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For over a decade now I have been leading tours to Ukraine to help people find 
their ancestral roots.  Included in the Volhynian Village Adventure Tour is a three-
hour tour of the city of Zhitomir, called the Bolshevik Tour.  Admittedly, the 
nomenclature is something of a misnomer, inasmuch as it includes much more 
than a visitation of those sites that have significance for Germans as they relate 
to the Bolsheviks. But still we call it that, partly for its dramatic affect, and partly 
because the two really are quite closely intertwined at many points.   Over the 
years there were many Bolsheviks on the streets of Zhitomir. 
 
1. Our tours begins on Castle Hill on the banks of the Kamenka River where the 
ancient city of Zhitomir was founded in 884 AD by some Slavic tribes.   Originally, 
a wooden protective fortress, including a castle, was located on the high granite 
rocks overlooking the river.  The castle was one of the largest in the region.  It 
was armed with four cannons and five guns.  It was attacked many times by its 
enemies, including the Poles who arrived in Volhynia in 1556 AD.  It was finally 
conquered and destroyed in 1852 by Russian troops.  At this point Zhitomir 
spread out in the southeastern and northern directions and entered the ñNew 
World.ò  Today a 70-ton boulder located across the street from the former Market 
Square marks the place where the city began.  There is also an old Town 
Council building nearby, an architectural relic of the early 19th C., and some 
stone underground tunnels, which the ancients used to escape from their 
enemies. 
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2. The area is significant for Germans in that many Germans lived on the 
Kamenka River Embankment in the 1930s after they fled to Zhitomir in the face 
of the Bolshevik repression.  Eduard A. Hornbacher, pastor of the German 
Baptist Church in Iwanowitsch, was among the many who tried to hide away from 
the NKWD (secret police) in this place.  He worked in the nearby brick factory as 
a handyman until, like most, he was eventually tracked down, arrested and sent 
to a Gulag, though many were also shot.  It is also significant that in the 1870s a 
German mill founded on the left bank of the Kamenka River was re-equipped to 
house the famous brewery of the local Czech merchants, Machacek and Jans.  It 
is still functioning today and is one of the oldest enterprises in the city and 
famous for its beer all over Europe.   
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No one will say for sure how the city got its name, but there are several legends, 
conjectures and versions that have been passed along by the keepers of national 
history.  One is that the city was named after an army colonel by the name of 
Zhitomir.  Another comes from the etymology of the word itself.  The conjunction 
of the two words, Zhito (rye) and mir (peace), conjures up the picture of a 
peaceful field of rye.  But whatever the  historical meaning of the name, Zhitomir 
used to be a western outpost of Kiev, called ñthe mother of Russian towns.ò 
 
3. As we proceed down Kafedraina Street we come to Soborna Square, the 
entrance to the old city 200 years ago.   Today it is called Lenin Square.  As we 
pass the former regional Communist Party building, we come to Leninôs statue, 
which was erected in 1957.   Though most statues of Lenin have been destroyed 
in Ukraine, this one remains, perhaps because of its historical tie to Leninôs 
grandfather, Israel Blank, who was born in the small Volhynian town of 
Starokonstyantyniv and later lived in Zhitomir.  According to archival evidence, 
Blank was a well-known doctor of Jewish nationality, who was baptized in the 



Russian Orthodox Church in Zhitomir and changed his name to Vladamir Blank.  
In the course of time he was named an honorary citizen of Zhitomir.  Though the 
statue is part of the State Registry and cannot be removed by law, it is a symbol 
of destruction and death to most Germans visiting the city today.  It only brings 
back sad memories of families who lost their farms during the collectivization 
period, loved ones who starved to death during the Great Famine in 1932-1933, 
fathers who were arrested in the dead of night in the mid-1930s and never 
returned, and hundreds upon thousands who were falsely accused of ñanti-soviet 
agitationò and shot to death by the NKWD during the Great Terror in 1937.  
 
 

 
Lenin statue in front of the former Communist Headquarters 

 
When the Germans arrived in Zhitomir in 1941, they built many shops and 
business enterprises on the Square. Unfortunately, during the liberation of 
Zhitomir in 1943, the Square was totally destroyed by the Soviets in their attempt 
to knock out the Germans.  Not a single house or business facility remained 
around Soborna Square.  After the liberation of Zhitomir on December 31, 1943, 
it took 15 years to raise the Square from its ruins and rebuild the city.  In 1957 
one of the first majestic buildings to arise was that of the former Communist Party 
Committee, surrounded by the dwelling places of the Party bosses.  It was not 
until the 60s that the first Khrushchovkas, the grey, nondescript flats, were built 
for the working people.   
 
4. As we turn right on to Tschernichovskyy Street, formerly Andriyvska Street, 
we come to the Potato House, a modern-day fast food restaurant, located on the 
corner where the Dorn Hotel once stood.  The Dorn Hotel was owned by a 
German by its nameôs sake and operated as a guesthouse, restaurant and 
overnight stable for the German farmers coming to the big city from the 
surrounding villages.  The hotel was destroyed in 1943 during the liberation of 
Zhitomir.  My family recalls frequenting the hotel on many occasions.   Dorn was 



arrested in the 30s and lost his business, and according to some sources, his 
mind as well.  

 
The Old Soborno Square, now Lenin Square, where the Dorn Hotel once stood. 
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5. A few meters down the road on the right-hand side we come to the Dopra 
Prison.  It was originally built as a Jesuit Seminary and Monastary in 1724.  
However in 1794-95, when Volhynia became part of the Russian Empire, the 
Tsar closed the seminary and in 1809 it became a trade school.  It was there in 
1816-1820 that the grandfather of the Bolshevik leader, Ulyaniov Lenin, studied.  
Later, it became a prison of forced labor for small time thieves, thugs and 
prostitutes until 1914 when a new prison was built on the outskirts of the city.  In 
the 1930s the building was used by the Bolsheviks as an overflow facility for the 
many Germans who were arrested during the repression.  Several of my family 
members, including Heinrich Mueller and Amelia Streichert, were interned in the  
dismal quarters. 


