, it led to profound transformations in the eastern German villages. 
Rural life underwent lasting changes: e.g. ownership structures, the social fabric, agricultural 
traditions and architecture.  

The following presentation deals with the land reform as an intersection between politically 
induced change and individual biographies. For every linkage of the two, I would like to present 
a concrete example. The underlying data (qualitative interviews, records, contemporary 
journals) was collected as part of a research project at the Institute of Saxon History and Cultural 
Anthropology in Dresden, and for my doctoral dissertation project, which I completed last year.1  

I selected the Moor family from my interview samples because the caesura of the immediate 
post-war period can be seen most profoundly in their personal history: this includes a look at 
their individual scopes of action and the strategies of adaption to a society in transformation, 
the contemporary perception of the land reform and its transmission to future generations, as 
well as how it has gone down in family history.  

After their expulsion from eastern Brandenburg (since 1945 the region belongs to Poland) at the 
end of World War II, the Moor family found themselves – after being forced on a circuitous route 
– in Thuringia. When the father, Erich Moor, returned from a prisoner-of-war camp (POW camp), 
the family took over a farm in the village of Kloster Veßra in 1948. They worked it for 12 years, 
until 1960.  

A daughter, Ingeborg Lösch (born 1939), graduated from an agricultural training course and 
worked on her parent’s farm until 1960. She experienced the upheavals particularly intensely 
and described them from an insider’s perspective. Her sister, Bärbel Lohner (born 1940), worked 
as a sales lady. She had left Kloster Veßra in the 1950s. She offered more likely an outsider’s 
perspective on all of the events. The interviews offer insight into the impact that these 
transformations had on the subjective experience. They show which scopes of action were open 
and which adaptation processes the developments demanded from those having to deal with 
them. 

2. “Resettlers”: Refugees and Expellees in the SOZ 

After World War II 4.3 million refugees and expellees from the former eastern territories of 
Germany reached the Soviet Occupation Zone. As of autumn 1945, the euphemistic designation 
for the refugees and expellees became “resettlers” (Umsiedler). Most of them arrived in rural 
areas, which provided better opportunities for acquiring food, accommodation, and 
employment than in the urban areas which had been laid waste during the war. 4.3 million: amid 
widespread chaos, this vast amount of humanity had to be provided with essential necessities. 
The so-called host societies found themselves in full upheaval. To start with, administrative 
structures were virtually non-existent at the time. Some help came from the locals: they 
donated, shared, and lent out the items of the basic needs. The new arrivals also helped 
themselves as far as they could: they begged, organized, and exchanged work for food and 
goods. They often even sold their last possessions in exchange for food.  

After a period in a quarantine camp, the “resettlers” were distributed throughout the Zone. As 
a rule, they had little influence on which area would be selected for them. For the most part, 

                                                           
1 Research project: “Fremde – Heimat – Sachsen: Vertriebene als Neubauern. Staatliche 
Integrationsmaßnahmen und individuelle Adaptionsstrategien”; doctoral dissertation: “’Vom Ich zum 
Wir’? Flüchtlinge und Vertriebene als Neubauern in der LPG”. 
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they were sent to rural communities. Mostly, the new arrivals were not greeted warmly. It was 
more often the case that they had to compete with the locals for the scarce resources available 
in the post-war period.  

Even though, as Germans, the “resettlers” belonged to the same nationality as the locals, they 
were considered as foreigners. They spoke different dialects, and observed different day-to-day 
rituals. On top of that were the lack of possessions. On their flight, they could at the most take 
50 kilos (110 lbs) of baggage with them. The destitution of the “resettlers” was visible. In a 
contemporary document it was noted that they could be recognized as such by their appearance 
and their baggage.2  

And even when the new arrivals were able to find work, they could only very slowly improve 
their situation: in most cases the work involved helping out in the areas of agricultural or 
forestry, and sometimes even in those industries that had survived the war. The loss of 
possessions found its logical consequence in a professional declassification and in the loss of 
social status. This impeded the process of adaption considerably in these areas that were 
supposed to be their new home. 

At the beginning of 1945, Gertrud Moor fled with her mother and her three children from the 
area around Landsberg an der Warthe (today: Gorzów Wielkopolski in Poland). At first they took 
off in a westerly direction, but then soon returned to their house, which had in the meantime 
been plundered. They were finally driven out for good in May, 1945. They landed in a camp 
somewhere in Brandenburg. Then they were shipped off to Thuringia in a freight wagon. Until 
the father was released from a POW camp in 1948, they lived in a village in the south of 
Thuringia. There the grandmother died. It was there also that Ingeborg Lösch was sent to school. 

3. New Farmers: Transformation Experience in the Process of the Land Reform 

In the meantime, the villages in the Soviet Occupied Zone underwent a further, more profound, 
rupture after the arrival of so many thousands of refugees. In September of 1945 a land reform 
was introduced. The idea was not new. Back in the 19th century there had already been calls for 
a redistribution of land in the context of the Industrial Revolution. This was taken up by the life 
reformers around 1900. Radical implementation of these ideas occurred beginning in 1918 
under the new Soviet Union regime. This example was followed then in the period of 1945–1948 
in the SOZ. The goal was the destruction of traditional hierarchies and the elimination of the 
great land owners and their families. The new farmers (Neubauern) were to be ‘planted’ as a 
new social group in the villages. It was a social group that was to be particularly beholding to the 
Communist Party. In addition, the rigorous redistribution served to ensure the food supply. Not 
least of all, it was intended as a form of aid for the new settlers towards becoming self-sufficient. 
This reform program was staged as an ‘initiative from below’, and as the crowning achievement 
of the centuries-long struggle of the farmers for independence. It was termed “democratic” 
which was supposed to later help legitimize the ruling regime.  

Owners of property larger than 100 hectares, as well as (supposed) profiteers of National 
Socialism, were dispossessed without compensation. These owners had to leave their home 
districts and, when they relocated, they had to keep at least a 50 km distance from their former 
property. Their possessions – land, buildings, livestock, and agricultural equipment – fell to the 
agricultural land fund and were newly distributed. Thus 210,000 new farms were created, each 
containing between 5 and 10 hectares of land. On top of that, numerous small pieces of land 
were distributed as garden allotments. Altogether, the expropriation encompassed 3.3 million 

                                                           
2 Kreisarchiv Hildburghausen, Gemeinde Kloster Veßra, 911/262, Personalbogen für Ostflüchtlinge, 1945–
1947, unpag., Schreiben des Landrats des Kreises Suhl an den Bürgermeister von Kloster Veßra, Betreff: 
Maßnahmen gegen wild einreisende Umsiedler und entlassene Kriegsgefangene, 06.03.1945. 
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hectares of land. 560,000 people were involved in the land distribution. Among the new farmers 
were 91,000 “resettled” families. This corresponded to a share of 43% of all land reform units 
(Schwartz, 2004, 652). For them, the land reform meant the opportunity to ensure the existence 
of their family. At the same time, the reform put various adaption processes into motion. Some 
“resettler”-new farmers could take up their old agricultural traditions thereby regaining a bit of 
autonomy. However many people participated in the land reform who had no idea about how 
to run a farm, which of course, for the most part, lead to the failure of these farm projects.  

For the villages, the land reform meant a second dramatic upheaval, after the end of the war 
and the arrival of the refugees that it brought. The structure of land ownership changed: large 
land areas were divided up into much smaller parcels. In addition, the change also included the 
demolition of numerous buildings that had given these areas their architectural character. This 
sort of architecture had been a symbol of the power of the hated landlords. The new farmers 
were supposed to establish their own farms. However a lack of building materials, tools, and 
personnel made this difficult. They put themselves into debt for decades to get credit for land 
reform property, to build a house, and to obtain equipment. And although the massive state 
subsidies made conditions more convenient and rates lower, the new debt weighed heavily on 
the new farm families. Often it was the next generation that paid off the debt in the period 
around 1989/90. On top of that, came the significant amount of personal labor that had to be 
invested into the farms (Spieker, 2014, 82f.). And, at the same time, there existed a mandatory 
handover: agricultural products had to be delivered to a state purchasing office for a set price. 
In the case of the “resettlers”, being foreign in their new homes proved to be an additional 
burden. They lacked the connections to the local social networks that could have offered them 
some relief. All these various problems occurring at the same time made it especially difficult to 
build up the new economy.  

A date for the structural work was established as quickly as possible. This called for exceptional 
improvisational talent. The arrangements should have been provisional but lasted quite a long 
time. Some of the buildings were never really completed. Many had to do without electricity 
and running water for a number of years. The young agricultural businesses lacked livestock and 
equipment as well as financial means and personnel. As this was the case, every family member, 
including the kids, were forced to work on the farm. Today, contemporary witnesses recall this 
time as one of extreme privation. However, in retrospect, they also talk of this ‘new farmer 
childhood’ period as one that was “poor yet happy.”  

On June 18, 1948, the Moor familiy arrived in Kloster Veßra and took over a land reform farm 
that had failed. At that point, the Moors belonged to the ten new farm families in the village 
who were settled on the areal of the former manorial farm estate.  

The local committee responsible for the area was at first not particularly happy about the 
takeover of the farm by the “resettler”-family Moor. In May 1948, a member of this committee 
wrote to the district committee stating that they did believe that Erich Moor was especially 
unsuited to run the business. They based this remark on the observed lack of equipment 
required for a farm. Instead of “resettler” Moor, the commission recommended a local resident, 
as he could count on the assistance of family and friends in the area.3 Nevertheless: the Moors 
were allowed to keep their farm. This early hurdle has also never been forgotten by Ingeborg 
Lösch: the authorities had doubted them. However, her mother explained this lack of confidence 
for reason that the former owner failed. In any case, the other nine new family farms in the 
village proved also to be more successful than their predecessors (interview with I. Lösch, 65). 
In our conversation she often repeated similar such stories, thereby stressing the hard work that 

                                                           
3 Archiv des Hennebergischen Museums Kloster Veßra, AIII Nr. 17, Schreiben der Ortskommission zur 
Durchführung der Bodenreform an die Kreiskommission in Suhl, Betrifft: Neubesetzung der ehemaligen 
Neubauernstelle Weiße, 26.05.1948. 
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her parents did to keep the farm running: they may have been poor, but they were hard-
working.  

Her sister remembers another episode from the era of the beginning: a sack of wheat that had 
been allocated to the family for the seed, were ground instead, immediately into flour. At that 
moment, bread was more important than seed for the next year (interview with B. Lohner, 203). 
This example shows: taking over a land reform business may have promised – in the best case – 
a secure existence in the long run, but the lack of basic necessities in the beginning still had to 
be overcome.  

After only five months for construction, the Moor family moved into their farm house in October 
of 1945. There still was no electricity and the walls were not yet painted. Furniture was collected 
piece-meal – either it was donated by the local villagers or was self-made (interview with I. 
Lösch, 5). For Erich Moor, who had been working as a butcher with a small farm in his home 
village, the land reform – and therefore, the possibility of a “land grab” (Landnahme) (Hein, 
2004) – had a particular significance. It meant a return to the older, more familiar ways of doing 
things they had known before the war (interview with I. Lösch, 5).  

However, running an agricultural business in southern Thuringia meant a host of other 
challenges to confront: besides the problems with equipment, they had to get used to the 
different soil and weather conditions. They had to adapt themselves to the area. In the interview 
with Ingeborg Lösch, she emphasized that her parents had proved that they could run a business 
by themselves, and that they were indeed farmers: despite numerous set-backs. They first had 
to get to know the nature and needs of the land in southern Thuringia (interview with I. Lösch, 
13). In this respect, the local new farmers had an advantage. The former peasant laborers of the 
big plantations of course already knew about the local conditions. Then again, the running of a 
self-reliant business often gave them problems. In any case, the Moor family was able to stabilize 
their farm business to the extent that they were even able to lease fields from others. 

4. Collectivization as yet Another Rupture 

The lack of equipment for these farms after the land reform, the prospect of simpler working 
conditions in industry, and the advanced age of many new farmers lead to one-third of the farms 
being given up. The farmers who continued to run their business belonged to the ‘pioneers’ of 
collectivization. They were the first ones to enter into the newly founded Agricultural 
Cooperatives (Landwirtschaftliche Produktionsgenossenschaften – LPG).  

Cooperatives were founded in the GDR in 1952. In a similar fashion to the land reform, the 
collectivization was staged as an ‘initiative from below’. In actuality, they corresponded to the 
Soviet model, which meant that it too was introduced by the state. The agricultural cooperative 
was intended to be a means of both eliminating the many varied problems that the land reform 
farmers faced, and increasing the agricultural yield. In addition, the collectivization served to 
establish Socialism in the countryside (Hager, 1952, 5).  

For the most part, the initial founding of the cooperatives was run along a voluntary basis. For 
the most part, because there was at least one involuntary fact: economic necessity. With the 
new commonly run farm business, many new farmers saw a way out of their difficult situation. 
Often it was the only possibility to keep their farm. However, the regime’s goal of merging all 
farmers in the GDR into the LPG system, proved not to be possible at first. The incentives 
provided by the state, such as regular working hours, guaranteed holiday time, and tax breaks, 
did not produce the desired results of attracting a large number of farmers. Therefore, state 
leaders decided at the end of the 1950s to take harder measures to force all farmers to join the 
cooperatives as rapidly as possible. On April 25, 1960 every village in the GDR was organized as 
a cooperative (Schöne, 2006, 84). 
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Erich Moor belonged to the last of those in Kloster Veßra to join the LPG “Vorwärts” (which 
means “onwards!”) at the beginning of 1960. It had been founded in 1953, mostly by the new 
farmers, and constituted an association for mutual assistence. This was not overly tempting for 
farmer Moor. The reasons for the resistance of the Moors to the LPG can be divided into two 
categories: on the one hand, there were personal characteristics. In their home village near 
Landsberg an der Warthe, the Moors had been independent. Due to NS and World War II they 
lost everything. As new farmers they were able to scrape together by running a farm. They were 
very proud of this. Therefore, they were not willing to simply give up this existence only a few 
years after the land reform. On the other hand, their resistance was also a result of the 
cooperative set-up: Erich Moor disapproved of the “Kolchose” – as he called the newly created 
cooperative – as a Sovjet Business (interview with I. Lösch, 5). The cooperative offered him little 
incentive to join. Hardship and failure characterized the beginning of the LPG. The conditions 
offered of regular working hours and income, were nowhere to be seen. And they were very far 
away from any kind of easier working conditions in comparison with the New Farmer time. 
Therefore until they, the Moors, were forced to in 1960, they fought any attempt to get them 
to voluntarily join the LPG.  

5. Remembering the Land Reform: Conclusion 

After the involuntary influx of thousands of refugees and expellees came the breakdown of the 
former rural ownership and hierarchical structures as a result of the land reform. Shortly 
afterwards, the process involved the forced collectivization of land. All together this meant that 
the villages of the SOZ/GDR territory underwent three different ruptures within only 15 years. 
The transformation experience led to a feeling for both the well-entrenched locals and the 
expellees, of being ‘aliens’ in the new system. This perhaps slightly eased the integration process 
of the “resettlers”.  

Participation in the land reform accelerated the processes of adaption for those who were 
expellees: they made the field, the village, and the region their own. They helped to build their 
own new farm houses. They improvised with what they found and interpreted any given 
conditions in accordance with their own ideas. They developed new spheres of action, in which 
they, for example, became actively engaged in local politics.  

The collectivization ended, or at least changed, this adaption process: the wiggle room for 
independent businesses no longer existed – even if, for example, the possibilities for a new 
farmer to acquire an important position increased slightly. In addition, the status of the 
“resettlers” as a distinct group ended at the same time as the collectivization process began in 
the 1950s. This ended any specific support for them. The so-called integration was considered 
to be completed. After that, the flight and expulsion largely became taboo themes in the GDR. 

It was not until the 1980s that the situation would gradually start to relax. This would prove to 
have an impact on the Moor family story: after the death of her husband in the early 80s, 
Gertrud Moor sold the farm house to the developers of a new Open-air museum in Kloster 
Veßra, still under construction. She then moved to a small city close by. The “resettler’s” farm 
house became a museum. Today, it is still a part of the Open-air Museum Kloster Veßra. It has 
been preserved in essentially the same form as it was furnished 30 years ago. The house does 
not explain the Moor Family history, with all its twists and turns, instead it shows how a small 
farmer establishment looked in the 1950s. And with this, the stereotype of the success story of 
the “resettlers” in the GDR, is perpetuated: in accordance with contemporary terminology, they 
became ‘normal citizens’ within a very short period.  

The adaption processes during the upheaval periods described above comprised of various 
practices that helped to make things their own that had previously been unknown to them. The 
material acquired, as well as the immaterial circumstances, was given a subjective sense. It was 



Old and New Worlds: the Global Challenges of Rural History | International Conference, Lisbon, ISCTE-IUL, 27-30 January 2016 

 
7 

loaded with a specific meaning. Adaption processes unfolded on both physical and psychological 
levels. This ‘to-make-my-own’ had a special meaning for the “resettlers” – and this was because 
they had had to suffer the trauma of being expelled, followed by the social and professional 
declassification that came with it.  

The assessment of the land reform from the perspective of those whose families obtained land 
in 1945 has remained up to today as a mostly positive one. The land seizure is now viewed as a 
chance to make a new start. However, those families whose land was expropriated from them 
without compensation during the land reform, are, in part, still fighting today for some kind of 
restitution. For both groups, the land reform is part of their family history. On the one hand, in 
the case of the expellees, it contributed to their integration in a new place. On the other hand, 
in the case of those expropriated, it has gone down as significant dis-integration experience.  

Even though the period of “new farmers” was short, they had a far-reaching influence on 
transformation processes in the rural society. In eastern Germany’s villages, traces of the land 
reform are still visible: in the architecture of the villages, in which the new farmer houses are 
today still recognizable; in the special east German cultural landscape, with their huge land tracts 
that have existed since the collectivization; as well as in the stories and memories contained 
within each village itself. 
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