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War and memory in Belarus:
The annexation of the western borderlands and the myth
of the Brest Fortress, 1939-41
Introduction
In June 2001, Belarusian president Alyaksandr Lukashenka hosted the late
Patriarch of the Russian Orthodox Church, Aleksey II, at the Brest Hero-Fortress. The Russian Patriarch consecrated St. Nikolays Church at the complex
on 24 June1. In the following summer, Lukashenka, together with former Russian president Boris Yeltsin, marked the 61st anniversary of the German invasion of the Soviet Union at the same venue. On 22 June 2008, Lukashenka and
new Russian president, Dmitry Medvedev, also met at the complex, which
was considered to be a suitable location for both leaders, a symbol of the cooperation of the two states originally united in the Soviet Union and now
embarked on elaborating the constitution of the Russia-Belarus Union State.
In the spring of 2009, filming began on a joint-Russian-Belarusian movie about
the defense of the Brest Fortress with a budget of $8 million, which is to be
released for the 65th anniversary of the end of the German-Soviet war in 2010.
According to one of its producers, Igor Ulgonikov, the movie will depict
how different nationality groups of the Soviet Union stood together in defense
of their motherland before the onslaught of Fascism. The film, he added would adhere strictly to historical accuracy and avoid any sort of ritualistic portrayals of deranged Germans. The film is the first to be sponsored by the state
since the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991.2 Work on it will continue
despite the impact of the economic recession on the two countriesthe Russian ruble has lost about one-third of its value against the US dollar since the
fall of 2008, and its Belarusian counterpart just under 30%and if completed
it would represent the most significant project to date of the Russia-Belarus
Union, which in other spheres cannot claim to have been very successful. The
project demonstrates that the Brest Hero-Fortress occupies a special place in
the wartime mythology of both countries.
How did the Brest Hero-Fortress reach such an elevated status? Is it logically a national symbol of Belarus or of a Union State? How did it evolve
from its original takeover by Red Army troops in September 1939, through
1
2
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the German siege, to the status it occupies today? Can one separate fact
from myth in the stories of the heroism of its defenders? And what were
they defending? Was it a symbol of Soviet rule or merely a recent acquisition through conquest? The related question is whether these heroes represented a united country under Soviet rule? Thus the features of the recent
Soviet annexation of Western Belarus are of key relevance to this study.
Was it truly an act of liberation or did it represent the imposition of a Stalinist system on this region? If the latter, then it could be argued that Brest
was simply occupied by foreign invaders of various stripes following the
collapse of the Polish state and its fourth partition at this time.
These questions are at the forefront of this paper. Though familiar to
scholars and even the general public, few of the events described above can
be accepted as historically accurate. The Lukashenka regime, which came
to power in the summer of 1994, saw itself initially as a supporter of close
ties with its Soviet neighbor Russia and indeed even as an advocate of the
restoration of the Soviet Union. Since the early 21st century that position has
changed. The government now poses as the protector of Belarus, its culture
and history, and perceives its history as distinct from that of Russia. Even so
it still requires its national myths and legends, and Lukashenka has identified the past for the most part with the history of the 20th century and Belarus role in the Great Patriotic War. Commemorations take place regularly
on important wartime anniversaries. War monuments and museum complexes take precedence in defining historical memory, often with little regard
for accuracy. In this respect the Khatyn Memorial some 50 kms from Minsk
and the Liniya Stalina outdoor park represent the best examples: both are
regularly visited by thousands of people and neither site is very convincing
in its depiction of events in the vicinity during the war years.3
In this respect there is no significant difference between Belarus today
and the Soviet Union of the past. The Great Patriotic War became part of
the Soviet myth at the end of the war in spring 1945, when Stalin designated
hero cities that had exhibited particular fortitude in overcoming the Germans. However, it was in the 1960s and 1970s under Brezhnev that the war
took on its special ascendancyfrom which it has never fallen in Russia
as the epochal event of the 20th century and for the next three decades as the
defining experience of the Soviet Union. Contemporary Russia under Presi3
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dent Medvedev and Prime Minister Vladimir Putin has scarcely varied
from the same path. Putin in particular continues to expand the honorary title of City of Military Glory to include several smaller and hitherto obscure settlements.4 Yet given the sheer scale of suffering during
the war, Belarus can lay claim to a special place. It losses amounted to
about one-third of its prewar population. It was the home of the Partisan movement, which created further legends, several of which have
never been closely scrutinized. It was also the location of a significant
portion of Soviet Jews, targeted in the Holocaust and only belatedly
receiving due attention.5
Above all, however, the Brest Fortress myth occupies a special place for
a number of reasons. It did not conform to the typical view because the
period of conflict did not result in a famous Soviet victory; it ended in the
defeat and capture or death of the defenders. It took place in isolation from
other events of the conflict, and could even be described as peripheral to the
course and outcome of the war. The historical background is unusual in that
it occurred in a location that had only become part of the USSR 20 months
earlier. Under German rule it became part of Reichskommissariat Ukraine,
and besides German, the official languages of this administration were Russian and Ukrainian, not Belarusian. The town itself as well as the fortress
had recently been captured by the Germans, who relinquished both voluntarily to permit the Red Army to move in according to the agreements of the
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact of August 1939. Most residents of Brest could
remember vividly the joint-Red Army-Wehrmacht parade through their city
a month later (see below). In brief the town had a recent history quite alien
to that of the Soviet Union and Russia. All these factors make the story of
the Fortress a suitable topic for discussion and in particular on two grounds:
first as part of contemporary national myth; but second, as an example of an
unexpected legend, one that ran completely against the grain of wartime
rhetoric and discourse and yet for a number of reasons is particularly appropriate for the present rulers of the state of Belarus.
4
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The Outbreak of World War II and Soviet Takeover
The Brest Fortress was a Western outpost of the Russian Empire, commissioned in 1830 and completed in 1842 at the meeting of the Mukhavets
and Western Bug Rivers.6 Its citadel could accommodate some 12,000 troops. The fortress had changed hands more than once during the First World
War and it is generally acknowledged that as a military structure it quickly
became obsolete with the development of siege technology. Nevertheless,
its cellars and underground passageways rendered it particularly difficult
for any invader to root out every defender. In March 1918, at the Treaty of
Brest-Litovsk (held in the White Palace of the Fortress), the Russians pulled
out of the First World War ceding Brest and much of their European territory to the Central Powers: Germany, Austro-Hungary, and Turkey. The final
settlement of the Treaty of Riga, which concluded a subsequent RussianPolish War, left Brest in the hands of the reemerged Polish state. When war
broke out again on 1 September 1939, the Fortress once more stood in the
path of an invader. Two weeks later it was tank commander General Heinz
Guderian who arrived on the Western Bug to remove the Polish garrison
under General Konstanty Plisowski.
On 15 September, according to one account, the Poles, who hitherto had
had little success in this conflict, repelled seven German attacks. Though
Plisowski and other officers were wounded, the 82nd Infantry Regiment fought on for two more days.7 Almost simultaneously with the fortress fall,
and following the arrangements made at the meeting between German Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop with I.V. Stalin and V.M. Molotov in
Moscow, the Soviet army crossed the eastern border of Poland, and the 26th
Tank Brigade under Major General S. M. Krivoshein reached Brest. The
German troops then withdrew from the Fortress, despite having spent forces
and energy capturing it. Soviet possession therefore was facilitated and rendered possible by the military exertions of Hitlers army. Brest and its fortress thus came under Soviet rule at the behest of the two totalitarian regimes
fulfilling the mandates of the secret protocols of the Nazi-Soviet Pact. In
turn, the modern state of Belarus derives its present borders from the same
agreement, thus tying the story of the Brest Fortress to the present.
6

7

228

For the background history of the Brest Fortress, see S.V. Martselev et al, Svod pamyatnikov istorii i kultury narodov SSSR: Brestskaya Oblast (Minsk: Belaruskaya Sovetskaya Entsiklopediya, 1990), pp. 46-50. A recent and objective study of the Fortress is Rostislav Aliev, Brestskaya Krepost: Vzglyad s nemetskoi storony, Frontovaya illiustratsiya: Periodicheskoe illiustrirovannoe izdanie, No. 5, 2008 (Moscow:
Izdatelstvo Strategiia KM, 2008): 1-74.
A.M. Suvorov, ed. Brestkaya krepost: svidetelstva vremen (Brest: SEZ, 2008), p. 9.

Nevertheless, many residents of the region, both Jews and Western Belarusians, received the invading Red Army on 17 September as liberators.8 Triumphal arches were erected and the Soviet forces were greeted with cheering,
and bread and salt. The Polish forces, on the other hand, suffered abuse from
their own citizens as they retreated in disarray, as did Polish soldiers, policemen, government representatives, osadnicy colonizers, and refugees from the
Western, German-occupied part of Poland. In the village of Skidel there was
an uprising of Jews and Belarusians, which Polish forces managed to crush
before their retreat. These attacks were particularly frequent in areas where
the Communists were strong, and nowhere in Poland was their presence stronger than in Western Belarus.9 The poor and landless Orthodox peasants pinned great hopes on receiving land, the unemployed workers hoped for jobs,
and the pro-Soviet intelligentsia sought a renaissance for the Belarusian language and culture.10 The Soviet forces were instructed by their commissars
that they were liberating their brethren, which for so long had been enslaved
by the Polish lords. The invading soldiers of the Red Army were bombarded
with propaganda, which emphasized their historical and emancipating mission. Brochures printed in mass editions were distributed explaining the miserable conditions in Poland.11 Yet, Soviet military and administrators who arrived in Western Belarus rushed to the stores and emptied them of goods that
were in short supply back home. The ostensibly triumphant Soviet soldiers
appeared as a rag-tag band, poorly dressed, hungry, often lacking both shoes
and saddles for their horses, washing their stinking, tar-impregnated footwear
in puddles and picking up papers off the street and rolled cigarettes.12
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The sheer variety of material objects overwhelmed the newcomers. After
the families of those assigned to administer the newly conquered provinces
had arrived, it became proverbial how Soviet women wore nightgowns and
slips to the opera and various gala performances as if they were the most
elegant dresses. A soldier was seen outside a hosiery shop wearing womens
bras over his ears for earmuffs; another, standing in the middle of the street,
tried to blow one up, looking it over with incredulity. They rushed all the
stores, cutting ahead of people standing in line, and bought up everything 
while at the same time denying that they lacked anything in their own country. Do you have oranges? We produce them in factories, a Soviet soldier would answer. Do you have Amsterdam, or Greta Garbo? We have
plenty  u nas vsio est  was the standard reply.13
While Poles and Western Belarusians were shocked by the lack of refinement of the Soviet soldiers, the Soviet Belarusians were also surprised by
much of what they saw in Western Belarus. During the two decades of separation, the two parts of Belarus had developed in very different ways, and
drifted far apart in terms of attitudes and social norms. Soviet Belarusians
were unaccustomed to the sharp national antagonism between the various
ethnic groups that they witnessed in former Eastern Poland. In the BSSR,
intermarriage between Belarusians and Jews had become a common phenomenon. In Western Belarus this was something almost unimaginable. Soviet
functionaries were also surprised by the submissiveness of the Western Belarusians, particularly the peasants, to any figure of authority.14
Five days after the Soviet invasion of Poland on September 17, the Red
Army and the German Wehrmacht met in Brest-Litovsk, this time both as
victors. In celebrations the two sides toasted each other, exchanged banners
and conducted the joint military parade.15 In a speech to the Supreme Soviet
on October 31, 1939, Molotov boosted that Germany and the USSR had
together destroyed their common enemy Poland.
The ruling circles of Poland boasted quite a lot about the stability of
their state and the might of their army. However, one swift blow at Poland, first by the German army and then by the Red Army, and nothing was
left of this ugly offspring of the Versailles Treaty, which had existed by
oppressing the non-Polish nationalities.16
13
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Soviet propaganda presented the reunification as a realization of the
desires of the Belarusian people, and the destruction of Poland as a result of
a failed Polish war of aggression against Germany.
The closer the Polish economy got to the verge of collapse, the more
evidently clear became the inability of the incompetent Polish rulers to increase the forces of production of their country. The more painful the lives of
the Western Ukrainians and the Western Belarusians became, the less support did the Polish lords receive. And in this situation of economic collapse,
hunger, the oppression of the masses, and general popular dissatisfaction
the Polish rulers started war with Germany. It is fully understandable that
the war the Polish rulers forced upon its people could not be met with approval by the millions of the working masses. The Polish state began to collapse. The Polish army was crushed. The unsuccessful Polish rulers escaped, leaving the people to their fate. It was only natural that the Ukrainian
and Belarusian masses, which had been under Polish oppression, looked
eastward with hope, towards the mighty Soviet Union, expecting its help.17
In order to justify the occupation and annexation of Western Belarus (and
Western Ukraine), Molotov relied on nationalist rhetoric.
You can never expect the Soviet government to be indifferent to the fate
of its Ukrainian and Belarusian blood brothers, (edinokrovnykh ukraintsev
i belorussov) who live in Poland and previously were subjects of lawless
nations, and today are left entirely to fight for themselves.18
On the other hand, this rhetoric, which emphasized reunification of the
Eastern Slavs with their brothers, delineated the Poles as both ethnically
alien and class oppressors. The propaganda term polskie pany linked these
two concepts. The Soviet invasion was thus presented as a national liberation as well as class emancipation.19 The annexation of Western Belarus
meant the creation of a Belarusian nation-state for the first time in history.
The status of the Belarusian republic was elevated, something reflected in
official rhetoric, which now started to contain references to the vialiki, (gre-
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at) Belarusian people. This adjective had previously been reserved for the
Russian people, which had been promoted to this status in 1937.20 In the
post-1930 Stalinist national-hierarchical scheme, the Russians became the
elder brother in the family of the equal Soviet peoples.21 In 1933, Stalin
referred to the Russians as the most talented nation in the world,22 and in
1945 he called them the leading nation of all nations of the Soviet Union.23
Belarus, particularly after the 1939 annexations, increasingly appeared as
the third brother. The three Slavic ethnic republics were followed by the
nationalities which had their own titular republics, followed by the nationalities of the autonomous republics.24
In 1939, the spelling of the name of the republican capital was officially
changed from Miensk to Minsk, a move to bring it closer in line with the
Russian language.25 The BSSR now reached its maximum geographical extent. Until the German invasion in 1941, the Belastok (Bialystok) area constituted the westernmost oblast of the BSSR, including territories with a mixed Belarusian-Polish population.26 For ordinary people the old western border of the BSSR long remained intact, as the Soviet government worried
about political influences from Western Belarus on the eastern regions.27 At
the same time, the Sovietization of the newly annexed areas required specialists from the old BSSR. There was an intense interest in the newly
annexed territories, and cultural workers flocked to the new territory: poets,
writers, singers, actors, musicians, and theater workers enthusiastically embarked on business trips or study tours to the former Western Belarus.28 The
Soviet authorities did not trust the local Western Belarusians to elect their
own local delegates to the Supreme Soviet but brought in many of the candidates that appeared on the ballots in the newly annexed areas. These were,
as a rule, cowed survivors of the purges of the 1930s.29 The most celebrated
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Belarusian intellectual, poet Yanka Kupala, was taken on a showcase tour
of the newly annexed territories, receiving popular representatives of the
peoples of liberated Western Belarus in Belastok. The voters of the Lida
electoral district were so enchanted with Kupala that they elected him as
their political representative for the Supreme Soviet.30
The Soviet authorities initiated a rapid process of Sovietizing the area,
breaking all organized resistance and dismantling the remainder of civil society in short order. Polonization was replaced by a Belarusization of school, newspapers, and administration.31 However, the collectivization of agriculture, which often was carried out on the expense of the Polish landowners, went slower than in other parts of the newly annexed territories. In
June 1941, only 6.7 per cent of Western Belarusian rural households had
been collectivized as compared to 13 per cent in Western Ukraine.32 The
deportation of the largely Polish landowners and the redistribution of land
generated considerable support and goodwill from the landless Belarusian
and Ukrainian peasants.33 The arrival of the Soviets disrupted the social
order in society. While the Soviet troops liberated political prisoners from
Polish prison, already on the second day of the occupation the Communist
Party of Western Belarus (officially dissolved by the Comintern a year earlier) was denounced as a hostile organization, created by Polish military
intelligence. Large numbers of Western Belarusian Communists were soon
returned to jail, while others were placed under constant surveillance.34
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Soviet Terror in Western Belarus
During the violent occupation of 1939-1941, the Soviet regime applied
a terror policy to the new borderlands. While the dismissal of NKVD chief,
Nikolay Yezhov and the ascent of Lavrenty Beria led to a relative thaw in
pre-1939 USSR, large-scale purges and deportations were introduced in the
newly annexed, former Polish territories. Political terror now paralyzed Western Belarus and more arrests were carried out by the NKVD there than in
the rest of the Soviet Union in 1939-1941.35 Two Russian scholars have
noted that although there might have been some benefits for the poorer stratum of population, the change of regime also introduced typical Soviet practices of the 1930s. A revolutionary transformation took place in Western
Belarus (and also in Western Ukraine and the Baltic States), which was
carried out using administrative methods combined with a nihilistic lack
of attention to laws, to national traditions, or morality. Assaults on political
and social institutions, and especially the vicious attack on churches alienated a considerable portion of the population from socialism. A negative attitude to Soviet authority increased especially after the beginning of mass
repressions, which developed most widely immediately prior to the outbreak of the German-Soviet war.36
The number of people suffering repression in Western Belarus was more
or less similar to the terror experienced by the people in BSSR during the
previous three waves of purges in the 1930s. Still, many young people in the
USSR, who had received their life-determining experiences in the Stalinist
1930s, approved of the annexation of the western borderlands. Pavel Negretov from Kirovahrad was sixteen at the time of the annexation of Western
Belarus and Western Ukraine. In his memoirs he recalled the popular support and pride of the enlargement of the western republics. [W]hen western Ukraine and the Baltic Republics were annexed, we were glad about
the successes of our policy. I remember that at that time one of my schoolmates said: ïÀÖWell, now the NKVD will clean things up there.37 In the
BSSR Soviet ideology had gained wide acceptance, despite discontent concerning some aspects of Soviet policy, such as collectivization.38
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Materials from the NKVD archives show that between 1939 and 1941 in
the former Polish territories now under Soviet occupation, about 300,000
former Polish citizens were deported.39 Some 200,000 were ethnic Poles,
nearly 70,000 were Jews, and 25,000 were Ukrainians, while deported Belarusians numbered in the tens of thousands. That meant that while some 4.5
per cent of all Poles in the territory were uprooted, the titular nationalities
were heavily affected proportionately in terms of the numbers deported.40
The comment hardly detracts, however, from the severity of such measures.
From Western Belarus 50,732 people were deported, including 16,860 from
Baranovichi Oblast, 11,679 from Belastok Oblast, 3,828 from Brest Oblast,
9,159 from Vilnia Oblast, and 9,206 from Pinsk Oblast.41 On 5 March 1940
the Politburo decided to shoot the leading former Polish military officials.
Between 3 April and 13 May 1940, on Berias orders, about 22,000 interned
Polish officers and policemen were liquidated in Katyñ, Kharkiv, and Midnoe outside Kalinin (Tver) by the NKVD.42
One form of repression was forced recruitment into the Red Army and
redeployment far from home. As the former Polish citizens of Western Belarus automatically became Soviet citizens, they had to serve in the Red Army. An estimated 230,000 Poles were recruited to fight in the Winter War
against Finland in 1939-1940, for example. In addition, more than 100,000
young men were forcibly employed in Soviet industry, particularly in coalmines of Donetsk, or in the Urals and Western Siberia.43 Between 1939 and
1941 3,880 people were sentenced to death by so-called troikas, in the BSSR,
compared to 3,405 in Ukraine. Again, many of these people were Poles.44
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The mass graves in Kurapaty, outside Minsk, contain an estimated 150,000
victims, mostly from the period 1939 to 1941. According to Robert Conquest, five of the eight graves at the site were composed of corpses of Western
Belarusians, and three contained victims of the Great Terror of 1937-1938.
Other mass graves have also been found in Belarusian regional capitals.45
The number of Polish deaths in 1937-1938 and 1939-1941 were similar,
with roughly 100,000 killed in each wave. Yet, the chances of ultimate survival for the arrested Poles were higher during the period of Soviet occupation prior to the German invasion.
While the number of arrested Poles in 1939-1941 was much higher than in
1937-1938, most did survive during the second wave of arrests. Whereas four
in five arrested Poles in 1937 and 1938 were shot, Timothy Snyder estimates
that out of a total of some 500,000 Polish citizens who had been arrested,
deported or otherwise repressed in 1939-1941, 400,000 survived. Out of a population of 13 million people in the Soviet zone of occupation, some 1.25
million people were resettled by the Soviets. As a result of this governmentorganized violence a full 10 per cent of the inhabitants in the Soviet-occupied
zone were deported in one way or another. After the signing of the MolotovRibbentrop treaty and the partition of Poland ethnic Poles were no longer
perceived as the threat they had been two years earlier.46 However, as noted,
the authorities then turned on the native population and thus simply redirected
the acts of violence. By the summer of 1941 therefore, the initially benign
Soviet administration (from the perspective of native Belarusians) had turned
into a harsh regime that varied little from the sort of policies and behavior
demonstrated in Soviet Belarus and other regions of the USSR during the
Stalin Purges.
The Outbreak of War and the Brest Fortress
The grim legacy of this first period of Soviet rule suggests that loyalty to
the Communists would be a low priority when war with the Germans broke
out. The new Soviet rulers behavior toward the local population exceeded
in cruelty anything experienced in the period of Polish control. The Brest
Fortress, meanwhile, had been transformed into an army base for the forces
of the 4th Army under Major General A.A. Korobkov. The city and fortress
fell under the purview of the 6th and 42nd Infantry Division of the 28th Infantry Corpus, commanded by Major-General V.S. Popov, along with the 132nd
battalion of NKVD troops and the 17th Border Unit. In order to offer a broad
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portrayal of the events that took place at the Fortress, four types of analysis
will be outlined: first, that of a book published in the West; second, that of
a Belarusian author writing a text specifically for schools; third a Russian
source, which is linked to the Icebreaker thesis propounded by Viktor Suvorov; and lastly a variety of Belarusian sources, including the most popular
account of the defense of the fortress published in the 1950s.
In their book on the Soviet Partisan Movement, Leonid Grenkevich and
David Glantz note the following with regard to the resistance offered by the
defenders of the Brest Fortress. The latter was defended by three main figures: Captain I. Zubachev, the Regimental Commissar Ya. Fomin, and Major
P. Gavrilov. Although the Germans greatly outnumbered the defenders and
had far more weaponry at their disposal, the garrison held out for some three
weeks, and fighting continued at the same time as the forces of Army Group
Center reached the town of Smolensk in western Russia.47 In a study aid
published for Belarusian students, V.I. Vernigorov divides the war into three
stages, with the siege of the fortress incorporated into the narrative early in
the first stage (22 June 1941-18 November 1942). He states that the Brest
Fortress garrison fought against overwhelmingly superior enemy forces from
22 June to 20 July 1941 (28 days). Parts of the units of the 42nd and 6th Rifle
Divisions and of the 33rd Engineer Regiment and a detachment of border
troops remained there. They were essentially trapped and short of ammunition, food, and water, but determined to fight to the last man. The narrative
cites the admiration of Guderian for the gallant Soviets, but comments that
the German general mistakenly wrote that resistance continued for a few
days whereas it had lasted for about a month.48
Vernigorov continues by referring to the inscriptions the defenders left
on the walls: We will die but we will not leave the fortress; I am dying but
will not surrender. Farewell Motherland, 20 July 1941.49 This author recounts in detail the disastrous losses elsewhere in Belarus in this periodwith
the proviso that strong resistance to the invaders took place around the town
of Mahilou. Another source cites the recollections of Hero of the Soviet
Union P.M. Gavrilov, who entered the fortress on Saturday evening, 21 June
1941, to attend to his sick wife and small son, and then remained stranded
there when the Germans attacked. With several others he ran to the North
Gate, which led to the outskirts of Brest where his regiment had been quartered. But the fortress was already surrounded. However, even though the
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Germans attacked the defenders with tanks, the assaults were beaten back
with heavy losses. One lieutenant took the lead in crippling three tanks before falling to the ground.50 A Belarusian university textbook also notes the
unequal struggle and lengthy resistance that continued for over a month.
The fortress was still standing even when battle was taking place at Smolensk.51
The controversial Russian historian Constantine (Konstantin) Pleshakov is an adherent of the Icebreaker thesis, which implicitly would
suggest a perspective of the defense of the Brest Fortress somewhat different from that of his contemporaries. Nevertheless the description of
the heroism of the defenders does not depart appreciably from other
accounts. He notes additionally that on 24 June, the commanders of six
resistance groups gathered together at the behest of Commissar Efim
Fomin, a 32-year old Jew, who had been a political officer already for
eleven years. He worshipped Communism as others worshipped God.
Fomin asked all personnel to bring papers (presumably this signified
only the military personnel as, according to his account, including women and children, there were about 3,500 people inside the fortress). On
Fomins orders, Captain Ivan Zubachev took charge of the defense, though
Pleshakov makes it plain that the commissar was the real leader and remained at Zubachevs side at all times. Men were asked to continue fighting
until the last bullet and to try to break out of the encirclement. Eventually
women and children were let out because of the lack of food and water, and
Fomin and Zubachev were captured a few days later. Fomin was executed
as a commissar and Jew, whereas Zubachev ended up in a concentration
camp. Gavrilov, however, evaded capture for 32 days until 23 July.52
The Evolution of the Legend of the Brest Hero-Fortress
Current texts and school course books in independent Belarus demonstrate the importance of the Brest Fortress as a national symbol of the war.53
The defense occurred despite the brutality of earlier Soviet rule. However,
the resistance of the small garrison was quickly overshadowed by subsequ50
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ent events and was not mentioned at the time in Soviet news reports. On 26
August 1941, Hitler, Goering, von Ribbentrop, Field Marshal Kesselring,
and Mussolini visited the fortress and after April 1942 it was a billet for
German, Italian, and Hungarian soldiers. Later this same year, the Germans
destroyed the Brest Ghetto and killed some 18,000 people, mainly Jews.
The fortress fell into Soviet hands again on 28 July 1944, and subsequently,
the chairman of the Brest Oblast Committee of the Communist Party of
Belarus, N.I. Krasovsky (M.I. Krasouski), began to collect materials about
the defense of the citadel. In 1948, his article appeared in the journal Belarus. The following year the remains of Infantry Lieutenant A.F. Nagonov
and fourteen soldiers were discovered in the remains of the Terespol Gate.
P.I. Krivonogov completed a painting entitled The Defenders of the Brest
Fortress in 1951, and a play of the same name was issued by the dramatist,
K.I. Gubarevich, in 1953.54
As V.V. Beshanov has noted, however, these attempts to capture the events
of the defense could receive little attention during the lifetime of Stalin.
According to Order 270 of 16 August 1941, servicemen falling into the hands
of the enemy were regarded as traitors and deserters. The Soviets sent released prisoners to special filtration camps, and then held a serious of investigations before dispatching a portion of them to labor camps for ten years.
Even those who went into the Red Army were treated as renegades. The
heroes of Brest Fortress were thus in this category and restricted in choices
of profession and residence in the future. Many of the defenders lived out
their lives in remote regions of the Far East; Gavrilov, for example, lost his
party membership as a result of his capture by the Germans and spent the
early postwar years in charge of a camp for Japanese military prisoners in
Siberia.55 Thus for a period of almost fifteen years, the story of the defense
was simply expunged from the historical record. Beshanov maintains that
the situation changed for two principal reasons: the emergence as Soviet
leader of Nikita Khrushchev, who renounced some of Stalins crimes at the
20th Party Congress in 1956; and the work of the writer Sergey Smirnov. In
November 1956, the Museum of the Heroic Defense of the Brest Fortress
was created at the garrison of the house of officers, and in January 1957, the
leader of the defense of the eastern fort, P.M. Gavrilov, was awarded the
title of Hero of the Soviet Union.56
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Smirnovs famous book, published in 1957, elevated the defense of the
Brest Fortress into a key event of the war, comparable to the more famous
acts of resistance at Sevastopol or Stalingrad. The book is brief and reads
like an epic novel. There are no footnotes or citations, and dates are offered
somewhat rarely. The goal is simple: to elevate the defenders into heroes.
A typical example of the hyperbole deployed is the following statement toward the end of the book:
The achievement of the heroes of the Brest Fortress has become famous throughout the world and it will go down as one of the greatest
feats of military valour in the history of man.57
Smirnov describes in particular the hero figures of the defense: Gavrilov,
Fomin, Vasily Bitko, Andrey Kizhevatov, and others. He in particular seeks to
emphasize the longevity of the resistance. Gavrilov was captured and taken to
hospital on 23 July 1941, he writes, and the Germans were so impressed by
his bravery that they let him live.58 However, he was not the last defender.
Resistance ended only when the Germans flooded the cellars.59 Smirnov does
reveal on the other hand that by 28 June, Fomin had already been captured
and shot, i.e. just six days after the invasion of the USSR began.60
In Belarus, major changes in the story of Brest Fortress took place two
decades after the end of the war, when Brezhnev became General Secretary
of the CC CPSU, and shortly afterward, former Partisan leader P.M. Masherau became the leader of the Communist Party of Belarus. On 8 May 1965,
by a decree of the USSR Supreme Soviet, Brest Fortress received the title of
Fortress-Hero, along with the Order of Lenin and the gold star medal. The
status was equal to that of cities designated with the same title. Gavrilov and
Kizhevatov (posthumously in the latter case) were awarded the title Hero of
the Soviet Union. Subsequently, competitions were held to come up with
a design for a monument that would reflect fittingly the events of late June
1941, but a final plan was not approved until 1969, under the supervision of
Aleksandr P. Kibalnikov, Peoples Artist of the USSR. On 25 September
1971, the ceremonial opening occurred of the Brest Fortress-Hero Memorial Complex, one of the largest and most elaborate memorials of the former
Soviet Union and one that has proved particularly difficult to maintain.61
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There are several sections of the Memorial, which occupies 16,000 square meters of territory on the grounds of the old fortress (parts of which are
now in Terespol, Poland), and effectively relegates the 19th century complex
to the status of background buildings. The main entrance is in the shape of
a Soviet star. Once through thereit repeatedly broadcasts the speech by
Molotov at the outbreak of war on 22 June 1941one encounters over the
bridge the sculpture Thirst, a horizontal male figure carrying a helmet and
forlornly stretching for water, constructed on a grand scale. By the large
ceremonial square stand an obelisk and the Main Monument. The obelisk is
fairly typical of the era. It is 104.5 meters high, and made up of 620 tons of
material along with 14 tons of titanium. Photographs in the nearby museum
show how it was hoisted on 5 July 1971, a process that took over five hours.
The main monument is an immense granite block called Courage, which
required almost 4,000 cubic meters of concrete and was built under the supervision of the Ministry of Industrial Construction. On the reverse of the
block are depictions of the resistance at the fortress. At the front is a giant
and severe head of a man that appears to scowl toward the ground. The
government of Lukashenka ordered a capital repair of the object in 2004 so
that it would be in a suitable state for the commemoration of the 60th anniversary of the victory in May 2005.
The Brest Hero-Fortress and Lukashenkas Belarus
The Brest Fortress memorial complex was formerly a Mecca for Communists, leaders of socialist countries, and reportedly even cosmonauts. Yasser Arafat evidently visited the fortress to become acquainted with the methods of Partisan warfare (presumably he was misinformed since the main
Partisan sites are further to the north and east) and by 1991, over 19 million
visitors had been to the site. How does the story of the defense of the fortress fit into the context of modern-day Belarus? The answer is that the government of Belarus has combined recently two factors: the assertion of
a new patriotism that is linked to the modern state; and the Soviet-style commemoration of the war as the key event of the historical past and one that
can be incorporated into the framework of the modern identity. The latter
issue is quite simple. The enemies of Belarus (and Russia) have always
invaded from the West, Just as Germans twice occupied these lands in the
20th century, so also (President Alyaksandr Lukashenka claims) NATO threatens to do the same in the 21st. The Brest Hero Fortress stands as a reminder of how determinedly a small state like Belarus will resist future invaders. It also symbolizes past friendship with Russia, thus implying that Russians likewise would once again stand together with their Belarusian brothers against hostile intruders from the West.
The former issue is more difficult to explain. Under Lukashenka the Bela-
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rusian government has, somewhat paradoxically, made a clear distinction between Belarus and Russia. As with the Khatyn complex and, to a lesser extent,
the Liniya Stalina, the Brest Hero-Fortress stands as a symbol of modern-day
Belarus. The wall writings that were transported to Moscows Museum of the
Great Patriotic War are also depicted on the walls of the central metro station
(Kastrichnitskaya) in the city of Minsk. The capital itself has seen a new monument erected to Partisan heroes in the southern district of the city. The war
is not a distant issue to the current government, and patriotic movements together with veterans are encouraged among Belarusian youth. The defense at
Brest also symbolizes a commitment to the current borders (essentially acquired as a result of the Nazi-Soviet Pact) and to the extremities of the country,
i.e. the Western border. Logically, the key event to commemorate might be
Operation Bagration, the massive campaign that saw the destruction of the
German Army Group Center on the territory of Belarus. But Bagration extended beyond Belarus and even outside the borders of the Soviet Union. The
commanders, particularly K.K. Rokossovsky who led Operation Bagration,
had little association with Belarusian lands.
As president, Lukashenka identifies closely with wartime events in Belarus. The website of the United Civic Party went so far as to allege that he shed
tears for the loss of his own father during the war years, but that comment
might have been concocted for amusement.62 Certainly he is a regular visitor
at the site. In addition, his government has take steps to repair crumbling
memorials and to build new complexes in various parts of the country. There
is no attempt here to make heroes of exclusively ethnic Belarusian figures; the
essential factor is that the events in question occurred on the territory and
within the present borders of the Republic of Belarus. The monument to K.
Zaslonov at the railway station in Orsha, for example, is dedicated to a Russian who worked in Belarus.63 Thus the patriotic stance is nationalistic but
non-ethnic: the president is a Russian speaker who nonetheless can present
himself as a patriotic Belarusian. Even in March 2009 he was referring to the
opposition of the United Democratic Forces in Stalinist rhetoric as enemies
of the people.64 In the past he has used similar expressions about speakers of
the Belarusian language. On the other hand, historians in Belarus today do not
circumvent the harshness of Soviet rule in the 1930s or in Western Belarus
after the annexation. There appears to be more emphasis than hitherto on the
indignities suffered by the Belarusians under Moscows control.65
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Finally, it is perhaps self-evident but should still be stated that like other
portrayals of the past, the story of the defense of the Brest Hero-Fortress
combines fact and myth effectively to create first a Soviet but ultimately
a predominantly Belarusian legend. The war on the borderlands was a disastrous affair for the USSR with few redeeming events. The resistance of
a small garrison for about a week was an exception, but hardly affected the
course of the war; the fact that a few soldiers remained in the fortress for
over a month does not detract from the key issue: that the garrison had surrendered and the Germans could commit their forces further to the east.
Perhaps that is why more emphasis is placed on figures like Gavrilov than
on early casualties like Fomin, who was the real leader of the resistance.66
Gavrilov remained alive, thus giving weight to the legend that the fortress
fought on long after the German army had moved on to other battles. Fomin,
on the other hand, who clearly gave the orders, was the NKVD man and
thus linked to the repressions in Western Belarus noted above. Maintenance
of the complex is expensive and time consuming, but the Lukashenka regime has staked its existence on its symbolic links to the past, whatever the
inaccuracies and paradoxes entailed in adhering to a Brezhnev-era memorial and a Soviet legend.
Streszczenie
Autorzy w artykule Wojna i pamiêæ na Bia³orusi: aneksja na zachodnim pograniczu i mit
Twierdzy Brzeskiej 1939-1941 analizuj¹ powstanie mitu obrony twierdzy brzeskiej przez
oddzia³y NKWD w czerwcu 1941 roku i jego wykorzystanie do budowy sowieckiej tradycji
na Bia³orusi. Chocia¿ obrona twierdzy prowadzona przez ma³¹ grupê ¿o³nierzy sowieckich
nie zmieni³a biegu wojny, to wydarzenie to uros³o do rangi symbolu heroicznych walk sowiecko-niemieckich wi¹¿¹c Brzeæ i zachodni¹ Bia³oru z sowieck¹ tradycj¹ historyczn¹ oraz
podkrelaj¹c zwi¹zki Bia³orusi ze Zwi¹zkiem Radzieckim i Rosj¹. Dla Aleksandra £ukaszenki symbol Twierdzy Brzeskiej sta³ siê jednym z wa¿nych elementów budowania na Bia³orusi sowieckiej pamiêci historycznej. W czerwcu 2001 roku prezydent Bia³orusi goci³
w kompleksie brzeskim patriarchê Rosyjskiej Cerkwi Prawos³awnej Aleksego II, który 24
czerwca konsekrowa³ cerkiew w. Miko³aja. Nastêpnego lata wraz z by³ym prezydentem Borysem Jelcynem obchodzi³ na terenie Twierdzy Brzeskiej 61. rocznicê napaci Niemiec na
Zwi¹zek Sowiecki. 22 czerwca 2008 roku Aleksander £ukaszenko spotka³ siê na terenie
brzeskiego kompleksu muzealnego z prezydentem Rosji Dymitrem Miedwiediewem. Twierdza Brzeska uznana zosta³a przez obie strony za symbol kooperacji dwóch pañstw przedtem
zwi¹zanych granicami Zwi¹zku Radzieckiego, a teraz podejmuj¹cych dzia³ania w celu opracowania konstytucji pañstwowej Zwi¹zku Rosji i Bia³orusi.
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reports, however, it was Fomin who organized and led the resistance in the central
area of the fort.
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Çìåñò
À¢òàðû ¢ àðòûêóëå Âàéíà ³ ïàìÿöü íà Áåëàðóñ³: àíåêñ³ÿ íà çàõîäí³ì ïàãðàí³÷÷û
³ ì³ô Áðýñöêàé êðýïàñö³ 1939-1941 àíàë³çóþöü óçí³êííå ì³ôà àáàðîíû Áðýñöêàé êðýïàñö³ àòðàäàì³ ÍÊÂÄ ó ÷ýðâåí³ 1941 ã. ³ ÿãî âûêàðûñòàííå äëÿ ïàøûðýííÿ ñàâåöêàé
òðàäûöû³ íà Áåëàðóñ³. Õàöÿ àáàðîíà êðýïàñö³ ìàëîé ãðóïàé ñàâåöê³õ ñàëäàò íå çìÿí³ëà
õîäó âàéíû, òî ãýòàå çäàðýííå âûðàñëà äà ðàíãó ñ³ìâàëà ãåðà³÷íûõ ñàâåöêà-íÿìåöê³õ
çìàãàííÿ¢, äàëó÷àþ÷û Áðýñò ³ çàõîäíþþ Áåëàðóñü äà ñàâåöêàé ã³ñòàðû÷íàé òðàäûöû³
³ ïàäêðýñë³âàþ÷û ñóâÿç³ Áåëàðóñ³ ç Ñàâåöê³ì Ñàþçàì ³ Ðàñ³ÿé. Äëÿ Àëÿêñàíäðà Ëóêàøýíê³ ñ³ìâàë Áðýñöêàé êðýïàñö³ ñòà¢ àäíûì ç âàæíûõ ýëåìåíòà¢ ïàøûðýííÿ íà Áåëàðóñ³ ñàâåöêàé ã³ñòàðû÷íàé ïàìÿö³. Ó ÷ýðâåí³ 2001 ã. ïðýç³äýíò Áåëàðóñ³ ãàñöÿâà¢ ó ìóçåéíûì êîìïëåêñå ïàòðûÿðõà Ðóñêàé Ïðàâàñëà¢íàé Öàðêâû Àëåêñ³ÿ ²², ÿê³ 24 ÷ýðâåíÿ
ïàñâÿö³¢ öàðêâó ñâ. Ì³êàëàÿ. Ëåòàì íàñòóïíàãà ãîäà ðàçàì ç áûëûì ïðýç³äýíòàì Ðàñ³³
Áàðûñàì Åëüöûíûì àäçíà÷à¢ ó Áðýñöêàé êðýïàñö³ 61 ãàäàâ³íó íÿìåöêàé àãðýñ³³ íà Ñàâåöê³ Ñàþç. 22 ÷ýðâåíÿ 2008 ã. Àëÿêñàíäð Ëóêàøýíêà ñóñòðý¢ñÿ íà òýðûòîðû³ áðýñöêàãà ìóçåéíàãà êîìïëåêñó ç ïðýç³äýíòàì Ðàñ³³ Äçì³òðûåì Ìÿäçâåäçåâûì. Áðýñöêàÿ êðýïàñöü áûëà àáîäâóìà áàêàì³ ïðûçíàíà ñ³ìâàëàì êààïåðàöû³ äçâþõ äçÿðæà¢, ðàíåé àáÿäíàíûõ ìåæàì³ Ñàâåöêàãà Ñàþçà, à öÿïåð óçí³ìàþ÷ûì³ äçåÿíí³ ïà ðàñïðàöî¢öû äçÿðæà¢íàé êàíñòûòóöû³ Ñàþçà Áåëàðóñ³ ³ Ðàñ³³.
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