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I lift up my eyes to the hills.

From whence does my help come?

—Psalms 121: 1

Preface: A Cemetery in Luxembourg

THE LUXEMBOURG AMERICAN Military Cemetery 
in Hamm, three miles east of Luxembourg City, 
serves as the final resting place for 5,076 Ameri-

cans killed in the battles of the Ardennes and Rhineland 
in late 1944 and early 1945. Like all the American war 
cemeteries that dot the European countryside, from 
the British Isles to France, Italy, Belgium, and Holland, 
it is a beautiful, serene, melancholy place. Perfect rows 
of white crosses and Stars of David are pegged out on 
an immaculate, emerald lawn. American flags snap in 
the wind. One of the great soldiers of the Second World 
War, General George S. Patton, Jr., is buried here, 
though he died just after the war, in December 1945, in 
a road accident. His tomb stands at the head of the sol-
diers, facing them, eternally reviewing the troops. But 
his barking exhortations to battle have long faded. It is 
always quiet here.

This cemetery is more than a memorial. It aims to edu-
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cate as well. Upon entering the grounds, visitors come 
to a series of large engraved maps that visually lay out 
the last year of the Second World War in Europe in ex-
quisitely bold, enameled colors, with flashing red and 
blue arrows indicating the knifing progress of the Al-
lied armies across the continent. Visitors also encoun-
ter a monumental tablet that narrates the war’s final 
year. Small groups gather here, with necks craning 
upward and eyes squinting against the bright granite. 
They read a story about the liberation of Europe that 
is literally inscribed in stone. “On 6 June 1944,” the 
text begins, “preceded by airborne units and covered 
by naval and air bombardment, United States and Brit-
ish Commonwealth forces landed on the coast of Nor-
mandy. Pushing southward, they established a beach-
head some 20 miles in depth. On 25 July, in the wake of 
paralyzing air bombardment, the US First Army broke 
out of the beachhead and was soon joined by the US 
Third Army.” The text tells readers that the British and 
American forces eventually “crushed” the Germans in 
a great pincer movement in Normandy and “the enemy 
retreated across the Seine.” The Allied armies, “sus-
tained by the Herculean achievements of Army and 
Navy supply personnel,” pursued the enemy “vigor-
ously.” At the borders of Germany, progress was slow 
and the “fighting bitter.” But inevitably, “the superb 
fighting qualities of American soldiers” won out. The 
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Americans turned back the last desperate German at-
tack in the Ardennes in December 1944. “Sweeping 
across Germany, the Allies met the advancing troops of 
the USSR to force the complete surrender of the en-
emy on 8 May 1945, 337 days after the initial landings in 
France.” There, the text concludes.

The brief synopsis on this imposing stone slab might 
be considered emblematic of a great deal of historical 
writing about the last year of the war in Europe. Quite 
naturally, given its location in an American cemetery, 
this text emphasizes the actions of American armed 
forces. It deploys muscular, active verbs like land, re-
pulse, break out, pursue, seize. Air bombardments are 
paralyzing, the efforts of supply personnel are Hercu-
lean, armies do not move but sweep. This text, like so 
many popular historical accounts, depicts the Allied 
armies as irresistible, constantly on the move toward 
victory. The tablet neatly assigns a precise number of 
days between start and finish: 337.

The hushed, dignified confines of a military cemetery 
are no place for a detailed prose account of the human 
experience of war; in any case, the five thousand head-
stones laid out row after row offer an enduring, word-
less testimonial to that. Yet too often, when Americans 
think about the liberation of Europe, we take our cues 
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from such monuments. We have fixed our gaze upon 
battles and armies, and taken refuge in a well-worn 
and predictable narration of the war that stresses the 
ennobling quality of the fight for freedom. In doing so, 
we often overlook the fact that for European people, 
liberation came hand in hand with unprecedented 
violence and brutality. Desirable as it was, liberation 
proved also to be a bitter chapter in the war’s history.

To understand this paradox, we must look beyond the 
military history of the war into the experiences of the 
liberated peoples themselves. In the pages that follow, 
I have tried to give voice to those who were on the re-
ceiving end of liberation, moving them from the edge 
of the story to the center. This history of liberation 
gives detailed attention to the interactions of soldiers 
and civilians, to the experiences of noncombatants, to 
the trauma of displacement and loss, and to the un-
precedented destruction that liberation required. This 
book, I believe, offers a new history of liberation, told 
largely from the ground up. It is a surprising story, of-
ten jarring and uncomfortable, and it is one that does 
not appear in our monuments or our history books.

The keynote of this European story of liberation is vio-
lence. However much we wish to assign it a benevolent 
nature, liberation came to Europe in a storm of destruc-



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

tion and death. On D-Day alone, Allied bombing killed 
about 3,000 French civilians in Normandy—roughly 
the same number of American servicemen who would 
die on that day. And the civilian death toll only mount-
ed during the last year of the war. To liberate Europe 
from the extremely powerful, well-trained, and su-
perbly equipped German army, the Allied powers were 
obliged to use massive, overwhelming, and lethal force 
to destroy and kill Germans in large numbers. Because 
these Germans occupied towns, cities, farms, schools, 
hospitals, hotels, railway stations, ports, bridges, and 
other strategic points across the European continent, 
much of Europe was churned into rubble by Ameri-
can, British, and Soviet military force. Allied armies 
made little effort to spare civilian lives. They shelled, 
bombed, strafed, and attacked towns and cities in full 
knowledge that civilians would die. This was a con-
sciously accepted dimension of the war of liberation 
that the Allied armies waged. Liberation was therefore 
both a glorious chapter in military history and a human 
tragedy of enormous scope.

European accounts of liberation also have much to say 
about liberating soldiers themselves. Contrary to what 
we might expect, liberated civilians viewed their lib-
erators with anxiety and even, at times, fear. Of course, 
some western capital cities like Paris and Brussels saw 
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their fair share of kissing and delirious flag-waving as 
liberating troops arrived. But if we dig a bit deeper, 
we find a more troubling story. The young American, 
British, or Russian soldiers who defeated the Germans 
were seldom as virtuous in their behavior as the cause 
for which they fought. They frequently abused their 
power and authority, making life for liberated civilians 
something close to misery. “Deliver us from our lib-
erators!” was the cry on the lips of the residents of one 
Belgian town, where Americans were still encamped in 
the fall of 1945, after the war had ended. The power that 
liberating soldiers possessed over the civilians whom 
they freed opened up enticing avenues of privilege 
and temptation for these young, male troopers. Even 
the best of the “greatest generation” consumed scarce 
food and drink, billeted themselves in homes and pri-
vate dwellings, and were capable of profligate waste, 
drunkenness, carousing, and vandalism. Some sol-
diers went further, and looted homes, seized property 
as trophies, and sexually assaulted women of all ages. 
For all the elation that oppressed Europeans felt at the 
demise of the Nazi regime, they often found it difficult 
to comprehend the destructiveness and rapacious ac-
quisitiveness of their liberators.

Europeans who lived in central and eastern Europe tell 
of a liberation denied. Nineteen forty-five brought no 
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liberation to Poland: that woeful nation saw its bor-
ders redrawn by Stalin’s imperious demands, and mil-
lions of Poles were incorporated into Soviet Belorussia 
and Ukraine. Poland endured half a century of Com-
munist rule that made a mockery of the promises of 
liberation that had issued from Soviet propagandists 
throughout the war. In eastern Germany, the arrival of 
the Red Army occasioned such fear and panic among 
Germans that about five million people fled, on foot, 
rushing away from the wrath of the Soviets. They were 
wise to do so, for those that remained behind were mis-
treated, abused, raped, or murdered by rampaging Red 
Army troops. Millions of Germans were expelled from 
a large swath of Germany that was in turn transferred 
to Poland, while millions of Volksdeutsche, the ethnic 
Germans long settled in borderland communities in 
Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania, and Yu-
goslavia, were forcibly removed from their homes and 
pushed westward. In the east, then, the abiding sym-
bol of liberation was the open cattle car slowly rattling 
along the rails of Europe, bearing a cargo of frightened 
civilians away from their homes.

In the western part of Germany, life among the libera-
tors was far more tolerable, so much so that many Euro-
pean observers came to think of the Allied occupation 
of western Germany in bitterly ironic terms. After four 



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

years of trying very hard to kill Germans and to destroy 
German cities and towns, American soldiers who set 
foot on German soil in the late fall of 1944 quickly grew 
fond of the German people. They were, in the parlance 
of the GIs, “just like us.” The girls were pretty, the wom-
en looked something like Mom, the houses—those not 
burnt in Allied bombing—were clean and invariably 
full of such comforts as feather mattresses, books, pre-
served foods, wine, and spirits. Germans in the western 
part of the country quickly tried to turn American good 
nature to their advantage, and thanked these troops 
for “liberating” Germany. British and American lead-
ers struggled mightily over this problem. They knew 
that Hitler had won full-throated acclaim from the rac-
ist, aggressive German population, yet in their guise as 
benevolent liberators, they did not wish to be seen as 
punitive, repressive, or unduly harsh. Within months 
after the end of the war, British and American armies of 
occupation had transformed themselves into massive 
social and humanitarian agencies, caring for Germans, 
doling out medicine, food rations, clothing, and shoes, 
while working overtime to restart water pumps, elec-
tricity generators, coal mines, and railways. By the fall 
of 1945, British and American military officials, reject-
ing the idea that they were occupiers, set themselves 
the goal of winning “the battle of winter” on behalf of 
the hungry and cold German people. The Anglo-Amer-
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ican forces were indeed magnanimous in victory. But it 
remains a startling irony that the western Allies worked 
harder on behalf of the defeated enemy than they ever 
did for the liberated people of France, Belgium, the 
Netherlands, or Italy.

Europe’s Jews also have a liberation story to tell us. 
It is as pointed as it is poignant. It has become com-
mon for American readers, or at least American view-
ers of made-for-television war dramas, to assume that 
the greatest generation fought World War II to rescue 
Europe’s Jews from destruction. Sadly, nothing could 
be further from the truth. The discovery of the Ger-
man concentration camps by American GIs in the last 
weeks of the war occasioned revulsion and pity among 
the soldiers, as well as anger. But at no point was the 
cause in Europe framed as a bid to save European 
Jewry. That may help explain why American and Brit-
ish officers and soldiers in Germany at the close of the 
war had little knowledge of the plight of the Jews, and 
failed to treat the survivors they found there with any-
thing like the sensitivity or sympathy they deserved. At 
first, the surviving remnant of Jews that Allied armies 
freed from concentration camps was seen simply as 
another group of wayward “political prisoners,” their 
predicament no worse than that of others who had suf-
fered. Only after extensive and energetic appeals from 
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incarcerated Jews, and from international humanitar-
ian agencies on their behalf, did the U.S. and British 
armies begin to comprehend and respond to the crisis 
of Jewish survivors. These forlorn Jews, now homeless, 
without resources, bereft of family or kinship networks, 
remained in Germany, dependent on an unfeeling 
military bureaucracy for aid and help. They ended up 
in barbed-wire encampments, often in the very same 
places in which the Nazis had incarcerated them, des-
perately awaiting a transfer to Palestine. Over 250,000 
Jews spent time in camps in Germany after the war, 
and some remained in these temporary shelters for as 
long as five years. Jewish survivors who talk about lib-
eration therefore speak with some bitterness about a 
liberation deferred.

An account of liberation would be incomplete without 
the voices of liberating soldiers, and this book pres-
ents their perceptions as well. These men speak little 
of heroism, or of their “Crusade in Europe,” as General 
Dwight D. Eisenhower’s postwar memoir was called. 
Instead, they offer cautious, humble, at times evasive 
accounts of their experiences. Reading through count-
less memoirs, diaries, letters, and oral testimonies of 
British and American soldiers who fought in Europe, 
the historian can immediately perceive the profound 
ambivalence of these young men in combat. They 
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understood the importance of the job they had been 
asked to do, but seemed to hate every minute of it. 
Fighting on behalf of others, in a faraway land of for-
eign customs and languages, amid filth, death, and de-
struction, occasioned in most liberating soldiers a pro-
found distaste and disgust with the whole business of 
war. Few soldiers in combat were motivated by idealis-
tic objectives. Most fought simply because they had to 
fight in order to end the war and go home. As Sergeant 
John Babcock of the 78th Infantry Division put it in his 
memoir, “our bunch of GIs was not fighting for moth-
er, country, and apple pie. Bullshit. We wanted to live. 
Our ties were to those unfortunates fighting next to us, 
sharing the same fate.”1 This would seem to be a more 
honest assessment of the soldier’s experience than the 
hortatory text on the monument in Luxembourg.

* * *

THE MATERIAL PRESENTED in these pages bears 
directly on our own times. When I began this re-
search in 2003, Americans and Europeans were 

then embroiled in a bitter dispute about the proper 
role of military force in the world, and the responsibili-
ties of wealthy, democratic nations to use their armies 
to wage war on repressive nations. At that time, many 
American leaders, drawing on popular conceptions 
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of the liberation of Europe during the Second World 
War, argued that the United States had an obligation to 
use its power to advance the cause of democracy and 
freedom in the world. As in World War II, the argument 
ran, when America had led the world in a war against 
fascism and won the world’s gratitude, so in our own 
times could America overthrow dictators, free op-
pressed peoples, and bring the blessings of liberty to 
others. Some American leaders even implied that war 
itself, while undesirable, might offer a test in which we 
could measure ourselves against previous generations 
of honored warriors.

Europeans generally viewed these claims with skep-
ticism, and I now know why. They began from a dif-
ferent premise than Americans, for they had lived 
through liberation, and still carry the scars. The year 
1945 taught Europeans a lesson they have never forgot-
ten: that a war of liberation is still a war, and no mat-
ter how noble the cause, mothers and children will die, 
houses of worship will be burned, disease will spread, 
refugees will tramp the roads; and then, after all these 
horrors are over, liberators and liberated alike will 
still face the hard work of constructing freedom and 
restoring human dignity. Liberation in 1945 entailed 
such destruction and social upheaval that it came to 
be seen by those who were liberated as a time of cruel 
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paradoxes—a time of high hopes and profound disap-
pointment, of cherished freedom and new threats, of 
full-throated celebration and echoing silences. This is 
why those who have lived through liberation are often 
slow to wish the experience on others.

Of course, Europeans remain enormously grateful to 
Americans for the liberation they helped secure. To see 
the sincerity of this gratitude, one need only visit the 
humble coastal towns of Normandy in early June upon 
the anniversary of the D-Day landings. There, one can 
admire the hundreds of Allied flags unfurled in the sea 
breeze, witness the warm reception accorded to the 
proud, elderly veterans who return to these hallowed 
precincts, and bask in the genuine sense of trans-
Atlantic solidarity that these ceremonials evoke, year 
after year. These people who ritually gather and shake 
hands and march to the fading strains of martial tunes 
are bound by a common project, a common commit-
ment to those four simple freedoms Franklin Roosevelt 
had named in 1941—freedom of speech and religion, 
freedom from want and fear.

But those who lived through these times have no il-
lusions about war. They recall all too well the terrible 
destruction, the countless deaths, and the appalling 
violence of the Second World War. They know, too, that 
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military victory over Nazism was only a preliminary act 
in the longer struggle to restore peace to Europe, to re-
build order and stability, and revive the civic, humane 
traditions that the Nazis had trampled in the dust. 
They have a clear memory that liberation was a time 
of valor, but also a time of unceasing toil, bitterness, 
and death. As these aging witnesses now pass from the 
scene, we will have to rely on other sources to inform 
us about this war. If we want to recover the reality of 
the final stages of the war, in all its ugliness and its ec-
stasy, we shall have to turn our eyes away from maps 
and monuments, and explore the lives of ordinary men 
and women, Europeans and Americans, civilians and 
soldiers, as they struggled to survive these tragic hours 
of liberation.



Part I: LIBERATION IN 
THE WEST
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Prologue: D-Day

THE LIBERATION OF Europe may have begun as 
early as November 1942, on the banks of the Vol-
ga river at Stalingrad, when the Soviet Red Army 

checked Nazi Germany’s advance into Central Asia and 
began the long, murderous fight that would expel the 
German invaders from the Soviet Union and bring the 
Russians across 1,500 bloody miles to Berlin. Or it may 
have begun with the Anglo-American landings in North 
Africa, also in November 1942, a deft operation that 
pointed the blade of the Allied spear-head into Germa-
ny’s southern flank and opened the way to the invasion 
of southern Italy in July 1943. Perhaps the liberation 
began in earnest when the Red Army crossed the pre-
war Polish border in January 1944, or when American 
troops entered Rome in June 1944. These are all plausi-
ble candidates for the status of “starting point,” for the 
liberation of Europe was a global process, the press-
ing inward toward Berlin of millions of soldiers, from 
all directions, gradually tightening a choke hold on the 
Third Reich. Yet in popular imagination, and most his-
torical writing, the liberation of Europe commenced on 
that wet gray morning in the rolling surf off the coast of 
Normandy on June 6, 1944. Here, in France, came the 
long-awaited, long-planned Second Front, designed to 
complement the massive thrusts of the Red Army into 
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Germany from the east. This was the moment that Eu-
ropean civilians, suffering under German occupation, 
had awaited for years, the moment when the decisive 
battle against Germany would be opened, the start of a 
continental campaign that would bring about the final 
defeat of the malevolent, depraved Nazi regime. This is 
where our story of liberation begins.

The great Allied armada that set out across the English 
Channel on June 6 comprised some 5,000 vessels of all 
sorts, from hulking, monstrous battleships, cruisers, 
and destroyers to a vast array of small landing craft. On 
board, they carried over 100,000 soldiers—American, 
English, Welsh, Scotch, Irish, Canadians, Poles, and a 
few Belgians, Dutch, French, and Norwegians—to land-
ing sites along twenty miles of coastline in the French 
départements (departments) of Calvados and Manche. 
The overall supreme commander of Operation Over-
lord was General Dwight D. Eisenhower; the ground 
commander of the landing forces was an Englishman, 
General Sir Bernard Law Montgomery. On June 6, the 
landing forces were all grouped together in the 21st 
Army Group under Montgomery’s command. The Brit-
ish Second Army, commanded by Lieutenant-General 
Sir Miles Dempsey, took aim at three beaches, code-
named Sword, Juno, and Gold, running from the vil-
lages of Ouistreham in the east to Arromanches in the 
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west. The Anglo-Canadian forces that splashed ashore 
here faced moderate resistance but within a few hours 
had established three beachheads and made contact 
with the British 6th Airborne Division, which had been 
dropped across the Orne river to secure the eastern 
flanks. The British suffered approximately 1,000 casu-
alties on Gold beach and the same number on Sword; 
600 airborne troops were killed or wounded, and 600 
more were missing; 100 glider pilots also became ca-
sualties. The Canadians at Juno beach suffered 340 
killed, 574 wounded, and 47 taken prisoner. Twenty-
four hours after the landings, British forces had taken 
the town of Bayeux almost unopposed and were push-
ing on toward the city of Caen.

To the west, Lieutenant General Omar Bradley’s U.S. 
First Army landed on two beaches, Omaha and Utah. 
Utah beach was on the western flank of the Allied as-
sault, running along the coast of the Cotentin peninsu-
la. The beach here was thinly defended; three regimen-
tal combat teams of the 4th Division faced negligible 
fire from the German positions and they moved inland 
in search of the 82nd and 101st Airborne divisions with 
whom they were supposed to link up. These airborne 
landings, which had commenced late at night on the 
5th, had been badly scattered and it was some days 
before any cohesion came to this sector; yet the losses 
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sustained on Utah were relatively small. The picture on 
Omaha beach was far more serious. The 1st and 29th 
divisions of Bradley’s landing force, hitting the beach-
es between Port-en-Bessin and Vierville-sur-Mer, ran 
straight into the teeth of well-defended German bat-
teries that had not been softened up by the preliminary 
air and naval bombardments. The cliffs along Omaha, 
running up from a stony beach, rise some hundred to 
two hundred feet, and provided excellent cover for the 
defenders, who had created extensive trenches and 
concrete pillbox firing positions; moreover, 27 out of 
32 of the “swimming” amphibious DD tanks that were 
meant to provide armor support for the infantry sank 
in choppy seas during the landing. The beach and wa-
ters were packed with obstacles and mines on which 
landing craft snagged, blocking the way for those be-
hind. Many heavily burdened soldiers whose craft 
spilled them into the water sank and drowned. With 
extraordinary courage, small numbers of soldiers, re-
alizing that to remain on the beach under German fire 
would surely get them killed, began to fight their way 
up the craggy hillside and into the narrow ravines that 
led from the beaches up the hills. Slowly they gained 
a foothold. The horror on Omaha, which had seemed 
an eternity to those pinned down there, had lasted less 
than four hours; by 11:00 A.M. Vierville was in American 
hands. At the end of the day, a narrow beachhead had 
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been established, but it had cost the Americans dearly. 
While there had been but 197 casualties on Utah, over 
2,000 men were wounded or killed on Omaha beach. 
Overall, 1,465 American soldiers were killed on D-Day, 
3,184 were wounded, 1,928 were listed as missing, and 
26 were captured.1

The view of Omaha beach from an American landing 
craft, June 6, 1944. FDR Library

The Omaha landings had been something close to a 
catastrophe, and the broad territorial objectives of the 
Allied landings had not been attained anywhere on any 
beach on D-Day. Even so, the overall strategic picture 
twenty-four hours after D-Day was good. The landings 
successfully created a beachhead that could be de-
fended against counterattack, and the planned build-
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up of additional Allied forces could proceed apace. 
Casualties, totaling some 10,000 men, had been far 
smaller than General Eisenhower had anticipated. But 
over the following weeks and months, the realities of 
the huge task that lay ahead began to sink in. The first 
disappointments came on the eastern flank, where the 
British, whose landings had gone so well, were unable 
to seize the city of Caen, which lay on the axis that the 
Allies had hoped to follow farther into France. In the 
three days after the landings, Canadian and British 
forces were badly mauled by the 12th SS Panzer Divi-
sion, which tried desperately to push the invaders back 
into the sea; by June 10, the Germans, bolstered by the 
swift arrival of the Panzer Lehr Division and the 21st 
Panzer Division, took up defensive positions in front of 
Caen. In the coming weeks, repeated efforts by Mont-
gomery’s forces to outflank Caen, at Tilly-sur-Seulles 
and Villers-Bocage, failed and the struggle for Caen 
turned into a desperate yard-by-yard fight that many 
likened to the western front in the First World War. The 
daring and surprise of the D-Day landings had been 
completely lost.

The picture was only marginally better on the western 
flank. After consolidating the Utah and Omaha beach-
heads, the American VII Corps under Major General J. 
Lawton Collins attacked westward to cut the Cotentin 
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peninsula in half, then thrust north to capture the port 
of Cherbourg on June 27. Despite this success, the pic-
ture across Normandy was discouraging for General 
Eisenhower. The Germans had systematically, expertly 
reduced Cherbourg to rubble, which interfered with 
the logistical supply plan. By late June, conditions on 
the ground had settled into a bloody stalemate, as the 
Germans made superb use of the defensive advan-
tages they possessed, particularly the thick, ancient 
hedgerows that divided the countryside up into nearly 
impenetrable squares. The Americans found them-
selves fighting for every yard across a landscape that 
looked something like a gigantic ice-cube tray: each 
square had to be penetrated and seized, one by one. 
This slow, costly fighting made June and July “a dif-
ficult period for all of us,” General Eisenhower wrote 
later.2 Yet gradually, two elements in the Allied arsenal 
began to tell in the battle: the steady buildup of men 
and materiel through the massive Anglo-American na-
val forces that continued to pour supplies through the 
beachheads; and the punishing blows delivered daily 
to the Germans by the dominant Allied air forces. By 
July 2, there were about one million Allied soldiers in 
Normandy, including thirteen American, eleven Brit-
ish, and one Canadian division. Over 560,000 tons of 
supplies had been landed along with 171,000 vehicles.3 
While the Germans proved able to out-fight the Allies 
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on the ground in Normandy, they could not easily re-
place the men and materiel they lost; nor could they 
hide from the Allied tactical air attack. The battle in 
Normandy settled into a long, slow battle of attrition, 
just what the Germans could not afford.

By late July, the allies fielded 1.4 million soldiers in 
Normandy, about twice the number of German soldiers 
engaged in the battle, yet were still stuck in positions 
they had planned to occupy just five days after D-Day. 
The battle had been far slower and bloodier than ex-
pected, with the terrain of Normandy inhibiting Allied 
maneuvers. But on July 25, with the bulk of the German 
forces engaged in the Caen area, the American First 
Army, deployed along a line running west from Saint-
Lô to the coast, staged the great breakout that would 
change the dynamic of the campaign, and the war. 
Following a colossal (and sloppy) carpet bombing of 
the German defensive positions just west of Saint-Lô, 
the Americans ripped open a gap in the German line 
and plunged forward, rushing south and west toward 
Avranches, thus opening the way into Brittany and, 
more importantly, threatening to envelop the German 
army in Normandy. Fending off a ferocious German 
counteroffensive at Mortain between August 7 and 12, 
the U.S. First and Third armies punched eastward and 
caught the Germans in a massive pincer, between the 
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Anglo-Canadian forces in the north, at Falaise, and 
their own troops in the south at Argentan. Under sus-
tained air and ground attack, the German army was 
caught in a rapidly constricting pocket and brutally 
pummeled. The Germans lost 10,000 men killed in the 
furnace of Falaise, and another 50,000 were captured. 
But brilliant German defensive fighting kept the Falaise 
pocket open just long enough to allow perhaps 100,000 
Germans to slip away and escape across the Seine riv-
er. They joined a massive exodus of all German forces 
in France, some 240,000 troops, who rushed headlong 
through France and Belgium on into Germany itself, 
where they would regroup behind the Siegfried Line 
and fight another day. Though victory in Normandy had 
not brought about the total destruction of the German 
army in France, it dealt it a severe blow and clearly sig-
naled that the liberation of Europe was at hand.

By August 25, when the Allied forces reached the river 
Seine and marched into Paris, the American and Brit-
ish commanders could look with satisfaction on the 
victory they had achieved since the landings in early 
June. The Germans had lost 1,500 tanks, 3,500 guns, 
and 20,000 vehicles. There were 240,000 German sol-
diers dead or wounded, and another 200,000 had been 
taken prisoner. More than forty German divisions had 
been destroyed, and Hitler could not make good this 
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scale of loss. By the first of September, virtually all of 
France had been cleared of the German forces and on 
September 4, the Belgian capital Brussels and vital port 
city of Antwerp were liberated. The Allies paid for their 
victory in Normandy with the lives of 36,976 of their 
own soldiers.
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1: “ Too Wonderfully Beautiful”: 
Liberation in Normandy

ABOUT TEN DAYS after the Allied landings on the 
beaches of Normandy, Ernie Pyle, the legendary 
American war correspondent, took a jeep ride 

through the Norman countryside. “It was too won-
derfully beautiful to be the scene of a war,” he wrote. 
“Someday I would like to cover a war in a country that 
is as ugly as war itself.” Of course, Pyle saw more than 
the gently rolling pastures, the wheat fields, and the 
fruit trees: the region had been shattered by heavy 
bombardments before and during the D-Day inva-
sion, and he wrote about the ruined hamlets and towns 
eloquently. But he also told stories that neatly framed 
the basic American understanding of what the war was 
really about. Arriving at an old school that was being 
used as a prison for German POWs, he got out to have 
a look around.

At this time the French in that vicinity had been “lib-
erated” less than twelve hours, and they could hardly 
encompass it in their minds. They were relieved, but 
they scarcely knew what to do. As we left the prison 
enclosure and got into the jeep we noticed four or five 
French country people—young farmers in their twen-
ties, I took them to be—leaning against a nearby house. 
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We were sitting in the jeep getting our gear adjusted 
when one of the farmers walked toward us, rather hes-
itantly and timidly. Finally he came up and smilingly 
handed me a rose. I couldn’t go around carrying a rose 
in my hand all afternoon, so I threw it away around the 
next bend. But little things like that do sort of make you 
feel good about the human race.1

Ernie Pyle’s newspaper columns for the Scripps-Howard 
syndicate, written from North Africa, Italy, and France, 
sketched out for avid readers in the United States de-
tailed portraits of average American soldiers—their 
concerns and their personalities, their uncomplicated 
nature and basic kindness. Pyle was honest enough 
a reporter to write about screw-ups, about wrecked 
French towns, about how frightened soldiers under 
fire normally were, and about the moment he found 
himself caught under the massive American bombing 
run near Saint-Lô on July 25 that inadvertently killed 
over a hundred GIs. But Pyle became treasured for his 
ability to paint moving portraits of these “good boys” 
and the cause for which they fought. He traveled with 
these young soldiers, slept out in the cold with them, 
cooked eggs for them, shared anxieties with them, 
and in April 1945, while in the Pacific, Pyle died with 
them, the victim of a Japanese sniper’s bullet. He was 
mourned by the nation precisely because his writing 
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reflected a tone that American readers found comfort-
ing: unpretentious, gently ironic, and filled with quiet 
assurance that the cause was just and that democracy 
would win through in the end. Pyle, in writing the rose 
story, told Americans that the liberators had been wel-
comed to France warmly and that through the horrors 
of war, one could glimpse some basic human decency 
still alive in Europe.

And yet, Pyle doesn’t tell us much about that young man 
who offered him the rose. What had become of his fam-
ily? Had his home been damaged in the invasion? What 
became of him after the Americans had passed through? 
Was he, indeed, a Norman? Pyle might not have known 
if this young farmer was a refugee from any one of the 
cities nearby that had been evacuated during the fight-
ing, or even if he had been a Pole, or a Russian, trans-
ported into France to labor on behalf of the German 
occupiers as they built up their now-breached Atlantic 
Wall. In fact, Pyle didn’t write much about French civil-
ians in Normandy. In his articles, civilians remain, like 
that farmer, mute, decent, but alien. Pyle offered no in-
sight into how civilians in the region viewed these gun-
toting American boys who arrived in such huge num-
bers, or how they dealt with the soldiers’ petty thefts, 
periodic looting, and frequent drunkenness; nor did he 
write much about the shocking violence of the battles 



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

that left thousands of French civilians dead. Pyle didn’t 
mention a feature of the battlefield that almost every 
war diary written by soldiers in Normandy stresses 
repeatedly: the overwhelming stench of rotting flesh, 
both from unburied livestock killed in the heavy and 
constant bombing as well as from decomposing hu-
man remains that carpeted great swaths of Normandy 
for months after the D-Day landings. And Pyle, like the 
bulk of the Allied soldiers, moved out of Normandy in 
August and pushed eastward toward Paris, so he never 
was able to see what life was like in Caen and Saint-Lô 
and Falaise and dozens of other “liberated” towns that 
had been ground to powder by Allied bombing. If he 
had gone there and talked to the inhabitants, he prob-
ably would have found very few who, in the summer of 
1944, felt “good about the human race.”

Of course, Ernie Pyle can be excused: like all war cor-
respondents in World War II, he wrote under the con-
straints of censorship, and could not truly depict the 
awful face of war. But even long after these restrictions 
had been lifted, American writers and scholars who 
wrote about the D-Day battles continued to give pride 
of place to soldiers and to events on the battlefield, and 
neglected the complex experience of the liberated peo-
ples. In the richly detailed official histories produced 
by the Army, or the many moving journalistic accounts, 
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or the anecdotal histories that have always been popu-
lar to American tastes, little if any attention has been 
given to the local peoples of Normandy.2 Instead, popu-
lar writers of military history return like salmon to the 
rich breeding grounds of Ernie Pyle’s language and 
imagery. By far the most popular kind of writing about 
Normandy has long been those that give a picture of 
combat “As Told By Those Who Were There,” to use 
the inaccurate subtitle of one such work—for these ac-
counts rarely include French voices.3

It is possible to write military history without attending 
to the experiences of noncombatants. But we cannot 
write the history of liberation without paying attention 
to the voices, experiences, and travails of the liberated 
people themselves. For liberation is more than victory 
on the battlefield: it is a forcible, often brutal destruc-
tion of one kind of political order, and its replacement 
with another. Historical accounts of liberation that 
start and stop with the soldiers’ experience all too eas-
ily ignore the social and political aspects of the war, the 
complex interactions between soldiers and civilians, 
and especially the after-battle conditions that liberat-
ing armies leave behind. They also overlook the patient 
daily work of recovery that transforms victory at arms 
into something that looks like peace.
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Not surprisingly, the French have their own ways of 
talking about the events in Normandy: they tend to 
emphasize the civilian experience because the role of 
organized French military force was minimal in Nor-
mandy in 1944. Drawing on detailed local analyses 
of casualties, French scholars have determined that 
about 20,000 French people were killed in Normandy 
during its liberation, most as a result of Allied bomb-
ing. This represents 29 percent of the 70,000 French 
people killed in Allied bombing attacks in France 
during the entire Second World War.4 Along with the 
deaths, civilians endured a profound social upheaval. 
In Normandy, hundreds of thousands of townspeople 
and farmers were displaced by the fighting; they fled 
the scene of their liberation bearing tattered bundles 
in rickety wheelbarrows, trying to avoid shells and 
bullets, while all around them the armies churned up 
fields, leveled homes and barns, killed off cattle, ruined 
crops, destroyed roads and bridges, and cut off elec-
tricity and water and sewage and basic services, mak-
ing life a misery not just in June and July but for years 
to come. French writers of memoirs and contemporary 
accounts likened the dolorous scene to Calvary—the 
setting of the Crucifixion—and frequently invoked the 
“martyrdom” of their villages and towns. The emphasis 
here has been on loss, death, destruction, and the bit-
tersweet recovery of freedom after the horrible ordeal 
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of German occupation. Even today, in the Norman dé-
partements, local residents cannot tell the story of the 
liberation of France without bowing their heads, and 
grimacing.5

* * *

“IT WAS RATHER a shock,” wrote Corporal L. F. Ro-
ker of the Highland Light Infantry in his wartime 
diary, “to find that we were not welcomed ecstati-

cally as ‘Liberators’ by the local people, as we were told 
we should be…They saw us as bringers of destruction 
and pain.” Fellow soldiers concurred: Ivor Astley of the 
43rd Wessex Infantry Division noted in his memoirs 
that, far from waving flags and handing out bottles of 
bubbly, “the French peasants to whom the shell-torn 
villages and ruined farmlands belonged” were “sullen 
and silent; if we had expected a welcome, we certainly 
failed to find it. Some of the people looked utterly be-
wildered.” Major Edward Elliot of the Glasgow High-
landers, whose diary is studded with acute observa-
tions, noted that “the French are having a pretty thin 
time at present. First the Germans dig holes all over 
the place and pull down houses, then we shell and 
bomb their homes and drive their vehicles all over the 
fields. Naturally their attitude to us is inclined to be a 
bit stiff; however, I think they are mostly for us, though 
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they are desperately tired of the war and the misery it 
has caused them.” In Creully on June 16, Major M. H. 
Cooke of the Royal Scots noted that “the people came 
out in force, but for the most part they stood gravely 
and seriously watching us. Many nodded, and once or 
twice there was a little clapping, and once a French-
woman rushed forward crying, ‘ Welcome, Messieurs, 
welcome to France.’ It was still a little disappointing.”6

Why such a chilly reception? Some observers tried to 
explain this French reticence as typical of the Norman 
character. A. J. Liebling, the war correspondent for The 
New Yorker, noted the “foolish talk in the British news-
papers…about the Normans’ lack of enthusiasm,” and 
chalked up such stories to “correspondents who ac-
quired their ideas of Frenchmen from music-hall turns 
and comic drawings. One might as well expect pub-
lic demonstrations of emotions in Contoocook, New 
Hampshire or in Burrillville, Rhode Island, as in Nor-
mandy, where the people are more like New England-
ers than they are like, for instance, Charles Boyer.”7 A 
British Civil Affairs officer also relied on such typolo-
gies to explain the surly civilians: “ Taking into account 
the naturally reserved disposition of the Norman, we 
have received an enthusiastic welcome.”8

But there may have been something else behind the 
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diffidence that Allied soldiers encountered among the 
liberated peoples of Normandy. Though Normandy 
looked to Ernie Pyle like a peaceful rural idyll, this was 
an area that had endured four years of a bitter occu-
pation.9 Consider the département of Calvados, home 
to four of the landing beaches (Sword, Juno, Gold, and 
Omaha). A productive region of cider, apples, brandy, 
butter, and milk, Calvados had some 400,000 inhabit-
ants at the start of the war. It was one of the most po-
litically conservative parts of France, and Calvadosiens 
were known for their independence, their dislike of 
state intervention, their pro-business attitudes, and 
strong Catholic traditions. In the national elections of 
1936, when France voted for a left-center Popular Front 
government, Calvados bucked the trend and went fur-
ther rightward. The department actually became a re-
cruiting ground for the far-right Croix de Feu, which 
strongly opposed the rise of the Popular Front. What-
ever the prewar inclinations of the region, however, 
opinion in Calvados during the war was firmly anti-
German and grew distinctly more so as the war went 
on. The reason for this was geographic: Calvados, like 
all the northern coastal departments, was heavily in-
vested with German soldiers whose role was to prepare 
for an expected cross-channel Allied attack. By the 
fall of 1941, the Germans had stationed 15,000–20,000 
troops in Calvados alone, and this number had trebled 
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by June 1944. This meant that throughout the war, lo-
cal inhabitants lived literally side by side with the oc-
cupiers. Germans took over hotels, public buildings, 
and schools for barracks and headquarters and requi-
sitioned furnishings, beds, and all manner of domestic 
equipment; their soldiers were billeted upon the popu-
lation, taking up living rooms, barnyards, and stables 
and displacing local families. German requisitions of 
food for their troops and forage for their animals hurt 
the economy, as did military maneuvers through the 
heavily agricultural countryside.10

To the depredations of the foreign troops were added 
the indignities of France’s own policy of collabora-
tion. The Vichy-based government of Marshal Henri-
Philippe Pétain pursued an obsequious policy toward 
the Germans through which, in exchange for integrat-
ing France into Hitler’s New Order as a vassal state, the 
French authorities gained a measure of independence 
in running internal affairs. But the burden of this pol-
icy fell upon the French people. The attitude of Calva-
dosiens, who like many of their countrymen had once 
admired Pétain as a war hero and a man of steadfast 
patriotism, sharply deteriorated after the June 1942 an-
nouncement of “la relève.” This program, initiated by 
Vichy, sought to secure the release of one French pris-
oner of war from German camps in exchange for every 
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three French civilian workers that could be delivered to 
German hands. It was blackmail and was met with stu-
pefaction and shame in France. Worse, Calvadosiens 
quickly learned that the Germans had reneged on their 
end of the deal: in exchange for six hundred volunteers 
from the Calvados, the Germans returned only eleven 
POWs to the department. The relève was only one form 
of conscription: in addition to labor in Germany, the 
occupation authorities sought French labor for work 
on the Atlantic Wall. The Todt Organization, under the 
direction of Albert Speer, started work in the middle of 
1942 on a defensive wall running from Brittany to Hol-
land, with particular strength in the Pas-de-Calais, the 
region considered most likely to be assaulted by the 
Allies. From October to December 1942, the German 
headquarters demanded 2,450 workers from Calvados 
alone to be set to work on building these defensive ram-
parts. Workers had to be withdrawn from construction 
and agricultural sectors. They worked directly under 
German overseers in deplorable conditions alongside 
Russian and Polish POWs, living in harsh work camps 
with little medical care. Combined with workers sent 
into Germany, Calvados had lost 4,500 workers by the 
end of December 1942, and an additional 1,679 workers 
were called up by the Germans in April 1943. The lo-
cal skilled workforce was being systematically stripped 
bare.11
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In the context of growing German labor demands and 
an improvement in the fortunes of the Allied war effort 
in Africa and Italy, the year 1943 was decisive for the 
growth of the local Resistance: 40 percent of those who 
would join a Calvados underground network did so in 
that year. The Resistance was never large in Calvados. 
No more than 2,000 people were formally associated 
with Resistance networks by the start of 1944, precisely 
because the German military presence was so heavy 
there, and reprisals against civilians were severe and 
frequent. Yet Resistance networks played an impor-
tant role in aiding downed Allied pilots and sheltering 
young men who were in hiding from forced labor con-
scription. Resistance networks also acted as a means of 
promoting periodic civilian acts of defiance, from tear-
ing down of German posters to the scrawling of the “ V ” 
sign in public places.12

As the prospect of an Allied invasion of France neared, 
the German occupation of Calvados intensified, with 
profound consequences for the local inhabitants. Field 
Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt, commanding the Ger-
man armies in the west, possessed sixty German di-
visions, and he deployed four in Calvados. Added to 
other occupation authorities and labor services, this 
meant there were 60,000–70,000 foreigners in the de-
partment by June 1944, all of whom had to be fed and 
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housed. From the late fall of 1943, the Germans mas-
sively increased the pace of defensive preparations 
along the coast: mines, obstacles, tank traps, barbed 
wire, and concrete gun emplacements popped up all 
along the coastline. The Germans laced local fields with 
mines and flooded lowlands. Open areas were stud-
ded with “Rommel’s asparagus,” tall poles designed 
to shred any troop-carrying Allied aircraft that might 
attempt a landing. The Germans banned commercial 
fishing so they could control all sea-based activity, and 
halted all local building so that supplies could be chan-
neled toward the construction of defensive positions 
on the beaches. Thirty thousand hectares, or 7 percent 
of the arable land of Calvados, was taken out of cultiva-
tion by flooding, mines, or defensive preparations. The 
Germans made still further demands for local labor 
details, forcing village mayors to produce able-bodied 
men between eighteen and fifty years old to work on 
the fortifications. In February 1944, Vichy passed a law 
making women between eighteen and forty-five subject 
to immediate labor for the Germans. Inevitably, eco-
nomic life of the region ground to a halt as the fevered 
work on the Atlantic Wall sucked in local labor and ma-
terials; in the fields, labor disappeared, crops were not 
sown, and horses were requisitioned by the Germans 
to pull wagons. The countryside, one of the richest and 
most productive regions of France, was largely aban-
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doned. Cereals and grain supplies that Calvados relied 
on could not be transported into the department be-
cause the train lines were now given over exclusively 
to military use. By the spring of 1944, Calvados, nor-
mally an abundant supplier of meat, faced a severe 
shortage of this staple; even the meager official meat 
ration of a hundred grams per week per person could 
not be filled, largely the result of the lack of fodder 
and the heavy demands made by German troops. The 
black market became the only way to secure sufficient 
supplies of butter and meat, and prices soared. This in 
turn heightened social tensions, as farmers naturally 
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hoarded their goods to get a better price and assure 
their own needs; workers in the towns and cities went 
increasingly without. The Vichy-controlled prefect re-
ported a sharp rise in morbidity due to typhoid, tuber-
culosis, diphtheria, and scarlet fever.13

The behavior of the Germans toward the civilian popu-
lation worsened with the likelihood of an Allied inva-
sion. In January 1944, Hitler’s chief of conscript labor, 
Fritz Sauckel, demanded that France produce yet an-
other million laborers to be deployed for the German 
war effort, but virtually no one complied. In Calvados, 
of the 1,370 men called up, a mere 104 responded to 
the order. The desperate Germans resorted to the use 
of roundups and arrests in cinemas and public places 
to secure recalcitrant labor conscripts, and shipped off 
their quarry to camps in Germany. Prisons bulged with 
civilians arrested on the least pretext. In response to 
stepped up Resistance attacks on local officials, collab-
orators, and German soldiers, the Germans violently 
cracked down. In March 1944, all radios were ordered 
to be surrendered so that BBC emissions could not be 
heard. Through arrests, torture, and infiltration by col-
laborators, the Germans managed to crack open many 
of the local Resistance networks; over 200 resisters 
were killed in the six months before the D-Day inva-
sion.14
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And as if these travails were not enough, the Anglo-
American bombing of France, as part of the preliminary 
preparations for the invasion, intensified throughout 
the spring of 1944, making life a constant misery for 
millions of people in towns from the Pas-de-Calais to 
Normandy. Rouen, a city on the Seine and a rail junc-
tion that Allied planners knew the Germans would use 
to reinforce Normandy, was devastated by repeated at-
tacks: on April 19, 1944, there were 900 people killed 
in Rouen by British bombing, and in the first week of 
June a series of attacks by American bombers killed an 
additional 200 people there. In Calvados, the prefect’s 
reports reveal the constant and enervating presence 
of Allied aircraft in the skies: air attacks struck the de-
partment on March 2, 13, 26, 27; April 9, 11, 20, 23, 25, 
27 (twice), and 29; May 9, 15, 19, 21, 22, 23, and 27; and 
June 1. The ostensible targets were railway junctions, 
barracks, airfields, and crossroads. But these prepara-
tory attacks killed many French people. The attack of 
April 27 on the coastal village of Ouistreham killed 17 
people and wounded 40. Between March 1 and June 
5, 130 people were killed in Calvados by these bomb-
ings.15 It is perhaps no wonder that the Normans, who 
yearned for liberation, had the appearance of a broken, 
tired people when the Allied soldiers splashed ashore 
on June 6, 1944.
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* * *

WHEN LIBERATION DID arrive, it came not 
all at once but in a series of devastating, 
prolonged, murderous blows, delivered by 

air, sea, and ground bombardment and by the lethal 
weapons of the Allied soldiers. On D-Day, 1,300 civil-
ians were killed in Calvados alone; on June 7, another 
1,200 died. Added to the deaths in other Norman de-
partments, it appears that 3,000 civilians were killed 
on June 6–7. Thus, roughly the same number of French 
civilians died in the first twenty-four hours of the inva-
sion of Normandy as did Allied soldiers. And the kill-
ing had only just begun: between June 6 and August 
25, Normandy would be chewed into a bloody, unrec-
ognizable mess. In the five northern departments that 
saw the most fighting—Calvados, Manche, Orne, Eure, 
and Seine-Maritime—19,890 French civilians paid for 
liberation with their lives.16

Calvados got its first taste of liberation a few min-
utes before midnight on June 5, when 946 aircraft 
of the Royal Air Force (RAF) struck targets along the 
coast of the landing beaches. The RAF dropped five 
thousand tons of bombs on German defensive posi-
tions in ten towns, seven of which were in Calvados: 
Maisy, Saint-Pierre-du-Mont (the location of the mas-
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sive guns perched on the promontory of la Pointe du 
Hoc), Longues-sur-Mer, le Mont Fleury, Ouistreham, 
Merville, and Houlgate. This was the largest tonnage of 
bombs yet dropped in a single night in the entire war.17 
Fortunately, these sparsely populated towns had been 
largely evacuated in the weeks before the landings by 
order of the Germans and of local authorities. The Ger-
mans wished to defend against any Resistance activity 
by the local population, while many civilians, after the 
bombings of the early spring, had fled of their own ini-
tiative. Even so, these initial bombardments killed at 
least forty civilians. At dawn on the 6th, 1,083 B-17s and 
B-24s of the United States Eighth and Ninth Air Forc-
es took their turn, hammering the general vicinity of 
what was to be Omaha beach. Many of the bombs were 
dropped too far inland, leaving the coastal batteries on 
Omaha untouched, while Port-en-Bessin, the coastal 
village on the far eastern flank of Omaha, was struck 
hard, as were most of the surrounding hamlets. Na-
val gunnery joined in, aiming at German batteries but 
inevitably hitting the surrounding villages. Vierville, 
Bernières, Courseulles, Saint-Aubin, Lion-sur-Mer, 
Ouistreham: These are towns that ring down the ages 
as the site of great heroics by invading Allied soldiers 
who wrested them from the Germans on June 6 and af-
ter. Yet they also ran with the blood of at least 100 non-
combatants.18 Throughout the two days of June 6 and 
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June 7, many Norman communities received devastat-
ing bombardments from both air and sea. The purpose 
of these assaults was obviously to kill Germans and to 
impede the movement of any reinforcements from the 
Pas-de-Calais, where large concentrations of Germans 
had been placed in anticipation of Allied landings 
there. Yet air power was at best a crude tool: Allied air-
craft did not possess the accuracy required to destroy 
a bridge, a railyard, a crossroads, a telegraph station, 
or an artillery position without also destroying a great 
deal of the surrounding area. The results were predict-
ably awful: dozens upon dozens of hamlets were heav-
ily bombed, and their lovely lyrical French names are 
now as synonymous with death in the minds of Nor-
mans as places like Coventry, Dresden, and Hiroshima 
are dolorous place-names for the British, Germans, 
and Japanese: Argentan, Aunay-sur-Odon, Avranches, 
Colombelles, Condé-sur-Noireau, Coutances, Dives-
sur-Mer, Évrecy, Falaise, Lisieux, Mézidon, Mondeville, 
Montebourg, Ouistreham, Saint-Lô, Thury-Harcourt, 
Tilly-sur-Seulles, Valognes, Villers-Bocage, Villers-le-
Sec, Vire…

More than any single location in Normandy, however, 
the city of Caen offers testimony to the brutality of 
Normandy’s liberation.19 Caen was the chief target of 
the British and Canadian landings on D-Day, but for a 
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number of reasons that still stir controversy, General 
Bernard Montgomery’s men failed to take the city.20 
Partly it was because the German 21st Panzer Division 
put up a stubborn defense just north of Caen, partly 
it was because the British tanks got bottled up on the 
beaches, partly it was because the plan was simply too 
ambitious an objective for units that had crossed the 
channel and undertaken an unprecedented amphibi-
ous landing the same day. Yet it was not for lack of try-
ing. From June 6 to June 8, Anglo-Canadian forces tried 
to bash their way into Caen, and the skies filled with 
bombers to help them. At 1:30 P.M. and 4:30 P.M. on 
June 6, and 2:30 A.M. on June 7, Caen was pummeled 
from the air by RAF and U.S. Eighth Air Force bombers 
in an effort to destroy the city’s bridges across the Orne 
and slow German reinforcements from moving through 
the city. Yet for all the bombing, at least one bridge over 
the Orne was still intact, while concentrations of Ger-
man troops were not hit. The 21st Panzers were already 
established north of the city and were soon joined by 
the 12th Panzer Division. On June 9, the Panzer Lehr 
Division arrived in the field and now there was a strong 
defensive shield to the north and west of Caen. There 
had been little military value in the air attack on Caen. 
The rubble in the streets impeded passage of military 
vehicles, yet even the jaunty official history by the U.S. 
Air Force admitted the bombing was insignificant: “the 



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

effect upon the enemy was small,” it concluded, “since 
detours were easily established.”21 Caen did not see any 
liberating soldiers for another month.

The effect of the bombing upon the enemy may have 
been small, but the effect upon the 60,000 inhabit-
ants of Caen was great indeed. In a matter of thirty-six 
hours, the city was shattered. The attacks on June 6 
killed 600 people. The attacks on June 7 left 200 more 
dead. Thousands were wounded. The city lay in ruins, 
ablaze. Thirty-nine-year-old Bernard Goupil, a mem-
ber of one of the défense passive (civil defense) teams 
in the city, recalled just after the war in a detailed ac-
count that he and his family, who had built an air raid 
shelter in his garden, heard the initial bombing on the 
coast in the early hours of June 6. He reported to his 
command post, with his helmet and white armband at 
the ready, only to spend most of the morning in anxious 
anticipation of liberating soldiers. When none came, 
he returned home for lunch. At 1:30, he heard “a pow-
erful throbbing”; running into the garden and looking 
up he cried, “the bombers are coming at us!” Before 
he could get his family into the shelter, “the terrify-
ing, thunderous explosions crashed upon us. Our poor 
little dining room shuddered, the chandelier fell onto 
the table, the door of the house was blown in from the 
force of the blast. The sounds of the neighboring hous-
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es, crashing down under the bombs, followed the great 
hammer blows from these horrible engines of death. 
All around us was nothing but violence and infernal 
noise…Clutching one another, we prayed.” Goupil, 
conscious of his duty, tried to return to his civil defense 
post in the rue des Carmes, but at 4:30 another wave 
of bombers struck the town and he ran for shelter in 
a stout eighteenth-century stone building. In the eve-
ning he made it to his post, saw after the wounded, and 
helped transfer them to the Bon Sauveur hospital. In 
the eerie, smoke-filled evening, in the ruins of a burn-
ing city, Goupil wondered if it was over: “ There were 
already enough ruins and victims. Hadn’t the allies at-
tained their objectives with these savage bombings? 
Could they not now leave things to the ground forces? 
We hoped, in short, that the city would now be taken by 
the Allies a few hours after the landings.” It was not to 
be. At 2:30 in the morning of June 7 came the heaviest 
attack yet. “How can I describe with words my experi-
ences in this infernal noise, the shrieking of the falling 
bombs, the incredible shaking of the ground and of the 
buildings? The explosions kept coming. Through the 
doors and windows we saw the flashes and felt the bru-
tal blows. We felt nearby the falling of roofs and mate-
rial of all sorts in a great deafening cascade. The walls 
against which we had gathered truly moved under the 
shock of the bombs.” Then at 3:00 in the morning, the 
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bombers disappeared, the skies emptied, and a sinis-
ter quiet settled upon the town. Quiet, except for the 
sounds of the wounded.22

One of the most powerful accounts of these two awful 
days was written by the deputy mayor of Caen, Joseph 
Poirier. “Nothing had prepared us for the swiftness of 
the attack,” he wrote six months after the liberation 
of the city. “ We knew well that our deliverance was at 
hand, that the hour of liberation had sounded, but self-
ishly we thought that the landings would happen else-
where and that our region would be spared. Providence 
had decided otherwise.” The first bombing raid at 1:30 
P.M. struck the central quarters of the city. “It was of an 
unprecedented violence…There was general conster-
nation about the suddenness of the attack.” Despite 
later, and wholly ineffectual, attempts by the Allied 
command to warn the citizens of impending bombing, 
no warning had been given on June 6. “ The raid had 
lasted no more than ten minutes but the damage was 
enormous. The Monoprix stores were shattered and at 
least ten fires burned in the downtown.” The next at-
tack, at 4:30 P.M., struck the prefecture headquarters, 
and other municipal buildings in the center of town as 
well as the church of Saint-Jean. Some of the build-
ings of Le Bon Sauveur, the twenty-acre Benedictine 
hospital complex in the northwestern quarter of the 
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city, were hit by shells; one nun was killed, trapped un-
der falling stones. By now a quarter of the city was in 
flames.

The attack of 2:30 A.M. on June 7 proved even more 
devastating. The first bombload fell on the central fire 
station, killing the chief, his deputy, and 17 firefighters. 
More than twenty bombs hit the town hall, in whose 
basement Poirier had sheltered. The hospital clinic of 
La Miséricorde, located on the rue des Carmes in the 
center of town, took a direct hit. Seventy-two people, 
mostly nuns and their patients, were killed, their bod-
ies buried under the rubble; 171 others were wounded. 
Emerging into a nightscape illuminated by dozens of 
fires, Poirier saw dead bodies in feeble air raid trenches, 
body parts, dead children, the corpse of a close friend 
on the ground, headless. The electricity, telephone, and 
water lines were cut, making it difficult to coordinate 
aid to the wounded. The firefighting equipment was 
destroyed. “ The population was literally crazed, seized 
by panic, and trying to flee the city into the country-
side. People were running about in nightshirts, bare-
foot, without having had the time to put on the least 
clothing. The city was enveloped in a yellowish smoke 
and dust from all the shattered buildings. It was an in-
fernal scene.” The best he and his civil defense teams 
could do was try to get the wounded to Le Bon Sauveur, 
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and gather up the horribly mutilated corpses and pile 
them up at the Central Commissariat. “ Where, when, 
how would we bury them?”23

Had the liberating troops arrived in Caen on June 9 
or 10, with offers of aid, food, medicine, bulldozers 
to clear rubble, manpower to restore public services, 
then perhaps Caen’s liberation would have gone down 
as merely one of many sad chapters in a war that took 
so many civilian lives. But Caen’s travails were far from 
over. By June 10, the Anglo-Canadian troops north of 
Caen were no closer to taking the city than they had 
been at midday on June 6. Indeed, with the Germans 
pouring reinforcements into Normandy, and espe-
cially north and west of Caen, the city lay just behind 
an ever-strengthening German perimeter. With the 
Americans heavily engaged in the Cotentin peninsula, 
where they were trying to seize the port of Cherbourg, 
the British slugged it out with the Germans for every 
inch of ground around Caen. After the initial assault 
of June 6–8 had failed, General Montgomery directed 
another major attack in an attempt to outflank Caen, 
aiming his tanks at Villers-Bocage, a small town some 
12 miles southwest of the city. Historian Max Hastings 
has called this battle a “wretched episode,” in which 
the British were thoroughly outfought by the German 
defenders; but Monty tried again on June 26, sending 
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three divisions—60,000 men and 600 tanks—crashing 
into the German line west of Caen, running out toward 
Tilly-sur-Seulles. This was Operation Epsom. It too 
failed.24

The implications of these military operations on the 
western outskirts of Caen were grave indeed for the 
civilians in the city. German concentrations in and 
around the city were under assault from the air or 
from artillery, and the city endured near-constant fire. 
Thousands of the city’s inhabitants sought shelter in 
the hospital of Le Bon Sauveur and other points des-
ignated as welcome centers (centres d’accueil ) by the 
city authorities; the thick walls of the old churches like 
Saint-Etienne offered shelter to thousands of citizens, 
sprawled amidst the pews on beds of straw. But op-
erations to provide basic services, shelter, and medi-
cal care were severely compromised by the shelling. 
Aid workers painted red crosses on the grounds and 
buildings of Le Bon Sauveur and on the Lycée Mal-
herbe, a school across the street whose cafeteria had 
been turned into a hospital ward. Even so, on June 
9–10, two hundred artillery shells, intended for Ger-
man positions on the outskirts of town, landed on Le 
Bon Sauveur and fifty-seven hit the Lycée; more than 
50 people were killed. On June 12, a huge artillery shell 
struck the superb steeple of the church of Saint-Pierre, 
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a beloved landmark in the center of town. It crashed 
down in pieces, a Gothic masterpiece wiped out in a 
flash. On June 13 and 14, the shopping districts, cafés, 
and hotels of the center of town were all set ablaze, and 
without water the firefighters had no hope of contain-
ing the flames. Le Bon Sauveur, which in normal times 
handled 1,200 patients with a staff of 120 nuns, was now 
packed with 2,000 refugees and 1,700 wounded. Work-
ing around the clock with few supplies, no electricity, 
and only what water could be pumped manually from 
the wells, a handful of doctors tried to treat the worst 
cases. They achieved great things, conducting some 
2,300 operations between June 6 and August 15, relying 
on a patched-together staff of 31 doctors, 22 interns, 
114 nurses, and 46 French Red Cross personnel. Across 
the street in the Lycée Malherbe, over 500 wounded 
people and thousands of homeless refugees, installed 
on makeshift pallets in the hallways and basements, 
received basic treatment from a skeletal staff of twelve 
doctors and a handful of Red Cross workers.

As residents fled the city, Caen’s population dwindled 
to about 17,000 by mid-June. In a search for shelter 
from the bombing, thousands of people made for the 
large stone quarries two miles to the south of the city 
in the suburb of Fleury. Here opened up another aston-
ishing chapter in this saga of Caen’s destruction. Dur-
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ing June and July, as many as 12,000 people huddled in 
the extensive networks of vacant caves in the old quar-
ries, where the pale yellow limestone, used to build 
many of Caen’s churches, had been quarried since the 
eleventh century. The Germans, in mid-July, tried half-
heartedly to evacuate the caves, perhaps to prepare 
them as a defensive redoubt for their own troops. Yet 
thousands of homeless Caennais took little notice and 
continued to dwell in the dark, dank network of cav-
erns. Small villages sprang up overnight: the ill and el-
derly were grouped together in makeshift beds, women 
set up laundry and cooking facilities, the men took on 
heavy labor on a rotating timetable: digging potatoes 
in the fields, hauling water, sawing lumber for the com-
munal kitchens, gathering supplies from the nearby 
villages. Bakers and butchers from Fleury delivered 
supplies of bread, meat, and occasional vegetables. 
But the conditions of life in the close, airless caves 
were dreadful. There was no electric light. The floors 
of the caves, which had been used lately for the cultiva-
tion of mushrooms, were constantly damp and muddy; 
there were no toilets or running water. Within days, 
fleas and bedbugs infested everyone; food was always 
in short supply; and the tension of living underground 
during constant bombing took a toll on the refugees. 
One young girl who, with her family, sought shelter in 
the caves at Fleury recalled the misery of it all: “apart 
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from the fleas, our heads were alive with lice, scratch-
scratch all day. Hygiene was non-existent; there were 
no toilets in the caves. We had to make do with corners 
or heaps of stones.”25 Yet there was protection from the 
incessant shelling, and there was communal solidarity. 
Five hundred homeless refugees actually remained in 
the caves for two weeks after the complete liberation of 
Caen, since the city itself had become a shambles.26

As the people of Caen clung to life in and around their 
besieged city, the British Second Army continued its 
efforts to break through the German line blocking its 
advance into the interior of France. Having tried twice 
to outflank Caen, Montgomery now thought he might 
go straight at it. He called on the RAF to lay down an 
intense bombardment of German defensive positions 
and artillery to the north of Caen to open the way for an 
assault by I Corps directly into the city. What followed 
was “one of the most futile air attacks of the war,” ac-
cording to historian Max Hastings.27 Although it was 
well-known that most of the Germans were deployed 
north of the city, Bomber Command, in its care not to 
hit the closely engaged British troops, altered the plan 
and moved the bombing area farther into Caen itself. 
With dreadful precision, RAF Mosquitoes and Pathfind-
ers flew in first and dropped their smoke-bomb mark-
ers on the northern half of the already ruined city—a 
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city quite free of German units. On July 7, under a clear 
evening sky, and facing little flak, 456 Lancasters and 
Halifaxes dumped 2,276 tons of bombs on Caen. “It 
was afterwards judged,” concludes one laconic ac-
count, “that the bombing should have been aimed at 
the original targets. Few Germans were killed in the 
area actually bombed.”28

The sight of so many friendly aircraft in the skies over 
Caen was a great morale booster to the thousands of 
British soldiers in the field who had been badly beat-
en up by the Germans for over a month now. “ What 
a lovely sight we saw at about 10:00 p.m.,” wrote one 
soldier in his diary. “Hundreds of Lancasters passing 
over on way home. Could see them on their bombing 
run somewhere over Caen in more or less single file. 
One can now understand the term ‘ They queued up to 
bomb.’ Could see the flak—a grand sight which inspires 
confidence.” Of the same raid, Captain W. G. Caines of 
the 43rd Wessex wrote, with boyish enthusiasm: “On 
the hillside which we were occupying we had an excel-
lent grandstand view of the raid, bombers just flew in, 
unloaded their deadly cargo and turned and made off 
across the Channel. This was indeed a pleasant sight 
for us, the sky was literally black with bombers.” Gun-
ner J. Y. White of the Royal Artillery was no less ani-
mated in his diary: “July 7: This evening about 1,000 
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of our brave bombers came over in a continual stream 
and bombed Caen. The bombs could be seen leaving 
the planes through field glasses. It was a grand and awe 
inspiring sight to watch our bombers passing overhead 
for over an hour in a continuous stream, right through 
the heavy flak, drop their load, circle around and make 
for home.”29

One can hardly blame these beleaguered soldiers for 
the pleasure they took in seeing someone else take a 
turn at plastering the Germans; they could not know 
that few Germans were actually being hit. Still, it is 
quite unimaginable that words such as lovely, grand, 
and pleasant would have occurred to the citizens of 
Caen at that moment. From within the buildings of the 
Lycée Malherbe, Joseph Poirier too saw the bombers 
overhead, “blocking out the sky.” He was then thrown 
against a wall by the force of the explosions. He tried to 
calm the screaming women and children in the Lycée, 
“but what can you do to calm these poor people who 
had already experienced the bombings of June 6–7 and 
who, for a month, had been living the lives of soldiers 
on the firing line?” As reports came in, Poirier learned 
that the university and its wonderful library were in 
flames. The church of Saint-Julien was destroyed. The 
battered remains of the town hall were crushed. A shel-
ter on the rue Vaugueux, near the church of Saint-Ju-
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lien, took a direct hit: 54 people, including many of the 
church staff, were killed. Fires erupted across the city. 
“I feared that I would lose my mind in the face of such a 
calamity,” Poirier wrote. Another 250 names were add-
ed that night to the lengthening rolls of the dead.

On the morning of July 9, Poirier noticed a new de-
velopment: the few Germans still in the city were 
withdrawing. This was an organized retreat to higher 
ground south and east of the city; but for those Caen-
nais in the northern quarter around Le Bon Sauveur, 
this marked the start of their liberation. In the after-
noon, along the rue Guillaume le Conquérant, Poirier 
encountered a column of Canadian infantry—French 
Canadians—who handed out sweets and cigarettes 
to the bedraggled citizens of the quarter. In a gesture 
indicative of the continuity between pre-and postwar 
France that most local officials insisted upon, Poirier 
now withdrew from safekeeping his tricolored sash, 
the symbol of his municipal office, and put it on so as 
to be prepared to greet the British commanders. “I was 
overcome by emotion, for I recalled at this instant that 
on the morning of 18 June 1940, it was I that had the 
sad privilege of greeting the first German officer who 
arrived in Caen…. But today, the man who would soon 
present himself was our ally, one of the determined 
British who never lost faith in victory and who now re-



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

turned to us the right to wave our flag and to sing the 
Marseillaise.” Poirier greeted the commander of 201 
Civil Affairs Detachment. They shook hands warmly, 
and Poirier acknowledged that they both had tears 
in their eyes. Yet the meeting took on a tragic-comic 
air when, after a long discussion about the desperate 
civilian needs in the city, the British major asked if 
Monsieur Poirier could suggest a good hotel where he 
might have a hot bath. Poirier, stunned, gathered his 
composure and gently informed the good major that 
there were virtually no buildings at all left standing in 
the city.

The liberation of the dead and ruined city of Caen now 
unfolded over the course of ten days. The British Sec-
ond Army pushed up to the northern bank of the Orne, 
but then stopped, as the Germans had strategically 
redeployed in a fortified line to the south, on higher 
ground, and were able to shell, with perfect accuracy, 
the center of Caen. For the civilians in the northern 
half of the city, this was finally the time to evacuate, 
and Poirier, along with the wounded and refugees of 
the Bon Sauveur and other shelters, were transferred 
by the Anglo-Canadians to Bayeux and elsewhere in 
liberated territory. Not until July 18 did the British, 
deploying carpet bombing on the German positions 
to the east and south of the city, manage to push the 
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Germans out of Caen altogether. Again, the scale of the 
bombing was titanic: 2,100 aircraft from the RAF and 
U.S. Eighth and Ninth Air Forces dropped more than 
eight thousand tons of bombs on the German lines, fol-
lowing which British VIII Corps managed to push the 
stunned German defenders a few miles south. Though 
the Germans remained entrenched along the Bourgue-
bus Ridge, from which they would not be dislodged un-
til early August, the city of Caen was at last free. It was 
also a largely uninhabited, stinking, burning wreck. By 
the time the Canadians entered the northern part of 
the city on July 9, the survivors of Caen were unable to 
show a great deal of warmth for their liberators. Caen 
had “suffered an undeserved fate,” said one clergy-
man.30 “ The Canadian and British armies have been 
received in Caen without great enthusiasm,” wrote one 
of the Benedictine sisters of the Abbaye of Nôtre Dame 
de Bon Sauveur. “ The residents have been too shaken 
by the memory of days of agony and mourning which 
we have experienced, and by all the civilian dead, by 
all the grief. There was not on this day the joy that we 
might have had if these ‘friends’ had saved the women, 
the children, the old people. There has been too much 
suffering.”31

* * *
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CAEN WAS THE largest city in Normandy to be 
destroyed, but dozens of smaller towns and vil-
lages met a similar fate. Some were badly hit on 

D-Day itself; others, like Falaise, would be chewed to 
pieces toward the end of the Normandy campaign as 
the Germans were slowly, brutally hammered during 
their retreat eastward. The extent of the destruction in 
Normandy profoundly shaped the way that soldiers—
those sent to France to liberate civilians—came to un-
derstand the war. It was impossible, after some of the 
things these men saw, to think about the war as “a great 
crusade,” as General Eisenhower had called it on D-
Day; or to speak of killing Germans, as Monty had done 
on D-Day, as “good hunting.” Those soldiers who wrote 
diaries, letters, and memoirs—and thousands did so—
uniformly avoided such clichés. The experience was 
simply too lugubrious for any but direct and accurate 
description.
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 A British soldier carries a girl through the wrecked 
streets of Caen, July 10, 1944. Imperial War Museum

“ Villers-Bocage was a sight I’ll never forget,” wrote 
one British trooper. “ There was just enough room 
for two lorries to pass through between two heaps of 
rubble which once were houses; the whole place was 
absolutely razed to the ground and just outside, in the 
fields, was a complete mass of bomb holes.” The once 
lovely town of Lisieux, home to a glorious cathedral 
and a site of many religious pilgrimages, was “abso-
lutely flat, words can’t describe the destruction, Cov-
entry and London are nothing compared with this.…
If a bomb had been placed in every house the damage 
could not have been greater.”32 Lisieux had suffered 
the second-highest death toll in Calvados after Caen: 
781 killed. “ We traveled by jeep through Tilly-sur-
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Seulles,” recalled another soldier, “now not so much 
a village as a scrap heap with every house and shop 
shattered.” The once well-tended land was filled with 
“orchard trees broken, blackened and stripped of foli-
age, the ground blasted, buildings razed and carcasses 
of horses and cows lying in the open, grossly inflated, 
putrescent, and beset by swarms of blood-avid flies, 
feeding on their exposed flesh and tender parts.” In vil-
lage after village, “roofs gape, houses lie in amorphous 
heaps and church spires, reduced to skeletal shapes, 
stand out like interrogation marks above surrounding 
debris. Streets are choked until bulldozers force a track 
through them, shoveling the rubble aside, temporarily 
blocking entrances to alleys and side streets.” Villers-
Bocage “appeared dead, mutilated and smothered, a 
gigantic sightless rubble heap so confounded by dev-
astation as to suggest an Apocalypse.” The small ham-
let of Aunay-sur-Odon, where 145 people—9 percent 
of the population—had been killed by Allied bombing, 
had “no civilized shape,” and was “little more than a 
succession of crumpled ruins.”33 Sgt. R. T. Greenwood 
saw only “a barren wilderness of destruction [that] 
resembles the battlefields of the last war. A few gaunt 
trees standing up, leafless, lifeless.”34
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A British soldier lends a helping hand to an elderly resi-
dent in the ruins of Caen II. Imperial War Museum

An American jeep snakes through the remains of Saint-
Lô, which was obliterated during the assault of July 

11-18, 1944. U.S. National Archives

For sheer carnage, nothing matched the twenty-mile 
stretch of ground known as the Falaise pocket in which 
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the retreating Germans had been nearly encircled. 
Between Falaise and Argentan, the RAF’s murderous 
Typhoon fighter-bombers, with rocket projectiles and 
machine guns, had laid waste to the penned-in Ger-
mans. The town of Falaise itself was churned into rub-
ble: of 1,637 homes in the town, 950 were destroyed.35 
A few miles to the southeast, between Guêprei and 
Villedieu, K. W. Morris saw “the terrible results of the 
Allies’ saturation bombing and fierce fighting. The Ger-
mans had suffered heavy casualties: thousands of pris-
oners had been captured but many more lay dead in 
the fields, hedgerows, and woods.

Animals too had suffered. Cows, rigid and bloated, lay 
as they had fallen in the fields. Much of the German 
transport had been horse drawn. Dead horses still in 
their traces, sometimes with fearful injuries and intes-
tines blown apart, blocked every road, the contents of 
their wagons strewn in the ditches. The stench of death 
was dreadful.”36 Captain W. G. Caines passed through 
the same area where mass slaughters had taken place 
by Typhoon fighter bombers…. We traveled along one 
road and actually our vehicles traveled over the top of 
many hundreds of crushed German dead bodies and 
horses. Vehicles of all types of German transport lit-
tered the whole area. I could never express here on this 
page or many others how that lot looked and stunk, 
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dead bodies were running over with maggots and flies, 
it was indeed a ghastly sight seeing these dead Nazis 
bursting in the blistering heat of the day. This road was 
about a mile and a half long, and never before had I 
smelled anything like it.37

The nearby village of Chambois “stank of dead men 
and cattle,” recalled Lieutenant William Greene. “Our 
Typhoons and guns had wrought havoc all along the 
road which led through the smashed village…Ger-
man dead were being buried. Stiffened corpses lay in 
the roadside fields, awaiting burial. Dead horses and 
cows cluttered up the farmyards. And down the road, 
unmoved by the carnage, three small girls wandered in 
their Sunday clothes. I thought of my own little girl at 
home and thanked God she had been spared this sight 
and experience.”38

In this environment of devastating war damage and 
upheaval, soldiers tended to see civilians as simply an-
other feature of a foreign, strange, and frequently bi-
zarre world. In no sense did civilians put a human face 
on the events of liberation; on the contrary, the suf-
ferings of civilians only made Normandy all the more 
inhuman and weird. In the midst of heavy shelling in 
the Falaise gap, A. G. Herbert recalled a surreal en-
counter with two women, barefoot and dressed only in 
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nightclothes, their hair streaming in the wind as they 
ran. As they drew near I could see the leading woman 
was carrying a large picture of Christ in a frame still 
complete with glass. They were both hysterical, and 
clutched at my uniform, begging to know where to go 
out of the fighting. Although I spoke no French I was 
able to point out the way down and said “La Roguerie!” 
At that moment, a tank had made its way up the hill 
and was in the act of forcing a passage up the narrow 
track when it ran over a donkey which had followed the 
women down. The noise of the tank and the sight of the 
squashed donkey caused the women’s hysteria to rise 
to a new crescendo. They took to their heels, and in a 
moment were out of sight, running like the wind.39

No less chilling was this scene near Falaise: “By the 
roadside, one small boy stood alone on a dead horse, 
flies from the carcass around his mouth, a national flag 
in his hand, stunned by the desolate scene.”40 In Caen 
a few days after its liberation, “a few elderly women 
in funereal black moved around the debris, some ac-
companied by children whose faces appeared equally 
ashen or dust grey.”41 To these Allied soldiers, civilians 
were dirty, strange, and mostly unwelcoming. Roscoe 
Blunt of the U.S. 84th Infantry Division noted that in 
every bombed-out village he entered, the villagers 
were “suspicious, their faces sullen and silent.” Even 
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the friendly ones were off-putting because of their filth: 
Blunt was stunned to find a family of Norman farmers 
dwelling in a home with a dirt floor, no plumbing, no 
electricity, and a pit in the ground for a toilet. “I had 
never been in such a barren home and I felt a slight 
twinge of sympathy,” he wrote later.42 Civilians were 
also distanced from liberating soldiers by their vulner-
ability. From June 6 onwards, at least 100,000 Calva-
dosiens fled their homes and flowed along the roads 
and dirt tracks of the countryside, seeking safety from 
the fighting. To the liberating soldiers, this only dimin-
ished them: they looked “dispirited” and “frightful.” 
Wrote Sergeant Greenwood of these refugees, “some 
had prams containing all their worldly goods: others 
had wheelbarrows. Two very old ladies were being 
wheeled in these things. Three tiny babies and a few 
children included.…Some of them had been trekking 
for three weeks.”43 Soldiers felt pity but also disgust for 
this wretched refuse of war.
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Refugees, having fled the intense fighting in the Mor-
tain area, rest on the roadside in Saint-Pois, August 10, 

1944. U.S. National Archives

Soldiers and civilians, in short, had little use for one 
another, except as sources of exchange: soldiers con-
stantly sought to barter soap, cigarettes, or tinned bul-
ly beef for eggs, butter, poultry, potatoes, or fresh meat. 
But bartering was certainly not the only way to secure 
desirable French luxuries. The theft and looting of Nor-
man households and farmsteads by liberating soldiers 
began on June 6 and never stopped during the entire 
summer. David Kenyon Webster, who parachuted into 
Normandy on D-Day with the U.S. 101st Airborne Divi-
sion, recalled stealing a fifth of Hennessy cognac from 
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a farmhouse within hours of landing.44 In Colombières, 
a town just a few miles from the landing beaches that 
was liberated on D-Day, one woman recalled that her 
house was thoroughly looted by Canadians. “It was an 
onslaught throughout the village,” she recalled. “ With 
wheelbarrows and trucks, the men stole, pillaged, 
sacked everything, and as the Germans had aban-
doned everything there were large stocks. There were 
disputes about who got what. They snatched clothing, 
boots, provisions, even money from our strong box. My 
father was unable to stop them. The furniture disap-
peared; they even stole my sewing machine.” This went 
on for a number of days, and had a predictable effect: 
the enthusiasm [for the liberators] is diminishing, the 
soldiers are looting, breaking everything and going 
into houses everywhere on the pretext of looking for 
Germans. A soldier who came into our rooms while we 
were eating searched the rooms, and my gold watch 
was stolen.

The locks on the cupboards were all broken, the doors 
busted open, the closets emptied and underclothes 
stolen, all the contents thrown on the floor, the towels 
stolen. And all the time, they drink our Calvados and 
Champagne, which they haven’t tasted since the start 
of the war.45
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On August 8, to the south of Caen, Major A. J. Forrest 
saw the 7th Battalion of the Green Howards infantry 
regiment looting and ransacking a farmhouse, sawing 
up furniture for firewood and feasting on every living 
creature in the place, from hens to rabbits, ducks and 
even pigeons. “A disgraceful business,” he thought. 
“ Three hundred Germans, apparently, had lived here-
abouts and respected the owner’s property, livestock 
and goods. How would he, on his return, react to this 
outrage except to curse his liberators?”46 In fact, this 
sort of behavior continued right on through 1945, in 
Belgium, Holland, and Germany; looting and theft were 
constant features of the liberated landscape.



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

Probably staged by the photographer, a crowd of chil-
dren gathers around a young French girl who is sewing 
an American flag on July 4, 1944. U.S. National Archives
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Within days of the massacre in the Falaise pocket, U.S. 
and British divisions were moving rapidly east, across 
the Seine river and toward Paris; on August 25, they, 
along with the French 2nd Armored Division under the 
command of the dazzling lieutenant general Philippe 
Leclerc, entered Paris. In a mere two weeks more they 
would be on the Belgian border. At this point in the 
grand narrative of the Liberation of Europe, historical 
works normally shift their focus and follow the Allied 
armies into the grateful, delirious capital city and down 
the Champs-Elysées. And why not? The arrival in Paris 
signaled a new phase of the war: Paris, symbol of civili-
zation and romance, had been freed unharmed, and its 
people gave the weary American, British, and French 
soldiers an unforgettable welcome. The same warmth 
met the liberators across northern France right up to 
the Belgian border, where the fighting had been light 
or had passed by altogether, and where the infantry 
was at last riding in trucks, moving forty miles a day 
and more. Here, at last, liberation began to look and 
feel the way it was always supposed to be: flowers, girls, 
crowds, cheers. “ The battalion stopped at the village of 
La Fertie [La Ferté, to the east of Paris],” recalled A. G. 
Herbert. “ We now felt at last that we had left Normandy 
and were meeting the real French people for the first 
time. Unlike the people of Normandy, these folk made 
us feel welcome, and it seemed worth fighting for their 
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freedom.” Major G. Ritchie reveled in the change from 
Normandy: “I have never before been treated as these 
French peasants are treating us, and it is a rather amaz-
ing sensation and rather brings a lump to one’s throat. 
Everyone without exception waves to you, flowers are 
thrown into the vehicles, and I remember particularly 
the sight of one oldish man standing at his gate with 
his family waving his arms and shouting ‘merci! merci!’ 
At every little cottage I have stayed, when the inhabit-
ants have been there, they have produced everything of 
the best, wine, cider, etc., and given it away liberally to 
the troops. This appears to be the true spirit of France.” 
Major Edward Elliot vividly recalled the rapturous wel-
come:

Wherever we stopped crowds ran forward to shake our 
hands and clamor for autographs. Fruit and flowers 
were thrown into jeeps and carriers as we drove past 
dense and enthusiastic people; in return we threw out 
cigarettes and sweets onto the pavements where they 
were immediately seized upon by an arguing swarm 
of townsfolk. The windows and shops were bedecked 
with colors and flags and patriotic slogans hung across 
the main street of every town and hamlet…. This was 
Victory indeed. Now for the first time we understood 
why the British Western Expeditionary Force had been 
renamed the British Army of Liberation! At first, it 
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had sounded a little cynical to us, toiling and fighting 
amongst the frigid Normans who only half seemed to 
appreciate our presence among them. Now we under-
stood full; it was as if a veil draping the inner soul of 
France and hiding her true visage had suddenly been 
lifted to reveal a shining and cheerful countenance; a 
menace which had hung over her life for four long wea-
ry years was gone—gone they hoped for ever.47

NORMANDY ’S COUNTENANCE, HOWEVER, 
could not have been described as cheerful or 
shining during and after the summer of 1944. 

An initial assessment of Caen found that, in this city 
that had once housed 60,000 people, there was habita-
tion left for a mere 8,000 and that returning refugees 
would have to be evacuated again. Meanwhile, the area 
between Tilly, Falaise, Argentan, and Vire had only one-
fifth of its previous houses left standing. As one somber 
report by a British official put it on August 30, “there 
will be no greater war problem in the whole of France 
than exists in Calvados at the moment.”48 About 125,000 
people in this department alone were designated sin-
istrés, or war victims; of those, 76,000 had lost every-
thing they owned, including their homes. By the end of 
August, over one thousand civilians had been hurt or 
killed by stepping on buried mines. Allied military au-
thorities set up temporary refugee camps to try to limit 
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civilian movement in the wartorn areas, but refugees 
avoided them, only desiring to be allowed to return to 
their towns and assess the scale of the damage. They 
did so “regardless of whether their homes still existed, 
of the danger of booby traps, and of the availability of 
food.”

Normandy, a region of ancient traditions and habits, 
had not changed much in the previous century; yet in 
the summer of 1944, two million foreign soldiers laid 
waste to its once-placid precincts. Caen and Lisieux 
and Vire and Falaise were permanently altered; the fa-
miliar markings of an ancient countryside—the church 
spires, the schoolhouses and civic halls, the roads, the 
trees, the parks and the extensive farmland—all had 
been ground into dust, and were literally unrecogniz-
able. One survey of the damage to the cultural heritage 
of Lower Normandy connected the loss of these famil-
iar buildings with a loss of communal orientation, as 
if some sort of cultural compass had been knocked 
off course: “ The church spires which sprang from the 
midst of our gray houses and rose straight up to the 
heavens, like prayers rising from the dried lips of our 
ancient ancestors, have disappeared by the dozens.” A 
“return to normal” in such circumstances was quite ob-
viously impossible, for large parts of Normandy could 
never be recovered.49
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The task that French and American authorities set 
themselves was to restore order as quickly as possible. 
The Anglo-American military authorities had made the 
restoration of political order a principal aim of the lib-
eration, and it had occupied a good deal of the preinva-
sion planning. An entire military echelon was created 
and labeled G-5, or Civil Affairs; within each division, 
Civil Affairs officers were tasked with the work of im-
posing order: that is, finding reliable local political 
authorities; identifying police forces and empowering 
them to keep order; enrolling men into labor brigades 
to clear roads and port facilities; and militarizing all 
local transportation, fuel, food, and medical supplies. 
Even the official history of the British Civil Affairs effort 
noted that this treatment seemed quite similar to Ger-
man behavior during the occupation.50

The French did not warm immediately to such robust 
foreign political intrusion, even at this time of desper-
ate need. Planning for Civil Affairs in France was ham-
pered by the extreme touchiness of the Free French 
leader, General Charles de Gaulle. In fact, a formal 
agreement between de Gaulle’s provisional govern-
ment and General Eisenhower’s Supreme Headquar-
ters was not signed until late August 1944—almost 
three months after the invasion of France. This docu-
ment settled the large political questions of sovereignty 
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and control of liberated territory: the French agreed to 
do nothing to inhibit the powers of the Supreme Com-
mander to prosecute the war on French soil, while the 
Allied armies agreed to restore French political control 
over liberated territory promptly and to cede political 
control to French authorities.51

If de Gaulle’s Free French had worried that the Anglo-
American military forces sought to gain a permanent 
political control in France, they were soon put at ease 
by the practical work that Civil Affairs officers under-
took. British units set up command posts in Ouistre-
ham and in Bayeux with little difficulty, and began to 
grapple with the basic problems of food distribution, 
rationing, and the search for fuel to get water pumps 
going again. The Civil Affairs detachments in Bayeux 
tried to sort out refugees, arranged for hospitals to ac-
cept civilian casualties, and directed emergency medi-
cal supplies from the beachheads to the clinics where 
they were needed. Within three weeks of the landings, 
the Civil Affairs units had arranged for the publication 
of the Renaissance du Bessin—France’s first postlib-
eration newspaper, written by Allied publicity staff. 
American units of Civil Affairs, some of whom dropped 
into Normandy with the 82nd Airborne, followed simi-
lar procedures in Sainte-Mère-Eglise and other towns 
on the Cotentin peninsula. Not the least urgent of their 
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first tasks was the “procurement of civilian labor for 
grave digging…and the disposition of cattle killed 
during combat activities.”52

Cherbourg, liberated by the Americans on June 27, of-
fers an excellent example of the convergence of think-
ing between the French and Americans. Civil Affairs 
Detachment A1A1 of the U.S. Army VII Corps quickly 
went to work with the city mayor and other French of-
ficials who “were all at their posts” and gave “whole-
hearted cooperation to the detachment.” Although the 
port facilities had been wrecked by the Germans, the 
American engineers got quickly to work to prepare 
the quays to receive off-loaded military supplies. An-
other daunting problem was the state of public health. 
The Civil Affairs medical officers found sanitation in 
the city to be “deplorable,” lacking basics like potable 
water and adequate sewage. The American soldiers in 
the city “made it worse by indiscriminate dumping” 
of their trash, which added to “a fly nuisance and a rat 
nuisance.” The hospital facilities used by the Germans 
were, by the time the Americans arrived, in a disas-
trous state: “same old story,” according to Major Harry 
Tousley of the 298th General Hospital in Cherbourg: 
“toilets flooded with crap, no water, cockroaches black 
on the walls and floors.”53 The Civil Affairs team re-
stored power to the water pumping system by July 3. 
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The enormous stocks of food that the German garri-
son had piled up in Cherbourg were duly distributed. 
Civil Affairs got the local cinema opened up, put out a 
newspaper, and even launched Radio Cherbourg. Civil 
Affairs officers helped arrange the resumption of train 
service, obtained coal to run the power plants, orga-
nized road traffic, seized motorized transport, assured 
adequate supply of French currency in circulation, 
and tried to restore telephone service. Of course, they 
also imposed controls and restrictions on civilian life, 
such as blackouts, curfews, travel passes, and limits on 
telephone usage, all of which prompted the frequent 
complaint that the Americans were far more interfer-
ing than the Germans had been. But such friction was 
inevitable. Cherbourg was being refitted to serve as a 
major supply and transport base to funnel goods from 
the port to the armies in the field, and in this effort, the 
Civil Affairs officers needed and found partners among 
the French authorities who themselves were eager to 
restore order. Civil Affairs men acted as a spark to revive 
the confidence of local authorities and “galvanized into 
action all available Municipal Services and Prefectural 
Services” by identifying and gathering judges, teach-
ers, administrators, and town officials and providing 
them the tools to govern. A British Civil Affairs official 
felt that after forty-eight hours, the detachment could 
have left Cherbourg altogether, so well had French au-



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

thority been reestablished.54

* * *

IS THERE MORE to be said, however, about the na-
ture of the order that French and Allied authorities 
imposed on liberated Normandy? The events of July 

14, 1944, in Cherbourg, offer intriguing hints of the var-
ious ways order could be imposed on liberated space.

On that day, July 14, Bastille Day, and France’s national 
holiday, Allied and French military and civilian officials 
arranged for a handsome public ceremony designed 
to consecrate the alliance and the transfer of power 
from Vichy to Gaullist France. According to the Ameri-
can commander of the Civil Affairs unit who was pres-
ent at the ceremony, “salvos of artillery and ringing of 
church bells took place at intervals during the day. In 
the afternoon a big parade assembled in the Place Na-
poléon made up of French military, naval and civilian 
services, US Army units and British RAF and Army. This 
parade marched to the public garden to [pay respects 
at] the Memorial of the Dead. It was accompanied by 
M. François Coulet [the political representative of the 
Free French], Admiral Georges Thierry d’Argenlieu, 
and all the notables of the city.” These Frenchmen were 
presented by the Allied soldiers with hastily made na-
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tional flags that the soldiers had sewn from the cloth of 
parachutes. “Next on the program was the renaming 
of the Place Pétain [Cherbourg’s town square] to Place 
Général de Gaulle”—a symbolic gesture to indicate the 
clear break with France’s wartime past. There followed 
a public concert on the square that featured “many of 
the old songs and tunes of France which had been pro-
hibited for four years.”55 The people of the city turned 
out in large numbers, waving hats and singing with all 
the pent-up gusto that a liberated people naturally felt 
after such a prolonged period of bondage.

In the main square of Cherbourg, townspeople attend a 
ceremony of allied unity. Hastily made flags bedeck the 

town hall. July 14, 1944. U.S. National Archives
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Not far from these official celebrations on July 14, at 
precisely the same time, another kind of public cer-
emony was unfolding. About twelve women, publicly 
accused of consorting with the German occupiers, 
were dragged into a public square, where they were 
harangued by a number of self-appointed judges from 
Resistance groups. Then their hair was shaved off, as 
smirking young men gazed on with evident satisfac-
tion. The women were placed into the back of a truck 
and paraded through the town, under a sign that read 
“ The Collaborationist Wagon.” As the truck rolled 
through the streets of the town, a man sat on the cab 
of the truck, beating a drum to call attention to these 
shorn captives.

The public shearing of adulterous women in this man-
ner was an ancient tradition, though kept alive more 
in folklore than in practice. The Resistance members 
had whispered such threats to the French girlfriends 
of German soldiers during the war and now they made 
good on the threat. These women had, according to 
their persecutors, smiled gaily as they paraded down 
the streets arm in arm with their foreign masters; 
now their world was to be turned upside down. Their 
treachery had been public; their humiliation too would 
be put on display. Such was the power of the ceremony 
that it was repeated across liberated France in August 
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and September: as historian Fabrice Virgili has shown, 
in the summer of ‘44, some twenty thousand French 
women felt the cold steel of the shears slice across 
their scalps, and watched as their tangled locks fell at 
their feet.56

As grinning men and boys of Cherbourg look on, a 
Frenchman clips the hair of a woman alleged to have 

consorted with German soldiers during the occupation. 
July 14, 1944. U.S. National Archives
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In a public square renamed for the conservative Cath-
olic nationalist General Charles de Gaulle, American 
and French officials asserted their claim to shape the 
political order. In the back of a truck, amidst tears and 
curls, Cherbourg’s men and boys asserted their claim 
to shape the social order. French women who had once 
used access to Germans as a form of social power were 
made once again subservient to French men. The new 
order was marked out in public, on the bodies of these 
unfortunate women. Both ceremonies occurred on the 
first postliberation Bastille Day in the first liberated 
city in the country.

Heads newly shorn, these women of Cherbourg are pa-
raded through the streets in the bed of a truck, beneath 
a sign that reads “The Collaborators’ Wagon.” July 14, 

1944. U.S. National Archives
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The new order in liberated Normandy also reflected 
racial prejudices both of the local French people and 
of the liberating American army. After the bulk of the 
Allied combat units left Normandy, on their way to Bel-
gium and Germany, the Americans established large 
supply operations in Cherbourg, on the Normandy 
beachheads, and in Le Havre, and linked these supply 
bases via road to the front lines. This was an enormous 
operation that grew steadily during the fall of 1944 right 
until the end of the war. Most of the materiel shipped 
to Normandy from Britain and the United States was 
loaded onto trucks and transported across northern 
France to Paris, Brussels, Liège, and on to the front. 
This logistical supply effort fell onto the shoulders of 
support troops, many of whom were African-American 
soldiers who were generally barred from combat duty. 
In the famous Red Ball Express, the trucking route that 
ran from Saint-Lô to the front lines, many of the driv-
ers—as many as 70 percent in some trucking units—
were African-American, and were in frequent contact 
with local French civilians.57

Calvados was, politically and socially, a conservative 
region of France; it was also rural, distant from any 
major city, and had little contact with people of Afri-
can descent. The evidence from the Calvados archives 
suggests that French civilians, and certainly the French 
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police, found the presence of African-American sol-
diers in their community unsettling. Indeed, the Calva-
dos police reports reveal anxiety not only about black 
soldiers of the U.S. Army, but about North African sol-
diers in the French army, who were also being used as 
support troops in Normandy. French people of rural 
Calvados would have perceived black and North Afri-
can men as exotic and foreign, normally visible only as 
colonial subjects. But French preconceptions of these 
men of color as exotic strangers were surely reinforced 
by the way the U.S. Army treated its own black soldiers. 
French officials observed American racial prejudice on 
display in liberated Normandy in the division of labor 
that relegated black servicemen to subordinate roles 
and segregated them from whites. This atmosphere of 
racial tension and hostility that emanated from both 
American and French authorities became a common 
point of understanding for those officials charged with 
creating “order” in Normandy. This mutually reinforc-
ing view of an appropriate racial order had grave con-
sequences when local French and American authorities 
addressed questions of law, order, and punishment.

U.S. Army soldiers, black and white, who were in rear 
support units, and far from the imminent danger of the 
battle lines, tended to misbehave in ways that ranged 
from the predictable—carousing, drunkenness, shout-
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ing at women, and so on—to the brutal and revolt-
ing, including robbery, sexual assault, gang rapes, 
and murder. However, African-American troops were 
more frequently punished for these acts than whites. 
Evidence from U.S. Army records shows conclusively 
that although blacks were a small statistical minority 
of U.S. troops in the European Theater—less than 10 
percent—they were targeted, by French and American 
authorities alike, as the scapegoats for widespread 
American misbehavior and sexual violence. Black 
American soldiers were charged and convicted and 
punished for crimes against French people in numbers 
vastly disproportionate to their statistical presence in 
the American Army. White soldiers, by contrast, were 
far less likely to be the subject of official scrutiny and 
punishment.

The monthly French police reports that local authori-
ties compiled invariably described official French-Al-
lied relations as “correct and cordial.” Yet exceptions 
to such cordiality always, in local police reports, in-
volved alleged misbehavior of black troops. Does this 
mean that white soldiers behaved well while black sol-
diers did not? No—the Army’s own records show plain-
ly that white soldiers repeatedly were brought up on 
charges of all kinds. Rather, local French sources show 
that the comportment of black soldiers was monitored 
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by the French police far more than the comportment 
of whites.

A local French police report from Trouville, near the 
Deauville logistics headquarters, said “the proprietors 
of the cafés and restaurants have been informed not 
to serve alcohol and food to American soldiers and 
especially to soldiers of the Negro race [race nègre].” 
A police report by the departmental police command 
noted that “the attitude of the allied military is correct 
except as concerns the black Americans, who seem to 
need greater supervision.” In Vire, through which the 
Red Ball Express ran, and where a large contingent of 
black troops was based, one police report named vari-
ous incidents involving black soldiers, and concluded 
by saying “there is no longer a unit of Military Police in 
Vire, and it would be desirable, if the blacks continue 
to be stationed here in the area, that MPs be placed 
here as a means of dealing with such situations.” An-
other regional overview of Calvados declared wryly in 
March 1945 that “the comportment of the black Ameri-
can soldiers has improved—we note only one rape, in 
Breuil-en-Bessin; the victim was 82 years old.” But in 
Mézidon, according to another report, “black Ameri-
can soldiers have become the scourge of the region. 
They get drunk and run after the women who no longer 
dare to set foot outside after nightfall.” And the town 
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of Vire remained a constant trouble spot, according to 
police: “ The people of Vire continue to complain about 
the actions of colored American troops stationed in the 
vicinity.”58

The emphasis by French authorities upon race when 
discussing public disorder was not limited to African-
American soldiers. From April 1945 on through the 
summer, police reports, while emphasizing the contin-
ued cordiality between Allied and French authorities, 
reported extensive complaints about the behavior of 
French North African soldiers in Calvados. “ The French 
units stationed in the region now number at least 1,500 
men; most of them are North African soldiers. If the 
general relations between the civilians and the soldiers 
are correct, and even sometimes cordial, the same can-
not be said of the relations between the population and 
the North African troops.” Such incidents included the 
following transgressions, according to one report in 
mid-April: a melee between a woman “of loose morals” 
and a Moroccan soldier resulted in the knife stabbing 
of a civilian onlooker; North African soldiers bran-
dished firearms in public to rob locals of wine, leading 
to scuffles and injuries among civilians and soldiers; 
in Caen, a North African, described as “un soldat in-
digène,” stabbed a passerby in the neck with a razor 
after being refused a cigarette; gendarmes stopped 
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and searched two North African soldiers because they 
“looked suspicious” and found they were carrying two 
English bayonets under their uniforms. Another report 
depicted a full-fledged conflict between French police 
and North African soldiers, triggered by an incident 
in a bar. Two North African soldiers felt they were not 
served quickly enough and slapped the daughter of 
the proprietor in the face; the mother and father in-
tervened but at this moment one of the soldiers drew 
a knife and pursued the daughter into the bakery next 
door. While the baker was fending off the soldier, an of-
ficer of the gendarmerie arrived and helped the baker 
overpower and disarm the soldier. As the two soldiers 
were being arrested, however, a truck bearing a dozen 
North African soldiers arrived, and these men used 
force to free their comrades. The police called rein-
forcements but could not prevail upon the soldiers to 
surrender the two soldiers; so the police followed the 
truckload of soldiers back to their base. There, after a 
serious scuffle that led to injuries to the police, the men 
were overwhelmed and arrested, with the aid of other 
soldiers at the base. Clearly, public disorder involving 
African-American and North African troops occurred 
in Calvados. Yet it also appears that French police were 
far more likely to report incidents involving soldiers of 
color than incidents involving white British or Ameri-
can soldiers. French police, it seems, saw armed black 
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and Arab men, even if wearing American or French 
military uniforms, as threats to their efforts to restore 
“order” to Normandy—an order in which nonwhite 
people did not figure.59

The French police may have emphasized the racial 
dimension of public disorder to establish a point of 
solidarity with the purveyors of American military jus-
tice. Indeed, one of the reasons why French and Allied 
relations at the top levels of official authority were so 
“correct and cordial” was their shared racial preju-
dices, especially when dealing with allegations against 
black troops. The records of the Army’s Judge Advocate 
General show plainly that while less than 10 percent of 
American troops in the entire European Theater of Op-
erations (ETO) were African-American, 22 percent of 
all criminal offenses brought before the courts were at-
tributed to black soldiers.60 More telling, 42 percent of 
all offenses involving sexual assault were attributed to 
black soldiers, and in France 77 percent of the soldiers 
charged with rape were African-American.61 Further-
more, black men accused of sexual assault received 
far harsher punishment than whites. Of the 151 soldiers 
in the ETO who were actually condemned to death by 
courts-martial for the offense of rape, 65 percent were 
black. Still more astonishing: of the 151 capital sen-
tences for rape, only 29 were actually carried out—but 
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of those, 25 soldiers were black, while a mere 4 were 
white. Put another way, 87 percent of the U.S. soldiers 
hanged on the charge of raping women in the ETO were 
black. All these numbers, and others relating to other 
crimes, can be summed up fairly simply by stating that 
of the 70 men the U.S. Army hanged for crimes in Eu-
rope, 55 were African-American.62

Executions of US Soldiers in ETO through October 31, 
1945

The evidence presented at the courts-martial sheds 
light on the hidden underside of the liberation and 
occupation of northern France. It is plain from these 
records that some American soldiers—how many can 
never be known—assaulted French people, in some 
cases with sadistic and lethal force. The evidence 
shows that sexual violence against women in liberated 
France was common; it also shows that black soldiers 
convicted of such awful acts received very severe pun-
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ishments, while white soldiers received lighter sen-
tences.63

Why the disparity in sentencing? Simply, it was much 
easier for a condemned white man to get a capital sen-
tence reduced than it was for a condemned black man 
to receive the same leniency. This is because the Army, 
at the express request of General Eisenhower and the 
War Department, gave weight to an accused soldier’s 
combat record during sentencing. The War Depart-
ment in an order of August 2, 1945, stated that “while 
a creditable combat record does not endow the indi-
vidual with any special immunity, neglect to give it due 
weight is equally an injustice and an impairment of 
public respect for the Army’s administration of mili-
tary justice.” Yet not only a creditable combat record 
was required; even combat fatigue and “exhaustion 
on the battlefield” were considered as mitigating cir-
cumstances. Since African-American troops rarely saw 
action in the front line, they usually had no combat re-
cord to shield them.64
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French North African soldiers offer a bag of candies to 
African-American soldiers. African-Americans were 

strictly segregated from white troops in the U.S. Army. 
U.S. National Archives

A second reason for the severity of sentences toward 
black troops is that Army justice saw sexual violence 
by African-American troops as dangerous and threat-
ening not simply to French women but to the moral or-
der that the Army wished to establish in France. The 
Judge Advocate General Board of Review, in consider-
ing the conviction for rape by two privates of a woman 
in Bricquebec, near Cherbourg, just three weeks after 
D-Day, made plain its opinion that the rape of French 
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women by “colored American soldiers” was part of “a 
pattern which has made its unwelcome appearance 
with increasing frequency.” This alleged pattern was 
denounced by the provost marshall of the Norman-
dy Base Section as well: “the reputation of American 
troops was badly besmirched at this time by the mis-
behavior of a small percentage of troops,” and he noted 
that “most of these undisciplinary attacks were caused 
by colored troops and great efforts were made to bring 
this situation under control, with special attention to 
the colored units.” In short, black soldiers were target-
ed for special measures, to deflect scrutiny away from 
white soldiers’ misbehavior and to deflect criticisms 
aimed at the American army.65

In the context of liberation, this evidence, when placed 
alongside police reports from French archives, sug-
gests a broader conclusion: that French and American 
authorities collaborated to impose a racial order onto 
liberated Normandy. Some American soldiers pillaged, 
robbed, raped, and murdered French people during 
1944 and 1945, but black men paid a far higher price 
for such transgressions, and French and U.S. authori-
ties found a degree of common cause in exacting that 
bloody toll.

* * *
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AS THE WAR moved onward through France and 
into Belgium and to Germany itself, the interest 
of the Allied armies in Normandy’s fate waned 

and the citizens of Calvados felt bereft. The region’s 
housing shortage was severe, and food was still strictly 
rationed in Caen, with bread down to 100 grams per 
day and 120 grams of meat per week. A particular griev-
ance of the locals was that the 12,000 German POWs 
in Calvados, who were put to work on road-building 
crews, were given better rations and clothing by the Al-
lies than the French themselves enjoyed. “People com-
pare their appearance when the two groups [French 
and German laborers] arrive for work at the various 
public works,” wrote the prefect of the department. 
“ The Germans arrive by car or truck, clothed in rain-
coats, with good shoes. The French arrive on foot, with 
bad shoes and an assortment of cast-off clothing, some 
civilian, some military.” With no summer and fall har-
vest, cattle lacked fodder and straw and in December, 
the subprefect of Bayeux termed the condition of live-
stock in the region “critical.” Petty theft and looting of 
emptied or damaged houses was a constant problem 
for municipal police, as the crime blotter in the daily 
newspapers reveals. Basic services such as streetcars, 
buses, and trains, and electricity were not in place un-
til December and even then were intermittent at best. 
The region was beset by a criminal racket that traf-
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ficked in stolen military goods, which the police found 
impossible to control, since Allied soldiers were deeply 
involved. And prostitution—a trade that was legal in 
France when practiced in licensed houses with regu-
lar inspections—had become a major public health 
problem; women had begun to ply their trade secretly 
among a desperately eager military clientele, leading 
to rampant venereal disease.66

Caen residents wondered why they had been forsaken. 
Drawing on a vocabulary rich in suggestive overtones 
of Christian suffering, an editorial in the Caen-based 
newspaper Liberté de Normandie, one of the first dai-
lies of liberated Normandy, cried out that “Martyred 
Calvados Must Not Be Forgotten.” “For the success of 
our allies,” the paper wrote, “Calvados has paid an un-
bearable tribute. Entire villages have been pulverized, 
towns razed, cities wiped out…. We do not complain. 
Fate determined that we should become the ransom 
for Liberty, and we have strong enough hearts to ac-
cept this holocaust with pride. We only ask that we 
not be forgotten. And yet, we are being forgotten.” The 
editorial appealed for aid from the rest of the country: 
“ We, in our murdered towns, we have nothing; liber-
ated France, which has happily avoided our tragic con-
dition, will you not come to our aid?” Caen, it seemed, 
had suffered so that France might be resurrected; but 
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there had been no recognition of the sacrifice.67

Two girls play on the turret of what was once a tank of 
the U.S. Third Armored Division, near Mortain. This 
photograph was taken one year after the Normandy 

invasion. U.S. National Archives

In October, General de Gaulle made his first visit to 
Caen, and promised immediate aid to “Caen mutilé.” 
“Caen, mutilated in the service of the nation,” he said, 
“Caen, more proud and resolute than ever, I give you 
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my word, you will have the support of the public au-
thorities.” Yet in December, Raoul Dautry, the minis-
ter of reconstruction, visited the region to inform lo-
cal leaders that due to shortages across the country, it 
would be “many years” before Calvados would be re-
built. Indeed, in January 1945, six months after D-Day, 
the local director of the office for refugees and war vic-
tims described the desperate plight of the homeless in 
the department, and begged for an immediate delivery 
to the region of 50,000 blankets, 20,000 cots and mat-
tresses, 40,000 suits of clothing, and an equal number 
of shoes.68

The face of liberation in Normandy, then, was ugly and 
bruised. Local authorities and their Allied patrons 
worked diligently to impose their ideas of order on this 
liberated space, but they operated in an environment 
they themselves had violently uprooted. Not only had 
liberation shattered the long-settled Norman coun-
tryside, demolished hallowed churchyards, and razed 
towns, but the presence of millions of armed soldiers, 
with enormous power and few constraints, unsettled 
the local inhabitants and invited criminal misbehavior 
of all kinds. In the wake of liberation, Normandy re-
mained disoriented, disfigured, and disordered.

* * *
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SIX DECADES AFTER the liberation of Normandy, 
few visible traces of the trauma of war remain; 
the green fields and small towns have long been 

put to rights. The natural beauty of the land is evident 
at every turn, and Ernie Pyle’s description of Normandy 
as “too wonderfully beautiful to be the scene of a war” 
seems more apt than ever. Caen, so badly mauled in 
June and July 1944, is today a quiet, tidy city of 117,000 
people. Its inhabitants make their living in a variety of 
industries, including auto manufacturing, electrical 
engineering, and, of course, agriculture. The steeples 
of three handsome churches rise up above a modern 
cityscape of straight boulevards and pedestrian walk-
ways, and the thick walls of William the Conqueror’s 
castle—which withstood the bombing of 1944—domi-
nate the town center. The river Orne still bisects the 
town, running slowly northeast on its path toward 
Ouistreham and the sea. A series of low, stout bridges 
cross the river, and restaurants and cafés crowd along 
the riverfront boulevards. Everything seems perfectly 
normal, and it is, even though the Caen of today is en-
tirely a modern fabrication. The historic town of small, 
wooden Norman homes and ancient churches died in 
June 1944. Caen today is a city of absences.
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One year after D-Day, a couple strolls along Omaha 
beach next to a rusting landing craft. In the background 
are visible the sunken hulks of old ships used to create 

a breakwater. U.S. National Archives

The city’s haunting character is emphasized each June, 
as hundreds of thousands of British and American 
tourists, many of them veterans or the families of men 
who fought in Normandy in the summer of 1944, come 
to the city, fill up the hotels, and make their pilgrim-
ages to the D-Day beaches and the cemeteries that dot 
the countryside. The American cemetery at Colleville-
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sur-Mer is a popular destination. In 2005, 1.4 million 
people, half a million of them Americans, visited this 
immaculate ground, which overlooks Omaha beach. 
Here, amid tall, gracefully arched pines and the sound 
of the rolling surf below, 9,387 Americans lie buried. 
An additional 1,557 names have been engraved on a 
semicircular wall in the Garden of the Missing. Yet all 
is not quiet. Every hour, a loudspeaker plays an eerie, 
warbling recording of “Stars and Stripes Forever” and 
“God Bless America.” Even in death, the Americans are 
cheered along to the strains of patriotic songs.

In Caen itself, many small plaques affixed to city 
walls honor French men and women who assisted the 
wounded, or who died fighting the German occupiers. 
The principal site of memory, however, is called “Le 
Mémorial de Caen.” It was erected in 1988 and opened 
by President François Mitterrand, himself a former 
member of the French Resistance. Though its origi-
nal purpose was, like the Colleville cemetery, to honor 
the sacrifices made during the liberation of 1944, the 
Caen memorial has emerged as something altogether 
different: “un musée pour la paix”—a peace museum. 
The museum is surrounded by the flags of all the na-
tions who fought in the battle, including the German 
flag; indoors, the central galleries are dedicated to 
images and ideas of world peace. A Hall of Peace asks 
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visitors to contemplate how world civilizations across 
time have thought about peace and tolerance; to exam-
ine “fractures” to that peace brought about by nations 
and hate groups; and one corridor offers tribute to all 
the winners of the Nobel Peace Prize. Rotating exhibits 
feature, for example, discussions of the geopolitics of 
oil, and the violent practice of civilian hostage taking 
in various global conflicts. Monthly seminars are held 
on moral philosophy, and adult education courses ex-
amine human rights law. One might, of course, see the 
construction of this sophisticated peace museum as a 
sign that the people of Caen do not wish to dwell too 
much on their past, or do not wish to be associated 
only with the tragedies of D-Day. Yet the epigrammatic 
words engraved in stone on the outside of the build-
ing suggest not so much a turning away from the past 
as a particular stance toward it: “La douleur m’a bri-
sée, La fraternité m’a relevée; De ma blessure a jailli un 
fleuve de liberté.” Sorrow broke me, Brotherhood has 
raised me up again; From my wound has sprung a river 
of freedom.

The Caen memorial has come under fire in recent years 
from Anglo-American veterans groups for its peacenik 
pretensions and its apparent abandonment of its role 
as a memorial to the battle of Normandy.69 But muse-
ums and memorials tell us more about how and what 
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we choose to remember than about historical events 
themselves. On these now-placid, verdant Norman 
fields, Americans come to pay homage to their soldiers 
amidst the somber grandeur of a military cemetery; 
the people of Caen prefer to gather in a museum of 
glass and steel and consider the human cost not just 
of their liberation but of all wars. Both sites are fitting 
tributes to the varieties of liberation, and the univer-
sality of mourning.
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2: Blood on the Snow: The Elusive 
Liberation of Belgium

OUR JOURNEY INTO Belgium,” wrote Sgt. Rich-
ard Greenwood of the 9th Battalion, Royal Tank 
Regiment, “was an interesting experience. I felt 

that here, we were really welcome. But at Brussels! It is 
difficult to describe the scene. It may have been a royal 
procession, so great was the acclamation. We passed 
through the principal streets of the city at a time when 
there were many business people about, 6:00 P.M., 
and what a contrast with France! Here there were well 
dressed civilians, fine shops, cleanliness, order, and 
intelligent looking people. And girls! There were so 
many, so clean, healthy, fine looking. What a sight for 
our lads. The city was a blaze of color: every shop, every 
house, every window carried a flag…. We were bom-
barded with fruits and flowers, on a greater scale than 
ever.” Major Edward Elliot of the Glasgow Highland-
ers concurred: “ The contrast between Belgium and 
France struck me at once. The people dressed better, 
clothes seemed more plentiful, everyone looked clean 
and healthy, whereas France gave one the impression 
that everyone was shoddy and tired. The enthusiasm 
for our cause seemed more genuine and spontaneous 
in Belgium than anywhere else we had been.” A raptur-
ous welcome, yes: yet the reality of the war hung over 
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the proceedings like a shroud. Major Maurice Cooke of 
the Royal Scots recalled that he and his second in com-
mand were billeted with a Belgian family in Courtrai 
(Kortrijk), just a dozen miles from the French border.

Troughton and I were invited into a big house, beauti-
fully furnished, whose owner speaking English fluently 
invited us into his drawing room and opened a bottle of 
red wine. We noticed a couple dressed heavily in black, 
and our host explained that his brother and sister in 
law had lost their three young sons when the RAF had 
destroyed the station area earlier in the year. It was a 
most embarrassing situation—our host was most kind, 
but the atmosphere was strained. We departed to bed 
early to find pictures of the three little boys, aged 7, 9, 
and 11, and a family biography of them on mourning 
cards on the mantel-piece.

An apt summary of the experience of liberation: a warm 
welcome mixed with the bitter taste of loss.1

After the trauma of Normandy, Allied soldiers basked 
in the glories of Belgium’s apparent peace and prosper-
ity. The British and American forces that dashed across 
France from the Seine river to the Belgian border en-
tered Brussels, Antwerp, and Liège on September 3, 4, 
and 7 respectively. They frequently spoke not only of 
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the joy of the liberated Belgians and of the welcome 
they received, but of the abundance they found in the 
country. “One got the impression,” wrote one British 
captain, all too aware of the severe shortages Britain 
had suffered through, “that the Belgians felt they had 
done their bit by eating their way through the war.” A 
bemused GI, after seeing the flags along the main bou-
levards, the handsome shop-fronts and well-dressed 
citizens in Brussels, remarked “one would hardly 
think they were having a war.”2 We cannot rely, how-
ever, upon these soldiers’ first impressions. To be sure, 
Belgians had not experienced the kind of punishing, 
murderous occupation policies that the Germans had 
imposed in Eastern Europe, and they had fared better 
than the French, on balance, but the country had hardly 
escaped unscathed. Defeated in May 1940 after a battle 
against the Germans that lasted only eighteen days, 
Belgium suffered from the systematic German eco-
nomic exploitation that drained the country’s financ-
es, requisitioned food, coal, and textiles, and siphoned 
off a most valuable commodity: human labor. By 1943, 
542,000 Belgians were working in Germany and France 
for the German war effort. Starting in mid-1943, the in-
satiable Germans intensified their demands for labor, 
and hunted men down in the streets, the movie houses, 
the parks, churches, and in their homes. Thousands of 
so-called réfractaires (defaulters) went into hiding. 
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Wartime reports concluded that “the population is suf-
fering intensely from what it considers a reduction to 
slavery.” And for one group of people in Belgium, their 
fate was even worse than that: 26,000 Jews, or 45 per-
cent of the Jews in Belgium at the start of the war, were 
deported to German extermination camps; a mere 
1,200 survived.3

The liberation too—despite its first flush of glory—was 
stained with blood. Even as the residents of Brussels 
were throwing flowers and fruits into the jeeps and 
trucks of the British troops during the glorious early 
days of September, a number of ghastly events were 
unfolding in the eastern part of the country that made 
plain how much brutality the retreating Germans still 
had in them, and augured ill for the final stages of the 
war. On September 2–3, along the road that runs from 
the French town of Valenciennes to the Belgian city of 
Mons, thousands of Germans in full retreat encoun-
tered harassing fire from small bands of ill-equipped 
and no doubt overconfident Belgian partisans. The Ger-
mans responded with typical ferocity: around the vil-
lages of Ghlin, along the Mons Canal, and in the towns 
of Jemappes and Quaregnon, through which their main 
axis of retreat ran, Wehrmacht and SS soldiers set fire 
to civilian homes along the route, and killed some sixty 
civilians. On the same day, just a few miles to the north, 
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in the village of Quevaucamps, Belgian partisans fired 
upon a column of retreating Germans, killing one sol-
dier; the Germans determined to exact reprisals. They 
killed two resistance fighters whom they caught, then 
rounded up seventeen civilians in the town and shot 
them. By the 4th of September, the Germans were 
tumbling headlong eastward, across the Meuse river, 
through the Ardennes, toward Aachen, and toward the 
shelter of the West Wall—what the Americans called the 
Siegfried Line—the vast row of concrete fortifications 
and gun emplacements designed to keep the Allies out 
of Germany. But as they went, they spread death and 
destruction along the way, and many Belgians found 
September 4 to be a day marked by atrocity rather than 
liberation. In the small hamlet of Sovet, some six miles 
east of Dinant and the Meuse, a few Belgian partisans 
unwisely sprayed retreating SS soldiers of the Hitlerju-
gend and Prinz Eugen divisions with gunfire, wound-
ing two of them; immediately, the Germans organized a 
manhunt in the town for partisans. In Sovet, they went 
from house to house, gathering groups of villagers, kill-
ing them, and setting their homes ablaze. The home of 
the village priest, Vicar Beusart, was set alight, and as 
he was running to rescue his possessions, he was shot 
dead, his body left to be engulfed by the flames. By the 
end of the rampage, eighteen people, including three 
women, were dead.
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Citizens of Belgium’s capital city, Brussels, greet the ar-
rival of British troops, September 4, 1944. Imperial War 

Museum

Not all such German atrocities were provoked by re-
sistance activity. On the same day, in Anhée, a small 
village on the left bank of the Meuse, a battalion of re-
treating SS Panzer Grenadiers massacred 13 civilians, 
pillaged the homes of the village, and set fire to fifty-
eight buildings in the town. The victims were mostly 
men in their sixties—one was eighty-two years old—
and none of them had resistance connections of any 
kind. Just a few hundred yards up the road, soldiers 
of the 3rd Regiment, Hitlerjugend Division, crossed 
the Meuse between Dinant and Namur, established a 
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command post, and then deliberately recrossed the 
river again to pillage and destroy the local villages. 
In the small riverfront villages of Godinne, Bouillon, 
Hun, Warnant, and Rivière, the Germans robbed, then 
set ablaze, numerous homes and shot five civilians to 
death. Two women, Jeanne Féraille, twenty-one years 
old, and Elze Hubrecht, thirty-seven, both of nearby 
Annevoie, were repeatedly raped. Yet the Germans re-
served their most vicious treatment for captured resis-
tance men. On September 7, in Failon, eighteen miles 
east of Dinant, German soldiers arrested seven men, 
four of whom were civilians, three of whom were mem-
bers of the local gendarmerie. The Germans considered 
them all likely resistance members, or “terrorists.” The 
prisoners were transferred to Bonsin the next morn-
ing, where they were murdered. A medical examina-
tion of the bodies by a local physician the following day 
revealed that the men had been badly beaten, tortured, 
and mutilated. One of the victims had his sexual organs 
cut off. And in December and January 1944–45, this sort 
of violence and atrocity started up all over again, when 
these same Germans returned to Belgium during their 
ill-fated attack in what became the Battle of the Bulge. 
The images so many Allied soldiers carried with them 
of the glory days of September have done much to cre-
ate a legend about Belgium’s “easy war.” But liberation 
in Belgium—a prolonged, uncertain period that ran 
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from September 1944 until January 1945—would prove 
to be every bit as traumatic as in Normandy. The Bel-
gians would have their war, after all.4

* * *

WITH THE DEPARTURE of the Germans in ear-
ly September, Belgians and their liberators 
grappled with the challenge of restoring the 

political order. General Eisenhower, the Supreme Al-
lied Commander, appointed a Briton, Major-General 
George W. E. J. Erskine, to head the mission to Belgium 
from Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary 
Force (SHAEF). Erskine’s appointment reflected Brit-
ain’s military control of Brussels and Antwerp, while 
the Americans occupied southeastern Belgium, from 
Liège to the Ardennes. Erskine was not meant to rule 
with an iron fist: his job was to resurrect Belgian po-
litical institutions, impose calm in the streets, and en-
sure the prompt resumption of industrial production 
on behalf of the Allied armies. He was all too eager to 
delegate politics to the Belgians themselves. Yet, unlike 
France, where Charles de Gaulle strode forward to take 
up his role as the “man of destiny” at the crucial hour, 
Belgians lacked a national figure to whom they could 
turn. Belgium’s king, Leopold III, had been shamed by 
his wartime behavior. In May 1940, after the German 
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invasion and the defeat of the Belgian army, Leopold 
refused to leave the country (as the Dutch sovereign, 
Queen Wilhelmina, had done) and sued for peace with 
the Germans. The prime minister, Hubert Pierlot, and 
his cabinet decided instead to flee the country into 
France, and soon made their way to London, there to 
join other forlorn governments-in-exile that had been 
chased off the continent by the Nazis. King Leopold, 
meanwhile, remained in his sumptuous palace outside 
Brussels, claiming that he would share the fate of his 
people under German rule. He dwelt in royal comfort 
while the German military, along with the remarkably 
cooperative Belgian industrialists, bureaucrats, and 
administrators, ran the country. Leopold met Hitler 
at Berchtesgaden in November 1940, but failed to win 
concessions and autonomy from the German Führer; 
then he withdrew behind his palace walls until June 
1944, when the Germans seized him and deported him 
to Germany, a worthless and unmissed hostage. The Al-
lies therefore accorded recognition to Pierlot’s govern-
ment, set its members up in a house in Eaton Square 
in London, and ignored them—until the swift, almost 
miraculously speedy, liberation of Belgium occurred, 
taking only a few days. On September 8, 1944, a British 
aircraft flew a dozen Belgian cabinet ministers, led by 
Pierlot, into Brussels. Upon their arrival at the Brussels 
airfield, no one met them at the airport. Pierlot, whom 
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the British ambassador said was characterized “by 
a certain lack of vigorous initiative,” was a man very 
much of the old regime: he was sixty-four years old, a 
twenty-year veteran of the parliament, a Catholic cen-
trist, a former minister of interior and foreign affairs, 
and a lawyer. Upon his arrival in Brussels, he installed 
himself in the Ministry of the Interior, and on Septem-
ber 9 he led a delegation to the World War I memorial 
to lay a wreath. Spectators on the streets stared mutely; 
there was no applause. On September 20, the brother of 
the king, Prince Charles, was appointed by a joint ses-
sion of parliament to act as regent until the king’s fate 
could be determined. Pierlot resigned, only to be asked 
by Prince Charles to form a new government. Thus a 
collection of men from the prewar regime with no con-
nections to the internal Belgian resistance took up the 
reins of power with full British support; continuity and 
control were the watchwords of the moment.5

Materially, Belgium in 1944 had certain advantages 
over France, since its infrastructure had not been se-
verely damaged by the war. Though they had wrecked 
the telephone and telegraph exchange in Brussels, the 
retreating Germans had not had time to sabotage the 
rail and transport network. The country’s fall harvest 
was intact, the coal mines had not been destroyed, and 
even Antwerp’s port facilities had not yet been seri-
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ously harmed. Even so, the large cities faced a serious 
bread shortage in the weeks after liberation, and con-
ditions in the country worsened throughout the fall. 
This was chiefly due to a shortage of coal, oil, and elec-
tricity to run trains, fuel trucks, and fire the bakeries. 
Belgium had been self-sufficient in coal before the war, 
but at the time of the liberation, coal production had 
fallen to a mere tenth of prewar production. There was 
a shortage of labor, since 500,000 workers had been 
shipped to Germany to work inside the Reich as forced 
labor. The train system was malfunctioning because 
the Germans had wrecked the telegraph network, mak-
ing a shambles of the train timetables. Perhaps most 
important, the collapse of the German occupation had 
left little or no centralized Belgian bureaucracy to deal 
with coal transport and distribution. A good deal of 
the coal that was mined was sold on the black market 
at astronomical prices, and it was not until December 
that the British army agreed to place soldiers on ev-
ery coal train coming out of the mines to ensure that 
the coal reached its assigned destination without be-
ing detoured and ransacked. Belgians also had to com-
pete with the Allied armies, which since November had 
gobbled up 900,000 tons of Belgian coal (along with 
tons of local vegetables, fruits, and potatoes).6 With-
out reliable coal supplies for civilian consumption, the 
country came to a near halt. In mid-October, electricity 
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was shut off between 7:00 A.M. and 8:00 P.M. in an ef-
fort to conserve coal; the bread lines grew. By the end 
of October, the temperature in the main cities among 
a harassed public rose to dangerous levels, and dem-
onstrations began to form in front of the government 
offices.

To complaints about shortages, the public added criti-
cism of Prime Minister Pierlot for his dilatory policy 
toward collaborators. The Allies estimated that some 
400,000 Belgians had in some way worked for the Ger-
man occupation, and the new government initially 
arrested as many as 60,000 people. But by the end of 
1944, thousands had been released while only 495 peo-
ple had been given capital sentences (mostly in absen-
tia); only one senior administrator had been convicted 
of crimes against the state. Most received far more le-
nient punishments. An astute British observer likened 
“the fierce and bitter hatred of collaborators” to “a reli-
gious fervor,” and the press excoriated the government 
ministers, who had spent the war safely in London, for 
their failure to avenge the injustices suffered at the 
hands of collaborators during the war. A Belgian who 
had worked for the BBC in London during the war re-
turned in November to find that Belgians cared more 
about the purges than any other issue, including food. 
“ Worse than anything,” he wrote of the wartime ex-
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periences of his countrymen, “was the treason of the 
Belgians themselves,” yet these traitors now went un-
punished. “Although the people will exercise great pa-
tience,” he concluded, “they will never permit that the 
guilty should slip through the fingers of the law…. The 
country is beginning to ferment.”7

The food shortage and the failure of the purges pro-
vided the backdrop to a major political crisis in the 
country in November that required the full interven-
tion of the Allied military authorities. Throughout the 
war, Belgium had not had a large underground resis-
tance, but as German labor roundups increased in in-
tensity, the resistance grew. By the end of the war, there 
were 90,000 members of the resistance, most of them 
armed. The most significant groups were the Armée Se-
crète, led by former officers of the Belgian army, which 
tended to have royalist sympathies; and the Front de 
l’Indépendence (FI), organized and controlled by the 
Belgian Communist Party. These units harassed the re-
treating Germans, played a small part in the liberation 
of the country, and now refused to be marginalized by 
Pierlot’s government, which they viewed as a sad con-
tinuation of the prewar gerontocracy. One British se-
nior official described the resistance fighters as “a very 
motley array…. Members of these guerrilla forces are 
now to be seen in all parts of the country, bearing dis-
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tinguishing armlets and carrying Sten guns, revolvers, 
and sometimes only knives.” They engaged in “arbitrary 
acts of requisition” from the civilians, and indeed were 
more numerous and “better armed than the Belgian 
police.”8 In order to protect the Belgian government 
and to secure public order, General Eisenhower on Oc-
tober 2 ordered that the Belgian resistance groups sur-
render their weapons, while he complimented them 
for their “devoted heroism.”9

Yet they did not readily obey. Instead, upset over the 
failure of the purges and spurred on by hungry, embit-
tered civilians, elements of the FI arranged a serious 
challenge to the government. On October 21, the prime 
minister alerted SHAEF that he had information about 
a Communist uprising in the country, centered around 
striking miners and other disaffected laborers; SHAEF 
responded by swiftly arming the Belgian police with 
7,500 weapons and stepping up demands for the disar-
mament of the resistance. (Some of the weapons had to 
be parachuted into Belgium by British secret services.) 
General Erskine published an open letter stressing his 
support for Pierlot and his determination to use force 
to put down any political uprising. On November 25, 
the FI and Communist union members staged a large 
demonstration in Brussels and marched to government 
offices; when it appeared they might try to enter the 
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government precincts, police fired on the marchers, 
wounding over forty demonstrators. Three days later, 
tramway employees ordered a strike in Brussels and 
called another large demonstration that was broken up 
by police. But at midday, the Pierlot government was 
alerted to the imminent arrival in the capital of truck-
loads of armed demonstrators en route from Mons. 
Pierlot made an official appeal to General Erskine, who 
called out British troops to surround the government 
buildings; meanwhile, Belgian police stopped the 
strikers before they could reach the city, and disarmed 
them. Pierlot later claimed to have information prov-
ing that the Communists had clearly stockpiled fifteen 
tons of weapons and intended to seize control of the 
government. In the first three months of the liberation, 
then, food shortages had worsened, the justice system 
had failed to tackle the purge of collaborators, and the 
British army had turned the capital city into an armed 
camp. Belgians had precious little to show for their lib-
eration.10

While politics occupied the citizens of Brussels, the 
realities of the war continued to weigh heavily on the 
residents of Antwerp and Liège. The Americans had 
stormed into Liège on September 7, and quickly taken 
over this eastern city, which sits just twenty miles from 
Aachen and the German border. This was a front-line 
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town, and the Americans demanded blackouts of all ci-
vilian homes at night, reserved certain key road routes 
for military traffic only, and ran large convoys through 
the neighboring towns all day and night, endangering 
pedestrians. The Army naturally requisitioned proper-
ty, and laid claim to any German war booty or materiel, 
including buildings and furniture, that had previously 
been used by the German occupiers. The presence of 
a large U.S. army in Liège made it a target for German 
V-1 and V-2 bombs. The Vergeltungswaffe, or “repri-
sal weapon,” was a self-propelled rocket that Hitler 
launched against cities in Britain, France, and Belgium, 
starting in June 1944. These began to fall on Liège on 
November 19, 1944. Up to December 31, 86 V-1s and 
254 V-2s fell on Liège; 231 people were killed, 365 were 
wounded. In January, another 49 V-1s hit Liège, kill-
ing 170 persons. These attacks caused alarm and panic 
among civilians in the city as well as widespread dam-
age to homes and public services.11

The city that took the greatest brunt of the German V-
weapons—other than London, which suffered 2,419 hits 
and 6,184 deaths—was Antwerp, the great Belgian port 
city into which British forces had rolled on September 
4. From that date until March 1945, Antwerp was under 
a constant barrage of rocket attacks, usually three or 
so per day, which killed 3,700 people and injured 6,000 
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more. In October, before the attacks intensified, the 
British authorities did not think the V-weapon attacks 
likely to shake the morale of the stalwart residents of 
Antwerp. In fact, General Erskine seemed to think the 
rockets not at all a bad thing: “On its present scale, it is 
rather a healthy reminder that the war is not yet over,” 
he told SHAEF.12 But the attacks became very unhealthy 
indeed in November and December. The worst single 
attack occurred on the afternoon of December 16, 
1944. Belgian civilians as well as many Allied soldiers 
on leave had just settled in at Antwerp’s Rex cinema on 
the avenue De Keyserlei to see a recent release from 
Hollywood: The Plainsman, starring Gary Cooper and 
Jean Arthur. The cinema was packed with 1,200 people. 
At 3:20 P.M., a blinding flash of light cut through the 
darkened cinema, followed by a defeaning crash and 
roar. The entire theater exploded into pieces, sending 
bricks, mortar, wood, and bodies into the air. The cin-
ema had been struck by a V-2 rocket. The ceiling col-
lapsed, the walls caved in, and the balcony fell onto the 
viewers beneath. There were 567 people killed, 291 in-
jured; 296 of the dead were Allied servicemen.13

In the eyes of both British and Belgian observers, Bel-
gium in the late fall of 1944 looked like a dangerously 
fragile country, beset by shortages, weak leadership, 
threats of leftist violence, and constant V-rocket at-
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tacks. General Erskine used various metaphors, liken-
ing Belgium to “a tender plant needing much material 
and moral nourishment,” or an ill patient “which is now 
convalescent.” Nand Geersens of the Belgian branch of 
the BBC was less sanguine about the country’s pros-
pects for recovery: once the joy of liberation had worn 
off, he said, Belgians faced “the ugly disillusioning re-
ality” that their country had been defeated, occupied, 
and betrayed by greedy, selfish collaborators that had 
welcomed Nazi overlords. “ The general morality of the 
country,” he felt, “has naturally suffered through all 
this…. Our people, to a certain extent, are sick.” He 
worried that “it will take a long, a very long time before 
our whole people will once more be healthy.”14

* * *

THE ELECTRIFYING DASH of the Allied armies 
from the Seine across France and into Belgium 
was “the headiest and most optimistic advance of 

the European war,” General Omar Bradley, command-
er of 12th U.S. Army Group, recalled. The Germans had 
collapsed in France; they turned tail and ran in Bel-
gium; on September 13, tanks from the American 3rd 
Armored Division of VII Corps kicked through the first 
belt of the Siegfried Line just south of Aachen. And this 
was no pin-prick: along a five-hundred-mile front, the 
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powerful Allied armies, numbering fifty-four divisions, 
seemed poised to crash into Hitler’s Germany, cross the 
Rhine, and drive for Berlin. Inevitably, there was talk, 
both in the newspapers and in Bradley’s headquarters, 
“of getting home by Christmas.”15

Then the advance came to a shuddering halt. In the 
next weeks and months, the clash of armies in the west 
shifted from a high-gear race across hundreds of miles 
to a slow, pitched battle for every square yard of turf. 
The reason is simple: the Allied armies were running 
out of everything, most crucially, ammunition, gaso-
line, and men. The joy of gobbling up all those miles of 
territory between the Normandy beachheads and the 
German border hid the serious danger of overextended 
lines. The Germans had made this risk more grave by 
ordering besieged garrisons in key port cities—Brest, 
Le Havre, Boulogne-sur-Mer, Calais, Dunkerque—to 
hold out as long as possible and to sabotage all port 
facilities. Months after the D-Day landings, Allied 
forces were still unloading supplies in Normandy and 
Marseilles, both many miles away from the front, then 
trucking those supplies across the narrow, rutted, 
muddy roads of France toward the front—a laborious 
and inefficient process. And it simply could not be done 
fast enough to supply the gigantic force of men and ve-
hicles that now massed along the German border.16
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The Allies actually made their logistics problem worse 
through a strategic blunder in mid-September that 
must rank as one of the worst of the European war. On 
September 4, the British had entered Antwerp. But the 
port was useless to them as long as the Germans con-
trolled the banks of the watery approaches to the city 
known as the Scheldt estuary, and in particular Wal-
cheren Island, which sits at the mouth of the Scheldt. 
Rather than concentrating on the essential task of 
clearing the approaches to Antwerp when the Germans 
were still disorganized, Eisenhower approved of a plan 
hatched by General Montgomery for an airborne as-
sault into Holland in an attempt to seize a bridgehead 
across the Rhine at Arnhem—Operation Market Gar-
den. Had it worked, it could have outflanked the con-
crete dragon’s teeth of the Siegfried Line and opened 
up a path into the heart of Germany. But it failed: the 
Germans were well prepared for the attack, and the 
British paratroopers took too long to get to the bridge, 
giving the Germans time to respond. The American 
101st Airborne and 82nd Airborne divisions did their 
part, crossing the river Waal and taking the bridges at 
Nijmegen, but the operation failed to cross the Rhine 
and seize the proverbial “bridge too far” at Arnhem. In 
the meantime, the German Fifteenth Army, recently in 
flight from the Pas-de-Calais, dug in along the Scheldt, 
thus denying Antwerp to Allied shipping. Not until No-
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vember 26 did the British and Canadians manage to 
clear the German hold on this vital waterway and begin 
unloading supplies in Belgium. While the Allied armies 
started to ration their ammunition, the Germans, so 
bloodied and disorganized after their retreat from 
France, swiftly resupplied their forces and prepared 
to defend their homeland. The war that looked as if 
it might be over by Christmas settled into a stalemate 
with no end in sight.17

Like a long electrified wire snaking through northwest 
Europe from the North Sea down to Switzerland, the 
western front continually crackled with lethal violence 
throughout the fall of 1944. Eisenhower and Brad-
ley agreed that even without adequate supplies, they 
must continue to put pressure on the Germans without 
letup, if only because time would allow the Germans 
to recover further from their reverses of the summer. 
Talk of darting to Berlin was forgotten, to be replaced 
by the simple ambition of killing as many German sol-
diers as possible along as wide a front as possible, thus 
to deplete the German army and bleed it to death. The 
heaviest fighting from mid-September to mid-Decem-
ber was located on Walcheren Island by the mouth of 
the Scheldt; around Aachen and its hinterland; in the 
Hürtgen Forest and the western bank of the river Roer; 
in Lorraine, through the French cities of Metz, Nancy, 
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and toward the Saar basin; and in the Vosges moun-
tains of Alsace on toward Strasbourg, right up against 
the Franco-German border and the Rhine river.18 For 
hundreds of thousands of American soldiers this was 
a time they would never forget, for these battles would 
prove to be the most difficult, prolonged, and costly of 
the war. Battle casualties spiked in November, reach-
ing 62,437; they rose in December to 77,726, and in Jan-
uary, the Americans sustained a further 69,119 casual-
ties: these were the three highest monthly totals for the 
entire European campaign.19 General Bradley wrote 
later that he had “to comb the ETO for emergency re-
placements. But, though truckloads of hastily trained 
riflemen were bundled off to the front, they could not 
offset the litter cases that passed them headed rear-
ward.” Most of the men being carried out on stretchers 
were the riflemen of the infantry, the front-line troops. 
Despite replacements, by December 15, Bradley’s 12th 
Army Group was short 17,000 riflemen, and the rate of 
loss in the rifle platoons was over 90 percent. If this 
was a war of attrition, it appeared to be draining the 
Americans of blood as effectively as it was killing Ger-
mans.20

The stalemate in the west was broken on December 
16, 1944, though not in the manner anticipated by the 
Americans. Unbeknownst to the huge American force 
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strung out across the western front, the Germans had 
massed thirty divisions, in total secrecy, just to the east 
of the Ardennes—precisely the weakest point in the 
American line. Here, a mere four U.S. divisions occu-
pied an eighty-mile front. Two of them, the 99th and 
the 106th, had just been deployed and were filled with 
green troops; the other two, the 4th and the 28th, had 
recently been withdrawn from the carnage of the Hürt-
gen Forest, and were refitting and recuperating. Hit-
ler’s goal—and this offensive was very much Hitler’s 
idea—was to slice through the wooded Ardennes, race 
to the Meuse, seize Liège, and head for Antwerp, in the 
process splitting the Allied armies in two.

The German attack succeeded in creating a menacing 
“bulge” in the American lines. The two divisions that 
took the brunt of the attack, the 106th and the 28th, vir-
tually disintegrated, and thousands of men from these 
divisions would spend the next five months in a brutal 
captivity behind enemy lines. Yet the advantage of sur-
prise and local superiority in forces lasted only a few 
days. The Americans showed remarkable resilience in 
recovering from the initial shock. General Eisenhower, 
once he grasped the scale and reckless ambition of 
the attack, ordered the 10th Armored Division into the 
southern shoulder of the Bulge, and called on the 7th 
Armored Division to push onto the northern shoulder, 
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thereby holding the German salient to a fairly narrow 
front. He also sent the 101st Airborne Division into the 
road junction town of Bastogne, determined to block 
the Germans there. General Patton’s Third Army, pre-
viously engaged to the south, wheeled northward and 
crashed into the German salient, heading toward Bas-
togne. Meanwhile, Lieutenant General Courtney Hodg-
es sent his VII Corps toward Houffalize in an effort to 
pinch the Bulge. The Germans, running out of fuel, 
and pounded by relentless Allied air attack (the poor 
weather that had shielded the Germans cleared on De-
cember 23), stopped and by early January had begun 
a withdrawal. The attack had been a costly failure for 
Hitler: 12,652 soldiers killed, 38,600 wounded, and 
30,000 missing. The Germans also lost half their tanks 
and guns they had committed to battle. For the Ameri-
cans, the Battle of the Bulge was a decisive victory, but 
it had been extremely costly: 10,276 men were killed, 
47,493 were wounded, and 23,218 were missing. Nearly 
7,000 soldiers of the 106th Infantry Division were taken 
prisoner.21

* * *

“THERE WERE MANY dead and many wounded,” 
wrote war correspondent Martha Gellhorn of the 
Battle of the Bulge, “but the survivors contained 
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the fluid situation and slowly turned it into a retreat, 
and finally, as the communiqué said, the bulge was 
ironed out. This was not done fast or easily; and it 
was not done by those anonymous things, armies, di-
visions, regiments. It was done by men, one by one.” 
Gellhorn had seen the Battle of the Bulge up close—as 
close as a war reporter could see it—and had become 
well acquainted with the fear, mud, and death that the 
western front offered. Writing for Collier’s magazine, 
she insisted that Americans on the home front attend 
to the experiences of the common soldier in the field. 
Gellhorn wanted to remind her readers that beneath 
the maps, the colored lines, and the flags set out on 
planning tables, there was a human tragedy unfold-
ing, in which men were dying in awful ways, in large 
numbers. Like Ernie Pyle, Gellhorn could only hint at 
the reality of what she saw. We now can look in greater 
detail, with the benefit of memoirs and oral histories, 
into what one company commander called “the dread, 
gnawing daily diet of war.” This kind of attention to the 
human experience of war is necessary not only so that 
posterity can marvel at the bravery and perhaps even 
more at the endurance of these soldiers. A close explo-
ration of the physical and mental toll that this fight-
ing took on American soldiers also shows us that the 
brutalization of the average soldier, which historians 
readily agree became a feature of the German-Soviet 
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war in the east, occurred in the west as well, with con-
sequences for the liberators and liberated alike.22

Many of the men who fought in the ETO in the fall and 
winter of 1944 were teenagers. Paul Fussell (himself a 
nineteen-year-old rifleman in 1944) stressed this point 
in his excellent brief chronicle of the infantry soldier, 
which he deliberately entitled The Boys’ Crusade. 
Captain Charles MacDonald, a company commander 
in the 2nd Infantry Division who led over 120 men in 
battle, was twenty-one years old during the Battle of 
the Bulge. Donald Burgett, a member of the 82nd Air-
borne Division, went into battle in the Ardennes as a 
nineteen-year-old—and he was considered “one of the 
old men who had survived both operations,” that is, 
both the landings of D-Day and Market Garden. Ser-
geant Spencer Wurst, of the 101st Airborne, also fought 
in Holland as a nineteen-year-old; on December 19, 
his twentieth birthday, he was fighting in the Ardennes 
and killed three men. Being very young, most of these 
men had seen little of the world before being shipped 
to Europe, had not held a steady job, started families, 
or in some cases even finished high school. They knew 
little of the cause for which they fought: in the summer 
of 1943, over a third of a sample of three thousand men 
in the United States had never heard of the Four Free-
doms, and only 13 percent could actually name three or 
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four of them. This was a war that men could not avoid; 
once in combat, they fought to stay alive, and to kill 
Germans so the war would end.23

Two muddy and tired soldiers from the 110th Regiment, 
28th Division. The regiment performed valiantly out-

side of Bastogne on December 16–18, 1944, and slowed 
the German assault on that vital town. Most of the men 
in the regiment were killed, wounded, or captured. U.S. 

National Archives

The conditions in which the men fought in the winter 
campaign were notoriously difficult. Above all, soldiers 
recall the cold they were forced to endure. Daytime 
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temperatures hovered near the freezing mark; at night 
they fell into the twenties and teens. Wind, snow, and 
rain prevailed.24 George Neill, posted in Belgium with 
the 99th Infantry Division, remembered that it snowed 
on November 9, 1944—the first snow of the season—
and the snowfall “ushered in a condition of extreme 
discomfort that was to plague us for the next four 
months.” Fires were not allowed as they would attract 
enemy shelling. After just one night outdoors in below-
freezing weather, “with our tent and clothing wet and 
half frozen, I felt numb to the point of almost not caring 
what happened to me.” After four days, he and his men 
were “cold, wet, dirty, and extremely fatigued,” and 
had already started to exhibit “the unforgettable blank 
look of infantrymen manning the front line.” The expo-
sure to the cold was made worse by the soldier’s need 
to shelter in a foxhole. The foxhole was four to five feet 
in depth, usually difficult to dig because of the frozen 
topsoil, and invariably full of frozen water and mud. 
“As darkness descended,” Neill wrote, “the tempera-
ture moved well below freezing. The half-frozen slush 
in the bottom of the hole froze solid.” Sleeping in such 
a place was almost impossible. “ We just lay there in a 
fetal position and shivered and swore to ourselves…. 
Words cannot convey the awfulness of this ordeal to the 
reader. My buddies and I agreed it would be impossible 
to exaggerate how hopeless, miserable and depressed 
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we felt.” Incredibly, the men had no winter equipment. 
“No earmuffs, no hood, no face covering, no scarf,” 
recalled Lieutenant George Wilson of the 4th Infantry 
Division. “Our hands also suffered with only wool fin-
ger gloves. No mittens, no outer shells. Of course, none 
of our things were fur lined.” And on their heads they 
wore ice-cold steel helmets. American troops did not 
receive even rudimentary winter clothing until late 
January 1945. At the Bulge, they would fight wearing 
uniforms suitable for summertime.25

Prolonged exposure to such cold led directly to the 
trench foot crisis, which affected tens of thousands 
of soldiers along the western front. Standing in slush, 
snow, and ice in a foxhole for many hours while wear-
ing wet leather boots had devastating effects on the 
soldiers’ feet. Rocky Blunt of the 84th Infantry Division 
recalled that one especially cold night, he fell asleep—
lost consciousness is probably more apt—in his fox-
hole with his feet in the slush. When he awoke, “my 
feet were encased in a block of ice up to my ankles in 
the bottom of the hole. Everett [a member of his unit] 
pounded on my legs but there was absolutely no feeling 
or movements. He and another nearby GI chipped away 
the ice with their bayonets, lifted me out of my hole and 
dragged me across the frozen ground…. When circu-
lation returned to my legs, excruciating pain that had 
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been dulled by the numbness gradually became almost 
unbearable.” In a field hospital he almost had his feet 
amputated but was given a last-minute reprieve. “Both 
feet had been reduced to ugly, purplish-blue muta-
tions with large blistering pieces of torn skin peeling 
off them.” The only way to deal with trench foot was to 
remove the wet boots and socks, rub the feet to restore 
circulation, and find dry socks and shoes—two very 
rare commodities. Sergeant John Babcock said that 
his men “learned to sit facing each other [in a foxhole] 
so as to hold and massage each other’s bare feet while 
heavy, leather combat boots dried out. That rubbing 
someone else’s stinking feet might be distasteful was 
overridden by sheer necessity.”26

Other illnesses beset the infantrymen. Donald Burgett 
of the 101st Airborne endured what he called “trench 
mouth.” After two months in combat in Holland, “pus 
oozed from my gums. My teeth became so loose that 
I could move them freely with my tongue, and blood 
would run out of my mouth from the light pressure of 
the razor when I shaved.” Dysentery was more com-
mon. Charles MacDonald, after nine days at the front 
with virtually no sleep, “became conscious of pains 
in my stomach, and a wave of nausea came over me. I 
put my hand to my forehead and realized for the first 
time that I had a burning fever. I excused myself and 
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walked outside to climb the incline to the latrine. An 
intense cold had combined with the K-ration diet to 
give me a violent case of dysentery.” This condition af-
flicted most front-line soldiers. “Since we rarely had 
hot water and soap for cleaning our mess gear, we used 
snow and ice water from the river,” writes George Neill. 
“ This did nothing to eliminate the grease accumulat-
ing after each meal, which set us up for chronic diar-
rhea.” Diarrhea made life in a foxhole difficult—Neill 
uses the apt word “torture”—not least because exiting 
the foxhole, undressing, defecating, re-dressing, and 
returning to the foxhole all had to be done in the dark 
and in total silence so as to avoid alerting the enemy to 
one’s presence. And this demeaning routine might have 
to be repeated many times each night. In combat, one 
might not be able to leave the foxhole at all. “ Trapped 
in a foxhole,” writes Rocky Blunt, “when a man had to 
defecate, he did it in his K-ration box and threw it over 
the side; when he had to urinate, he did it in a C-ration 
can or his helmet or in the bottom of his hole.” And of 
course these soldiers were unable to bathe, going for 
two months and more without a change of clothes or 
a shower. “Perhaps there’s a medical term” for the de-
pressing effect of living in such awful conditions, wrote 
Lieutenant George Wilson, “but I think the word ‘mis-
ery’ will do.”27
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These cold and frequently ill men were also afraid. 
They feared death, of course, but even more they 
feared wounds—mostly in the abdomen, eyes, brain, or 
genitals. The German 88 mm artillery piece was widely 
considered the most frightening weapon, since it was 
astonishingly accurate and powerful, and a blast could 
instantly shred a human body. Fear induced physical 
effects such as an accelerated heart rate, muscular 
tension, dry mouth, and trembling. (And sometimes 
worse: one-fifth of the men in a division in the Pacific 
Theater acknowledged that, during combat, fear had 
led them to lose control of their bowels.) And seeing 
fear in other men tended to induce fear in the beholder. 
After the initial German breakthrough in the Ardennes, 
said Donald Burgett, “fear reigned. Once fear strikes, 
it spreads like an epidemic, faster than wildfire. Once 
the first man runs, others soon follow. Then it’s all over; 
soon there are hordes of men running, all of them wild-
eyed and driven by fear.” Leaders were not immune: 
Captain MacDonald, facing a German counterattack, 
recalled that “the paroxysm of fear that gripped me left 
my body trembling. I was not so much afraid of what 
was happening as I was of the horrible visions my mind 
had dreamed up of what would happen should we fail 
to repulse the attack…. [He told himself:] Quit shak-
ing, dammit. Stop trembling all over. Get control of 
yourself. Act like a soldier, goddammit! At least you can 
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impersonate an officer!” Most men felt terrible fear be-
fore assaulting an enemy position. But once in the fight, 
the fear was overtaken by an instinct to survive. “I al-
ways got a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach when I 
started a running attack into frontal fire, knowing that 
at any moment an enemy bullet might tear through my 
body, face, or limbs…But once we started, there was 
no turning back. There was only one option as far as I 
was concerned: run forward and kill.”28

More even than filth, illness, and fear, men on the front 
line had to confront death, or to be more precise, dead 
bodies. These were daily, constant companions. In 
their first days in the battle zone, infantrymen found 
the presence of corpses difficult to take, and tried to 
avert their eyes. Charles MacDonald recalled seeing 
his first dead American: “I stumbled and looked down 
at my feet. An American soldier, fully clothed even to 
his helmet, lay on his back with glassy eyes turned 
skyward, his arms outstretched. His body was almost 
twice its normal size. I shuddered involuntarily. The 
shock of almost stepping upon the body before seeing 
it left me weak inside.” MacDonald also recounted that 
in the forests of the Ardennes, wild boars frequently 
made nocturnal forays into the battlefield, with ghastly 
results:
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Long stopped us to call my attention to a man digging 
a foxhole to my left.

“ What do you think of that, Cap’n?” he asked.

I looked in the direction which he indicated. Five feet 
from the hole where the soldier dug indifferently lay 
a dead German, his chest and stomach bare and his 
stomach a mass of clotted blood and intestines.

“ The hogs have been eatin’ on him,” Long said.29

In a short time, dead bodies became simply part of the 
surreal landscape, and could be objects of perverse 
interest. Donald Burgett “found the remains of an 
American trooper who had been killed in the attack. 
During the night the tanks had run in single file over 
his body. Just by chance, while going to the truck to 
refill our canteens with water I noticed a dog tag pro-
truding from the remains, which had been ground into 
the snow and dirt. I probed with my trench knife and 
fished out a crumpled pack of Lucky Strike cigarettes 
from among the flesh and splintered bone. I hung one 
of the dog tags on a limb near the body in hopes the 
medics would find it.” Soldiers saw so many dead men 
that they adopted a casual attitude toward corpses and 
indeed toward death. Rocky Blunt writes with shock-
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ing indifference of seeing a GI take a direct hit from a 
German 88 mm artillery shell. “ The man disintegrat-
ed, leaving only patches and puddles of flesh and bone 
spattered in the mud. Graves registration would never 
find this one, not even his dog tags. Another unknown 
soldier. I sat and ate my food. I had not known him.” 
After the Battle of the Bulge, Sergeant John Babcock 
discovered he had his limits. “I could tolerate view-
ing a dead body, but found very unnerving the sight of 
parts—a hand, arm, headless torso, entrails, genitals, 
exposed bones, or the worst, an unidentifiable chunk 
of human flesh that resembled some kind of roast in a 
meat market display case.” Rocky Blunt, by contrast, 
found himself compelled to stare at a German soldier 
who, after an artillery barrage, “had been disembow-
eled and his mouth, nose and jaw had been blown away. 
How, I don’t know, but he was still alive and as I stared 
at him, his eyes followed my every movement. With 
each breath, foamy blood drooled from his mouth onto 
what had once been his chest. Only a foot-wide gaping 
hole of bloody meat remain[ed] of what had been his 
upper chest and his intestinal tract lay stretched out on 
the gravel like long twisted links of sausage. I could not 
take my eyes off this macabre scene.”30

By their own accounts, infantrymen went through a 
process of psychological brutalization during this kind 
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of warfare. After a short time in combat, men became 
inured to killing and developed intense animosity to-
ward the German soldiers. Young infantrymen spoke 
of going into battle as “stacking bodies,” or “putting 
meat on the table.” Hatred toward the German sol-
dier increased with every long, bitter hellish day in 
the front lines. “’ Those god-damned Krauts,’” Don-
ald Burgett muttered to himself. “’ Those dirty rotten 
god-damned Krauts. They’ve lost the damned war and 
they know it. Why don’t they give it up so we can all go 
home? The hard headed bastards. We’re going to have 
an ass-kicking party when we get up there and they are 
going to supply the ass.’” Sergeant Babcock disputed 
the idea that American soldiers did not demonstrate 
hatred toward the enemy. “A lot of combat reports in-
dicate that our fine soldiers didn’t really hate the ene-
my, nor really take personally the grim battles between 
our forces. Not so with what was left of A Company. We 
had grown to hate the Krauts with a vengeance. Each 
slaughtered comrade added to our venom.” And the re-
sult of this hatred meant that soldiers adopted a “code” 
of behavior toward the enemy: “Kill. No half measures. 
Eliminate the enemy in any way possible. Shoot, blow 
up, bludgeon, stab, show no mercy. Just one mission: 
kill.”31

Some Americans mistreated German prisoners and 
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wounded. On the front line, wounded Germans were 
left to die, since there was often no medical care avail-
able. Beatings and death threats, or deliberate expo-
sure of the bare feet to snow, were techniques used to 
extract information from captured Germans. And after 
word got out that the Germans had killed 86 American 
POWs on a crossroads near Malmédy on December 17, 
“American feelings toward Germans hardened into 
vindictive hate. Chances of survival for newly caught 
German POWs diminished greatly.”32 When a German 
soldier surrendered to Donald Burgett, one of Bur-
gett’s fellow GIs shot him in the belly anyway. Burgett 
then thought it “merciful” to finish off this unfortunate 
man. He “was in terrible pain and dying. I knew he 
wouldn’t recover. I knew he would die a horrible death. 
Lying gut shot and exposed in the woods at ten below 
zero. Another shot rang out and a bullet tore through 
his head. Bits of brains spattered the snow in a wide arc 
behind his body. Tiny puffs of steam drifted up from ev-
ery spot where they had landed. The German was dead. 
It had been quick and merciful.”33 Most wartime mem-
oirs mention that the shooting of POWs, while frowned 
upon, was common.34 So was the mutilation of corpses. 
According to Babcock, one dead German near his out-
post was stripped of his watch “before he was cold. I had 
his little blackout flashlight. After a few days, someone 
looted his wedding ring by neatly snipping off his ring 
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finger.” Rocky Blunt came across a mutilated German 
corpse that had already been dismembered by another 
GI. “I sat and stared at it for a while and then, totally 
without provocation, sent the head skimming across 
the snow with a savage kick.” He then kicked it around 
the ice, “playing soccer. During the whole episode, I 
felt nothing but macabre elation. Eventually tiring of 
the sport…I sat down beside the mutilated remains of 
the German and ate a K-ration.”35

* * *

IF COMBAT TRAUMATIZED and brutalized Ameri-
can soldiers—young men who had the benefit of 
training, group solidarity and, of course, weapons 

to defend themselves—how much worse might this 
sort of warfare have been for the civilians caught in 
this maelstrom? The evidence from Belgian records 
is quite eloquent: it was every bit as awful for them, 
and indeed even worse, as these were people who had 
few means to protect themselves. They were subject 
not just to violence from their enemies, the Germans, 
but also from the Americans who, precisely because of 
their own trauma, often behaved with callous indiffer-
ence toward civilians and their property, or killed civil-
ians by mistake. And of course for local Belgians the 
stakes were even higher than for soldiers: the violence 
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of the war threatened their lives, their families, their 
livelihoods, their homes, villages, cities, and indeed 
their very sense of place and identity. For the people of 
the Belgian Ardennes and surrounding areas, the win-
ter of 1944–45 was a time of catastrophe, suffering, and 
displacement. Over 3,000 civilians died in the Battle of 
the Bulge. The liberation that had gleamed so brightly 
in September was to be suffused in a midwinter blood-
bath.36

“ We’ll be back,” some German soldiers had sneered as 
they withdrew from Belgium in early September 1944. 
And so they were, nowhere with more vengeance than 
in the Amblève valley. The residents of the small town of 
Stavelot, which straddles the shallow, narrow Amblève 
river, knew the Germans were coming. On December 
17, residents observed anxious, not to say panic-strick-
en, American soldiers moving westward through town, 
away from the front. Laurent Lombard, professor at the 
Athénée Royal de Stavelot, recalled that on the after-
noon of the 17th refugees from Lingeuville, six miles 
to the east, arrived in Stavelot with word that they had 
seen the German tanks on their way. The residents 
were stunned, unbelieving: surely the Americans had 
not been turned back? At 5 P.M., refugees from Mal-
médy began to trickle into town, bearing the same ill 
tidings: “ The Germans are coming back to Stavelot! For 
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the villagers, this was the most terrifying prospect one 
could imagine—the return of a nightmare.” The word 
spread fast. A wave of panic and fear spread through 
the town. Young people made preparations to flee; old 
people, unable or unwilling to join the flood of refu-
gees, nervously awaited their fate. “ The night [of 17 De-
cember] passed in a torment of agitation…. Few of us 
slept that night.”37

Had they known what was coming, they all might have 
made greater efforts to flee. Stavelot lay in the path 
of the 100 tanks and 4,000 soldiers of Kampfgruppe 
Peiper, named for its SS-Obersturmbannführer (or 
colonel), Joachim Peiper, part of the 1st SS Leibstan-
darte Adolf Hitler Panzer Division. Peiper’s unit had 
proven its ruthlessness in Russia, and now was as-
signed a vital breakthrough role in the Ardennes: along 
with the rest of the division, Peiper was to penetrate 
quickly to the Meuse, and hold open the door as the 
rest of the German invasion rushed through the Ar-
dennes. Colonel Peiper, a mere twenty-nine years old 
yet battle-hardened and fanatical, let his soldiers know 
what was expected of them: total commitment, fear-
lessness, and brutality, including the killing of prison-
ers and civilians, partly in retribution for Allied bomb-
ing of Germany, and partly because this was the SS 
way—to kill and sow fear.38 Early in the morning of De-
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cember 17, immediately upon its penetration through 
an almost nonexistent American line at Losheim and 
Lanzerath, Peiper’s men had an opportunity to show 
their zeal: in the village of Honsfeld, they rounded up 
a few stray, sleepy Americans from small units of the 
99th Division—perhaps sixty men in all—and shot 
them. Another 250 or so prisoners were herded down 
the road toward the rear, jeered at, beaten, and mis-
treated by the Germans along the way. Peiper’s tanks 
rolled northwestward into Büllingen, filled up at a cap-
tured American gasoline depot, and then stretched out 
for Stavelot and Trois Ponts, where they planned to 
cross the Amblève river and race to the Meuse. In the 
afternoon of the 17th, just south of Malmédy at a road 
junction at the hamlet of Baugnez, the Kampfgruppe 
surprised a small, ill-equipped American battery of the 
285th Field Artillery Observation Battalion. These sol-
diers, along with men from other scattered units that 
had been overwhelmed—perhaps 113 men—were herd-
ed into an open field, stripped of gloves, clothing, and 
other items, and shot. Though over 40 Americans sur-
vived the shootings by feigning death and later secret-
ing themselves in the nearby woods, 72 men lay dead in 
the field; another dozen would be rooted out of hiding 
places and killed in the subsequent hours. The Mal-
médy massacre, rightly infamous, was the worst atroc-
ity against American troops in the European war.39
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Belgians flee the advancing German army at the start of 
the Battle of the Bulge. December 16, 1944. U.S. Nation-

al Archives

The Malmédy massacre is well-known today because it 
was immediately publicized by the commander of the 
First U.S. Army, Lieutenant General Courtney Hodges; 
he learned of it that very day from a few distraught 
survivors who made it back to American lines and told 
the grisly tale. The story of this German atrocity spread 
through American ranks and certainly led to reprisals 
upon German POWs by Americans. In 1946, seventy-
three German soldiers, including Peiper, were put on 
trial for the murders, and all of them were convicted. 
Yet less well-known is the fact that Peiper’s battle 
group had not finished its lethal work. After its harvest 
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of death at Baugnez, the Kampfgruppe rolled onward 
to the west, pausing for the night on the outskirts of 
Stavelot. Early the next morning, the murderous col-
umn jerked into life and set out toward the town, where 
hundreds of terrified citizens huddled in basements 
and barns, awaiting the return of the Germans. The 
Germans rolled into town from the southeast, crossed 
the short bridge into the northern half of Stavelot, and 
moved west along the road toward Trois Ponts, spitting 
out gunfire as they went. José Gengoux, fourteen years 
old, was standing in his family’s kitchen at 9:00 A.M. 
when a bullet hit him in the stomach and felled him. 
Joseph Alibert, who lived on the Trois Ponts road, had 
taken shelter in his basement. German soldiers entered 
his house, interrogated him about the whereabouts of 
the Americans, and shot him dead. M. and Mme. Lam-
bert, also on the Trois Ponts road, were accosted by 
passing troops, and obliged to bring beer, wine, and 
cognac; he was shot and killed in return. On the 19th 
of December, as the long column continued into Trois 
Ponts, atrocities mounted. Five Germans entered the 
Georgin home, to find five people huddled there. The 
soldiers shot one of them, Louis Nicolay, and sum-
moned M. Georgin outside to meet the same fate. But 
Georgin ran, made it to the river in a hail of bullets, and 
dove in. His arm was mangled by gunfire; it would be 
amputated three days later. The three souls left behind 
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in the house during Georgin’s escape—his wife and two 
members of the Nicolay family—were slaughtered, as 
were his neighbors, M. and Mme. Burnotte, Mme. Cor-
bisier, and Oscar and Gustave Job—all shot with a bul-
let to the head.

What happened next was certainly conditioned by 
the military context. After the Germans had crossed 
the bridge at Stavelot and begun to move west toward 
Trois Ponts, the 117th Infantry Regiment of the U.S. 
30th Division retook the town of Stavelot and blew 
up the bridge across the Amblève. This had the effect 
of cutting off supplies to Peiper’s column coming up 
from the rear; and it also cut off Peiper’s line of re-
treat. That was significant because farther down the 
line, at Trois Ponts, La Gleize, and Stoumont, all towns 
along the Amblève, Americans put up stiff resistance to 
Peiper’s attack and managed to pen him in behind the 
Amblève. Peiper’s column, bristling with tanks and sol-
diers, could not break out across the river or continue 
its advance westward. The fighting here was emerging 
as one of the most important engagements of the Battle 
of the Bulge: American resistance now formed a line 
that emerged as the northern shoulder of the “bulge.” 
The Americans diverted the Germans away from Liège 
and into a narrow, compressed westward movement, 
making them vulnerable to counterattack. Peiper knew 
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this perfectly well, which is why his soldiers fought like 
caged animals clawing for an exit; inevitably it was the 
local civilians that felt the sting of this fury.

On December 19, at about 8:00 P.M., twelve SS sol-
diers appeared in front of the Legaye house on the 
Trois Ponts road in Stavelot. Inside, twenty-six people 
huddled in the basement, where they had spent the 
previous night during the heavy fighting in the town. 
The Germans, who claimed that shots had been fired 
at them from the house, rousted out the civilians in-
side by throwing two grenades into the basement. 
Madame Regine Grégoire, who knew some German 
(she was originally from Manderfeld, right on the Ger-
man border about twenty miles east of Stavelot), and 
her two children were among the group that now was 
herded into the garden of the Legaye house. Mme. Gré-
goire and her children were set to one side, perhaps 
because of their German ethnicity. The other twenty-
three people, almost all women, children, and elder-
ly, were lined up against a hedgerow. After an hour 
or so, two young SS soldiers drew their weapons and 
methodically shot them all in the head, using a pistol 
and rifle. Mme. Grégoire was told directly that the ci-
vilians, however innocent, must pay for the crimes of 
the guilty—presumably the alleged “terrorists” who 
had been shooting at the Germans. These were not iso-
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lated acts but part of a systematic campaign by Peiper’s 
men to exact reprisals. In Parfondruy, a hamlet on the 
outskirts of Stavelot, a similar atrocity: a dozen women 
and young children were forced into a garage and shot 
dead. On December 19, in nearby Renardmont, twen-
ty-one prisoners—nineteen men and two women, one 
of whom was seventy-five years old—were marched 
to the Legrand farm, gathered into the large wash-
house there, and shot to death. The building was then 
set ablaze; miraculously one man, Achille André, sur-
vived to bear witness. But the owner of the farm, Mar-
cel Legrand, suffered a bitter loss: he was hiding in his 
granary while the Germans were busy with their mur-
derous activities. After dark, he emerged, only to find 
in his home the lifeless corpses of his mother-in-law, 
wife, and two children, aged five and eight. They had 
all been shot in the head. All told, in Stavelot and the 
neighboring hamlets during the period of December 17 
to 23, about 130 civilians were murdered in cold blood 
by the soldiers of Kampfgruppe Peiper.40

* * *

IT IS RIGHT to insist that the brutal crimes of the 
Germans inflicted upon Belgian civilians be re-
membered, and condemned. What happened in 

Stavelot, and in Bande, where on December 24, thirty-
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four civilians were summarily shot, one by one, in the 
back of the head, ought to be held up as vivid testimony 
of the true nature of German soldiers.41 Yet it must not 
be forgotten that in the Ardennes, as in all of Europe in 
1944–45, the liberators also took many lives. This har-
vest of innocent life by the liberators was not malevo-
lent, as the atrocities described above were. But it was 
deliberate, because the Allied leaders reluctantly ac-
cepted civilian deaths as part of the price to be paid for 
achieving victory. In Saint Vith, Houffalize, and a dozen 
other Belgian towns, the once-radiant face of libera-
tion turned ugly, like a bruise.

Just to the south of the icy Amblève river, around Saint 
Vith, some of the heaviest fighting of the German of-
fensive took place, which boded ill for the people of 
the town. The 18th and 62nd Volksgrenadier Divisions 
swallowed up two American infantry regiments on 
the opening day of the campaign and took thousands 
of prisoners; the German tanks then moved toward 
Saint Vith, beyond which lay the Salm river and the 
road to the Meuse. The Americans, pushed back from 
the original line of defense near Losheim, drew up an 
improvised defense around Saint Vith and formed a 
horseshoe-shaped defensive ring; but waves of Ger-
man tanks swept down on the town and threatened 
to surround this salient. On the evening of the 22nd, 
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the Americans began a planned withdrawal across the 
Salm river. The 106th Division, which had arrived in the 
line just two weeks earlier, full of green recruits, had 
been virtually wiped out; the 7th Armored Division had 
been badly mauled; overall, the Americans had suffered 
some 5,000 casualties in the Saint Vith sector. German 
soldiers stormed into Saint Vith hungry, cold, and ex-
hausted; they pillaged the town for food, abandoned 
American rations, warm clothing, and valuables. The 
Americans at Saint Vith had successfully delayed the 
Germans and badly upset their timetable; but this was 
incontestably a defeat.42

These military events caused inevitable human trag-
edy for residents of Saint Vith. Although the town was 
in the German-speaking part of Belgium, few civilians 
there welcomed the return of the Germans. Young men 
feared either being shot as resistance fighters or en-
rolled into the German army. On December 16, when 
the battle began, Saint Vith was shelled by the Germans 
and this was the signal for many of the townspeople to 
flee. Those who did not were all but compelled to do so 
when, on December 25, the American Ninth Air Force 
bombed the town; one day later, the RAF followed 
suit. The town was set ablaze by the use of phospho-
rous bombs, and hundreds of residents were inciner-
ated in their basement shelters. In the midst of battle, 
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fleeing the town was no easy matter. The roads were 
under constant attack, and to the north, the forces of 
Kampfgruppe Peiper had closed off that escape route. 
Many refugees choked the road going west to Vielsalm 
and across the Salm river, adding to the tangled traf-
fic jam of American units that were withdrawing. Mme. 
Elly Meurer of Saint Vith fled the town at the start of 
the battle, and wandered from farm to farm, sleep-
ing among cattle in barns or basements amidst other 
despairing refugees. After walking in the bitter cold 
through heavy artillery and air bombardment, she and 
her sister took shelter in a disused railway tunnel a 
couple of miles outside Saint Vith. For over a month, 
they slept on the ground without blankets, drank melt-
ed snow, and managed to hold out until the Americans 
returned to town on January 24. When the Americans 
asked the ladies to tell them their story, “we couldn’t,” 
Mme. Meurer recalled. “ We could not stop crying.” 
These women stayed in the railway tunnel until Feb-
ruary 8, chiefly because their town was uninhabitable. 
Saint Vith had been utterly crushed during the fight-
ing. When Belgian authorities arrived in early February 
to survey the scene, they found that “the commune of 
St. Vith is totally destroyed. There is not a single build-
ing standing…. The area is completely empty of civil-
ian inhabitants.” Ominously, American military au-
thorities had no information on the whereabouts of the 
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population, and the Belgian High Commission for State 
Security urged that “an investigation should be under-
taken immediately to determine the whereabouts of 
the residents of St. Vith.” A town of 2,800 people had 
vanished. The mayor estimated that there were 400 ci-
vilian casualties (later studies suggest 250 townspeo-
ple died); and he reported that 200 people were living 
in “deplorable” conditions in the basements of a few 
buildings and the town’s battered stone convent. They 
lacked everything: clothing, shoes, food, coal, or wood; 
medicine; even potable water. The U.S. Army opened 
a distribution point to give out dry rations to the few 
bedraggled civilians that turned up. Otherwise, Saint 
Vith had ceased to exist.43

Unlike Saint Vith, the town of Houffalize was given up 
without a fight. This small town on the Ourthe river had 
one main road through it, running north to Liège. Once 
the Germans punched through the weak U.S. line, 
Houffalize found itself right in the center of the bulge. 
With Liège to its north and Bastogne to its south, Houf-
falize became an important road junction. The Ameri-
cans had too few troops to hold the town and pulled 
out on December 19; they would concentrate instead 
on defending Bastogne. German troops rolled in be-
fore dawn on December 20. Though the Germans were 
engaged in the greatest offensive in the western the-
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ater of operations since 1940, they still found the time 
to arrest and interrogate civilians suspected of resis-
tance activity. Immediately upon their return to town, 
the Germans ordered the mayor, Joseph Maréchal, to 
round up all the former resistance members; he re-
fused and, fearing for his own life, fled. But the Ger-
mans found documents naming many of the resistance 
members, who were then arrested, beaten, and mur-
dered. On December 22–23, six suspected resistance 
members were arrested, interrogated, and shot. On 
December 24, the Germans killed two more, and on the 
26th, three more.44

On Christmas day, the killing continued but now it came 
from the sky. American aircraft of the Ninth Air Force 
hit Houffalize, trying to destroy German armored units 
in the town and block road access through the town. 
But of course civilians paid a high price. The Christmas 
bombing took two civilian lives; the next day, in another 
raid, twenty-eight civilians died beneath U.S. bombs. 
On December 27, eight more civilians were killed. And 
this continued uninterrupted for almost thirty days. On 
the 28th, two more died; on the 29th, one; on the 30th, 
three; on the 31st, two. On each of the first five days of 
the new year, Allied bombs killed civilians in Houffal-
ize. But it was the raid on January 6 that citizens of 
Houffalize recall as “atrocious, frightful, horrible, ter-
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rible, terrifying.” On that day, 119 people were killed in 
a thirty-minute air raid by U.S. bombers, between 3:25 
and 4:00 A.M. The civilian dead ranged in age from an 
eighty-five-year-old widow, Joséphine Martiny, to a 
three-year-old boy, Jacques Decker. This was not the 
last bombing run: on January 8, 9, 10, 12, 19, 20, and 29, 
more Houffalois died under Allied bombs. But the bulk 
of the population was by then either dead or in flight. 
During this month of fighting four members of the Bol-
let family were killed; five members of the Delme fami-
ly died, and six of the Dubru family. The entire Hoffman 
family—father, mother, and four children—was wiped 
out. Joseph Maréchal, the mayor, returned to his vil-
lage to find his own family dead beneath the ruins. In 
all, 192 people died in this small town during the Battle 
of the Bulge. Twenty-seven of the victims were under 
the age of fifteen. Of these 192 people, all but eight died 
at the hands of their liberators.45

When Belgian investigators arrived in late January to as-
sess the damage to the town, only 130 people remained 
of a population of 1,325. Most of them were living, in 
glacial cold, in the vaulted basement of the rectory. 
They had nothing: no food, shelter, medicine, clothing. 
“One cannot say enough,” wrote one reporter, “about 
how these people have suffered.” There were not even 
any cattle or pigs left alive in the town; what livestock 
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the Germans had not pillaged or butchered, the bombs 
had killed. Hundreds of bodies were unburied, many 
of them beneath rubble; four shelters with dozens of 
townspeople in them had been hit on January 6, and 
those corpses had yet to be uncovered. Although the 
mayor called for immediate help to recover the dead, 
they lay unburied in the ruins for over a month. The 
aid crews lacked the heavy equipment to pull away the 
rubble and debris.46 General Omar Bradley, who had 
ordered the destruction of the town, wrote later with 
some regret about it: “Simple, poor, and unpretentious, 
the village had offended no one. Yet it was destroyed 
simply because it sat astride an undistinguished road 
junction.”47 A shockingly honest assessment.

Townspeople of Houffalize, Belgium, return to their 
homes to inspect the damage done by the fighting there. 

U.S. National Archives
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Sometimes, civilians died because Allied air forces 
were criminally sloppy. Just a few miles to the east of 
Stavelot, in Malmédy, American aircraft mistakenly 
bombed both their own soldiers and civilians by ac-
cident not just once but three times. On December 
23, Malmédy was hit by B-26 Marauder bombers; on 
the 24th, it was hit by the ill-named B-24 “Liberator” 
bombers; and on the 25th, another flight of B-26s 
pounded the town—all mistakenly. In addition to kill-
ing 37 American soldiers who were among the heavy 
presence defending the town, Allied bombers killed 
202 civilians: 129 from Malmédy and 73 refugees from 
other towns. The city was set on fire; the water pumps 
were either broken by the shelling or frozen and thus 
useless in containing the blaze. Among the dead civil-
ians were five members of the Anselme family, includ-
ing two-year-old Jean; five members of the Delhasse 
family; six members of the Gohimont family; and seven 
members of the Melchior family. Maria Renier lost her 
twelve-year-old daughter, Anny, when, on Christmas 
Eve, a 250-pound bomb from a “Liberator” landed on 
her house. The girl’s body was laid out on a stretcher in 
the freezing cold, spattered with mud, clothed in a col-
orful woolen jacket she had made. Her mother recalled 
“that she loved to knit; she had put it on for Christmas.” 
The town of Malmédy put out a small brochure to com-
memorate the mistaken Christmas bombing. It con-
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cluded, with some restraint: “It was a Christmas unlike 
any other; in truth, it was a Christmas in hell.”48

Despite the calamity at Malmédy, civilians were usually 
safe when their towns were held by American troops. 
Thus Bastogne, the famous redoubt where the Ameri-
cans held out against German encirclement, was not 
heavily bombed by air, making it survivable for civil-
ians who were well sheltered in the caves of the town’s 
stone buildings. To be sure, the city was shelled relent-
lessly by the German divisions that desperately wanted 
to take this stubbornly defended town, and residents 
spent anxious nights in darkness and cold. But accord-
ing to one report on liberated Bastogne in late Janu-
ary, the health of the 1,200 remaining residents (out of 
a preinvasion population of 5,000) was good, and only 
twenty people had been killed in the fighting for the 
town.49 The real damage done in the Ardennes came 
when American troops and aircraft were turned upon 
towns that had to be retaken from the Germans—a 
reminder that death always precedes liberation. Just 
three miles south of Bastogne, the town of Sainlez was 
seized by the Germans on December 20. It lay directly 
on the road between Bastogne and Arlon, along which 
the 4th Armored Division of Patton’s Third Army would 
stage its famous thrust north in relief of Bastogne. On 
Christmas Eve the town, then in German hands, was 
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leveled by American air bombardment, using phos-
phorous bombs that set the town ablaze. By the time 
the Americans retook this village, on December 27, it 
was a mere smoking pile of rubble. “Only” twenty or so 
inhabitants were killed. But among these twenty were 
eight members of the Didier family, whose house took 
a direct hit: Joseph Didier, forty-six years old; Marie-
Angéla, sixteen; Alice, fifteen; Renée, thirteen; Lucile, 
eleven; Bernadette, nine; Lucien, eight; and Noël, six 
years old. For a small village like Sainlez, such a loss 
had an apocalyptic quality to it, a moment of confron-
tation with the eternal and the unknown. At a memo-
rial service for the victims, a local religious instructor, 
M. Albert Boeur, spoke with heartrending tenderness 
about the events of Christmas 1944 in Sainlez. “At the 
very moment when so many Christians were singing 
before the crèche in their churches, Joseph Didier, a 
fervent Christian, departed for eternity with his seven 
cherubs…How difficult it is to penetrate the designs 
of the Lord! But ladies and gentlemen,” he continued, 
in words that could have been uttered in thousands of 
villages across Europe, let us honor the memory of our 
dead, victims of the bombing; let us not cry for them in 
vain but let us pray for them and invoke their names; 
they are martyrs who will aid us to bear in a Christian 
manner the hardships we have suffered. They will not 
have the happiness to celebrate with us the victory that 
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is now at hand; but they will celebrate it in Heaven, 
more pure and more beautiful. As for us, families cru-
elly tested—husbands and wives, parents and children, 
brothers and sisters of our victims, let your tears flow; 
they are justified. Then recover your courage and recall 
that your dead ones are still at your side, their eyes—
full of glory—gaze into your eyes, full of tears…. Dear 
departed, victims of this catastrophe of December, rest 
in peace, in eternal peace in close union with the all-
powerful God that you served throughout your lives. 
Goodbye!50

DURING THE CATASTROPHIC fighting in the 
winter of 1944–45, Belgians rarely rebuked the 
American military forces for the damage and de-

struction they caused. Civilians knew that the Germans 
were the cause of their afflictions and that the Ameri-
cans, however clumsily, had come to free the country 
from the rapacious invaders. To this day, dozens of 
memorials and tributes to fallen American soldiers dot 
the Belgian countryside, and are tended reverentially 
by local groups. This has something to do with the work 
that the Americans undertook once they returned to 
these small rural towns in the Ardennes. Consider one 
small case. In La Roche, a town about ten miles west 
of Houffalize that was overrun by the Germans in mid-
December, repeatedly bombed by the Americans, and 
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finally liberated on January 19, the returning U.S. forces 
found a town in a state of total collapse. Yet Americans 
went to work to tackle the health and sanitation prob-
lems of the civilians still in the village. Major Edward 
O’Donnell of Detachment E1G2, Company G, 2nd ECA 
Regiment, of the First Army’s G-5 section, traveled to 
La Roche to evaluate the recovery work. He found that 
50 percent of the buildings had been destroyed; about 
200 civilian and 100 German bodies still lay trapped 
beneath the rubble of the town, unburied and rotting; 
there was no municipal water or sewage; water was 
obtained from a stream running through town; and of 
1,200 civilians there, 400 had chronic diarrhea. Yet the 
24th Cavalry Reconnaissance Squadron was feeding 
190 people three meals a day, working with the Belgian 
Red Cross to assure steady supplies. The Belgian gov-
ernment had also sent a detachment of nurses, trained 
rescue personnel, an ambulance, and quantities of 
medical supplies into the town. Two nurses had made 
house-to-house calls with a DDT sprayer, delousing 
the inhabitants. About 100 children under ten still in 
the town were eligible for extra rations of canned milk 
and bread. American soldiers from the 298th Combat 
Engineers were busily setting up a water purification 
and pumping station. And La Roche was no anomaly: 
this sort of work was going on in dozens of other vil-
lages and towns, both during and after the Battle of 
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the Bulge. Having done so much to destroy, Americans 
proved more than willing to begin the work of repair 
and recovery.51

Yet this picture of hardworking relief efforts must be 
placed against other, less appealing images left by 
American and British soldiers, especially in the larg-
er cities. At precisely the same moment as American 
soldiers and Belgian relief workers were toiling in the 
rubble of La Roche, General Erskine, the chief of the 
SHAEF mission to Belgium, received a disturbing ap-
peal from the head of the Belgian High Commission for 
State Security, Advocate General Walter Ganshof. “It is 
my duty to acquaint you with the fact that from all parts 
of the country where the American and British troops 
have been in action, innumerable complaints are being 
made by the population on the looting which is going 
on,” Ganshof wrote. “ The Belgian population is as you 
know extremely grateful to the Allied Forces for hav-
ing been liberated by them. They realize, no doubt, the 
extremely difficult conditions in which these forces are 
now fighting…. I feel nevertheless that if the troops re-
alized better the appalling distress of the populations 
in the regions in which fighting has been going on 
lately, they would undoubtedly avoid some unneces-
sary looting, destruction and wastage of items vital to 
the populations.” Ganshof said he had received many 
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reports of American units “destroying or wasting great 
quantities of food in front of local populations. Tins of 
fats and other ingredients vital to the people are being 
thrown away half filled, after having been spoiled…. 
In the very distressing state of the population, this cre-
ates of course an extremely unfavorable impression.”52

Unfortunately, as High Commissioner Ganshof knew 
well, these were not the first such reports, nor were the 
incidents limited to the battlefield. Back behind the 
lines, numerous Allied troops had been causing public 
disturbances, getting drunk and disorderly, robbing, 
raping, and thieving their way across Brussels, Liège, 
Namur, Charleroi, Antwerp, and just about every other 
town where they were stationed. One charge sheet in 
the archives of the High Commission shows a com-
plaint was lodged against Allied troops in Brussels on 
almost every day since September 11, 1944, when the 
first troops had rolled into Belgium. Some of these of-
fenses were predictable and fairly minor: drinking, 
fighting, breaking furniture and windows in cafés and 
bars, brawling. But some were serious: armed robbery, 
theft of watches and rings, wallets and clothing, and 
of course rape.53 The frequency of such reports of Al-
lied misbehavior picked up significantly following the 
winter fighting. One local study suggests that Liège 
became, after May 1945, “a veritable cauldron of ban-
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ditry,” with soldiers involved in armed holdups, theft 
of valuables and money from passersby, and frequent 
public disorders like breaking café windows. The Liège 
press increasingly used the term “gangsters” in its re-
porting about U.S. soldiers in the city, while in Brus-
sels itself, women raised constant complaints about 
the public behavior of American soldiers, who spoke 
rudely to them, assaulted them, and pursued them re-
lentlessly in hopes of initiating sexual contact.54

In the war-ravaged eastern part of the country, Bel-
gians bitterly complained about the quantity and qual-
ity of supplies the Americans enjoyed, and compared 
this abundance to their own destitution. “In many lo-
calities damaged by the recent invasion, a chill has set 
in between the civilian population and the American 
Army,” one report for the High Commission for State 
Security concluded. The Americans were accused of 
wasting their own precious food stocks while requisi-
tioning Belgian homes and supplies, and leaving them 
ruined and broken—a veritable second invasion. “It is 
not rare to hear it said that during the German occupa-
tion, there was not such wanton destruction,” accord-
ing to a report in mid-February. “If the situation is not 
remedied immediately, the great majority of people will 
turn away from the allies, who will thereafter enjoy only 
the favor of the prostitutes.”55 Business owners com-
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plained to Belgian government officials that the Ameri-
can Army was recruiting laborers at higher wages than 
they could match, usually to work in mines whose coal 
was to be used for military purposes. But the workers 
too complained of the poor treatment they received at 
the hands of American military overseers. “ They treat 
us like convicts,” said one, while others spoke of being 
subjected to constant body searches to look for pilfered 
American goods. Workers, wrote one observer, “have 
developed a distinctly unfriendly attitude toward our 
American allies.” One of the most persistent rumors 
passed along by Belgians was that the U.S. Army was 
stockpiling huge warehouses of luxury goods that were 
soon to be dumped on the Belgian market, earning 
windfall profits for the liberators. Despite a number 
of official investigations into this rumor, no organized 
plot was uncovered. Yet the widespread black market 
was awash in ladies’ toilet articles, soap, underwear, 
chocolates, fruits, candies, cigarettes, sewing scissors, 
and dozens of hard-to-find articles that the Army had 
shipped to the continent. One official noted that in a 
warehouse in Morlanwelz he had seen fifty cubic me-
ters of crates filled with nothing but playing cards—a 
million decks of cards, he calculated. Though the High 
Commission made a “discreet démarche” to SHAEF 
about these complaints, little was done. The High Com-
missioner’s brother, François Ganshof, who had been 
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recruited to work on fact-finding missions on the Com-
mission’s behalf, wrote in despair over the huge in-
crease in anti-American sentiments that was breaking 
out across the country. “I am more and more worried,” 
he wrote to the prime minister’s office, “by the deplor-
able state of opinion that I have observed.”56

As important as these criticisms were, the chief area 
of contention between Belgians and the Allies was sex, 
and the role the liberators should play in determining 
the morals and public health of liberated territory. The 
site on which this debate played out was, quite literally, 
women’s bodies, and the problem on which the debate 
converged was that old scourge of men in uniform, ve-
nereal disease (chiefly syphilis and gonorrhea). “ The 
incidence of VD among allied troops deployed in Bel-
gium has recently reached such disquieting propor-
tions as to merit the issue of a special order on the 
subject by the Commander in Chief himself,” wrote the 
deputy commander of SHAEF’s mission in Belgium in 
December 1944, and the picture worsened throughout 
the year. Figures gathered by the U.S. Army show that 
by June 1945, roughly 15 percent—about half a million—
of all the American soldiers in continental Europe had 
some form of VD.57 This, on a continent that already 
had abnormally high civilian VD rates. The problem 
had become so serious that it compromised “effective 
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conduct of military operations.” But what solution did 
SHAEF propose to stop their men from getting VD? 
One obvious answer was to stop soldiers from having 
sex with prostitutes, and SHAEF declared brothels “out 
of bounds.” Yet SHAEF’s public health branch did not 
stop there. The Civil Affairs public health authorities 
believed that the real culprit in spreading VD were the 
prostitutes working their trade by themselves, in al-
leys, cafés, and taverns “of doubtful character.” These 
women, therefore, must bear the principal burden of 
ensuring that their bodies were free of VD. The Allied 
soldier, in this configuration, bore no responsibility, 
and indeed, the Army had in September 1944 prevailed 
upon the U.S. Congress to repeal a law that punished 
soldiers who contracted VD. The War Department ar-
gued that the law had no deterrent value and if any-
thing only encouraged a soldier to be silent about his 
symptoms. Thus, Army policy was premised on the as-
sumption that men would seek sex at all times, in all 
possible venues, and so the best curb on VD was to 
close brothels, distribute condoms, institute rigorous 
inspection of any women suspected to be involved in 
the sex trade, and encourage immediate and penalty-
free treatment for soldiers who might contract VD.58 
SHAEF drew up a draft decree for Belgium concern-
ing prostitution and VD that it presented to the Belgian 
government for passage into law. Prostitutes, accord-
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ing to the proposed law, must register at the town hall 
in their neighborhood, present three photographs, ob-
tain a license, provide names of all cafés in which they 
sought customers, submit to biweekly medical exami-
nations, and, if infected, agree to detention at a clin-
ic for whatever period of time the doctor prescribed. 
Furthermore, any woman alleged to be a prostitute by 
an Allied soldier could be forced to undergo a medical 
examination immediately. Finally, proprietors of cafés 
and bars where prostitutes regularly worked were li-
able to heavy fines and penalties.59

A romantic tryst between liberator and liberated. U.S. 
Army
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Despite “very energetic representations” by SHAEF 
authorities, the Belgian government refused to accept 
the decree. It was considered far too intrusive. In its 
place, the government offered an alternative law that 
placed the burden for curtailing the spread of VD on 
the infected man, and in particular, on his doctor. The 
Belgian law focused on the behavior of the “consumer,” 
as it were, declaring that “every person who exhibits 
the symptoms of venereal disease is required to have 
himself treated by a doctor of his choice.” The doctor 
was then obliged to report the infection and the date 
and location when the infection occurred; but he did 
not have to report the name of the infected man. The 
inspector of health must “use every discretion” but 
he could, if necessary, commit the infected man to a 
hospital. In any case, the expenses would be borne by 
the patient—a serious disincentive to go to the doctor 
in the first place. Any man who had sexual relations 
while knowingly carrying an infection would be sub-
ject to imprisonment and fines. The Belgian law failed 
to discuss the issue of prostitution at all, and placed 
the burden of curtailing sexually transmitted diseases 
on men rather than on women who sold sex for money. 
Why did the Belgian law make no mention of brothels, 
and indeed, why did Belgians prefer to see soldiers use 
a maison tolerée to appease their sexual appetites? 
The reason became clear in a series of exchanges, both 
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public and private, during February and March 1945 
when Belgian health officials demanded that SHAEF 
close the Army dancing clubs where soldiers were 
permitted to entertain female guests. These centers 
were chaperoned and although plenty of alcohol was 
available, military police were never far; Belgian girls 
frequented these halls to meet and socialize with sol-
diers who could offer them drinks, music, cigarettes, 
attention, and perhaps some light romance. Yet pre-
cisely because these clubs attracted nice middle class 
girls, Belgian officials saw them as a serious threat to 
the overall health of the female public. It was assumed 
that Allied soldiers, having been banned from broth-
els, would naturally seek sexual contact with the nice 
girls at the dance clubs. Far better, the Belgian health 
authorities reasoned, if the brothels remained open 
so that soldiers could satisfy their desires among the 
known prostitutes in recognized brothels, which were 
perfectly legal. If men contracted VD, they could find a 
doctor to cure them. Brothels, in the mind of the Bel-
gian government, offered a buffer zone between sol-
diers and good Belgian girls; if men could be diverted 
into the houses of “doubtful character,” the purity of 
the clean Belgian female body could be preserved.60

The Belgian government’s approach to the VD problem, 
as a public health measure, left much to be desired. Al-
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lied experience in southern Italy in 1944 had shown that 
closing brothels, cracking down on clandestine prosti-
tution, and insisting that soldiers with VD be treated 
not by local doctors but within the Army, where they 
could be monitored, worked effectively to contain the 
spread of VD.61 In Belgium, by contrast, VD rates soared 
in 1944–45 precisely because soldiers were having sex 
with many partners in an uncontrolled environment 
with little regulation of prostitution. But the legal tus-
sle over the issue sheds light on a key theme of libera-
tion: that Belgians saw their liberated territory, its so-
cial and moral values, and indeed its young bearers of 
feminine virtue, as vulnerable to subversion by foreign 
occupation. Soldiers, one report declared, had brought 
to Belgium “morals [moeurs] to which we are not ac-
customed.” In mid-March 1945, over a dozen mayors 
around Verviers, a town near Liège with a heavy foreign 
troop concentration, signed a public appeal, aimed not 
at the soldiers but at Belgian youth, especially girls. 
“ This spring,” it began, “our young people face great 
dangers. We do not refer to the youths who have ral-
lied to the flag and responded to the call of their coun-
try, for whom to die in battle would be a great honor. 
Rather, [we refer to] the youth that have been seized 
by a frenzy of pleasure. While so many others suffer 
on the battlefield or in the deportation camps, these 
young people have thrown themselves into a sentimen-
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tal adventure where they risk losing their moral dignity 
and physical health.” The appeal praised the “valiant 
young boys who have brought us liberty,” but asked 
parents if they did not fear that their “young, impres-
sionistic girls were being manipulated by the prestige 
of the uniform.” The mayors chided in particular the 
young girls of the area who, they felt, were too eager to 
consort with Allied soldiers:

Young ladies, so sure of yourselves, do you not fear that 
your example will lead others into weakness?…Do you 
not know that the road along which Victory has trav-
eled passed through North Africa, from which these 
unfortunate diseases have come?…Do you know that 
the [Army] rest camp in our area has attracted women 
by the hundreds who are the waste of the great cit-
ies, and who by avoiding any medical surveillance are 
spreading these diseases? Do you know that in Verviers, 
many of your peers, after having strayed just once, have 
already been obliged to submit to emergency treat-
ments, which are as horrible as they are indispensable? 
Remember, young girls, the essential mission for the 
future of our race which you bear: the mission to repre-
sent our people proudly before our allies! For one hour 
of abandon, do not stain your conscience with painful 
and often hereditary “stigmata”…The time of national 
recovery is at hand. No nation can revive unless it has a 
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youth that is healthy in its body and its soul.62

The notion that American soldiers were vectors of 
“North African” diseases stirred up vigorous and out-
raged protests from SHAEF officials, who remonstrated 
with the local mayors.63 Yet the truth was that VD, along 
with prostitution, crime, smuggling, violence, and may-
hem, closely accompanied the hundreds of thousands 
of Allied soldiers in Belgium; civilian leaders believed 
their behavior placed the moral and physical health of 
the country in jeopardy. It is no accident that the ap-
peal of the mayors explicitly linked the recovery of the 
nation with the physical health of young girls: these 
bearers of national virtue would have to be protected, 
perhaps liberated, from promiscuous, drunken, profli-
gate, demanding liberators.
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A U.S. Army poster cautioning soldiers about the risks 
of venereal disease. U.S. National Archives

This is quite different from saying that Belgians were 
ungrateful for their liberation, or that they preferred 
the Germans to the Americans—a charge that some 
American soldiers leveled at them. Rather, Belgian 
complaints remind us how unsettling, violent, and dy-
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namic the entire process of liberation was at the close 
of World War II. Liberation in Belgium had brought 
death and destruction, the annihilation of cities, the 
creation of refugees, the bombing of small rural villag-
es and their occupants; and it had opened the way to a 
social threat from the weary, sex-starved, and perhaps 
emotionally scarred Allied soldiers. Given the trauma 
of war and liberation in Belgium, it is not surprising 
that the people of this now war-shattered country sim-
ply wanted to be left alone. Belgium had been invaded 
in 1940 by the Germans, in 1944 by the Americans and 
British, and again in 1944 by the Germans. Thirty thou-
sand Belgian civilians died as a result of these events. 
The war over, Belgians wished to heal, to recover some 
sense of national independence and dignity. It is all too 
easy to understand why a local police commissioner in 
September 1945 found that in his part of the country, 
the common phrase on the lips of all the citizens was 
simply, “O Lord, deliver us from our liberators.”64
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3: Hunger: The Netherlands and the 
Politics of Food

IN THE LATE winter of 1944, rifleman Roscoe Blunt 
of the 84th Infantry Division was warming C-ra-
tions on a fire in his mud-soaked campsite in the 

Dutch town of Heerlen. A young girl wandered into the 
GI’s compound “and then matter-of-factly asked me if 
I wanted to ‘ficken’ or just ‘kuszen.’ It took me a few 
moments for my brain to click into gear and realize 
what she was asking.” Blunt asked the girl how old she 
was. “’Zwolf,’ she whispered passionately.”1

It was not uncommon in the winter of 1944 to see Dutch 
children like this twelve-year-old girl fighting over the 
trash pails where the GIs threw their uneaten rations, 
or offering sex in exchange for food. And in the spring 
of 1945, the picture in the Netherlands only worsened. 
The Allied armies that had dashed through northern 
France and Belgium in August arrived on Holland’s 
doorstep in early September, but then failed to drive 
the Germans out of the country. Only a small slice of 
southern Holland was freed from German control, and 
the rest of the country, including the main cities of Am-
sterdam, the Hague, and Rotterdam, remained under 
occupation until the end of the war. Although the Al-
lied armies periodically launched attacks on the Ger-
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man lines in Holland—the First Canadian Army fought 
bitterly there—the ugly truth is that the liberation of 
northwestern Holland was simply not a strategic pri-
ority for the Allies. The Anglo-American armies hit 
the Germans along the Siegfried Line in Belgium and 
France, and in spring 1945 pushed eastward into Ger-
many proper. This left a large contingent of German 
soldiers effectively cut off in Holland, though still in 
command of much of the country. A gruesome side-
show ensued: the doomed German occupiers pursued 
a policy of vengeance against the citizens of the Neth-
erlands, and deliberately allowed them to starve.

During the late winter and early spring of 1945, when 
life had revived in liberated Brussels and Paris, north-
west Holland was a lifeless zone of darkness and hun-
ger, a pitiful encampment of skeletal children and ca-
daverous people, surviving on tulip bulbs and beets. 
The Dutch people’s deliverance did not come until the 
collapse of the Third Reich itself, by which time some 
16,000 people had died of starvation in what had been 
one of the richest, most intensively cultivated countries 
in Europe. When the Canadian and British troops did 
finally enter the main cities in early May, they were of 
course greeted warmly, and many soldiers thought at 
first glance that the Dutch people seemed to have sur-
vived on their meager rations. But that was because the 



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

desperately ill were not among the crowds. As Major-
General J. G. W. Clark, the head of the SHAEF mission 
in the Netherlands, put it tartly in a memo to London, 
“men and women who are slowly dying in their beds 
of starvation unfortunately cannot walk gaily about the 
streets waving flags.”2

* * *

THE GERMANS OCCUPIED the country on May 10, 
1940; but they never decided precisely what to do 
with the Dutch. After the conquest of the country, 

Queen Wilhelmina and the Dutch government removed 
to London and established a Dutch government-in-
exile—one of the many castaway cabinets then crowd-
ing into Britain. Despite ongoing surrender talks with 
the remaining Dutch military authorities, the Germans 
bombed Rotterdam on May 14, gutting the city center 
and killing 900 people. There could be no doubt of the 
brutality the Germans intended to visit upon the Dutch 
if they did not yield immediately. They did so, and a 
curtain of suffering was drawn over the country for the 
next five years. The country presented the Germans 
with a tricky problem: how to treat a people so racially, 
linguistically, and culturally similar to the Aryan ide-
al. Hitler, typically, let his deputies fight the issue out 
among themselves. The Reichskommissariat Nieder-
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lande (Netherlands Reich Commissariat) was headed 
by Arthur Seyss-Inquart, who was, like Hitler, an Aus-
trian. He had been a central figure in manipulating 
Austrian affairs to allow for Hitler to seize that country 
in the 1938 Anschluss and incorporate Austria into the 
German Reich. Hitler later appointed Seyss-Inquart as 
deputy governor general in occupied Poland, where 
he gladly engaged in the ghettoization of Jews. In May 
1940, he was sent to run the defeated Netherlands. Sey-
ss-Inquart wished to preserve some degree of autono-
my for Holland while squeezing it for every last bit of 
materiel it could provide to the insatiable German war 
effort. He approved the delegation of certain powers to 
the collaborationist Nationaal-Socialistische Beweg-
ing der Nederlanden (Dutch National Socialist Move-
ment), headed by the Dutchman Anton Mussert, and 
which claimed a membership of 50,000 by 1940. Seyss-
Inquart would have been content to govern the Neth-
erlands essentially as a colonized fiefdom of the Ger-
man Reich. By contrast, the SS commander and police 
chief in Holland, Hanns Albin Rauter, another Austrian 
Nazi, envisioned a direct form of rule that annexed 
and incorporated Holland into Germany, removing any 
vestiges of Dutch identity and independence. The two 
rivals never came to a common understanding, and in 
fact worked at cross purposes for much of the war.3
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As a practical matter, these doctrinal differences at the 
top had little meaning for the Dutch people, who suf-
fered under an increasingly burdensome and interfer-
ing German occupation. Virtually all aspects of life in 
the country fell under German control. Access to food 
was controlled through rationing cards; the radio, 
press, political parties, and labor unions were all given 
over to collaborationists. The country was ransacked: 
factories were dismantled and shipped into Germany. 
Metals, clothing, textiles, bicycles, food and produce, 
cattle and livestock, all were sucked into the German 
war machine. Curfews governed civilian freedom of 
movement; tens of thousands of people were forcibly 
moved from coastal towns where the Germans erected 
massive fortifications. Four hundred thousand people 
were shipped into Germany, where they were com-
pelled to work for the German war effort. And of course 
the Germans targeted Jews. In June 1942, the Germans 
began a systematic deportation of Dutch Jews, man-
aging in the end to find and murder 105,000 of the 
140,000 Jews in Holland at the start of the war: a higher 
percentage than any western European country.4

A significant number of Dutch people participated in 
some form of resistance to German rule, though this 
was rarely militant, armed resistance. The Order Ser-
vice grouped former army officers together and had 
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the favor of the government in exile; the Council of 
Resistance directed sabotage and espionage in close 
cooperation with the British secret service; and a na-
tional association for assistance to the many onderdu-
ikers—those who “dived under,” or went into hiding—
served as a way station for false documents, transport, 
and funds. Unfortunately, the Dutch resistance was 
totally penetrated by German counterintelligence, 
which was able to stymie all major sabotage activities 
between 1942 and 1944. Yet a much broader, national 
resistance did develop in daily life, which manifested 
itself through a vigorous underground press, an active 
counterfeiting of ration cards and identity papers, a 
network of aid to those in hiding, and periodic strikes. 
These strikes in particular could be a serious nuisance 
to the occupation authorities and tended to provoke 
the ire of the Germans. A nationwide strike in February 
1941 in response to initial roundups of Jews in Amster-
dam led to the execution of seventeen Dutch people. 
In April 1943, another nationwide strike was called in 
response to German arrests of former Dutch POWs 
who had already been released; 150 Dutch people were 
killed by the Germans in savage reprisals.

By the start of 1944, living conditions in Holland had 
become nearly intolerable. The Dutch economy had 
been stripped bare and the only available food were 
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potatoes, mealy bread, and beets. Children were be-
ginning to show signs of malnutrition while diseases 
like diphtheria and typhus had begun to break out. The 
Germans flooded large swaths of the country in an-
ticipation of an Allied invasion, and Allied bombing of 
dykes also devastated thousands of acres, taking still 
more land out of cultivation. The resistance occasion-
ally carried out successful operations against the oc-
cupiers, and badly wounded Hanns Rauter himself in 
a March 1945 assassination attempt; but the reprisals 
for such acts took a ghastly toll. The Germans killed 
250 Dutch prisoners in response to the attack on Ra-
uter, and constantly shot hostages in reply to Dutch 
sabotage. Death also came from the skies, inevitably. 
One report from within occupied Holland in June 1944 
said that the people were “becoming increasingly 
anti-American and anti-British because of the reck-
less air bombardment.”5 The Netherlands Red Cross 
begged the British to reconsider their air assaults on 
cities. A report in April 1944 gave a grim tally of dam-
age and destruction, including the attack on Nijmegen 
on February 22 that “left one-third of the centre of the 
town in ruins,” killed 500 civilians and injured several 
hundred. “One school was completely wiped out, and 
all the children and those in charge of them perished. 
Several churches and historic buildings were reduced 
to rubble and ashes,” the Red Cross reported. To this, 
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British Foreign Minister Anthony Eden laconically re-
plied, “I fear loss of life and damage to property and 
cultural monuments are inevitable. It is part of the 
price of liberation.”6 But liberation seemed a long way 
off: in May 1944, one source concluded a gloomy re-
port on conditions in Holland with these words: “If the 
British could see how things are in Holland, they would 
hurry up. It simply cannot last much longer.”7

In early September, the Allies were strung out along the 
Dutch-Belgian border and it seemed a matter of days 
before the country would be liberated. On September 
17, the day that the Allies launched Operation Market 
Garden, flooding the skies over Nijmegen and Arnhem 
with paratroopers, liberation appeared at hand. The 
Dutch government in London ordered a nationwide 
railway strike on the same day in an effort to snarl 
German military movements and cut off rail traffic. 
But the airborne invasion failed to achieve the Rhine 
crossing that had been hoped for, and only a small 
patch of southern Holland was in Allied hands. The Al-
lied armies turned their attention eastward, away from 
Holland and into Germany proper. It would be months 
before the Allies fought their way northward, across the 
watery fingers of the Maas, Waal, and Rhine rivers. In 
retaliation for the Dutch strikes, Seyss-Inquart placed 
an embargo on all food imports into the German-held 
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areas. This marked the start of the gravest period of the 
war for the Netherlands.

Even before the war, Holland had relied on imported 
food to feed its larger cities, and even imported fod-
der to feed its livestock. The importing of food ceased 
in 1940, after the German invasion, and the Germans 
had been busy stripping the country bare since then. 
Between May 1940 and September 1944, all the pro-
duce from 60 percent of Holland’s arable land was sent 
directly to Germany. Shortages of fertilizer, farm ma-
chinery, and of course men to work the fields—many 
had been sent into Germany as labor—left the coun-
try unable to produce sufficient food, and teetering on 
disaster by the fall of 1944. From 1940 on, the Dutch 
authorities rationed what food was available. The Ger-
man food embargo now pushed the country over the 
edge. Potatoes and bread were severely rationed; sugar 
beets had to be used to make foul-tasting mash that 
was served at soup kitchens; nasty and unsatisfying al-
ternatives like tulip bulbs could be found on the black 
market at exorbitant prices. As winter closed in on 3.6 
million souls in occupied Holland, it looked as if a gi-
gantic national tragedy was about to unfold.

* * *
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ON SEPTEMBER 28, just a few days after the ob-
vious failure of Market Garden, Dutch Prime 
Minister Pieter S. Gerbrandy, directing the gov-

ernment-in-exile in London, cabled a desperate appeal 
to Winston Churchill that set the tone for Anglo-Dutch 
communications over the next nine months:

I have the honor to bring to your attention that most 
alarming tidings have reached Her Majesty and the 
Netherlands Cabinet regarding the deplorable situa-
tion which has arisen in the Netherlands…. Many rail-
way strikers and members of the resistance movement 
have been and are being executed, and the strongest 
reprisals are being taken against members of their 
families. Starvation in the big cities—the term is not 
too strong—is imminent. Destruction of port installa-
tions, wharves, factories, power plants, bridges, etc., is 
being carried out by the Germans on a very extensive 
scale. I should be most grateful if you would give me an 
opportunity in the near future of discussing this matter 
with you.8

The British government, which in Allied planning doc-
uments had claimed both Belgium and the Netherlands 
as “British spheres of influence,” now faced the seri-
ous problem of what to do about the possible death by 
starvation of millions of people in Holland.9 Churchill 
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and Gerbandy met at 10 Downing Street on October 
5, and it was a difficult meeting indeed. Gerbrandy 
wanted to relate the details of Germany’s scorched-
earth strategy in Holland in the face of probable de-
feat by the Allies. Churchill tried to assuage Gerbrandy 
with promises that after the war, Germany would be 
forced to offer restitution, as well as forced labor to 
rebuild the country; Holland might even annex some 
parts of Germany, Churchill suggested. But Gerbrandy 
persisted, and painted an apocalyptic scenario. “ The 
Germans were no longer feeding the Dutch,” he said, 
and instead were looting the country’s food supplies. 
“Leiden was now out of food, and Amsterdam would 
have no more food by October 24th. In an emergency,” 
Gerbrandy went on, “people could exist for longer than 
they supposed. He was prepared to say that Western 
Holland could continue to live somehow until Decem-
ber 1st, but this was the limit, after which the people 
of Western Holland would die of starvation. Was there 
a chance of Western Holland being liberated by that 
date?” If not, Gerbrandy wondered if Churchill would 
agree to allowing the Swedish government to intervene 
and negotiate some kind of food transport, through 
the British bloackade of the continent, into Holland. 
Churchill was not moved. “Any food admitted to Hol-
land would directly or indirectly nourish the Germans, 
who were themselves short of food and ammunition,” 
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Churchill said. Besides, he thought “that there was a 
very good chance that western Holland would be liber-
ated before December 1st.”10

Gerbrandy went away dispirited, but he and his col-
leagues pressed the British government on multiple 
fronts. Two days earlier, the Dutch ambassador had 
met with Sir Alexander Cadogan, the permanent un-
dersecretary for foreign affairs, and told him that the 
Swedish government was in fact prepared to send 
some food supplies into Holland provided that both 
the Germans and the British agreed to ensure safe 
passage of the relief ships. The minister for economic 
warfare, Lord Selborne, also received the Dutch am-
bassador, and was given a detailed report on the food 
shortages. According to the Dutch government’s as-
sessment, stocks of bread grains would run out by the 
end of October; the occupied territories had but three 
weeks of potatoes left; there was no milk; and most ca-
lamitous, the military operations in the south had dis-
rupted coal shipments into the cities, so that the gas 
and electric works, as well as bakeries and factories, 
could not function. Coal stocks would be gone by mid-
October, Dutch sources reported. The country was on 
the verge of total collapse. The only hope was immedi-
ate aid through Sweden, or even food drops by plane 
into occupied Holland. “ There will be a famine after 
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mid-October,” the Dutch report concluded.11

Unlike Churchill, the British Chiefs of Staff as well as 
the Foreign Office had no real objection to the proposal 
to allow the Swedes to assist the Dutch people, pro-
vided that the plan in no way interfered with General 
Eisenhower’s military operations. The Chiefs recog-
nized that one Swedish ship could scarcely carry suffi-
cient quantities of materials for 3.5 million people, but 
it would be a humanitarian mission they could hardly 
oppose. General Eisenhower concurred. On October 
29, he informed the War Department and the British 
military authorities that “on the grounds of human-
ity, relief from neutral sources through International 
Red Cross…should if possible be arranged without 
delay, if the German government can be persuaded 
to agree.” Eisenhower said he knew that some of the 
supplies might be pilfered by the Germans “but I ac-
cept this risk. Any assistance to the Dutch civil popu-
lation that can be provided before the liberation will 
ease the relief problem subsequent to liberation.”12 On 
November 2, Britain’s top military officials, meeting 
at a conference of the Chiefs of Staff, agreed that al-
lowing a Swedish ship into Amsterdam was acceptable 
and raised no military objections. Yet they did oppose 
any airdrops of food directly into Holland because it 
was not possible to arrange safe conduct for the Brit-
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ish aircraft involved, “and there could be no guarantee 
that the supplies would reach the civil population—in 
fact the probability is quite the reverse.” No less sig-
nificant, the British and American military authorities 
rejected any possibility of letting Red Cross ships trav-
el down the Rhine from Switzerland to Holland, which 
the Dutch had asked for and which the Germans had 
agreed to. Eisenhower refused outright. He said his 
war plan called for the bombing of bridges over the 
Rhine. Moreover, he claimed that “the prompt manner 
in which the Germans agreed to allow supplies to move 
on the Rhine is actuated, we believe, by their desire to 
keep the river open for their own purposes.”13

The various constraints thrown up by the military plan-
ners kept the Swedish relief operation small: in late 
January, two ships, the Noreg and the Dagmar Bratt, 
delivered 3,000 tons of flour, margarine, and cod-liver 
oil to Delfzyl in northeast Holland. From there, the food 
was delivered south on barges through the canal net-
work. These initial shiploads created a great boost for 
the morale of the hungry Dutch. Yet by April, the Swedes 
had been able to deliver only 20,000 tons of food and 
supplies: extremely welcome, but not nearly sufficient 
to avert catastrophe. Prime Minister Gerbrandy had 
hoped these deliveries would be just the start of an ex-
panded relief convoy system from Sweden. The British 
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Chiefs of Staff, however, did not wish to see a limited 
relief supply turn into a regular operation. On Febru-
ary 14, the Chiefs of Staff concluded that a relief convoy 
using the Kiel Canal would become a serious obstacle 
to military operations: it would force the Allies to re-
strict mining of the canal and to redirect air bombing. 
Further, the Chiefs believed the Germans would essen-
tially use the Swedish vessels as minesweepers, send-
ing naval vessels in behind the civilian relief convoys. 
They therefore objected to any regular relief scheme 
for occupied Holland.14

The issue was not easily dismissed, however. Mounting 
evidence of the humanitarian crisis inside occupied 
Holland began to accumulate in London, and the is-
sue became a highly charged one. Queen Wilhelmina 
herself wrote to Churchill and President Roosevelt in 
mid-January, imploring that something be done for 
occupied Holland now, before liberation, in order to 
avoid “a major catastrophe the like of which has not 
been seen since the Middle Ages.” In early February, 
Sir Jack Drummond, a professor of biochemistry at the 
University of London who was gathering information in 
Holland for the British government, sent an alarming 
report to the Ministry of Food in which he described 
“a critical situation in west and northwest Holland. 
Amsterdam, Rotterdam, and the Hague appear to be 
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reduced to practically starvation level and 500 to 800 
calories a day. There has been a typhoid epidemic in 
Amsterdam and diphtheria in Rotterdam.” Drummond 
believed that “if it is not alleviated quickly thousands 
are likely to die directly or indirectly from starvation. 
At this level of nutrition the normal human being could 
not live for more than two or three months.” This crisis 
now had major political ramifications: Could the Brit-
ish government really stand by as thousands dropped 
dead of starvation? And did the potential deaths of so 
many people require a rethinking of Allied war strat-
egy, one that would give a higher priority to the liber-
ation of northwest Holland than to the battles in the 
Rhineland, on Germany’s flank? Queen Wilhelmina 
certainly thought so, and demanded immediate “mili-
tary action for the purpose of driving the Germans out 
of Holland.”15

The problem of how to approach the relief of the starv-
ing people of occupied Holland became closely tied up 
with the troubles in the southern, liberated portion of 
the country. There too a severe food shortage had be-
come a serious political issue. The Dutch press had 
become increasingly critical of the Allied occupiers in 
January 1945, as mountains of food and supplies flowed 
to the ravenous armies on the front, while the Dutch 
people went without. The food issue had become “the 
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burning question” for the Dutch, and “the people in 
the liberated territory have become more critical than 
they ever have been before.” Prime Minister Gerbran-
dy told Eisenhower in mid-January that the care and 
feeding of the liberated Dutch had fallen well short of 
the required amounts, even though SHAEF refused to 
delegate the job to the Dutch government itself while 
the region was still part of a fluid and unstable military 
front.16

In early February, General Bernard Montgomery, whose 
21st Army Group was the chief occupying force in Bel-
gium and southern Holland, wrote to Eisenhower to 
tell him that “the level of subsistence of the Belgian 
and Dutch civil population is too low and that there 
are signs of disintegrating morale. There have already 
been sporadic strikes among Antwerp dockers and coal 
miners. A strike of railway operatives would be most 
serious. The present rations for civilians amounts to 
1600 calories as compared with some 4500 for military 
personnel. It is obvious that this cannot be sufficient 
for labor doing hard physical work. I feel that the se-
riousness of the position may not be fully realized and 
would be grateful if you would personally intervene.” 
Monty also complained bitterly to his friends in White-
hall. Writing to Sir P. J. Grigg, secretary of state for war, 
he said that the food and coal situation in Holland was 
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catastrophically bad and that strikes were breaking out 
in many sectors. “ The plain truth is that Eisenhower is 
running around the front trying to run the battle and 
show that he is a great general, and he is neglecting his 
higher functions; he cannot do both jobs.”17

Montgomery could be extremely irritating, but in this 
case his words prompted Eisenhower into action. The 
Supreme Commander cabled his superior in Washing-
ton, General George Marshall, and told him that he was 
“very much concerned about the food situation in Bel-
gium and liberated Holland.” He said the Allied gov-
ernments simply were not carrying through on their 
commitments, and that the import program would be 
60,000 tons short of what was needed by the end of 
March. The result “will be increasing unrest, civil dis-
turbances, and disorders in the rear areas of 21st Army 
Group…. Food shortage is at the bottom of all the trou-
ble.” Eisenhower’s solution, however, was politically 
sensitive: to feed the Belgians and the freed Dutch, he 
proposed to raid the stocks that had been built up in 
Britain for the emergency relief of northwestern Hol-
land. These stocks were the central pillar of the Brit-
ish government’s plan for relief once Holland was fully 
liberated, and they had been used as a demonstration 
of good faith to the Dutch that serious planning for the 
immediate relief of the Dutch was well in hand. Eisen-
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hower, perhaps knowing that the liberation of occupied 
Holland was not imminent, decided to use the stock-
piles for the immediate needs of liberated territory. But 
he also appealed to the Combined Chiefs of Staff for an 
immediate additional shipping program to Britain that 
would replenish those stocks. “Unless these withdraw-
als are replaced,” he argued, “the whole relief plan for 
Western Holland is jeopardized.” Eisenhower was rob-
bing Peter to pay Paul; the relief of the liberated had 
to come before the relief of the still-captive Dutch. In 
order both to supply the shortfall of food and to restock 
the supplies intended for western Holland, Eisenhower 
called for the immediate shipment of 109,000 tons of 
food and supplies into the 21st Army Group area. It was 
a staggering figure, and presented serious shipping 
problems, but President Roosevelt lent his support to 
the plan and urged Churchill to do the same.18

In part because of this decisive intervention, the food 
situation in liberated Holland improved marginally 
by the end of March 1945. But this did nothing to ad-
dress the real crisis unfolding north of the Maas, Waal, 
and Rhine rivers, in occupied Holland. There, the food 
shortage worsened and became a political and indeed 
a moral crisis for the Allied high command. The moral 
dimension was put with extraordinary force by Major-
General J. G. W. Clark, the head of the SHAEF mission 
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to the Netherlands. “I feel very strongly,” he wrote, that 
far more active steps should be taken here and now to 
enter the occupied portion of the Netherlands in or-
der to effect some measure of relief to this distressed 
people. By neglecting to do this, the Allies are running 
the risk of having at their doorstep a disaster of unpar-
alleled magnitude. If we are really fighting for an ideal 
and fighting to liberate a people, surely it is time to take 
some very definitive action in the matter instead of tac-
itly allowing starvation and death to overcome some 3 
million of our nearest neighbors.19

Not only the British expressed such concerns. Stanley 
K. Hornbeck, the American ambassador to the Dutch 
government-in-exile, sent a remarkably frank letter 
directly to President Roosevelt. “ There is a very real 
question today of whether many of their people…may 
not in the course of the next six months die of starva-
tion, neglect or abuse.” Whatever needs there were 
in France or Belgium or Italy, Hornbeck claimed, “in 
western Holland the Dutch are now confronted with 
conditions of desperate need.”20

In early March, with such telegrams pouring in from 
Allied diplomats and under relentless pressure from 
Prime Minister Gerbandy, Winston Churchill began 
to push harder to find a solution. He set the question 
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to the British army chiefs of staff: should the plan for 
attacking Germany be altered so that troops and re-
sources could be diverted to northwest Holland, es-
sentially on a humanitarian mission? The Joint Plan-
ning Staff of the British War Cabinet met on March 8, 
1945. The planners were highly doubtful of the wisdom 
of any shift in overall strategy. “At present, there are 
some 80,000 Germans in Holland,” they noted. “ There 
is every indication that the enemy intends to turn west-
ern Holland, in which the bulk of the civil population 
is located, into a fortress to be defended to the last.” 
Meanwhile, all engineer, transportation, and troop 
supplies were already engaged in the fight to the east, 
trying to get across the Rhine and into Germany. An im-
mediate attack across the Rhine at Arnhem, the Chiefs 
calculated, would require five divisions, and take a 
month to mount—that is, too long to be of much use 
to the starving Dutch. It would also delay the main ef-
fort of the Allied attack across the Rhine into Germany. 
“From a purely military point of view,” the planning 
staff concluded, “it is preferable to concentrate our ef-
forts against the enemy and continue the offensive into 
Germany, without any specific operation to bring di-
rect relief to Holland.” The issue was put to the Chiefs 
of Staff the next day, and as the diaries of Field Marshal 
Alan Brooke, the British chief of the Imperial General 
Staff, show, it was not received sympathetically: “ This 
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morning,” he wrote of the March 9 meeting, “our main 
problem at the COS was the Dutch PM’s lament to Win-
ston concerning the starvation of the Dutch population 
and urging a reconsideration of our strategy so as to 
admit of an early liberation of Holland!…However it is 
pretty clear that our present plans for Monty’s cross-
ing of the Rhine cannot be changed. After the crossing 
of the Rhine again from a military point of view there 
is no doubt that we should work for the destruction of 
Germany and not let any clearing up of Holland delay 
our dispositions.” Despite this dismissive attitude, the 
Chiefs hedged their bets: they decided to ask Gener-
al Eisenhower to “prepare an appreciation and plan 
showing requirements of an operation to liberate Hol-
land as soon as practicable after you have secured your 
Rhine crossing [into Germany].”21

Eisenhower, also skeptical, complied. His memoran-
dum shows that, while he was aware of the political and 
humanitarian arguments for diverting his armies into 
Holland to save the Dutch people, he opposed any such 
shift of emphasis away from the attack into Germany. 
Opening his assessment of the operation, he said he 
thought there were 200,000 German troops in north-
ern Holland—far more than earlier estimates—and any 
attack there would be “a major undertaking.” The Ger-
mans had already flooded large parts of the country, and 
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would continue to break dikes as a defensive measure. 
That meant the assault into Holland would require a 
huge engineering effort to build bridges, and engineer 
companies were “already critically short.” Eisenhower 
pointed out that a large bombing campaign against 
the Germans in Holland “would inevitably involve very 
heavy casualties among Dutch civil population.” But 
most troubling of all for Eisenhower was that an op-
eration for attacking into Holland “would probably co-
incide with the opportunity for breaking out from our 
Rhine bridgeheads. These breakouts should culminate 
in a rapid advance to complete the isolation of the Ruhr 
and possibly a junction with the Russians.” That meant 
that saving Holland would delay victory. Eisenhower’s 
conclusion was unmistakable: “Most rapid means of 
ensuring liberation and restoration of Holland may 
well be the rapid completion of our main operations.” 
But Eisenhower, ever sensitive to the political dimen-
sion of his war plans, was open to the idea that the Al-
lied air forces might begin to plan for a campaign of 
airdrops of food supplies over Holland. It would be a 
major air effort—he thought as many as a thousand 
heavy bomber sorties a day to deliver sufficient quanti-
ties of food to 3.6 million people—but Eisenhower was 
willing to give it a try. The Joint Planning Staff of the 
War Cabinet agreed: a plan would be drawn up to see 
if an air supply operation might save the Dutch from 
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total catastrophe.22

The threat posed by the food crisis in occupied Holland 
was not only humanitarian: there was a political di-
mension that worried the British. SHAEF’s political in-
telligence office had contacts inside occupied Holland 
that reported considerable radicalization of the popu-
lation there. “ Their condition is pitiable, they are im-
poverished and their mental state has been affected,” 
one local source reported. “ There is a strong element 
of Communism among them because they now have 
nothing and Communism offers them at least a share-
out of what remains.” The Dutch hatred of the Germans 
was intense, but the attitude toward the Allies was not 
especially warm, either. The lack of an Allied plan to 
help the Dutch under occupation had stoked the fires 
of resentment, as had the bombing of Dutch towns. 
The Dutch, this source claimed, felt “abandoned by all 
and sundry and it is not therefore surprising that con-
fidential information reports a growth of Communism 
in the areas west of the Ijssel. The Communist party 
is very active and is forming cells wherever possible. 
They are pro Russian and have played an active part 
in the resistance movement…They offer something 
positive to the overwhelming majority of have-nots in 
western Holland: nationalization of whatever remains 
after German depredations.” The report concluded 
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with an ominous hint of future trouble: “should a man 
with a really strong personality arise in the western 
Netherlands and go over to the Communists or present 
a radical program, the bulk of the people would be with 
him.” As the British leaders eyed the swift Soviet march 
into Germany, and faced powerful Communist parties 
in France, Italy, and Belgium, the news that even the 
level-headed Dutch were now being swept up into a 
maelstrom of left-wing passions caused considerable 
anxiety in London.23

Thinking along both political and humanitarian lines, 
Winston Churchill wrote to President Roosevelt on 
April 10. In a message labeled “Personal and Top Se-
cret,” Churchill declared that “the plight of the civil 
population in occupied Holland is desperate. Between 
two and three million people are facing starvation. We 
believe that large numbers are dying daily, and the 
situation must deteriorate rapidly. I fear we may soon 
be in the presence of a tragedy.” Churchill now wanted 
“action to bring immediate help.” His idea was to de-
liver a message to the German government, through 
the Swiss, putting the Germans on notice that they 
bore the responsibility for feeding the Dutch people in 
the territory they occupied. As they had failed to do so, 
the Allies would now offer help. The Germans should 
allow safe conduct for ships and aircraft that would 
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provide food relief. If they failed to do so, and blocked 
such efforts, the Germans would “brand themselves as 
murderers before the world.” President Roosevelt, in 
a brief telegram sent two days before he died, agreed. 
The Germans would be presented with a simple public 
statement that the Allies were prepared to deliver aid 
to the Dutch, through the International Red Cross, the 
Swedes, and even using their own aircraft to drop in 
supplies. General Eisenhower now ordered that four 
million stockpiled rations be prepared for immediate 
packaging and shipment into occupied Holland by air. 
Almost seven months had passed since Gerbrandy’s 
first appeal to Churchill. Help, at long last, was on the 
way.24

* * *

STARVATION KILLS SLOWLY. Thousands of Dutch 
people during the early spring of 1945 knew this 
all too well. While the Allied powers dithered, 

thousands of people in western Holland simply wasted 
away. The average diet fell to about one thousand calo-
ries a day, and for the poor and elderly it often slipped 
below that. “ We got in a week one pound of very bad 
bread and two pounds of potatoes,” recalled Miss Mar-
garet von Lenip, who lived in Heemstede, just west of 
Haarlem. Writing to an English friend just after the war, 
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she described the privation.

No butter, no meat, no other things. The whole winter 
people went walking and cycling to farms to get some 
potatoes or wheat, so we could make our own bread 
and use the wheat, cooked in water, for porridge. But 
we had no milk, no cream, no sugar, no treacle. I cannot 
say that I liked it but you had to eat it. Except that, we 
had tulip bulbs and sugar beets. Both were very expen-
sive and really awful, but again you had to eat some-
thing…. Heaps of people died from the hunger. On the 
road that goes along our house you could see a long 
trail of people, coming from the Hague or Rotterdam 
and walking to what we called the “North,” that is the 
north of the country where there are many big farms. 
But because everyone did it the farmers could not give 
very much…. Everyone was worn out; many died along 
the road. The farmers would not give anything for mon-
ey and therefore the people gave their last shoes, their 
last coat, just for a little bit of food.

She closed her letter with a plea: “Do not think I exag-
gerate. When I read what I wrote to you now, I can only 
say, it was still worse.”25

Worse, indeed, as one resident of Amsterdam described 
it: “ The city is Oriental. Garbage heaps piled against 
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tree stumps. Starved dogs, warped with hunger, their 
tails between their legs, pawing at the heaps. Barefoot-
ed people, grey-haired people, sitting or lying in door-
ways; begging children with hunched-up shoulders 
and gunny-sacks under their arms.” Thousands walked 
north toward the countryside in hopes of scraps that 
might be bartered. That physical activity took a toll, 
as Liedewij Hawke vividly recalled. “My father went 
on hunger trips. I remember one day very clearly, my 
mother had said, ‘ When Father comes home, we’ll have 
pancakes,’ because if he made it back safely he would 
have flour, he would have eggs, he would’ve bartered 
against supplies that we had, like soap or whatever. He 
finally did come back, and I remember running along 
the narrow corridor of the house to the front door and 
I said, ‘Father, we’re going to have pancakes!’ and he 
never even said anything to me, he didn’t even look at 
me. He walked past me into the kitchen where he just 
dropped down into a chair, he was so exhausted.” Ra-
tions were distributed at central communal kitchens, 
but were scarcely fit for human consumption. Elly Dull 
remembered that “we ended up eating sugar beet pulp, 
which was so nauseating and so sweet I can still taste 
it. And we ate tulip bulbs. There was no food. There was 
no school at that time, everything was closed, there 
was no transportation. Our school became a central 
kitchen, and every member of the family would get a 
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card and everyday we would go to the central kitchen 
and every stamp would be one scoop of whatever they 
were serving, and it was usually sugar beet pulp.” Not 
only food was scarce: so was clothing and fuel. Coal 
shortages led to a cutoff of electricity and gas supplies, 
so home heating became impossible. “It was incred-
ibly cold that winter, the moisture just dripped off the 
inside of the walls. We all went to bed at seven o’clock 
with everything that we had that we could wear…. Our 
shoes were cut open at the top, the front and the back to 
allow for growth, because we couldn’t get new shoes.”26 
The cold froze the canals, making any transport of sup-
plies impossible. Medicine was in short supply, hospi-
tals could not function without heat or light, and pub-
lic health standards deteriorated. Even clean drinking 
water was hard to find. Bodies could not be buried for 
lack of wood for caskets; in January, 235 corpses were 
piled up in an Amsterdam church, awaiting burial.27

The most authoritative survey of the effects of the food 
crisis in Holland was carried out immediately after 
the war by Sir Jack Drummond of the British Ministry 
of Food, in cooperation with the Dutch government. 
Drummond’s research showed that during the early 
spring of 1945 in occupied Holland, “fall of bodyweight 
was progressive and rapid. All the characteristic signs 
of calorie-deficiency appeared: undue fatigue on mod-
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erate exercise, feeling cold, mental listlessness, apathy, 
obsession with thoughts of food, etc.” Food rations had 
dropped to 400 calories a day; some got more, but some 
got less. By January 1945, “the first cases of hunger ede-
ma appeared and were admitted to hospitals. Soon the 
numbers multiplied. Little relief could be offered these 
patients. Even in the hospitals there was little food.” 
In fact, the hospital staff was also on rationed food: 
one slice of bread and tea for breakfast, two potatoes 
for lunch; a slice of bread, perhaps some watery soup 
for dinner. Yet on this they worked round the clock. By 
February, so many people sought admission to hospi-
tals that they had to be turned away. Schools had to be 
turned into hospital wards for the dying. A strict scale 
was established: those who had lost 25 percent of their 
body weight received extra rations of bread and beans. 
Yet even this could not be sustained. By the springtime, 
only those who had lost 35 percent of body weight qual-
ified for extra rations, and by April 1945, there simply 
was no food left at all. It is worth quoting Drummond’s 
description of the long-term impact of these short-
ages:

In spite of this local organization and effort, conditions 
became worse. People dropped from exhaustion in the 
streets and many died there. Often people were so fa-
tigued that they were unable to return home, before 
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curfew; so they hid in barns or elsewhere to sleep, and 
there died. Older people, who lacked the strength to 
go searching for food, stayed at home in bed and died. 
The worst cases were hidden in the homes and being 
unknown to the physicians could not be treated. Fam-
ine took its course with all its consequences. Vermin 
became common; there was no soap; frequently there 
was no water, gas or electricity. Many people had skin 
infections and frequently abscesses and phlegmones.

As a result of shortages, diabetics received no insulin; 
infections could not be treated with sulfa drugs; disin-
fectants were unavailable and dysentery and typhoid 
broke out; hospitals, having no fuel, could not eas-
ily sterilize instruments. Surgery rooms had no water, 
heat, or light.28

The struggle for survival dominated daily life: making 
a meal out of scraps of inedible foods, avoiding round-
ups by the Germans, selling valuables on the black 
market for something to eat. “Nothing was so impor-
tant as food,” recalled Henri van der Zee, who as a ten-
year-old in Hilversum managed to survive the Hunger 
Winter. “I remember getting up in the morning think-
ing of food; the whole day long we talked about food; 
and I went to bed hungry and dreaming about food.” In 
January, sugar beets became a staple of the official ra-
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tion. These fibrous, massive roots, used for cattle feed, 
could be shredded, boiled, mashed, and eaten as a 
pulpy porridge. Those people who could secure a sup-
ply of tulip bulbs boiled them with an onion and pow-
dered seasoning to make a bitter meal. House cats and 
dogs began to disappear. “Hunger. Hunger. It’s getting 
worse,” wrote a tram conductor from Rotterdam in 
late April. “Now that we’re not even getting one slice of 
bread per day, we’re at our wits’ end. We stare at each 
other’s hollow eyes all day and every look, every word, 
every movement betrays it, Hunger!…How much lon-
ger can we hold out?”29

* * *

MORE THAN ANY single country, it is Canada 
that holds pride of place in the Dutch story 
of liberation. Rightly so: the Canadians per-

formed extraordinary feats in fighting against the Ger-
mans in Holland from September 1944 until the very 
end of the war. Extraordinary because of the difficul-
ties of the terrain—waterlogged and flooded—because 
of the strength of the well-defended German positions, 
and because they themselves were not terribly well led 
and were often poorly equipped and certainly weak-
ly supported by air power. Stubbornly, slowly, with 
doggedness and resilience, the First Canadian Army 
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ground its way into Holland, inch by sodden inch. They 
cleared the Scheldt estuary of Germans in October 
1944, liberating the southern stretch of Holland south 
of the Maas river and allowing Antwerp to play its role 
in landing desperately needed supplies for the Allied 
armies. This, at a cost of 12,000 casualties. During the 
cold, wet winter of 1944–45, the Canadians played a 
mostly static role along the riverbanks of the Maas, but 
on February 8, the Anglo-Canadian armies launched 
Operation Veritable, aiming to clear the Germans from 
the western banks of the Rhine between Nijmegen and 
Wesel. It took a month of heavy fighting in flooded ter-
rain, and cost the First Canadian Army 15,000 casual-
ties. But it allowed the British and Canadians to cross 
the Rhine at Rees on March 23. The Canadians then 
turned left and dashed to the North Sea. They liberated 
Zutphen and Deventer. Leapfrogging canals and rivers 
with remarkable speed, they raced up to Groningen 
and Leeuwarden. By April 15, the maple leaf rather than 
the swastika flew over the eastern Netherlands, and the 
Canadians were poised to push westward, to free the 
captive, starving cities.30

The German Reich commissioner in the Netherlands, 
Arthur Seyss-Inquart, could read a map, and knew he 
was cut off and doomed. He also knew that by mid-
April, the Russians were on the outskirts of Berlin, 
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that the British and American armies were deep inside 
western and northern Germany, and that the war was 
unquestionably lost. He therefore sought to save his 
own skin by negotiating a separate peace, first with the 
local Dutch authorities, then through them with the 
Allied powers. On April 15, Prime Minister Gerbrandy 
visited Churchill at his official country residence, Che-
quers. Gerbrandy told Churchill that, three days earli-
er, Seyss-Inquart had met with the leaders of the Dutch 
underground; together, they outlined a possible deal 
to neutralize Holland. Seyss-Inquart would not sur-
render unconditionally, he said, as long as there was 
an effective government in Germany; but he would of-
fer a truce. Montgomery’s forces, he proposed, should 
halt their advance into western Holland on the Grebbe 
Line—a fortified defensive line made up of dikes and 
strong points running north-south from the Ijsselmeer 
to the Rhine. In return, Seyss-Inquart would agree not 
to flood the country as part of a last-ditch defensive 
strategy; he would allow Red Cross ships and trucks 
into the country; and he would surrender immedi-
ately once the German government had capitulated. If 
his offer was refused, and the Anglo-Canadian forces 
wanted to fight for Holland, Seyss-Inquart promised 
wholesale destruction and flooding and a fight to the 
last man. Churchill was obviously angered by this free-
lancing from a devoted Nazi and war criminal, and 
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tartly told Gerbrandy that “it was not for Seyss-Inquart 
to dictate to us.” But the offer could not in good con-
science be refused. The war was all but over; further 
fighting would mean the death of Allied soldiers, Dutch 
civilians, and more destruction of towns and cities in 
western Holland. In a letter to his foreign secretary, An-
thony Eden, he said he wanted to know the American 
view of the matter, and indicated his own sympathy for 
the deal: “ We must not be too stiff and proud where the 
life of a whole nation rests on a murderer’s bell-push.” 
It was not an easy decision, because the Allies had been 
wedded to the “unconditional surrender” doctrine for 
years. But Churchill recognized the stakes here: “It is 
a terrible thing to let an ancient nation like the Dutch 
be blotted out…. I would rather be blackmailed in a 
matter of ceremony than be haughty and see a friendly 
nation perish.”31

The Combined Chiefs of Staff agreed with Churchill 
and decided to leave the matter in Eisenhower’s hands 
to pursue as he thought fit, provided that “the Soviet 
military authorities are not only kept informed but, 
if they so desire, have military representatives pres-
ent at any discussions with the German commander.” 
The Chiefs wanted no complaints from the Russians 
about their seeking a separate peace. The Chiefs also 
spelled out the terms of the deal. The Allies would halt 
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military operations in occupied Holland. In return, 
the Germans would open up the country to immediate 
food convoys by land, sea, and air; cease any punitive 
measures against resistance forces; and refrain from 
any further inundations of Dutch territory. To his great 
credit, Eisenhower wanted to start the airdrops imme-
diately; he had the supplies ready to supply one million 
rations by air every twenty-four hours. “For sheer hu-
manitarian reasons, something must be done at once,” 
he cabled to Washington and London. But to protect 
the Allied fliers who would drop the food, Eisenhow-
er needed Seyss-Inquart’s approval of the deal first. 
Through the Dutch underground, SHAEF contacted 
the Reich commissioner and asked for a meeting im-
mediately to discuss his proposals for a truce.32

On April 28, Allied representatives and German officials 
met in a schoolhouse in the village of Achterveld, about 
five miles from Amersfoort and inside Allied lines. The 
meeting was presided over by Major-General Sir Fran-
cis de Guingand, chief of staff of 21st Army Group and 
Montgomery’s representative. The Germans arrived in 
a convoy escorted by Canadian military vehicles; the 
German delegates had been blindfolded for the trip 
through Allied lines. The German delegation was led 
by Ernst Schwebel, who commanded the province of 
Zuid-Holland for Seyss-Inquart. De Guingand memo-
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rably described him as “a plump, sweating German who 
possessed the largest red nose I have ever seen, the 
end of which was like several ripe strawberries sewn 
together.” The brief meeting established designated 
drop zones for air supply and also set up a meeting be-
tween Seyss-Inquart himself and Eisenhower’s chief 
of staff, General Walter Bedell Smith, to be held in two 
days’ time, to discuss more fully the terms of the truce. 
The next day, a Sunday, the moment millions of Dutch 
had long awaited came: the air above western Holland 
filled with Lancaster and B-17 bombers, each stuffed 
with desperately needed rations. Flying low over the 
famine-shrouded cities, the Allied aircraft unleashed 
five hundred tons of supplies on four drop zones, each 
carefully identified with white crosses and red lights: 
the Duindigt race course and Ypenburg airfield at the 
Hague, the Valkenburg airfield near Leiden, and Waal-
hafen airfield at Rotterdam. No aircraft were lost. The 
German guns were silent.33

The terms of the truce were fully hammered out on 
April 30, when General Walter Bedell Smith met Sey-
ss-Inquart in the same schoolroom in Achterveld. The 
commander in chief of the Dutch armed forces, Prince 
Bernhard of the Netherlands, accompanied General 
Smith, as did Russian officers, led by General Ivan Sus-
loparov. In an exquisite act of defiance, the prince ar-
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rived driving Seyss-Inquart’s limousine—the car had 
been stolen by the Dutch resistance a few weeks ear-
lier and presented to the prince as a trophy. The small 
village was crowded with staff cars, the German ones 
flying white flags. In what de Guingand described as 
an efficient staff college exercise, the Allied and Ger-
man officers broke into working parties and carefully 
set out the precise arrangements by which roads, 
ports, and air lanes would be opened to humanitar-
ian aid convoys immediately. Over the next nine days, 
airdrops delivered an additional seven thousand tons 
of food and supplies to the Dutch, while trucks and 
ships carried in thousands more. Seyss-Inquart, how-
ever, would not agree to the capitulation of the German 
forces in Holland. He claimed that this military deci-
sion lay with General Johannes Blaskowitz, command-
er of the German Twenty-Fifth Army. He did not wish 
to be remembered by history as a quitter, he said. To 
this absurd pretension, General Smith tartly replied, 
“In any case, you are going to be shot.” Seyss-Inquart 
said, “ That leaves me cold.” Smith seized the opening 
and cooly responded: “It will.” (Smith was not entirely 
right: rather than face a firing squad, Seyss-Inquart 
was hanged in October 1946 after being tried as a war 
criminal at Nuremberg.)34

Seyss-Inquart’s efforts to stall were undermined by 
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the simultaneous collapse of the Third Reich itself. In 
Berlin on April 30, with the Russians just yards from 
his underground bunker beneath the Reich Chancel-
lery, Hitler took his own life, and left the control of the 
defunct regime in the hands of the commander in chief 
of the German navy, Grand Admiral Karl Dönitz. There 
was no longer any hope for the remnants of the Ger-
man army in Holland. On May 5, in a cold, dark hotel in 
the shattered town of Wageningen, General Blaskowitz 
surrendered his 120,000 men to Lieutenant-General 
Foulkes, commander of the 1st Canadian Corps. The 
war in Holland was over, just three days before the 
complete surrender of the German High Command to 
the Allies.35

* * *

“FROM THE TIME of the cease fire in Holland until 
all the troops had moved in, the Dutch people gave 
welcome,” noted the official Canadian account of 

the 1st Canadian Corps of the final days of the war.

Roads and streets everywhere were decorated with 
flags, bunting and flowers. Dutchmen of all ages lined 
the roads from early morning until late evening shout-
ing and waving as each unit passed. Our jeeps gave 
cause to the most comment by the people. Everyone 
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wanted to ride in a jeep. To say that the joy of the Dutch 
people was boundless is not complete. Their expres-
sion both in civil festivities and in the willingness to as-
sist was without limit. Our troops, many of whom had 
traveled from Sicily to over the Ijssel river had never 
seen such happiness and rejoicing as poured from the 
hearts and homes in West Holland.36

Dozens of personal testimonies, both Canadian and 
Dutch, bear witness to the remarkable outpouring of 
sympathy and gratitude toward the liberators. The Ca-
nadians relished it: they passed out the usual gifts of 
chocolate and cigarettes, were hailed in the streets, 
were hugged, followed, cheered, and hurrahed for days. 
“ We could do no wrong, they couldn’t do enough for 
us! They were wonderful,” recalled Doug Barrie of the 
Highland Light Infantry. “ The Dutch people went abso-
lutely berserk,” according to Sydney Frost of Princess 
Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry. “ The Dutch people 
are supposed to be stolid, calm people; they climbed all 
over our cars and trucks and kissed and embraced us. 
We had some great parties, I’ll tell you…. Many times, 
I’m asked, ‘ What was the most important part of your 
service?’ That was it, right there. It all seemed worth-
while, all the wounds and the suffering, suddenly it 
seemed very much worthwhile.” And yet, as in all liber-
ated towns in 1945, heartbreak and loss were never far 
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from the surface. “Liberation came, church bells were 
ringing, and my mom and I stood on the sidewalk and 
we held hands and cried,” remembered Jack Heidema. 
“ There was no joy. The joy came later on. We had gone 
through too damn much. Seen too much. And had too 
much pain and suffering.”37

Nor did the suffering cease with the liberation. One of 
the first thorough surveys of the western Netherlands 
carried out by the G-5 section of SHAEF showed just 
how serious the food shortages had been in the spring 
of 1945. A long period of recovery lay ahead. “Hospitals 
are overcrowded with patients in the preliminary stag-
es of starvation, i.e., suffering from hunger edema,” 
the report said. “Instances of this are 15,000 cases in 
Amsterdam and 10,000 in Haarlem. It is, however, clear 
that the number of patients in hospital, large though 
it is, does not accurately reflect the state of the com-
munity. In driving through the poorer quarters of both 
Amsterdam and Rotterdam it was evident that many of 
the people in the streets and more especially those vis-
ible inside the houses were really in need of a course 
of hospital treatment to enable them to recover from 
the effects of a long period of malnutrition.” The report 
concluded that the flow of supplies now arriving “has 
begun just in time to avert a major disaster.”38
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The Times of London sent a reporter to inspect the re-
lief convoys now queuing up to carry food northward. 
The highway running from Allied lines north to Utrecht 
“presents an impressive and heartening sight,” the cor-
respondent wrote on May 7. “On either side, as far as 
the eye can see, are stacks of boxes, tins, and sacks of 
foodstuffs, medical stores and coal, with long columns 
of Army lorries incessantly bringing more.” Dutch men 
enthusiastically worked alongside the Allies in loading 
trucks; but they could only labor for fifteen minutes be-
fore feeling faint. This writer had not yet reached Am-
sterdam, but reported dreadful rumors: the city was “a 
vast concentration camp beyond all imagination.” The 
Times editorial page echoed these words by declaring 
that “horrors comparable to those of Belsen and Bu-
chenwald appear to have been enacted.”39
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Three Dutch children in battered Arnhem clutch Red 
Cross parcels after months of privation. The First Ca-
nadian Army liberated Arnhem on April 14, 1945. U.S. 

National Archives

Fearing an apocalyptic, nightmarish scenario, Allied 
soldiers and relief workers moved into Amsterdam, 
Rotterdam, and the Hague with trepidation. What they 
found was an unsettling and alarming picture of the ef-
fects of nine months of deprivation. In Amsterdam, the 
presence of suffering was everywhere, in the sunken, 
colorless faces, the pipe-stem legs, the swollen joints 
of the children. The tree-lined streets had been de-
nuded as residents had descended like leaf-cutter 
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ants and cut down trees for firewood. The railroad 
ties from beneath the tramways had been dug out and 
hauled away for the same purpose. Even the homes of 
deported laborers and Jews had been broken into and 
systematically dismantled, their floorboards and book-
shelves having been used for fuel. A tour by two British 
officials in mid-May revealed “large numbers of people 
suffering from extreme starvation who were unable to 
walk about the streets.” In the last stage of the war, the 
weekly ration for Dutch people had fallen to 400 grams 
of bread—about half a small loaf—and 500 grams of 
potatoes or beets. A small milk ration was available for 
children only. Days after the liberation, there were at 
least 20,000 cases of “extreme starvation” in Utrecht 
and possibly 50,000 in Amsterdam. The Military Gov-
ernment Branch of the First Canadian Army reported 
that in western Holland there were 100,000 to 150,000 
cases of starvation edema, “with a death rate of 10%,” 
chiefly among people over sixty. The black market, and 
trips to the countryside for foraging, had kept many 
people alive; those who suffered most were the poor 
and elderly who had no such resources. An orphan-
age and a mental institution whose patients had been 
limited to the official ration contained “patients on the 
‘Belsen’ level.” The situation was “not as catastroph-
ic as feared,” but millions of Dutch people were in a 
desperate state of emaciation and required immediate 
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and effective aid.40

It stands as a vivid testament to the commitment of 
the Allied forces and the international relief societies 
that aid did come, and in remarkable fashion and with 
stunning speed. Since January, SHAEF had been work-
ing with the Netherlands Military Administration—the 
provisional Dutch military power in the liberated part 
of the country—to prepare fifty-one medical feeding 
teams to be rushed into western Holland, and these 
teams now leaped into action. Each team included a 
doctor, six nurses, five social workers, and other staff. 
They had all received Red Cross training and were well 
supplied with specially prepared packages of emer-
gency rations. Overall they treated some 279,000 pa-
tients in the early summer of 1945, mostly on an out-
patient basis. They combed byways, back streets, and 
slums, searching for the poor and the destitute; they 
sent sound trucks through the towns, announcing 
the presence of aid and clinics for the hungry and ill. 
SHAEF supplied trucks and 189,000 tons of supplies, 
all of which had been stockpiled in southern Holland 
since the winter for precisely this purpose. On May 5, 
the first ships arrived in Rotterdam and many more fol-
lowed. Relief organizations poured in: the Red Cross, 
the Friends Relief Service, the Salvation Army, Save 
the Children, and the Catholic Committee for Relief 
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Abroad, all sent staff, aid, and supplies. Further aid was 
raised by the Holland Council in Britain through char-
ity operas and clothing drives. Within two weeks, the 
Allies were able to offer the Dutch people a daily ration 
of two thousand calories, four times what the Germans 
had given them. Here was liberation at its best.41

The Allied armies achieved a great deal in Holland in 
the final weeks of the war, and their strenuous efforts to 
deliver aid upon the liberation of the country no doubt 
saved thousands of lives. Throughout the summer of 
1945, Canadian and British troops labored to clear the 
country of mines, repair roads, bridges, and dykes, re-
patriate German POWs, and offload massive imports of 
food into the country that by August totaled 669,244 
tons of food, medical supplies, clothing, vitamin tab-
lets, vehicles, picks, shovels, and of course cigarettes—
five million of them. In July, the SHAEF mission handed 
over control of the country to the Dutch government. 
Yet for all the cooperation and mutual respect between 
liberated and liberators, the Dutch could not fully for-
give the delay in getting aid into the country in that aw-
ful spring of 1945. It had been a deliberate choice by 
Eisenhower on military grounds, and it naturally left 
some people wondering if more lives might have been 
saved by an earlier air supply effort or perhaps a revi-
sion of Allied military strategy. This is turn led British 
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and Canadian officials to blame the Dutch for failing 
to give sufficient credit to their liberators for the im-
mense efforts they had made. “It would improve the 
reputation of the Netherlands with the many British 
officers and men who have come into contact with the 
country in the past months and who are now leaving, if 
there was rather more public expression of gratitude 
for the debt which the Netherlands owe to those who 
have freed them,” concluded a detailed British Embas-
sy report in September 1945.42

The gratitude would come soon enough. Ever since the 
end of the war, numerous Dutch communities have 
erected testimonials of thanks to their liberators, espe-
cially the cheerful, underdog Canadians. But in 1945, as 
the war finally ground to its miserable end, the Dutch 
still faced the bitter realities of shortages, deprivation, 
destruction, and of course the memories of missing 
loved ones, some of whom had dropped dead in the 
dusty streets simply for lack of food. For Holland, lib-
eration had been a slow, excruciating passage between 
war and freedom. A fifth of the country was freed in 
September 1944, but there was little to celebrate. The 
rest of the Netherlands suffered through nine months 
of bitter fighting, the destruction and flooding of the 
once carefully tended Dutch landscape, and the unfor-
givable cruelty of Germany’s deliberate starvation poli-
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cies. The generally agreed upon figure for deaths due 
to starvation and related illnesses is 16,000, reached by 
comparing the mortality rate in the first six months of 
1944 against the first six months of 1945. In Amsterdam, 
5,336 more people died in the spring of 1945 than had 
died in the same period the year before. In Rotterdam, 
the figure was 4,599, and in the Hague, the number was 
3,422. The precise cause of death for these tragic indi-
viduals cannot be known, since malnutrition opens the 
door to many other fatal illnesses, weakening the body 
as well as the spirit. Yet it cannot be denied that these 
thousands of Dutch civilians died in great misery, just a 
few miles from Allied lines, in cities whose prosperity, 
learning, and culture had once expressed the essence 
of European civilization.43



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

In Utrecht, Dutchmen shoulder welcome boxes of food 
and supplies shipped in by Allied forces in the days fol-

lowing the German surrender. U.S. National Archives
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The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

Prologue: Armies of Justice

ON THE VERY day that Hitler shot himself in a 
stifling, dust-choked bunker deep beneath the 
Reich Chancellery in bombed-out Berlin, Ruth 

Andreas-Friedrich and a few companions huddled in 
their own basement sanctuary in the city’s ruins. Ruth 
and her friends were members of an anti-Nazi under-
ground cell, and for years they had lived in fear and 
anxiety in Berlin, powerless against the massive terror 
apparatus of the Nazi state, but determined somehow 
to stake a claim in their own small way for humanity. 
Their cell was tiny, comprising only a handful of mem-
bers, and theirs was perhaps more an intellectual resis-
tance than a militant one. On April 30, with Hitler dead 
upon the floor of his bunker next to the lifeless corpse 
of his bride, Eva Braun, Ruth could imagine a future 
not dominated by fanaticism and hatred. Liberation, 
she believed, was at hand. These thoughts of the future, 
however, had to be pushed to the back of her mind, for 
on this day she was preoccupied with survival in a city 
that had been bombed and shelled into an apocalyptic 
wreck. Everything was scarce, including shelter, cloth-
ing, drinkable water, and especially food. “ The streets 
are deserted,” she noted in her diary, and then correct-
ed herself. “ There are no more streets. Just torn-up 
ditches filled with rubble between rows of ruins. What 
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kind of people used to live here,” she wondered. “ The 
war has blown them away.”

When she and her friends saw, from the slits in the base-
ment windows, a disoriented white ox, “with gentle 
eyes and heavy horns,” stumbling through the streets, 
lost amid the bricks and craters in the road, they knew 
what they had to do. Slipping out of their subterranean 
cavern, they darted out into the street, seized the beast 
by the horns, and pulled it into a courtyard. There, they 
slaughtered it, slavering over the thoughts of the lav-
ish meal to come. But they were being watched, as she 
recalls in her remarkable diaries.

Suddenly, as if the underworld had spit them out, a 
noisy crowd gathers around the dead ox. They come 
creeping out of a hundred cellar holes. Women, men, 
children. Was it the smell of blood that attracted them? 
They come running with buckets. With tubs and vats. 
Screaming and gesticulating, they tear pieces of meat 
from each other’s hands. “ The liver belongs to me,” 
someone growls. “ The tongue is mine! The tongue, 
the tongue!” Five blood-covered fists angrily pull the 
tongue out of the ox’s throat…. I sneak away. Never in 
my life have I felt so miserable. So that is what the hour 
of liberation amounts to. Is this the moment we have 
awaited for twelve years? That we might fight over an 



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

ox’s liver?1

Like Germany, also defeated and dismembered, the 
white ox lay in a pool of blood, a corpse swarming with 
scavengers.

* * *

IN MID-MARCH 1945, the Anglo-American armies, 
recovered now from the losses of the Bulge, finally 
crossed the Rhine, encircled 300,000 German sol-

diers of Army Group B in the Ruhr pocket, and sped on 
into the heartland of Germany. By April 12, the Ameri-
cans had reached the Elbe river, while the horns of this 
advancing bull sliced outward, one northward toward 
Hamburg, one to the south, through Bavaria and into 
Czechoslovakia. They soon encountered the massive 
armies of the Soviet Union, which since January had 
been churning up the Germans at a stupendous rate, 
leaping from the Vistula in Poland to the Oder river in 
eastern Germany in a matter of weeks; on April 16 the 
Soviets launched their final assault from the Oder to 
Berlin, swallowed the capital city, and pressed west to 
the Elbe, where they shook hands with the Americans 
on a bridge at Torgau on April 25. Five days later, his 
country overrun, his army defeated, and his capital city 
ground to rubble by the powerful Red Army, Adolf Hit-
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ler killed himself in his bunker. The men of the Allied 
armies had put to rest the lunacy of the thousand-year 
Reich.

What were these men fighting for? Certainly not for the 
liberation of Germany or of Germans from an oppres-
sive regime. During the war, American leaders sharply 
distinguished between the peoples who deserved lib-
eration—the French, Belgians, Dutch, Poles, and oth-
ers who had suffered under German occupation—and 
the Germans. Whereas the liberation of western Eu-
ropean states had involved the restoration of freedom 
and autonomy to once-oppressed peoples, American 
officials had in mind a very different fate for Germany. 
America’s war strategy unequivocally sought to destroy 
Germany, its Nazi regime, and its military-industrial 
capacity. The Anglo-American bombing campaign, 
which reached unprecedented intensity in the last 
nine months of the war, revealed that Americans and 
Britons accepted massive numbers of civilian deaths 
as the price of victory. They agreed to wipe out Ger-
man cities, raze German schools and hospitals and air 
raid shelters, and set fire to the bodies of the children, 
patients, and refugees within. They believed that these 
things had to be done to win the war. Nor would post-
war Germany escape punishment. The Allies’ planning 
documents for the postwar occupation were charac-
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terized by suspicion, antagonism, and spite toward 
the brutal Germans. The country would be broken up, 
dismantled, shorn of its industries, its people made to 
suffer the hunger, privation, and want that they had so 
readily inflicted on others. Hitler, Americans believed, 
had made this the inevitable price Germany would 
have to pay.

In the waning months of the war, the concept of a “lib-
erated” Germany might have provoked wry mirth from 
Allied soldiers and war planners, whose single aim had 
been to reduce Germany to a lifeless wreck. Time mag-
azine correspondent William Walton reported in Feb-
ruary 1945 that among front-line soldiers penetrating 
into the Reich, he discerned “a sharp increase in hatred 
of Germans.” Soldiers spoke with “amazing unanimity,” 
and in particular expressed admiration for the Russian 
approach to the Germans: “’I hope the Russians get to 
Berlin first,’” many soldiers said. “’ They’ll know what 
to do with those Krauts!’” Of the Germans, Captain 
John Lane of Cascade, Iowa, said “’I know these bas-
tards. They’re no good. They’re treacherous, no mor-
als, no scruples, no religion, no nothing…I don’t know 
what in hell you’re going to do about educating their 
officers. Most of them are just hopeless. My private 
suggestion is that you just kill them all.’”2



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

As for the Russians, their attitude toward the Germans 
in these final months of the war had been shaped by 
four bitter years of unimaginable atrocity and ideologi-
cally driven conflict in the east. Citizens of the Soviet 
Union had endured the enslavement and murder of 
millions of their countrymen by the German occupa-
tion. Once the tide of war had turned against the Ger-
mans, and the Red Army began to push them out of the 
Soviet Union, soldiers encountered every day new evi-
dence of the brutality of the German occupiers. As the 
Red Army reached East Prussia—that easternmost bas-
tion of German power, cradle of the Teutonic Knights 
and the setting of Hitler’s eastern command head-
quarters, the Wolfsschanze—Red Army propagandists 
sharpened their pencils and went to work:

East Prussia—the nest of Prussian Junkers and land-
owners, the hideout of high-ranking fascist gangsters—
hears the rumble of our cannon, the engines of our 
tanks and self-propelled weapons. It sees the endless 
flow of our troops. It is the Red Army, the army of jus-
tice and revenge marching along its roads, destroying 
the nests of fascism, the Hitlerite armed machine of ex-
termination, destroying it forever. And toward the glo-
rious regiments comes a flow of people, day and night 
come the liberated, the people our victorious weapons 
snatched from the hands of death…. These are not 
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simply tired, tormented people. They have been saved 
for life. They were saved by the Red Army.3

This kind of writing, common enough in the pages of 
the Red Army newspaper Red Star, bore little relation 
to reality. What the Soviets brought to East Prussia, and 
to the eastern German lands of Pomerania, Branden-
burg, and Silesia, was not liberation but a carefully cal-
ibrated catastrophe: extreme violence, looting, rape, 
death, and destruction on a scale as vast as the climac-
tic battles of the war themselves. And before the ad-
vance of these vengeful Soviet soldiers flowed a stream 
of millions of panic-stricken German refugees, bearing 
not only their children and a few belongings in creaky 
wooden carts, but also the weight of their consciences, 
which perhaps whispered to them that they had richly 
earned this awful fate.

We know that the story did not end there. The Soviet 
assault into Germany from the east, and the Anglo-
American conquest from the west, converged in central 
Germany at the end of April 1945. Hitler’s suicide on 
April 30 was followed by the surrender of German forc-
es in Berlin to General Vasily Chuikov of the Soviet Red 
Army on May 2. The German forces in Holland, Den-
mark, and northwest Germany followed suit on May 4, 
surrendering to Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery 
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in a somber ceremony on the flat, windy expanse of 
Lüneburg Heath. On May 7, at SHAEF headquarters in 
Reims, France, General Eisenhower accepted the un-
conditional surrender of all German forces; the sur-
render was signed by General Alfred Jodl, Chief of Staff 
of the German army, and was effective an hour before 
midnight on May 8. Stalin, however, demanded that the 
Germans surrender to Red Army forces in Berlin, and 
so late at night on May 8, in an old engineering school 
on the outskirts of Berlin, Field Marshal Wilhelm Kei-
tel, the chief of the Supreme Command of the German 
Armed Forces, signed the surrender documents before 
Soviet Marshal Georgi Zhukov.

Germany lay prostrate and inert, and it soon fell to 
these great powers to resurrect their zones of Germany 
in their own image: in the west, as a democratic, de-
nazified Germany that could serve as a bulwark against 
the Soviets; in the east, as a Communist state closely 
linked to the interests of Moscow. This all lay in the fu-
ture. Looking back to the records of the Allied powers 
from 1944 and early 1945, it is hard to find evidence that 
the Big Three of Roosevelt, Stalin, and Churchill saw 
their mission as the “liberation” of Germany. In some 
future time, perhaps, the German people as a whole 
might be redeemed, and offered an opportunity to 
live among civilized nations. But in late 1944 and early 
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1945, Allied leaders framed their war strategy around a 
simple principle that released them from any respon-
sibility for human suffering: in starting the war and 
killing millions of innocent people, they believed, the 
Germans had turned their backs on civilization. Now 
civilization was going to turn its back on them.
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4: Red Storm in the East: Survival and 
Revenge

EARLY ON MAY 9, 1945, just hours after the Ger-
man High Command capitulated to a delegation 
of Soviet generals in Berlin, Russia’s war with 

Germany came to an end. Ilya Ehrenburg, the fiery 
wartime propagandist for the Red Army newspaper 
Red Star, described in his memoirs the joyous celebra-
tions in Moscow. The city was filled with delirious sing-
ing and dancing, fireworks pierced the sky, and spon-
taneous street demonstrations erupted throughout 
the night. But Ehrenburg sensed beneath the surface 
of these celebrations an undercurrent of pain. “ There 
was a great deal of sorrow. Everybody was remember-
ing the dead…That evening there could not have been 
a single table in our country where the people gathered 
round it were not conscious of an empty place.”1

This was no exaggeration. One of the incomprehensible 
facts about the Second World War is the sheer scale of 
the human losses in the Soviet Union during four years 
of war with Germany. The latest scholarship reports 
that somewhere between 23 million and 26 million So-
viet citizens died in the war. Of these, 8.66 million were 
soldiers; the rest, civilians: women, old men, children. 
A million of these were Jews. The Soviet Union was a 
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large country, with a population of 190 million people. 
About 14 percent of them died in the war—one person 
in eight. Millions more endured wounds, hardships, 
losses of homes, land, dignity.2

The scale of Soviet losses, and of the great battles in the 
east that churned up thousands of square miles of Po-
land, the Baltic states, Belorussia, Ukraine, the Cauca-
sus, and the Russian heartland, makes the battles of the 
western front, in Normandy, the Ardennes, and along 
the Siegfried Line, seem small in comparison. Total U.S. 
service deaths in World War II, including Army, Navy, 
and Marines, came to 405,399, including the Pacific 
Theater, and including nonbattle deaths. This is a huge 
and frightful number, and for every death there was a 
family in America that also faced an empty place at the 
dining table, a closet filled with clothes that would nev-
er be worn again. But it bears insisting that total Soviet 
losses were 65 times greater than American; and that 
by the time America entered the war in December 1941, 
two and a half million Soviet soldiers had already been 
killed. The point here is not to detract in any way from 
the American sacrifice, but to explain why the Soviet 
soldiers that pushed into Germany in the spring of 1945 
acted with such ferocity and violence toward the Ger-
man people. Unlike American, British, or Canadian sol-
diers, the men and women of the Red Army had tasted 
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German occupation on their own homeland. They had 
fled, with millions of others, from the advancing Ger-
mans in the summer of 1941; they had seen the German 
armored divisions rip into the Russian heartland and 
flay it open; they had watched in horror as city after city 
was occupied, looted, savaged by the German invaders; 
they had seen millions of people enrolled into forced 
labor for the German war machine; and as the Red 
Army began to push the Germans back, slowly but re-
morselessly, across that charred land, they uncovered 
all the death and destruction that the Germans left be-
hind. For Soviet citizens, the war against Germany was 
something that it could never be for their western com-
rades in arms: a war of survival and, in its final months, 
revenge.3

“Our holy war, a war foisted upon us by the aggres-
sor, will become the war of liberation for an enslaved 
Europe.”4 That is how Ehrenburg, whose patriotic and 
sulfurous anti-German articles in the Soviet press 
were read carefully by millions of soldiers and civil-
ians, framed the German-Soviet war on the very day 
of the German attack of June 22, 1941. But it was not 
immediately obvious to many citizens of the Soviet 
Union that the German invasion would bring a worse 
fate than that already imposed on the country by Josef 
Stalin. The Soviet Union was barely two decades old; its 
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birth was attended by bloody revolution and civil war; 
and for most of the time since its founding in 1922, Sta-
lin had waged war on his own people. He imprisoned, 
starved, shot, or transported to Siberia countless mil-
lions of people in an effort to consolidate his power 
and impose Communist rule. In the Ukraine, Stalin had 
forced the collectivization of agriculture upon the peas-
ants, and treated resistance to this policy by cutting off 
grain supplies and waging war on the so-called “ku-
laks,” or “rich” peasants. In 1932–33, 3 million people 
died of starvation in the Ukraine, the breadbasket of 
the Soviet Union.5 In 1939, through the nefarious terms 
of the Hitler-Stalin pact, the Soviet Union grabbed the 
independent states in the Baltic—Latvia, Lithuania, 
and Estonia—as well as a large slice of eastern Poland; 
these lands were immediately subjected to a ruthless 
Sovietization. It was an open question, therefore, just 
what Ehrenburg meant when he spoke of liberation: 
for whom, and from what?

In a country made up of such diverse nationalities, 
and held together by a tyrannical dictatorship, it might 
have been easy for the Germans to stir up local griev-
ances and win anti-Stalin allies along the way. There 
were initial signs in the Ukraine that many welcomed 
the chance to get rid of Soviet rule there, and looked 
to the German soldiers as liberators. Yet, if Stalin had 
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been brutal and dictatorial, the Germans were to prove 
even worse: they aimed at nothing less than the whole-
sale enslavement or eradication of the Slavs of the east, 
and the incorporation of their lands into a German 
New Order that would serve only the interests of the 
master race. Whatever ill will many Soviet citizens felt 
toward Stalin, most of them quickly set their feelings 
aside in face of the far greater and immediate danger 
posed by the marauding German invaders. With re-
markable speed, the many peoples that made up the 
Soviet Union converged on a single goal: to push back 
and defeat the Germans.

Hitler invaded the Soviet Union, after all, for ideological 
reasons. The prospect of a long-term accommodation 
with Stalin—and with communism—was impossible 
to accept. Hitler had long dreamed of the destruction 
of the Soviet Union and its peoples. He spelled out his 
goals repeatedly. In Mein Kampf, his bloated, rambling 
1925 political testament, he wrote that National Social-
ists desired “to secure for the German people the land 
and soil to which they are entitled on this earth.” This 
land of course lay in the east, across Germany’s bor-
ders, in the USSR. No matter: as he put it, “state bound-
aries are made by man and changed by man.” The So-
viet Union’s fertile lands, once conquered and settled 
by Germans, would provide the Reich with a new field 
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of colonization. The issue was urgent, not only because 
Germany needed lebensraum, living space, in which to 
expand, but because Russian Bolshevism represented 
nothing less than “the attempt undertaken by the Jews 
in the twentieth century to achieve world domina-
tion…. Germany is today the next great war aim of Bol-
shevism.” The war in the east, Hitler believed, would 
settle the question of the domination of Europe and 
also provide the opportunity for the final destruction 
of the Jewish-Bolshevik threat. The war against Russia 
was conceived explicitly as a war of extermination.6

The scale and ambition of the German invasion, code-
named Barbarossa, are almost impossible to compre-
hend. Three million German soldiers (joined by half a 
million troops from Axis-allied Finland and Romania) 
crashed across a front line that ran nearly a thousand 
miles, from the Baltic shores in East Prussia down 
through Poland and along the Romanian border to the 
Black Sea. This force of 153 divisions, 3,600 tanks, and 
7,000 artillery pieces faced off against an equally large 
(but far less well-prepared) Soviet force of 2.9 million 
men drawn up in 140 divisions. Hitler sent one giant 
army group to the north from East Prussia through the 
Baltic states toward Leningrad; another army group 
moved from Warsaw into Belorussia, toward Minsk, 
Smolensk, and Moscow; and a third massive army 
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group drove southeast, across the Ukraine and into the 
Caucasus. These swift moving, heavily armored thrusts, 
carefully coordinated with 2,770 aircraft, aimed to pen-
etrate deeply into Soviet territory, surround and crush 
the Red Army, and then reach out for the hinterland, 
occupying finally all of European Russia along a north-
south line from Archangel in the Arctic Circle down to 
the Volga river and the Caspian Sea. This was a conti-
nental-sized war of conquest.7

The initial weeks of the invasion were a disaster for 
the Soviet defenders. The Germans had the element 
of surprise: despite early warnings and a variety of 
intelligence, the Soviet leadership did not believe—
refused to believe—that a German attack was immi-
nent. Worse, the Red Army, despite the large numbers 
of soldiers in it, was badly equipped, with many sol-
diers having no weapons and little ammunition. De-
fensive positions were thin and quickly overrun by the 
swift-moving panzers; the Soviet air force had nothing 
but obsolete aircraft with poor radar and radio equip-
ment. Despite a certain fatalistic spirit—soldiers lined 
up for frontal attacks on the invaders, sometimes on 
horseback with sabers drawn, only to be mown down 
by the thousands—the Red Army simply disintegrated 
amid chaos and panic. Even Stalin, the iron dictator, 
took to his dacha outside of Moscow, seized by fear and 
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indecision. On July 3, having regained his nerve, he 
gave a stirring speech that depicted the battle in the 
starkly racial-nationalist language that became com-
mon during the rest of the German-Soviet war: “ The 
enemy is cruel and merciless,” he told his countrymen. 
“He wants to restore the power of the landowner, re-
establish Tsarism, and destroy the national culture 
of the peoples of the Soviet Union…and turn them 
into the slaves of German princes and barons.” In re-
sponse, the Soviet people must be defiant, militant, 
courageous: “ There should be no room in our ranks,” 
he snarled, “for whimperers and cowards, for deserters 
and panic-mongers. Our people should be fearless in 
their struggle and should selflessly fight our patriotic 
war of liberation against the Fascist enslavers.”8

These bold words did nothing to stop the German on-
slaught. The Germans surrounded and destroyed whole 
Russian armies, and took hundreds of thousands of 
prisoners, many of whom were shot or penned in and 
left to die. On June 28, the Germans seized Minsk and 
took 300,000 prisoners; on July 16, Smolensk fell, along 
with another 300,000 prisoners; in early September 
the Germans surrounded Leningrad and were poised 
to swallow the city. The huge numbers of soldiers who 
were surrendering evidently alarmed Stalin, who on 
August 16, issued Order No. 270, denouncing the “pan-
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ic and scandalous cowardice” of some officers and 
soldiers. The order directed all military personnel to 
shoot anyone unwilling to fight to the death; the wives 
of captured officers were henceforth to be imprisoned.9 
But such threats had little initial effect against the en-
circling panzer divisions. In mid-September, the Ger-
mans captured Kiev, and half a million Soviet soldiers 
surrendered. Millions of people fled the advancing 
armies, adding huge waves of refugees to the general 
chaos. Vasily Grossman, one of Ehrenburg’s fellow war 
correspondents for Red Star, described the scenes he 
saw near Orel, three hundred miles south of Moscow:

I thought I’d seen retreat, but I’ve never seen anything 
like what I am seeing now, and could never imagine 
anything of the kind. Exodus! Biblical exodus! Vehicles 
are moving in eight lanes, there’s the violent roaring 
of dozens of trucks trying simultaneously to tear their 
wheels out of the mud. Huge herds of sheep and cows 
are driven through the fields. They are followed by 
trains of horse-driven carts, there are thousands of 
wagons covered with colored sackcloth, veneer, tin. In 
them are refugees from Ukraine. There are also crowds 
of pedestrians with sacks, bundles, suitcases. This isn’t 
a flood, this isn’t a river, it’s the slow movement of a 
flowing ocean, this flow is hundreds of meters wide. 
Children’s heads, fair and dark, are looking out from 



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

the improvised tents covering the carts, as well as the 
biblical beards of Jewish elders, shawls of peasant 
women, hats of Ukrainian uncles, and the black-haired 
heads of Jewish girls and women. What silence is in 
their eyes, what wise sorrow, what sensation of fate, of 
a universal catastrophe!10

On October 2, the German army turned its focus to-
ward the seizure of the biggest prize: Moscow. The city 
was bombed and shelled. Millions of panic-stricken 
residents fled, piling their belongings and families into 
wheelbarrows, private cars, buses, taxis, carts, fire en-
gines, or anything with wheels. Official offices set about 
burning their archives and the air filled with black ash; 
the government transferred most of its offices five hun-
dred miles eastward to Kuybyshev (Samara), though 
Stalin stayed behind. (He was obliged to set up an office 
in the Moscow subway, as the city had failed to prepare 
for the possibility of German air raids by building ad-
equate shelters).11 He declared martial law; looters and 
“panic-mongers” were shot on the spot. Stalin called 
on Marshal Georgi Zhukov, who had been directing 
the defense of Leningrad, to organize of the defense of 
Moscow. Citizens, mostly women and boys, were forced 
to dig antitank trenches. Soviet reinforcements from 
the Far East were thrown into the battle. The October 
weather turned foul and wet, leaving attackers and de-
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fenders to struggle in the sticky mud that slowed their 
movements. A bitter struggle for the capital ensued, 
with threats of reprisals handed out to Soviet officers 
who did not stand firm. As ever, the Russians resorted 
to powerful words to rally their peoples. Ilya Ehrenburg 
captured the essence of the fight when he wrote, in late 
October, that “the war is changing its character now, it’s 
becoming as long as life, it’s becoming the odyssey of a 
people. Now everyone understands that it is a question 
of Russia’s fate—whether Russia will exist or not.” He 
boldly concluded: “we will survive.”12 Stalin too roused 
his people to fury: on November 6, in celebrating the 
anniversary of the October Revolution, he defied the 
German claims to superiority: “ These people without 
honor or conscience, these people with the morality 
of animals, have the effrontery to call for the extermi-
nation of the great Russian nation…Very well then! If 
they want a war of extermination,” he declared, “they 
shall have it!”13 Yet the Germans were a mere ten miles 
from Moscow, and on November 17, Stalin was forced 
to give orders for a scorched-earth policy: everything 
that could be of any value to the invaders must be de-
stroyed. Villages, crops, homes, were now set ablaze by 
retreating Red Army units.14

The Germans failed to seize Moscow, and in the end 
failed, just, to destroy the Red Army. The Germans had 
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overextended their lines and underestimated Soviet 
resilience; they spent too much of their resources in 
gobbling up thousands of square miles of the Ukraine, 
when they should have concentrated all their efforts on 
Moscow; they took too many casualties in the drawn-
out battles around the big cities, and finally were be-
ginning to run low on ammunition and supplies; the 
weather, first rainy, then bitterly cold, hampered re-
supply and logistics, and took the speed and mobility 
away from the panzer spearheads. In total, Hitler lost 
250,000 soldiers killed, 500,000 wounded. Yet perhaps 
the most important element in the German failure was 
the amazing ability of the Red Army to recover from 
the appalling losses between June and December—2.6 
million soldiers killed, three million soldiers taken 
prisoner—and to continue not only to fight but to go on 
the offensive. Soviet war leaders managed to find more 
men and get them to the front (ordering death for any 
man who retreated), and the Soviet war economy con-
tinued to produce arms, drawing upon the resources of 
thousands of plants and factories that had been moved 
and rebuilt in the east with astonishing rapidity.15 Now 
it was the turn of the Germans to be surprised. On De-
cember 5, Stalin threw a counterattack of half a million 
men at the German positions, which pushed the invad-
ers back some two hundred miles. It was not a general 
rout, but the threat to Moscow had ended, and the war 
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looked set to bog down into a bloody stalemate: just 
what Hitler could not afford.

The counteroffensive of December and January was 
decisive in the military history of the war, not only 
because it blunted the German attack, but because it 
drew back the curtain on German occupation policy 
in the east. In the towns and villages that the Germans 
had occupied, and which had now been liberated by 
the fighting, the Red Army soldiers came across aston-
ishing atrocities that served to fire up their own sense 
of outrage and quickened their desire for vengeance. 
Town after town had been ransacked and set ablaze. 
Captured partisans had been brutally tortured and 
publicly hanged. Food stores had been stolen, livestock 
and horses killed or sent west, the land savaged. Gal-
lows had been erected in every public square. In the 
town of Klin, which the Red Army liberated in mid-
December, a journalist went to inspect the damage the 
Germans had wrought. Much of the city was shattered, 
burnt by the retreating soldiers. Yet for this journalist, 
and presumably for his readers, it was the desecration 
of a great cultural monument that left the deepest im-
pression. The composer Tchaikovsky had lived here, 
and his home had been turned into a little museum. 
The Germans used the house as a toilet, relieving 
themselves on the floor. They ripped up floorboards for 
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firewood, and threw priceless manuscripts and books 
on the ground. “ They burned music and books, tram-
pled old photographs with dirty boots, pulled portraits 
down from the walls…. Empty cans and cognac bottles 
littered the room.” Excrement stained the floors and 
walls. “A herd of crazed pigs could not have filthied the 
house the way the Germans had.”16

It is telling that, in the midst of unspeakable human 
carnage and death, a writer for the Red Army news-
paper would spend an entire essay on the destruc-
tion of single small home that had once belonged to a 
Russian composer. The writer, Yevgeny Petrov, clearly 
felt that such behavior perfectly described the hea-
then, uncultured, and animal qualities of the German 
invaders: a race of beasts, no more. Indeed, Russian 
war correspondents frequently deployed a bestial ver-
nacular when describing the enemy. The Germans be-
came, variously, hordes, vultures, mad dogs, cannibals, 
jackals, wolves (and, when retreating, sheep), snakes, 
beetles, and grubs. If not animals, they were likened 
to gangsters, hangmen, degenerates, pygmies, bandits, 
sadists, and devils. This language came from the pe-
riod of the Bolshevik Revolution, when it was directed 
at capitalists and the bourgeoisie; in 1941, these terms 
seemed apt indeed to describe the predatory Germans. 
Yet by dehumanizing the Germans, Soviet war writers, 
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who wept over the tattered manuscripts of Tchaikovsky, 
were themselves laying the ground for a ferocious ret-
ribution against the German invaders. Rabid beasts or 
pestilential locusts deserved only death and extermi-
nation. “ This is a very grim war,” a captain told jour-
nalist Alexander Werth. “And you cannot imagine the 
hatred the Germans have stirred up among our people. 
We are an easy-going, good-natured people, you know, 
but I assure you…I have never known such hatred be-
fore.”17

Though the battle of Moscow had been won, the situ-
ation facing the Soviet Union at the start of 1942 was 
extremely grave. Millions of soldiers had been killed 
or taken prisoner, and most of the large cities of the 
western part of the country were under German oc-
cupation, as were the food-producing regions of the 
Ukraine. The war economy had been badly disrupted by 
the invasion, and had to be rebuilt from scratch in the 
distant east, without the great assets of coal, steel, iron, 
aluminum, and copper that now lay in German hands. 
Moreover, the Germans had only been bloodied in the 
great December-January counteroffensives; they were 
hardly beaten. Along an immense front line, the war 
settled into a violent, brutal slugging match that still 
favored the better-armed, better-trained Germans. To 
the north, Leningrad was surrounded and cut off. The 
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city became a symbol of a martyred people, apparently 
condemned to suffer a slow, irreversible death. Three 
million people were trapped there, freezing and hun-
gry; a million of them would die. Along the southern 
front, the Germans scored huge victories at Kharkov, 
Sevastopol, Voronezh, Rostov, and Krasnodar. On July 
28, 1942, Stalin issued another of his periodic threats 
to his own people: “Not one step back!” he roared. “If 
we retreat any further we are digging our own graves 
and letting our Fatherland go to the dogs. It is there-
fore time to end the retreat.” The means for doing so 
were typically brutal: soldiers who retreated were to be 
arrested and enrolled in penal battalions; and military 
police units were set up behind the lines with orders to 
fire at any Soviet troops that retreated.18 Yet by August, 
the Germans were across the Don river, and pushing 
toward Stalingrad on the Volga.

There, at long last, the line held. “How the Red Army 
survived in Stalingrad,” writes Richard Overy in his ex-
cellent survey of the Russian-German war, “defies mil-
itary explanation.” The city was a dull, flat industrial 
center spread out twenty miles along the western bank 
of the Volga. If the Germans took it, they could place a 
choke hold on the supplies of oil and American lend-
lease aid moving into Russia from central Asia and 
Iran. But of course the symbolic value attracted Hitler 
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even more: the city, once known as Tsaritsyn, had been 
the setting for heroic defenses against the White Rus-
sian armies in the civil war, and none other than Stalin 
himself had then directed the defense of the city. For 
this reason, as John Erickson put it, Stalingrad “drew 
Hitler like a magnet.”19

The Germans seemed to have all the advantages. On 
August 23, Stalingrad was hammered by a huge Luft-
waffe bombing raid that set the city alight and killed 
40,000 citizens. The same day, the German Sixth Army 
and Fourth Panzer Army, a quarter of a million men 
altogether, under the command of General Friedrich 
Paulus, reached the banks of the Volga, thereby sur-
rounding the city. The defenders were pushed back 
to a narrow slice of the riverbank about twelve miles 
long and about a mile wide. They had their backs to the 
Volga, across which supplies could still come, though 
the pitiful barges that traversed the river were under 
constant and effective German artillery and air attack. 
The city, blackened and ruined by the initial bombing 
attack, became the setting for horrific street-to-street 
and hand-to-hand fighting. Every conceivable ruse 
and tactic of urban fighting was used by both sides, 
from snipers to infiltration to tunneling and mining 
and nighttime assaults, while artillery and air attacks 
filled the skies with shrieking missiles. For all of Sep-
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tember and October until November 12, the Germans 
slowly chewed their way, foot by foot, into the city, 
pouring in men and materiel to try to push the Soviet 
defenders into the river. Their commitment to take the 
city at all costs proved their undoing, for on Novem-
ber 19, General Zhukov unleashed a massive encircl-
ing attack that had been under preparation since mid-
September: a million men, secretly deployed well to 
the north and south of the city, knifed past and around 
the German armies laying siege to Stalingrad, and fell 
on their flanks. In four days, 330,000 German and Ro-
manian soldiers were surrounded in a massive pocket 
from which they tried and failed to fight their way out. 
Over the next eight weeks, the Red Army tightened the 
noose around Paulus’s surrounded divisions, and pum-
meled them to pieces. Hitler refused to allow them to 
surrender, and instead promoted Paulus to field mar-
shal in the hopes of inspiring greater resistance. But 
the next day, on January 31, 1943, Paulus’s headquarters 
was overrun, and he was taken prisoner. So too were 
90,000 German soldiers. One hundred and fifty thou-
sand Germans died in the losing fight for Stalingrad. 
But the harvest of death had been far greater for the 
Soviets. They lost 47,000 killed and 650,000 wounded. 
Here was an apocolyptic bloodbath.

* * *
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“NOW EVERYBODY KNEW that victory would 
come,” wrote Alexander Werth. “No one doubted 
that this was the turning point in World War II.” 

Werth, who visited the city in February, soon after the 
German capitulation, memorably described the scenes 
he saw there: the trenches filled with debris, burned 
out tanks and vehicles, bits of clothing containing fro-
zen chunks of bodies; steel girders and tangled barbed 
wire everywhere, mines, scorched buildings. “But now 
everything was silent and dead in this fossilized hell, 
as though a raving lunatic had suddenly died of heart 
failure.” Amid the rubble and piles of corpses, small 
groups of gaunt, dazed, disease-racked Germans sat 
about, ignored by their captors, gnawing on the bones 
of horses. “For a moment,” Werth wrote, “I wished 
the whole of Germany were there to see it.” Inevitably, 
this victory was also a time for exultation by the Soviet 
leadership. Stalin gave himself a promotion to Marshal 
of the Soviet Union, and bestowed medals and honors 
upon Zhukov. Vasily Grossman, the sensitive, clear-
eyed journalist, seemed to reach back to Shakespeare’s 
Henry V when he wrote, in Red Star, of the soldiers who 
fought there, and the half million of them who died 
there. “If a quarter century from now the men who 
led the 62nd Army meet with the commanders of the 
Stalingrad divisions, this will be a reunion of brothers. 
The old men will embrace, wipe away a tear, and be-
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gin recalling the great days of Stalingrad…. It will be a 
triumphant, joyous reunion. But it will be full of great 
sorrow, too, for many will be unable to come, the many 
who are impossible to forget, for no commander will 
ever forget the great and bitter exploit of the Russian 
soldier who defended his homeland with his blood.”20

Soviet soldiers in Stalingrad run along a trench to get 
into position before an attack. U.S. National Archives
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With the victory at Stalingrad, the tide seemed to be 
turning against the Germans in the east; yet it must be 
recalled that the front line was still 1,500 miles from 
Berlin. Two and a half years of great battles lay ahead, 
costing untold numbers of lives, before the Germans 
were pushed back and out of Soviet territory. And be-
hind that front, in the thousands of square miles under 
German control, a fearful occupation had been put in 
place, one whose brutality and sadism profoundly af-
fected the way that Russians would treat the Germans, 
both soldiers and civilians, as they began their long, 
slow march westward.

* * *

THE INVASION OF the Soviet Union opened ex-
traordinary new vistas for Adolf Hitler. At last, 
after two decades of tawdry boasts and beer-hall 

invective, Hitler possessed both the power and the op-
portunity to impose his Aryan fantasies upon millions 
of people in his newly seized eastern territories. His 
long-cherished goal now seemed within reach: a paci-
fied, Jew-free paradise of farms and factories, governed 
by a race of Germanic settlers, worked by a race of Slav 
laborers, linked to Germany by modern rail and road 
networks. The first steps had already been taken: since 
the invasion and partition of Poland in September 1939, 
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Hitler had begun the process of cleansing Jews from 
the areas of Poland to be incorporated into the German 
Reich and pushing them into a sort of dumping ground 
in southeastern Poland, called the General Govern-
ment. Jews had already been rounded up and sent into 
ghettoes in various cities across Poland, a preliminary 
stage in their eventual elimination. The acquisition of 
thousands of square miles of new territory in the So-
viet Union, however, along with millions of new subject 
peoples of dubious racial value, presented Hitler with 
a new challenge: to advance the German “New Order” 
deep into the Soviet Union. On July 16, 1941, just a few 
weeks after the initial stunning success of the German 
army in Russia, Hitler spoke at length—for five hours, 
in fact—with his chief lieutenants about the future of 
Russia and the east: he told them, “we have now to face 
the task of cutting up the giant cake according to our 
needs, in order to be able, first, to dominate it, second, 
to administer it, and third, to exploit it.” Any opposi-
tion would be crushed, and partisans exterminated. 
His ambitions were clear: “we shall never withdraw 
from these areas.” Here at last was the lebensraum he 
had sought, the new German imperium for an impe-
rial people. “ We have to create a Garden of Eden,” he 
declared.21

Yet there was to be no place in this Garden for millions 



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

of men and women and children who already inhabited 
these lands. From the Baltic states in the north, down 
through Belorussia and the Ukraine in the south, the 
newly acquired Soviet lands would have to be cleansed 
of their undesirable peoples, chiefly Jews, but also ar-
dent Communists, intellectuals, partisans, and any 
other potential sources of resistance to Nazi rule. As 
historian Christopher Browning has documented, the 
German forces were prepared. Immediately after the 
July meeting, Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler, Hit-
ler’s principal henchman for racial matters, sprang into 
action, sending special Einsatzgruppen (task forces) 
made up of SS troops and Order Police into Belorus-
sia, the Baltic, and the Ukraine right on the heels of the 
advancing armies, with special orders to round up and 
shoot Jews. “All the Jews must be shot,” he told these 
forces, and indeed mass killings of Jews began in Lith-
uania two days after the invasion began. In late June 
and July, Himmler himself toured the killing grounds 
to inspect the progress of his troops and to egg on the 
German commanders there to kill off the Jews imme-
diately; in mid-July he delivered a rousing speech to 
Waffen-SS troops that urged them to see their fight 
against the Soviets as part of a racial struggle against 
“animals” and the threat of Judeo-Bolshevism; on July 
31, he was in Riga and gave explicit orders to begin 
shooting Jews. On August 15, he personally witnessed 
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a mass shooting in Minsk. Under Himmler’s prod-
ding, the forces of the Einsatzgruppen dramatically 
increased their shooting of Polish and Soviet Jews in 
the summer of 1941.22 As historian Martin Gilbert has 
pointed out, from September 1939 until the invasion 
of the Soviet Union, around 30,000 Jews had died be-
cause of German actions, either through shootings, 
reprisals, beatings and pogroms, or starvation in the 
ghettoes of Warsaw and Lodz. After Barbarossa, that 
figure rose rapidly. Within five months of the German 
invasion, about half a million Jews in Soviet territory 
had been killed; by the end of the war, one million So-
viet Jews were dead.23

The manner of the killing varied, but had not yet 
achieved the industrial-style gassing of the death 
camps. Rather, the killing of Jews in Soviet lands was 
crude, dirty, difficult work, carried out by shooting or 
other forms of brutality. On June 27, in Bialystok (in 
Soviet-occupied Poland), German soldiers rampaged 
through the Jewish quarter, killing Jews in the streets, 
and herding others to the great synagogue which, once 
full of people, was set on fire. On June 30, German units 
entered Lvov (also in Soviet-occupied Poland), and 
immediately set about slaughtering Jews. In July, in 
Minsk, two thousand Jews were rounded up and shot; 
in Vilna, Jews were rounded up, marched to a great pit 
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at Ponary, outside the city, and shot; five thousand died 
there over two weeks. And on it went, in every town 
and city across the battle-scarred lands from which 
the Red Army had been expelled. In Martin Gilbert’s 
words, “within five weeks of the German invasion of 
Russia on June 22, the number of Jews killed exceeded 
the total number killed in the previous eight years of 
Nazi rule.”24 Despite the growing ruthlessness of the 
killings of Jews—such as the shooting of 33,771 Jews in 
a ravine outside Kiev at Babi Yar in late September—
the German leaders quickly realized that small killing 
teams could not possibly act with sufficient speed or 
efficiency to wipe out all the Jews of Europe. For that, 
a more systematic approach was called for. In the con-
text of the rapid military victories in Soviet Russia, Hit-
ler’s lieutenants put into motion a planning process 
in late July that would propose “a final solution of the 
Jewish question” and would lead directly to the erec-
tion of centralized killing centers to which Jews from 
all across Europe would be sent and gassed to death. 
The road to Auschwitz passed directly through the bat-
tlegrounds of Barbarossa.25

During these assaults on the Jews, the Germans found 
many willing partners in Lithuania, Latvia, and the 
Ukraine, where anti-Semitism had strongly affected 
daily life long before the war and where Jews were of-
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ten identified with the much-hated Soviet Communist 
regime. With the retreat of the Red Army, local police 
units in these regions, joined by rampaging bands of 
thugs and bullies, happily, even joyfully, fell upon the 
Jews. They were determined to settle long-imagined 
grievances and perhaps eager to show the Germans 
their own enthusiasm for the new Jew-free order they 
hoped to establish. In Kovno, Lithuania, one man killed 
forty-five to fifty Jews by clubbing them to death in 
public, while onlookers clapped.26 Boris Kacel, a young 
boy who lived with his Jewish family in Riga, gives an 
entirely typical account of the local anti-Semitic vio-
lence that attended the arrival of German troops in that 
city on July 1, 1941:

By that afternoon, the calm and peaceful streets of Riga 
had become crowded and filled with violence. The Lat-
vians were celebrating independence from Commu-
nist repression, flying their large national red, white, 
and red flags over buildings and waving smaller ones 
by hand. I saw happy faces everywhere, which I under-
stood, since I, too, was glad to see the fall of the Soviet 
system. To my surprise, though, I also saw anger and 
irrational behavior on the streets. The Latvians ex-
pressed their hatred of the Jews through physical acts 
and angry words. They accused the Jews of being Com-
munists and blamed them for all the ills to which they 
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had been subjected during Soviet rule. In my wildest 
dreams, I could never have imagined the hidden ani-
mosity the Latvians had for their Jewish neighbors…. 
The Latvians saw themselves as the messengers of Nazi 
evil and began to govern the city as if they had received 
consent from Berlin to do so…. Trucks appeared car-
rying small vigilante groups of ten to fifteen armed 
Latvians, who wore armbands in their national colors 
of red, white, and red. These men intended to kidnap 
Jews off the street and take away their personal belong-
ings. The prisoners were then forcibly loaded onto the 
trucks, taken to the woods, and killed. It was terrifying 
to go outside, as one had to be aware of the vigilante 
groups that drove around the streets. The mobile kill-
ing squads, as I called them, were in full command of 
the city, and nobody challenged their presence or their 
unconscionable killings…. I had lived my entire life 
there among Latvians, who now considered me their 
mortal enemy and were prepared to kill me. No one 
was willing to protect my life.27

Similar scenes of local populations anticipating Ger-
man violence against Jews occurred in most of the ma-
jor towns and cities in the areas occupied by Germans. 
In the Ukraine, the Germans formed a local police aux-
iliary, and gave them a yellow and blue armband; they 
were encouraged to round up Jews, and torment and 
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kill them, which they did.28 Because of such local as-
sistance, German killing squads could be effective in 
conducting roundups, finding Jews in hiding, and in 
terrorizing Jewish communities. Though many of these 
occupied peoples shared with their German masters a 
murderous anti-Semitism, however, Nazi ideology did 
not accord a place at the table in the Garden of Eden 
for Slavs of any kind. Indeed, any early enthusiasm for 
the German “liberation” of Soviet lands from Stalinist 
rule quickly wore off, as the Germans extended their 
murderous assaults to all manner of Soviet peoples.

Along with the Jews, the first targets of the German in-
vaders were the Red Army political-ideological officers 
known as commissars. These officers were the enforc-
ers of ideological discipline and zeal within the army, 
and as such were among the most rabid Communists. 
Hitler ordered their liquidation even before the inva-
sion began: the June 6, 1941, “Commissar Order” stat-
ed that “the originators of barbaric, Asiatic methods 
of warfare are the political commissars. So immediate 
and unhesitatingly severe measures must be under-
taken against them. They are therefore, when captured 
either in battle or offering resistance, as a matter of 
routine to be dispatched by firearms.”29 But the killing 
did not stop with commissars. In early July the Ein-
satzgruppen were given orders to kill all Bolshevik par-
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ty officials, party activists, people’s commissars, “Jews 
in the service of the Party or the state,” and “saboteurs, 
propagandists, snipers, assassins, agitators, etc.”30 In 
practice, this was a license to kill anyone who had any 
official capacity at all, including Red Army officers and 
soldiers, as well as anyone who expressed opposition 
to German rule, especially partisans, broadly defined. 
Red Army prisoners of war, some of whom may have 
surrendered out of sheer unwillingness to fight for Sta-
lin’s regime, were shot to death in huge numbers; per-
haps 600,000 were shot outright. Those who were not 
killed were sent on lengthy death marches westward to 
camps in which they were housed in shacks, neglected, 
and allowed to die of starvation and exhaustion. Of the 
5.7 million Soviet POWs who fell into German hands 
during the war, 3.3 million died in captivity. The mal-
treatment of POWs by the German army became widely 
known in the Red Army and naturally proved to be a 
considerable motivation to fight fanatically against the 
invaders.31

Paradoxically, the Nazi state wasted the lives of mil-
lions of able-bodied prisoners of war by killing them 
or allowing them to starve to death at the very time that 
it desperately needed foreign labor to work in its war 
industries. The obvious solution was to import labor 
from the east. From March 1942, under the direction of 
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Hitler’s labor minister Fritz Sauckel, millions of people 
were sucked into Germany by force and set to hard la-
bor. By July 1942, 697,000 Ostarbeiter, or eastern work-
ers, had been deported to Germany; a year later, that 
number had risen to 1.7 million; by June 1944, 2.79 mil-
lion Soviet citizens had been conscripted for labor in 
Germany, and 2.1 million of them had come from the 
Ukraine. Many workers resisted and avoided deporta-
tion into Germany, and the military police had to resort 
to surprise roundups and labor press-gangs. Failure to 
comply with German demands led to extreme repri-
sals: the burning of houses and confiscation of prop-
erty, savage beatings, death. Captured workers were 
packed onto boxcars without food or water or toilets. 
Once in Germany, these people toiled under extreme 
hardship, lived in rude barracks, were fed poorly, and 
suffered from malnutrition and disease at rates higher 
than even the forced laborers from western nations. 
Easterners were forced to wear a badge with the word 
OST on their jackets, indicating their eastern origins 
and subhuman status. They were worked, literally, to 
death. Heinrich Himmler approved of the formula, 
declaring in October 1943 that “whether 10,000 Rus-
sian females fall down from exhaustion while digging 
an anti-tank ditch interests me only in so far as the 
anti-tank ditch for Germany is finished.” These east-
ern peoples, he sneered, were but “human animals.”32 
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Daily life in the German-occupied territories became a 
nightmarish struggle for survival. As the German occu-
piers ransacked the region, the living standards of the 
average peasants, already dreadfully low, became even 
worse. In the Ukraine, German soldiers looked upon 
the peasants as the lowest form of life, and abused 
them for the slightest infraction, such as failing to ad-
dress a German properly, or being late for work. Public 
whippings and periodic hangings instilled fear in the 
population. As part of a deliberate policy of depopula-
tion, German authorities denied food supplies for the 
large cities of the Ukraine; famine broke out in Kiev 
and Kharkov. The German occupation, which some in 
the Soviet lands had hoped would liberate them, had in 
fact condemned millions to suffering and death.33

In the summer of 1943, following the defeat of a huge 
German offensive around the city of Kursk, the Sovi-
et Red Army went on the offensive, pushing back the 
Germans slowly as far as the river Dniepr by the end 
of the year. A large portion of the eastern Ukraine was 
liberated; Kiev was retaken in early November. Ilya Eh-
renburg, with his gift for vitriol, captured the sense of 
deadly resolve that now pervaded the Soviet troops. 
“ We want Germany to drink the bitter cup,” he wrote. 
“Nothing can save Germany from inexorable retribu-
tion.” The scenes that greeted the liberators were ap-
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palling and only fueled their anger. “Our soldiers,” 
wrote Ehrenburg, “see how the Germans introduced 
feudal labor service for the collective farmers, how 
they whipped people for insubordination, how they 
raped, intimidated and infected girls. The invaders 
will answer for everything.” Vasily Grossman, too, de-
scribed the red-hot temper of the Soviet soldiers: “ev-
ery soldier, every officer and every general of the Red 
Army who had seen the Ukraine in blood and fire, who 
had heard the true story of what had happened in the 
Ukraine during the two years of German rule, under-
stands to the bottom of their souls that there are only 
two sacred words left to us. One of them is ‘love’ and 
the other one is ‘revenge.’”

For Grossman, these words had personal meaning. A 
Jew who grew up in the Ukrainian town of Berdichev, 
ninety miles southwest of Kiev, Grossman was stag-
gered to find that the Ukraine’s Jews had been wiped 
out. As he traveled through village and town, he dis-
covered the sheer scale of the slaughter. This killing 
of an entire people, he wrote, was different from the 
death of soldiers bearing arms, of which Grossman had 
seen a great deal. “ This was the murder of a great and 
professional experience, passed from one generation 
to another in thousands of families of craftsmen and 
members of the intelligentsia. This was the murder of 
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everyday traditions that grandfathers had passed to 
their grandchildren, this was the murder of memories, 
of a mournful song, folk poetry, of life, happy and bit-
ter…this was the death of a nation.” And it was more 
even than this: Grossman, speaking to an old neighbor, 
discovered that in September 1941, his own mother 
had been among thousands of residents of Berdichev 
who were rounded up, marched to an airfield outside 
of town, ordered to stand on the edge of a pit, and shot 
to death.34

* * *

IN THE MINDS of President Franklin Roosevelt 
and Prime Minister Winston Churchill, the phrase 
“the liberation of Europe” meant something quite 

concrete: the removal of Nazi oppression from the 
subject peoples of Europe; the restoration of the free-
dom and self-government that had obtained before 
the war began; and the creation of a European order 
in which peace and democratic rule might flourish. For 
the western leaders, liberation promised not simply 
military victory over Germany, but a return to stability, 
freedom, and national sovereignty in a world of peace-
able states.

Josef Stalin, however, did not conceive of liberation in 
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these terms. For Stalin, the chief aim of the war against 
Germany was, of course, military victory, but once that 
was secured, Stalin did not desire to return Europe to 
the status quo ante bellum. On the contrary, Stalin saw 
the political order of pre-1939 Europe, with its mul-
titude of small, independent, and anti-Communist 
states in the Baltic, in Poland, Czechoslovakia, and the 
Balkans, as a threat to Soviet security. Poland had long 
been a thorn in the side of the Russians; the Poles went 
to war against the nascent Soviet Union in 1920, a war 
that had ended in humiliation for the Soviets. The Bal-
tic states were fiercely anti-Russian; Hungary, Roma-
nia, and Bulgaria had all entered the war on the side 
of Hitler; and Yugoslavia was a “nest”—one of Stalin’s 
favorite words—of royalists, nationalists, Fascists, and 
British subterfuge. Through the Hitler-Stalin Pact of 
1939, Stalin had gone some way to expanding the Sovi-
et Union’s borders westward: he swallowed up the Bal-
tic states and secured for the USSR the eastern half of 
Poland. These achievements had all been endangered 
by Hitler’s attack of 1941, but now that the tide of war 
was turning, Stalin envisioned not only recovering the 
prizes he had seized in 1939, but expanding his control 
into central Europe through a territorial and political 
settlement that favored Soviet strategic and ideologi-
cal interests. He also could begin to think about the to-
tal elimination of Germany as a threat to the USSR by 
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carving up the Nazi state into smaller pieces. And he 
sought to ensure ideological control of the region by 
establishing powerful Communist parties that would 
organize a postwar realignment of Eastern Europe 
with the Soviet Union. Stalin by late 1943 had the power 
to achieve these aims: he possessed a gigantic army of 
5.5 million men under arms in 480 divisions, now well 
equipped with tanks, air support, artillery, and weap-
ons. These huge armies were now just a hundred miles 
from the 1941 borders, and would soon be well across 
them and on into Germany itself. Stalin knew that soon 
he would be in a position to “liberate” Eastern Europe 
in a manner that suited his own ideological and strate-
gic interests.35

Stalin’s powerful position within the anti-German co-
alition became perfectly clear to the western powers 
at the first wartime meeting of the Big Three leaders, 
which took place in late November 1943 in Tehran. 
President Franklin Roosevelt had been trying for some 
time to arrange a meeting with the Soviet leader, yet 
Stalin consistently refused to travel outside his own 
country. Churchill had been to Moscow, but the Big 
Three had never met together. With the change in the 
military fortunes of the Red Army, and especially with 
his desire to press on his allies the vital need for a sec-
ond front in Europe against Germany, Stalin finally 
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agreed to leave Moscow to meet his counterparts in 
Tehran. The narrative of this Big Three meeting cannot 
be rivaled for sheer drama and intrigue. As the delega-
tions converged on the Iranian capital on November 27, 
the Soviets announced that they had intelligence of a 
German plot to assassinate one or all of the Big Three. 
They therefore urged that Roosevelt and his entourage 
move into the large Soviet legation instead of remain-
ing some distance away in the American Embassy, and 
FDR accepted this hastily prepared arrangement. The 
meetings were held in the British and Soviet com-
pounds, which were next door to each other. Secu-
rity was tight, with phalanxes of Soviet secret police 
shoulder to shoulder with a brigade of Anglo-Indian 
troops—turbaned Sikhs, in fact. The twenty-four-
year-old Shah of Iran, Mohammed Reza Pahlavi, who 
had taken over from his pro-German father only two 
years earlier, briefly appeared on the scene to greet the 
three great leaders; he was politely brushed to the side 
of the proceedings. As the meetings went on, there was 
ample time for the Big Three to socialize. One evening, 
FDR mixed iced martinis for Stalin. On November 29, 
in a solemn ceremony that featured an honor guard of 
Russian and British soldiers, Churchill presented to 
Stalin a jewel-encrusted sword, designed by His Maj-
esty King George VI, in thanks for the victory at Stal-
ingrad; Stalin kissed the blade with great reverence. 
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The next evening, Churchill celebrated his sixty-ninth 
birthday, and was fêted by the world’s most powerful 
men in the dining room of the British legation, whose 
walls were inlaid with tiny pieces of mirror and whose 
windows were cloaked in red velvet. And throughout 
the four days of meetings, amid lavish dinners and riv-
ers of wine, champagne, and vodka, the leaders of the 
great alliance raised toast after toast to one another, 
delivering encomiums that ill concealed their mutual 
rivalry and suspicion.36

For all the rich theater of the meeting at Tehran, enor-
mous issues of strategy and the postwar order lay be-
fore the men. Each leader had his own objectives, of 
course. Roosevelt wanted to win Stalin’s support for 
his cherished dream of a postwar international orga-
nization called the United Nations, and he also wanted 
to win Soviet participation in the war against Japan. 
Churchill wanted to sustain Britain’s dominant posi-
tion in the Mediterranean by hitting Germany through 
southern Europe, the Balkans, and Turkey. Stalin want-
ed a second front in France as soon as possible, to help 
share the heavy burden of fighting the Germans, and 
he also wanted to feel out the Allies about the future 
of Eastern Europe and Germany itself. There was a 
good deal of friction and tension, especially between 
Churchill and Stalin, who regarded each other as old 
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antagonists going back many years. Roosevelt man-
aged to ply his traditional charm on Stalin, and wrung a 
few smiles from that pockmarked, sallow face. Indeed, 
as the four-day meeting progressed, Stalin found he 
had reason to smile.

From the very first moment of their talks, Stalin made 
it plain that he thought that the most important task 
facing the Allies was to open a second front against 
Germany. Stalin cast serious doubts on the slow, slog-
ging effort of the British and Americans in Italy, which 
he thought was a sideshow and in any case unlikely to 
bring about a real threat to Germany. Stalin was impa-
tient with Churchill’s lengthy monologues about bring-
ing Turkey into the war, or invading the Balkans and 
thus creating havoc in southern Europe. Stalin wanted 
an invasion of France, and a big one, as soon as pos-
sible. This plan had in fact already been agreed to in 
August 1943 at the Quebec Conference, but Stalin sus-
pected that the Allies were dragging their feet. The 
Allies had not yet set a date, nor even named a com-
mander of the operation. Roosevelt gave Stalin what 
he wanted, pressing the British to agree that Overlord 
would occur in May 1944. It was the first of many con-
cessions to Stalin.

On the question of Germany, Stalin was also strident in 
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his views, and went on at some length about the need 
for a hard peace for the defeated Reich. Their com-
mon enemy “must be rendered impotent ever again 
to plunge the world into war,” he said. Stalin floated 
the idea of breaking Germany into smaller states, and 
mused about the hopelessly authoritarian character 
of the German people. Roosevelt, trying to ingratiate 
himself with the Soviet leader, said he was “100% in 
agreement” on this approach to the German problem. 
Churchill, not wishing to appear soft on Germany, gen-
erally assented, but said he thought the German people 
might be reformed and reeducated after the war. This 
only added to Stalin’s suspicions of the British leader, 
who, Stalin implied, “nursed a secret affection for Ger-
many.” At dinner on November 29, these dynamics 
took a nasty turn, when Stalin, evidently intending to 
provoke Churchill, suggested darkly that in his view, 
the best way to deal with the German army after the 
war was to take “at least 50,000 and perhaps 100,000 of 
the German commanding staff” and shoot them. Stalin 
was evidently making mischief, though he was certainly 
capable of this kind of brutality. Roosevelt inexcusably 
tried to add to the fun, suggesting puckishly that the 
victors should not go to extremes, but limit the number 
of liquidated officers to 49,000. Churchill failed to see 
the humor in this, and shot back that he would have 
nothing to do with the “cold blooded execution of sol-
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diers who had fought for their country,” even if they 
were Germans. He said he would rather “be taken out 
into the garden here and now and be shot myself than 
sully my own and my country’s honor by such infamy.” 
Churchill stormed out of the room, only to be coaxed 
back to the table by a smiling Stalin. It was an awkward 
moment that perfectly revealed the dominating posi-
tion Stalin now held within the Big Three coalition, and 
the diminishing role held by Churchill, and Britain.37

Josef Stalin, Franklin Roosevelt, and Winston Churchill 
pause between meetings at Tehran. FDR Library

Finally, the discussions at Tehran foreshadowed the 
dark fate that awaited Poland. This country, partitioned 
by Stalin and Hitler in the notorious 1939 pact, and oc-
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cupied by each of these predatory neighbors, had en-
dured a horrible experience since then. The western 
part had come under a violent, genocidal Nazi occu-
pation, while its eastern half had been “Sovietized”: 
1,250,000 Poles in this multiethnic region were deport-
ed to Siberia, the better to incorporate these lands into 
the Ukraine and Belorussia.38 Germany had overrun all 
of Poland in 1941, but as the tide of war turned, Stalin 
could envision the Soviet Union soon returning to Pol-
ish soil. In Tehran, Stalin wished to secure recognition 
of his earlier land grab of Poland’s eastern lands as a 
fait accompli, although it had been obtained with Hit-
ler’s connivance. Stalin clung to the ethnographic argu-
ment that these seized eastern lands were not “Polish,” 
strictly speaking, as the people living there were a mix 
of ethnicities, including Ukrainians and Belorussians, 
and indeed Poles were in the minority. In any case, the 
line of partition that Hitler and Stalin imposed in 1939 
closely resembled the line drawn up in 1920 by Brit-
ish Foreign Secretary Lord Curzon, when he was trying 
to arrange a truce between then-warring Poland and 
Russia. The Curzon Line seemed logical in 1920; why 
should Britain object to it now?

Indeed, Britain did not object to it. Winston Churchill 
believed that he bore great responsibility for the fate 
of Poland. Britain, after all, had gone to war with Ger-
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many in 1939 precisely over the Polish question, after 
Germany had invaded that sad country. The British 
prime minister had sheltered the Polish government-
in-exile in London, and accommodated its leaders: at 
first, General Wladyslaw Sikorski and, after his death 
in July 1943, Stanislaw Mikolajczyk. Churchill, how-
ever, understood the correlation of power all too well: 
only the Soviet Union could defeat Hitler in the East. If 
Stalin wanted 75,000 square miles of Polish soil as rec-
ompense, he would take it. Thus, Churchill developed a 
formula in speaking to the London Poles: Britain want-
ed a strong, independent Poland, but it was not wed-
ded, nor would it fuss over, any particular frontier or 
border. Poland would be liberated by Soviet arms, and 
should be happy with whatever it got. The Poles in Lon-
don argued that they could not accept the Curzon Line 
as their eastern border, and claimed that the borders 
of a sovereign state could not be rearranged without 
the permission of Poland’s internationally recognized 
government. They were, of course, wrong.39

During the dinner on the first night of the Tehran con-
ference, Stalin took up the Polish question. Working 
from the premise that the eastern border question was 
really already settled, Stalin suggested some compen-
sation for Poland in the west: he said Poland’s western 
border should be revised to reach the Oder river, thus 
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biting off a large chunk of eastern Germany. Churchill 
seemed to warm to this topic, calculating that such a 
handsome offer of German lands might bring the Lon-
don Poles around to agree to the Curzon Line. Churchill, 
knowing full well that the Polish government-in-exile 
was dead set against losing territory in the east, none-
theless agreed with Stalin about rearranging Poland’s 
borders, and produced three matchsticks, which he 
laid out on the table to indicate the way they might 
adjust the national boundaries. He told Stalin that “he 
would like to see Poland moved westward in the same 
manner as soldiers at drill execute the drill ‘left close.’” 
And so, with mere matchsticks, the three men shaped 
the future of millions.40 During this time, Roosevelt was 
noncommittal, and the reason became clear on the last 
afternoon of the conference. Just before convening 
the plenary session, Roosevelt met briefly with Stalin 
alone, and told him that “personally he agreed with the 
views of Marshal Stalin” about the revision of Poland’s 
borders, but that he had to consider the reaction of “six 
to seven million Americans of Polish extraction,” as 
well as people of Baltic origin, whose votes he did not 
wish to lose in the elections of 1944. As a consequence, 
he would not make any public statement about the Pol-
ish issue at Tehran. Stalin now had FDR’s private assur-
ance that the Polish issue would be settled in a way that 
favored Soviet interests, whatever the Poles themselves 
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might think.

With this valuable gift in his pocket, Stalin then went 
into the plenary session, the last of the Tehran meet-
ing. There, Churchill tried weakly to extract at least one 
concession from Stalin in return for Britain’s support 
for Stalin’s land grab of half of Poland: that he treat 
with the London-based Polish government-in-exile. 
Yet these exiles, as Churchill knew, were staunchly 
anti-Soviet and deeply distrusted the Soviet Union; 
indeed, General Sikorski had led the most successful 
military offensive against the Bolsheviks in 1920. It 
was extremely unlikely that Stalin would have anything 
to do with them. Stalin continued to claim that these 
Poles in London were Fascists, and that they had pub-
licly slandered the Soviet Union by suggesting that the 
Soviets had been involved in the murder of 8,000 Pol-
ish army officers in the forests of Katyn (a crime Stalin 
continued to blame on the Germans, though he had in 
fact personally authorized the slaughter). Stalin—who 
had already won so much at Tehran, getting a com-
mitment to launch Overlord, getting agreement on a 
harsh peace for defeated Germany, and getting Allied 
support for extending Poland’s western border to the 
Oder—knew also that he had Roosevelt’s acquiescence 
in settling Poland’s fate as he saw fit. Stalin therefore 
brushed off any notion that he could work with the 
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London Poles. Instead, he demanded Allied support 
for the Polish-Russian border that he and Hitler had 
delineated. Stalin told Churchill that “the Soviet Gov-
ernment adheres to the 1939 line and considers it 
just and right.” When Foreign Minister Anthony Eden 
noted that “this was the line known as the Ribbentrop-
Molotov Line,” Stalin shamelessly replied, “Call it what 
you will. We still consider it just and right.” There was 
some confusion about the precise contours of the bor-
der, and a map of Poland was produced. In an impe-
rial flourish, Stalin drew out a stubby red pencil and 
scratched away at it. He drew in thick red lines the new 
Soviet-Polish border, one that confirmed the loss of a 
huge chunk of eastern Poland to the Soviet Union, and 
also demarcated the division of East Prussia between 
Poland and Russia, too, with the valuable port city of 
Königsberg falling into Soviet territory.41

Churchill and Roosevelt remained sullen during this 
exchange, knowing that Stalin had run the table on 
them. In any case, with his army of millions, he could 
take by force whatever he could not win at the confer-
ence table. Stalin had now the power, and the acquies-
cence of the Allies, to shape Eastern Europe as he saw 
fit. For millions of Poles and Germans, Stalin’s swift 
red strokes on the map at Tehran wrote another chap-
ter in the long nightmare of Eastern Europe, as a new 
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round of refugee columns, flight, expulsion, and death 
loomed. The session at which these matters had been 
settled had lasted a bit more than two hours.

* * *

IN THE SUMMER of 1944, the Red Army unleashed a 
gigantic offensive against the German forces along 
the German-Russian front—a line that ran from 

the Gulf of Finland and Leningrad through Belorus-
sia, western Ukraine, and on down to Odessa on the 
Black Sea—a length of 1,500 miles. This was the great 
campaign that would finally break the back of the Weh-
rmacht and open the way into Poland, Warsaw, and on 
to Berlin. This massive, multipart assault—Operation 
Bagration, named for a storied general who had fought 
Napoleon—revealed how far the Red Army had come 
since its collapse before the German onslaught exactly 
three years earlier. The attack was well coordinated be-
tween air, artillery, tanks, and infantry; plans had been 
made to cross the marshy swamps of Belorussia using 
wooden bridges, logs, and brush-wood supplied to 
each tank; swift thrusts and encirclement—just what 
the Germans had unleashed in 1941—were now ad-
opted by the Soviets. More astonishing was the sheer 
size of the operation: despite having lost well over 3 
million POWs, the Red Army in 1944 fielded an army of 
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5,568,000 men and 480 divisions; the Germans, who at 
this moment were preparing to fend off the expected 
cross-channel invasion in the West, deployed on the 
eastern front 4,906,000 soldiers in 236 divisions. In 
Operation Bagration, the Red Army mustered 1,254,000 
men, 2,715 tanks and 1,355 self-propelled guns, 24,000 
artillery pieces, 2,306 Katyusha rocket launchers, 
70,000 trucks, and over 5,000 aircraft. The Germans 
were powerful but could not match this sheer numeri-
cal superiority along such a long battle line. Although 
they expected a Soviet offensive, the Germans were 
fooled by excellent Soviet counterintelligence into 
thinking the chief thrust would come farther south, or 
in the far northern Baltic front. The result was a catas-
trophe for the Germans: a week after Operation Bagra-
tion commenced, Soviet troops had surrounded Minsk, 
the first objective, and ten days later had taken Vilnius 
and were pouring through a huge gap in the German 
line into the Baltics. To the south, in a carefully timed 
delay, Soviet forces launched another major operation 
on July 13, throwing a million soldiers toward the Pol-
ish cities of Lvov and Lublin; by the end of July they had 
reached the Vistula and were a few miles from Warsaw. 
In five weeks, the Red Army had cracked open the Ger-
man line, expelled the Germans from Belorussia, taken 
400,000 German prisoners, and completely destroyed 
thirty German divisions of Army Group Center. In-
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credibly, the Red Army still had enough resources to 
commence yet another offensive, this one into Roma-
nia against the German Army Group South, which col-
lapsed in two weeks, leaving Romania no choice but to 
abandon its German ally and switch sides, which it duly 
did on August 23. Within another month, the Red Army 
was pushing into Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, and Hungary.42

Did these Soviet military victories augur liberation? 
Ilya Ehrenburg, the Red Army’s ardent propagandist, 
claimed they did. In May 1944, Ehrenburg recalled that 
fateful Sunday in June 1941 when the Germans had 
poured into Russia, “marching and signing, whistling 
and spitting…. They shot our children. Their tanks flat-
tened our fields. Their bombs burned our towns. Their 
Führer howled, ‘ This is the end of Russia.’” But what 
had happened to these German soldiers? “ Their bones 
litter our soil. Their contemptible dreams are scattered 
to the winds.” Ehrenburg depicted this reversal of for-
tune as a great victory not just for Soviet arms but for 
the cause of humanity. “ The campaign of justice has 
begun,” he wrote. “ The judges are marching west.” Of 
course, for Ehrenburg, as for millions of his fellow citi-
zens, the verdict had already been returned; all that re-
mained was punishment. “ We will draw the fangs from 
the reptiles. We will break their habit of fighting. The 
world looks with hope toward the Red Army. It brings 
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freedom.”43

In order to penetrate into the lair of the German 
“reptiles,” however, the Soviet Red Army had to pass 
through Poland, and for millions of Poles, what the Red 
Army brought did not look much like freedom. Instead, 
the passage of the liberating Soviets through Poland 
brought violence, repression, and occupation to this 
already divided, mutilated country. In the wake of the 
Allied agreements at Tehran, the Polish government-
in-exile in London had watched with growing alarm as 
the Red Army continued to roll westward and across 
the prewar border of Poland. The London Poles had 
been pressured relentlessly by Churchill to accept re-
ality: they were going to lose their eastern territories to 
the Soviet Union, he told them; they must bear up and 
accept this as the cost of liberation. Churchill told his 
Polish protégés that half a loaf was better than none; 
if they refused to accept it, then Stalin would proceed 
without them, and their entire country might soon 
be subsumed under Soviet domination. Poland then 
would be lost forever, “little more than a grievance and 
a vast echoing cry of pain.” Churchill told Polish Prime 
Minister Stanislaw Mikolajczyk that “his heart bled for 
them but the brutal facts could not be overlooked.”44

As Churchill himself put it during this same exchange, 
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“no one had ever accused the Poles of lack of courage.” 
Yet they were not only courageous but intransigent. The 
Polish government-in-exile felt it could not accept the 
partition of its own country by Soviet fiat because to 
do so would undermine its legitimacy with the strong 
Polish resistance movement—the Armia Krajowa, or 
Home Army. The Home Army was Europe’s largest and 
most powerful resistance movement. It had endured 
six years of German occupation and now felt itself to 
be on the cusp of freedom once again. It would not ac-
cept a partition of the country without a fight. Prime 
Minister Mikolajczyk therefore resisted Anglo-Soviet 
pressure to accept the Curzon Line as Poland’s east-
ern border. Instead, he and his London colleagues, in 
loose coordination with the Home Army commanders 
in Warsaw, envisioned a dramatic turnaround in Polish 
fortunes. They believed that the Polish internal resis-
tance could rise up against the German occupiers just 
as the Red Army moved in to liberate the country, seize 
the levers of power and the capital city, and so pres-
ent the Soviets and the world with a strong, national, 
and independent Polish government. Only such a bold 
gamble could forestall the partition of the country 
that Stalin desired. Of course, Stalin anticipated these 
manuevers. With the Red Army racing toward Warsaw, 
on July 21, 1944, Moscow announced the formation 
of a new Polish Committee of National Liberation: a 
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government-in-waiting made up of Communists who 
had the backing and support of the Soviet Union. The 
Red Army planned to transfer nominal control of liber-
ated Polish territory to this body, just as Churchill had 
prophesied. And there was more: troops of the Soviet 
secret police—the NKVD—began to hunt down and 
arrest Polish resistance members in eastern Poland. 
There could be no question that the Red Army’s inten-
tion was to seize control of the country and crush the 
internal Home Army. The London Poles had only one 
card left to play. Warsaw must liberate itself from the 
Germans. Only the physical possession of the capital 
city would give the Poles leverage against Stalin as they 
faced off in the final struggle over who would control 
this country’s destiny.

The tragic story of the Warsaw Rising turns on a para-
dox: its chief aim was to forestall the Soviet conquest 
of the city, yet the rising was crushed because the So-
viets failed to do just that. During July, the Red Army 
had made breathtaking advances against the Germans, 
and the military commander of the Polish Home Army, 
General Tadeusz Komorowski (whose underground 
name was “Bór”), believed it likely that the Soviet 
troops would be in Warsaw imminently. The military 
advance of the Soviets would bring about the much-
desired defeat of the Germans, yet at the same time, 
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would assuredly bring Soviet and Communist domi-
nation. On July 12, General Bór-Komorowski told his 
Home Army commanders that the Soviets were “dan-
gerous conquerors threatening our cardinal principal, 
independence.”45 Knowing that his own Home Army 
soldiers—40,000 at most—were armed with only pis-
tols, homemade explosives, and a few machine guns, 
and would be unable to defeat the Germans in Warsaw 
single-handedly, Bór-Komorowski had to gauge the 
right moment to call an uprising against the Germans 
in the city. By July 25, it looked as if the Germans were 
starting to withdraw their administrative machinery 
from the capital, and on July 31, reports came in that 
Russian tanks had arrived in the eastern suburb of the 
city, across the wide Vistula river.46 The sounds of fight-
ing east of the city could clearly be heard in the capi-
tal.47 Without any information about the state of these 
Soviet troops, their orders, or about the German inten-
tions in Warsaw, General Bór-Komorowski ordered his 
underground army to rise up against the Germans and 
seize control of the city.48

On August 1, at 5:00 P.M. precisely, Warsaw erupted in 
a hail of small-arms fire, as 600 small units of Home 
Army troops assailed the 20,000 German occupiers at 
strategic strong-points across the city. German units 
were dug in behind barricades and gun emplacements, 
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and they suspected an assault was coming. The first day 
went badly for the resistance. In the historic center of 
the city, Home Army attacks were repulsed, their loss-
es were high, and none of the principal strong-points 
were captured. But by fortifying and blockading apart-
ment blocks, streets, and alleys, the resistance man-
aged to carve out three central pockets of territory in 
the city that they could defend from German assaults. 
They believed they would only have to wait a few days 
at most, until the Red Army arrived. And so the front 
lines in an urban battle of attrition were laid out in the 
first few days.

Of course, the Germans were infuriated by the upris-
ing, and embarrassed at their own inability to quell it 
immediately. It was essential for them to hold Warsaw, 
as it was a vital strong-point in the entire Russian-
German front. Hitler had declared it a “fortress city.” 
The commander of the German troops in Warsaw, Gen-
eral Rainer Stahel, called for reinforcements, and by 
August 4, the Dirlewanger Regiment and the Kaminski 
Brigade—two notorious units of criminals, thugs, and 
collaborating former Ukrainian soldiers—had arrived 
on the scene to “pacify” the civilian population. In the 
western section of the city, called Wola, these units 
went from block to block herding citizens into the 
streets and shooting them to death: 30,000 to 40,000 
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people were shot to death in this manner on or around 
August 5. Extensive looting by the Dirlewanger Regi-
ment accompanied these atrocities, as did the mass 
rape of the female population and the burning of hos-
pitals.49 At the same time, SS Obergruppenführer Erich 
von dem Bach assumed command of the rapidly grow-
ing German force in the city. Von dem Bach had been 
hunting down partisan units across Poland and Rus-
sia for two years; the Warsaw operation called for his 
brand of brutality. Aircraft were called in to bomb and 
strafe Home Army positions; artillery was rained down 
upon apartment blocks in which Home Army units 
might be hiding; human shields, formed of terrified ci-
vilians, were gathered in front of German tanks as they 
passed down barricaded alleys. In the contested areas, 
in which 100,000 people now huddled in cellars, elec-
tricity and water were cut off. Food supplies dwindled, 
and sanitation became impossible. By August 13, von 
dem Bach had 26,000 soldiers under his command, 
along with twenty-six tanks, plenty of artillery, and air-
craft support. The Germans were severely hampered 
by fighting amidst urban destruction, huge piles of 
smoking rubble, narrow streets, and resilient snipers. 
Thousands of Home Army soldiers managed to survive 
in this desolation. But their fate was sealed. The rising 
could not possibly defeat the Germans in a battle for 
control of the city. Their only hope was to hold out long 



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

enough until their liberators—the Red Army—could 
save them.50

Ominously, the Russian advance toward Warsaw, so 
swift and brutal during the previous five weeks, and 
upon which the hopes of the rising depended, came to 
a halt on the same day the rising began. There were se-
rious military reasons for the Soviet delay, as historian 
John Erickson has shown. The Germans maintained as 
many as fifteen armored divisions to the east of War-
saw that counterattacked the Red Army in late July and 
early August, threatening their flank and communica-
tion lines. Furthermore, the Vistula river was a major 
natural obstacle that held back the Russian advance not 
just at Warsaw but to the north and south of the city. In 
mid-September, the Soviets took the eastern portion 
of the city, but could not cross the Vistula.51 In this con-
text, the actions of the Home Army—which ordered the 
insurrection in the absence of any coordination with 
the Soviets or knowledge of their intentions—may have 
doomed the rising from the start.52 Yet of course it is 
impossible to detach this purely military explanation 
from Stalin’s own cynical reasoning and his profound 
suspicion, indeed loathing, for the nationalist Poles. 
During the first two weeks of August, Stalin pretended 
the uprising was insignificant, a “reckless adventure” 
for which he bore no responsibility.53 Furthermore, Sta-
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lin refused to give permission to the Anglo-American 
air forces to use Soviet landing fields from which to 
stage air relief efforts of the beleaguered Home Army. 
Stalin told the Allied leaders that the Warsaw Rising had 
been launched by “a handful of power-seeking crimi-
nals” and that far from aiding the Polish cause, the up-
rising had exposed civilians to danger and slowed the 
liberation of the city by drawing in enormous German 
reinforcements.54 The RAF and U.S. Army Air Forces did 
launch a relief effort from bases in Italy, but the route 
was long and hazardous and the parachuted supplies 
often fell into German hands. Only on September 10 
did Stalin relent, ordering airdrops to the Home Army 
in Warsaw and allowing Allied planes limited access to 
Soviet airfields. But these drops were too late, and de-
signed chiefly to inoculate Stalin from the claim that he 
had done nothing to help the Poles. Stalin was content 
to see Warsaw burn, and to see the Home Army die with 
it.

The failure of the Red Army to enter Warsaw in August 
and September condemned the rising to death. For 
sixty-three days, the Poles held out against enormous 
odds, but finally succumbed to superior firepower, 
hunger, thirst, and wounds. On October 2, General 
Bór-Komorowski capitulated to the Germans. Fifteen 
thousand Home Army soldiers had been killed, and as 
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many as 200,000 civilians of this sprawling city of over 
a million had died at the hands of the relentless Ger-
man bombing and slaughter. Over 200,000 surviving 
civilians were deported from the city and sent to labor 
camps or concentration camps. Hitler ordered the city 
to be razed. Building by building, the Germans pro-
ceeded to demolish what remained of Warsaw. By the 
time of their final withdrawal in January 1945, the Ger-
mans had demolished 85 percent of the city. Warsaw 
had all but ceased to exist.55

There is a coda to this achingly sad tale. One week after 
the capitulation of the Home Army to the Germans—
indeed, precisely at the same moment as thousands of 
Warsaw residents were being expelled from their city 
and herded into boxcars for a journey to the camps—
Winston Churchill flew to Moscow to confer with Sta-
lin about the map of Eastern Europe. For two months, 
Churchill had fumed and railed against Soviet treach-
ery in Warsaw and the failure to help the heroic Poles. 
Yet suddenly, all seemed forgiven. “ We alighted at Mos-
cow on the afternoon of October 9,” wrote Churchill in 
his memoirs, “and were received very heartily and with 
full ceremonial by Molotov and many high Russian 
personages.” That very evening, Churchill and Stalin 
had their infamous “percentages” conversation about 
southeastern Europe, through which the Red Army was 
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marching steadily and relentlessly. Churchill suggest-
ed a rough division of the spheres of influence, with the 
Soviet Union holding “ninety percent predominance” 
in Romania and 75 percent share of Bulgaria; Britain 
would have “ninety percent of the say in Greece,” and 
the two would “go fifty-fifty” over Yugoslavia and Hun-
gary. Stalin assented. Churchill seemed immediately 
embarrassed by his own high-handedness, and of-
fered to burn the document on which these percent-
ages were written, though Stalin, more comfortable 
with such methods, suggested Churchill keep it. Even 
so, the British prime minister knew, as he wrote later, 
the percentages “would be considered crude, even cal-
lous, if they were exposed to the scrutiny of the Foreign 
Office and diplomats all over the world.”56

Yet when it came to tidying up the Polish question, 
Churchill displayed no such qualms. He had com-
manded the Polish premier, Mikolajczyk, to appear in 
Moscow and meet his opposite numbers in the Sovi-
et-sponsored Polish provisional government. He then 
hectored Mikolajczyk into agreeing to the Curzon Line, 
and seemed eager to be cured of what he called “the 
festering sore of Soviet-Polish affairs.” In the presence 
of Stalin, on October 13 in a meeting at the Spiridon-
ovka Palace, Churchill told Mikolajczyk that “the sac-
rifices made by the Soviet Union in the course of the 
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war against Germany and its efforts toward liberating 
Poland entitle it, in our opinion, to a Western frontier 
along the Curzon line.” Britain too, he went on, had 
fought on Poland’s behalf and now had the “the right to 
ask the Poles for a great gesture in the interests of Euro-
pean peace.” The next day, Churchill threatened Miko-
lajczyk: if he did not accept the Curzon Line, Britain 
would wash its hands of the London Poles. “ We shall 
tell the world how unreasonable you are…. Unless you 
accept the frontier you are out of business forever.” 
When Mikolajczyk continued to refuse to agree to the 
loss of Poland’s eastern territories to the Soviet Union, 
Churchill shouted, “ You are callous people who want to 
wreck Europe. I shall leave you to your own troubles…. 
You do not care about the future of Europe, you have 
only your own miserable interests in mind.” And finally, 
with complete exasperation, Churchill erupted: “I feel 
as if I were in a lunatic asylum.” Mikolajczyk refused to 
accept the fait accompli that had been in place since 
Tehran. He glumly agreed to take the matter back to his 
cabinet in London; a month later, unable to persuade 
his colleagues to agree to the Curzon Line, he resigned. 
Stalin’s Communist proxies now took center stage, pre-
pared to govern under Soviet rule. The London Poles 
would never regain power in postwar Poland, and the 
nation’s borders emerged from the war precisely as 
they had been etched into the map at Tehran by Stalin’s 
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red crayon.57

* * *

SOMETIME IN THE early fall of 1944, as Operation 
Bagration gobbled up territory and pushed the 
Wehrmacht out of the Soviet Union, the Soviet 

war correspondent Vasily Grossman jotted down in his 
notebook the following description of the murder of 
two German POWs:

A partisan, a small man, has killed two Germans with a 
stake. He had pleaded with the guards of the column to 
give him these Germans. He had convinced himself that 
they were the ones who had killed his daughter Olya 
and his sons, his two boys. He broke all their bones, 
and smashed their skulls, and while he was beating 
them, he was crying and shouting: “Here you are—for 
Olya! Here you are—for Kolya!” When they were dead, 
he propped the bodies up against a tree stump and 
continued to beat them.

As the Red Army penetrated into Germany proper in 
January 1945, scenes like this became common. Brutal-
ity was meted out to Germans on a vast, epic, inhuman 
scale. The Soviet soldiers descended onto Germany in 
a tidal wave of rape, beatings, wanton violence, looting, 
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destruction, murder. Was this officially sanctioned? 
Some have suggested that this sort of violence was 
the fault of Ilya Ehrenburg, whose foaming editorials 
had seemed to give license to such behavior. Certainly, 
throughout the war, Red Star had given voice to a cho-
rus of anti-German diatribes. And Ehrenburg was not 
beyond whetting the sexual appetites of his Red Army 
readers. In April 1944 he wrote a piece called “ The Grief 
of a Girl,” in which he described the pitiful fate of one 
Zina Baranova, who had been deported from Russia to 
work as a serving girl in Heidelberg. A group of young 
German boys, having a party in the home in which she 
worked, “forced her to strip, then diced for her.” Zina 
hanged herself afterward. Ehrenburg stoked up the 
rage of the men who read his newspaper:

Russian soldier! Hero of Stalingrad, Kursk, Korsun, 
the Dniester—you hear what the Germans did to Zina, 
a Russian girl? If you know what love is, if you have a 
heart, you will never forgive this thing. You will go to 
Heidelberg, too. You will find her violators. You won’t 
deny yourself the honor of defending a girl’s honor. 
Thousands of girls are languishing in Germany. They 
may be saved. They must be saved. They are our flow-
ers, our birds, our love. They are awaiting you, soldier 
of Russia.58
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It must have been easy for a young soldier, reading this, 
to conclude that his duty lay not only in avenging the 
honor of Russian girls, but in violating German girls as 
retaliation.

Even so, what occurred in eastern Germany in the bit-
ter winter and icy spring of 1945 cannot all be placed 
on Ehrenburg’s shoulders. Soviet commanders urged 
their men to behave as brutally as possible. In January 
1945, as his vast army was about to cross onto German 
soil, Soviet Marshal Georgi Zhukov exhorted his men to 
crush the Germans without pity:

The great hour has tolled! The time has come to deal 
the enemy a last and decisive blow, and to fulfill the 
historical task set us by Comrade Stalin: to finish off 
the fascist animal in his lair and raise the banner of 
victory over Berlin! The time has come to reckon with 
the German fascist scoundrels. Great and burning is 
our hatred! We have not forgotten the pain and suffer-
ing done to our people by Hitler’s cannibals. We have 
not forgotten our burnt-out cities and villages. We 
remember our brothers and sisters, our mothers and 
fathers, our wives and children tortured to death by 
Germans. We shall avenge those burned in the devil’s 
ovens, avenge those who suffocated in the gas cham-
bers, avenge the murdered and the martyred. We shall 
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exact a brutal revenge for everything.59

With such rhetoric burning in their ears, Soviet soldiers 
unleashed a campaign of terror in the eastern German 
lands of Pomerania, Silesia, and East Prussia that was 
barbaric even by the standards of an already ghastly 
war. Not only were Germans abused, terrorized, and 
driven off their land, but they were murdered in large 
numbers, and women in particular were made into 
targets of abuse. This violence that the Soviet Union’s 
soldiers now brought to Germany formed a continuum 
with the violence they had received since 1941, at the 
hands of the Germans. The war in the east had been 
predatory and merciless long before the Red Army ar-
rived in Germany. What followed was, quite simply, a 
matter of vengeance.

On January 12, 1945, Red Army forces launched a mas-
sive assault from the Vistula river. One thrust sliced 
north into East Prussia, the other, starting along a two-
hundred-mile front from Warsaw to Krakow, leaped 
across the Vistula, rolled across western Poland, and 
smashed its way to the Oder river. By early February, 
Soviet forces were forty miles from Berlin. East Prussia 
received the brunt of the Russian ferocity. This east-
ernmost appendage of the old Kingdom of Prussia that 
had forged German unity in the nineteenth century 
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was a fist of German power and culture, pushed deep 
into the heart of northeastern Europe. Lithuanians to 
the north, White Russians to the East, and Poles to the 
south gave East Prussia its ancient frontier charac-
ter, and served to forge strong cultural ties among its 
people based around the land, the monarchy, Prussian 
militarism, and Lutheranism. There were about two 
million Germans living in East Prussia at the start of 
the war. Between January and April 1945, virtually all 
of them fled.

The Germans of East Prussia had been told to fear the 
Asiatic hordes for years by German propaganda. It was 
also rumored among both Germans and Russians that 
East Prussia was going to be sliced away and given 
to Poland after the war—in which case, the Germans 
would have to leave anyway, by choice or by force. But 
the speed of the Soviet advance placed refugees on the 
roads just as the Red Army poured through, making for 
dangerous, and often mortal, encounters between vic-
tor and vanquished, and spread panic across the coun-
try. Josephine Schleiter of Osterode, East Prussia (now 
Ostróda, Poland), recalled walking for miles to get away 
from the battle front, through thick blankets of falling 
snow with freezing fingers and feet, clutching some 
bread and milk she had hastily gathered. The roads 
were choked with refugees, cars, carts, horses, and the 
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flotsam of an entire people fleeing in panic. They were 
moving northwest, away from the Russian advance, but 
the troops soon overtook the struggling refugees. Near 
the village of Preussisch Holland (now Pask, Poland), 
Soviet tanks fired on the refugees, then rolled into the 
column of civilians, crushing whole families. For Jose-
phine, these Russian tank troops were terrifying and 
awesome.

These were strong and strapping fellows, and gun-
women in the full bloom of health were sitting next to 
the soldiers, all in new uniforms, and with felt boots 
and fur caps. We stood at the edge of the road looking 
at the panzers rolling past and at the soldiers. Most of 
them had primitive faces, round heads and expressions 
of unbounded joy. They waved at us and shouted out 
“Hitler kaput!” Some of them jumped off the panzers, 
when they moved more slowly, and came toward us: 
“Urr, urr” [“watches, watches”] they shouted hoarse-
ly, and for the first time in my life I heard the Russian 
language which sounds hoarse and not pleasant to our 
ears.

What followed was still more unpleasant. The soldiers 
briskly looted and robbed the refugees, stripping them 
of watches, valuables, gloves, and clothing. These for-
lorn wanderers struggled to find shelter in farmhouses 
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or barns along the road, though most of these struc-
tures had already attracted a congeries of panic-strick-
en runaways. Amid scenes of weeping parents looking 
for lost children, or trembling children searching for 
lost parents, the Russians looted and robbed, often 
drinking pilfered alcohol. Josephine, on the road for 
days, was captured by a carload of Russians, raped, 
then tossed out onto the road like a broken rag doll. 
That night, she found shelter in a stinking cowshed, 
among a hundred other refugees.

Terrible hours followed, particularly for the women. 
From time to time, soldiers came in, also officers, and 
fetched girls and young women. No shrieking, no beg-
ging, nothing helped. With revolvers in their hands, 
they gripped the women round their wrists and dragged 
them away. A father who wanted to protect his daugh-
ter was brought out into the yard and shot. The girl was 
all the more the prey of these wild creatures. Toward 
morning, she came back, terror in her childlike eyes. 
She had become years older during the night.60

A hundred miles to the east, in Eichmedien (now Nako-
miady, Poland), a prosperous farmer recalled that the 
Russians took not only his corn, grain, flour, and peas 
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but also his carpets and radio set. “In the evening,” he 
said, “one could see everywhere the blaze of burning 
houses, barns and piles of straw, which the Russians 
had set on fire.” This farmer owned a telephone, and 
this was considered decisive evidence of his being 
“a great capitalist.” He was arrested, put on an open 
truck, and shipped to Insterburg (now Chernyakhovsk, 
Russia), where he was interrogated and released. He 
walked home, which took him five days across snow and 
ice, to find his home had been occupied by a troop of 
Russians who had put his wife into servitude for them. 
These men ordered her to cook and wash, but they also 
had seized numerous local women whom they kept for 
sexual gratification; one of these was pregnant, anoth-
er but fourteen years old. Throughout the long nights, 
the family heard the “lamentations and shrieks” of the 
captive women echo through their house. This contin-
ued for weeks, as soldiers passed through their farm, 
helping themselves to provisions, linens, clothing, 
food, and of course women. From his locale, “young 
women and girls were deported every day by the Rus-
sians to do forced labor in Russia.”61 One such woman, 
Gerlinde Winkler of Dörbeck (now Prochnik, Poland), 
was ejected from her home, confined in a variety of 
sheds, barracks, and jails, fed a thin diet of foul gruel, 
and finally trucked to a camp at Insterburg. On March 
3, she and fifty other women from Dörbeck were herd-
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ed onto a cattle car and sent on a twenty-one-day jour-
ney to a labor camp in Chelyabinsk, Siberia. After three 
years of hard labor, Ms. Winkler fell gravely ill; she was 
not released until June 1948.62

Major Lev Kopelev, a political officer in the Red Army 
who was assigned by his headquarters to ride into East 
Prussia to search for German Communist networks 
that could be mobilized against the Nazis, was appalled 
by what he saw his own soldiers doing. No sooner had 
he stepped across the border into East Prussia than he 
saw the villages of Gross-Koslau and Klein-Koslau on 
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fire; the Germans had fled. Kopelev spoke to a group of 
soldiers.

“ What happened here—a clash?”

“ What clash? They took off—couldn’t catch up with 
them. Not a single civilian stayed behind.”

“ You mean they mined the town? Set fire to it?”

“ Who—the Germans? No, there weren’t any mines. It 
was our guys who set fire to it.”

“ Why?”

“ Who the hell knows? Just did it, without thinking.”

A moustached soldier said with a kind of indolent bit-
terness: “ The word is, this is Germany, so smash, burn, 
have your revenge. But where do we spend the night 
afterwards? Where do we put the wounded?”

Another of the men stared at the flames. “All that stuff 
going to waste. Back home, where I come from, every-
one’s naked and barefoot these days. And here we are, 
burning without rhyme or reason.”

A few days later, in Neidenburg, Kopelev saw more 
homes on fire, and the soldiers were dragging bed lin-
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en, quilts, oaken chests and tables, grandfather clocks, 
and other trophies out into the streets. “On a side street, 
by a garden fence, lay a dead old woman,” Kopelev re-
called. “Her dress was ripped; a telephone receiver re-
posed between her scrawny thighs. They had apparent-
ly tried to ram it into her vagina.” In Allenstein, which 
had been taken without a fight, thousands of fright-
ened refugees gathered near the train station, many of 
them recently arrived from Königsberg. “It was a scene 
of utter confusion,” Kopelev recalled. “ Train whistles, 
sporadic shouts, bursts of automatic fire, the tumult 
of a panicky crowd, a child’s cry, a woman’s scream, a 
babble of German speech punctuated by the shouts of 
our men herding the arrivals out of the station.” And 
then the city was set alight by the Russians, and burned 
for days. Women were raped constantly, in plain sight. 
In front of the post office, Kopelev saw a tragic pair, a 
mother and her thirteen-year-old daughter. “ The wom-
an’s head is bandaged with a bloodied kerchief. The girl 
has blonde pigtails, a tear-stained face and blood on 
her stockings. They walk away hurriedly, ignoring the 
catcalls of the soldiers on the sidewalk.” Kopelev was 
so ashamed of what he saw that he wrote it up in a re-
port to his superiors. He was immediately arrested and 
sent to the gulag on the charge of “bourgeois human-
ism,” “pity for the enemy,” and “agitation against ven-
geance and hatred—the sacred hatred of the enemy.”63 
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Revenge, it seems, had become a duty.

It is no wonder, in light of such fanatical, officially 
sanctioned brutality, that the Germans of East Prussia 
fled the advancing Red Army. About 250,000 people 
trekked from East Prussia westward over land, or rail, 
toward the Oder and into western Germany. The Rus-
sian advance along that same route deterred the bulk 
of the fleeing civilians. Perhaps 650,000 people walked 
north to the coast of the large Vistula lagoon, called 
the Frisches Haff. This lagoon was still frozen in early 
spring, and hundreds of thousands set out across its 
cracking ice, toward the narrow coastal barrier strip, 
the Nehrung. There, hundreds of thousands of weary, 
frightened refugees gathered along the two-lane road, 
and amid mud, filth, dead horses, dying travelers, hun-
ger, thirst, and dysentery, they set out on the march to-
ward Danzig. From there, the German navy evacuated 
many by sea to western Germany or even Denmark. 
Still others made their way northeast to Pillau (now 
Baltiysk, Russia), a town on the northern tip of the Haff 
from which 450,000 people were able to board ferries 
to take them to Danzig. This was a dangerous means 
of escape, as Soviet submarines lurked in the Baltic 
and periodically sank refugee ships: on January 30, 
the Wilhelm Gustloff, sailing out of Gdynia with over 
9,000 refugees on board, was sunk by a Russian tor-
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pedo. Yet for those who remained, an awful fate await-
ed. The Russians captured Danzig on March 28. Anna 
Schwartz recalled that in her air raid cellar in Danzig, 
Soviet troops arrived amid a stinking haze of “alco-
hol, sweat and dirty uniforms.” After the usual search 
for watches and valuables, the now-predictable ritual 
followed: “we heard the shrieks of women, who were 
being raped by Mongols.” Herded out into the street, 
amid falling shells, burning houses, and plundering 
troops, Anna was eventually incarcerated with a group 
of residents, marched to a railhead in Graudenz, about 
eighty miles away, and then sent into forced labor in 
Siberia.64

For East Prussia, the final reckoning came in Königs-
berg, the ancient hometown of the Teutonic Knights and 
a city in which refugees had been seeking shelter for 
weeks. At the end of January, the city was surrounded 
by Soviet forces of the 3rd Belorussian Front. Ensnared 
within were the German Third Panzer Army—130,000 
soldiers—and a terrified group of about 150,000 ci-
vilians. The thick walls of the ancient city, formed in 
concentric rings, served to keep out the invaders until 
April 6, when the Russians launched their final assault, 
preceded by days of massive air and ground bombard-
ment. Late on April 9, the German commander in the 
city capitulated, having lost 50,000 casualties. Eighty-
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five percent of the town was destroyed during this 
fighting, and tens of thousands of civilians were killed.

Hans Graf von Lehndorff was a surgeon from Inster-
burg who had fled into Königsberg in January, and 
worked in a city hospital during the siege. The first 
days of the Russian arrival in April were worse than 
anything he had witnessed during the prolonged 
bombing and shelling of the city. His first glimpse of 
the invaders was on April 9, when he beheld a group of 
crouched soldiers “rummaging in a trunk. There was 
something frightening about the sight. I felt like some-
one who had gone bear hunting and forgotten his gun.” 
Von Lehndorff, like so many of his countrymen, limned 
the Russians in bestial terms: bears, hyenas, baboons, 
or rats. “An attempt by my companion to talk to them 
had no effect. They reacted with short, growling noises 
and carried on their work [of looting] methodically…. 
My fountain pen vanished, money and papers flew all 
over the place. My shoes were too worn for them. They 
hurried away with a short-legged gait over ruins and 
through bomb craters to the other blocks and disap-
peared in the doorways. Their way of moving with a set 
purpose was bewildering: if the situation demanded it, 
they used their hands and ran on all fours.” A fantasti-
cal image of ape-men, on the rampage.
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In Lehndorff ’s hospital, the looting and raping that fol-
lowed did exceed all imaginings. Soldiers descended 
on the hospital’s storeroom, and thoroughly destroyed 
its valuable contents. Patients on their cots were 
searched, prodded, some were raped. The nurses took 
refuge in the operating room, pretending to be en-
gaged in delicate operations; it did them no good, as 
they were dragged away to suffer the now-inevitable 
gang rape. The arrival of Russian officers in the hospi-
tal did nothing to stay the savagery: they happily joined 
in the raping, and dragged shrieking nurses along the 
corridors. “ What is it we are witnessing here?” von 
Lehndorff asked himself. “Is it not the animal reveng-
ing itself on the human?…Moreover, this dull, growl-
ing speech, from which the world seemed to have with-
drawn itself long ago; and these maddened youngsters, 
fifteen and sixteen-year-olds, flinging themselves like 
wolves on the women without really knowing what it 
is all about.” When the soldiers discovered a menthol 
liqueur factory next door to the hospital, events took a 
turn for the worse. The alcohol stirred the men to new 
extremes: “Now something like a tide of rats flowed 
over us, worse than all the plagues of Egypt togeth-
er.” The looting was now joined with wanton murder, 
while “on all sides, we heard the desperate screams of 
women: ‘Shoot me then! Shoot me!’ But the tormentors 
preferred a wrestling match to any actual use of their 
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guns. Soon, none of the women had any strength left 
to resist.”65

Variations on these scenes occurred across eastern 
Germany in the spring of 1945, triggering a gigantic 
outflow of Germans. About two million people fled the 
Red Army from East Prussia; 800,000 fled East Pomer-
ania, 300,000 fled Brandenburg, a staggering three 
million people fled out of Silesia, over 200,000 fled the 
city of Danzig, and an additional one million Germans 
fled from their homes in occupied Poland.66 Between 
January and April, an exodus of truly biblical propor-
tions occurred in eastern Germany that saw the mass 
migration of some seven and a half million people. In 
due course, as these lands became incorporated into 
Polish territory by the terms so breezily worked out by 
the great powers, those Germans who remained be-
hind, perhaps five million people, faced intimidation, 
beatings, murder, and violence from Polish authorities 
and citizens. By 1950, there would be few signs left that 
these lands had ever been the home of twelve million 
Germans.

The brutality visited upon the Germans was by no means 
limited to the territory that was already assigned to fall 
under Polish control. As the Red Army fought its way, 
with extraordinary exertions, into the capital city of the 
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Third Reich, conquering soldiers continued their bar-
baric, atavistic behavior. In Berlin, which was encircled 
by mid-April, Hitler shot himself in his bunker on April 
30; aboveground, his people endured the arrival of the 
conquerors. Ruth Andreas-Friedrich, the Berliner who 
had hoped that the end of the war might “liberate” 
Germany from the Nazis, recalled the fear triggered by 
Russian behavior:

These days have become dangerous to many. Panic 
prevails in the city. Dismay and terror. Wherever we go, 
there is pillaging, looting, violence. With unrestrained 
sexual lust our conqueror’s army has flung itself upon 
the women of Berlin.

We visit Hannelore Thiele, Heike’s friend and class-
mate. She sits huddled on her couch. “One ought to 
kill oneself,” she moans. “ This is no way to live.” She 
covers her face with her hands and starts to cry. It is 
terrible to see her swollen eyes, terrible to look at her 
disfigured features.

“ Was it really that bad?” I ask.

She looks at me pitifully. “Seven,” she says. “Seven in a 
row. Like animals.”

Inge Zaun lives in Klein-Machnow. She is eighteen 
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years old and didn’t know anything about love. Now she 
knows everything. Over and over again, sixty times.

“How can you defend yourself?” she says impassively, 
almost indifferently. “ When they pound at the door 
and fire their guns senselessly. Each night a new one, 
each night others. The first time when they took me and 
forced my father to watch, I thought I would die.”

…” They rape our daughters, they rape our wives,” the 
men lament. “Not just once, but six times, ten times 
and twenty times.” There is no other talk in the city. No 
other thought either. Suicide is in the air….

“Honor lost, all lost,” a bewildered father says and 
hands a rope to his daughter who has been raped twelve 
times. Obediently she goes and hangs herself from the 
nearest window sash.67

For Germans, this widespread sexual violence came to 
serve as a sort of explanatory framework for their sto-
ry of the Second World War. In West Germany, where 
millions of refugees finally found shelter and an end 
to their treks, it became common to argue that these 
events in the spring of 1945 somehow served to balance 
out the books: Germans had been cruel, this argument 
ran, but they had been victims as well. They had been 
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victims of a rampaging Asiatic army and a vile alien 
ideology. Even Germans who later accepted some de-
gree of responsibility for Hitler’s atrocities could point 
to these travails of the spring of 1945 as if to say, we 
have paid our debt. Such claims have found little sym-
pathy among Germany’s former victims. The atrocities 
of the Red Army can in no way be used to lessen the 
burden of guilt shared by all those millions of Germans 
who had applauded Hitler’s rise, spurred on the Ger-
man conquest of the east, and sneered as millions were 
sent to the crematoria.68

Yet for all the later unseemly debates about victim-
hood and the moral authority it bestows, the suffering 
of countless women in eastern Germany in 1945 was 
real enough. For them, the end of the war brought on 
a catastrophe so great, so unseemly, that it could only 
be met with a search for transcendence, withdrawal, 
or even death. An anonymous diarist in Berlin who 
wrote one of the most searing, terrible accounts of the 
abusive Russian treatment of German women had a 
“strange vision” one morning, while lying on her bat-
tered, broken bedstead, in the room where she had 
been raped the night before. Her vision might stand as 
an epitaph for the millions of women who fell prey to 
these violent assaults.
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It was as if I were flat on my bed and seeing myself lying 
there when a luminous white being rose from my body, 
a kind of angel, but without wings, that floated high 
into the air. Even now, as I’m writing this, I can still feel 
that sense of rising up and floating. Of course, it’s just 
fantasy, a pipe dream, a means of escape—my true self 
leaving my body behind, my poor, besmirched, abused 
body. Breaking away and floating off, unblemished, 
into a white beyond.69
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5: A Strange, Enemy Country: America’s 
Germany

“GERMANY WILL NOT be occupied for the purpose 
of liberation but as a defeated enemy nation.” This 
statement, made in the September 1944 directive 

on the occupation of Germany to General Eisenhower 
by the Joint Chiefs of Staff, unambiguously asserted 
America’s intentions. “ Your aim is not oppression, but 
to prevent Germany from ever again becoming a threat 
to the peace of the world,” the directive continued. The 
occupation authorities must carry themselves like vic-
tors: “ Your occupation and administration will be just, 
but firm and distant. You will strongly discourage frat-
ernization between Allied troops and the German offi-
cials and population.” Above all, Eisenhower was told, 
he would have supreme power to act in Germany as he 
saw fit. In a curious turn of phrase that suggests im-
perial robes, the Joint Chiefs told Eisenhower he was 
“clothed with supreme legislative, executive and ju-
dicial authority in the areas occupied by forces under 
your command.”1 Rarely if ever had a single American 
held so much power over so many millions of people as 
General Eisenhower was granted on the eve of Ameri-
ca’s entry into Germany.

It had not been easy for American officials to draw up 
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this directive. Before D-Day, President Roosevelt had 
shown a maddening indifference toward the details of 
American occupation policy, and generally delegated 
the problem to his feuding cabinet officers and the 
lower echelons of the military. He even said, as late as 
October 1944 when American soldiers were already 
on German soil, “I dislike making detailed plans for a 
country which we do not yet occupy.”2 Such prevarica-
tion opened the door to the machinations of his head-
strong subordinates. Henry Morgenthau, the Treasury 
secretary, an old friend and neighbor of FDR’s from the 
clubby world of Dutchess County, New York, politics, 
made the best of the opportunity. Since 1943, Morgen-
thau, unique among Roosevelt’s senior staff, had been 
pushing the president to adopt a more robust public 
criticism of Nazi Germany’s treatment of European 
Jews, and he had called, not very successfully, for more 
aggressive efforts to rescue Jewish refugees. By late 
summer of 1944, consumed with justifiable anger at 
Germany’s barbaric treatment of European peoples, he 
became the strongest voice in the cabinet for a severe 
postwar occupation policy. Evincing little hope that 
the defeat itself would be sufficient to change the Ger-
man character, Morgenthau argued that the only way 
to halt the revival of postwar German aggression was 
to hobble permanently the German economy. Using his 
access and old personal ties to the president, Morgen-
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thau in August began a concerted campaign to ensure 
that the United States publicly committed itself to a se-
vere, punitive policy in Germany that would make im-
possible any restoration of Germany’s military-indus-
trial might. Roosevelt often seemed to be sympathetic 
to these views: welcoming his old friend back from a 
European trip, he told Morgenthau that “you either 
have to castrate the German people or you have got to 
treat them in such a manner so that they can’t just go 
on reproducing people who want to continue the way 
they have in the past.”3 Roosevelt even rebuked Sec-
retary of War Henry Stimson when the president got 
wind of an early draft of the War Department’s occu-
pation handbook that was insufficiently harsh on Ger-
many. The Germans, Roosevelt told Stimson, would not 
be treated like the liberated nations, France, Belgium, 
and the Netherlands. “It is of the utmost importance 
that every person in Germany should realize that this 
time Germany is a defeated nation. I do not want them 
to starve to death but, as an example, if they need food 
to keep body and soul together beyond what they have, 
they should be fed three times a day with soup from 
Army soup kitchens. That will keep them perfectly 
healthy, and they will remember that experience all 
their lives.” The president concluded in words that re-
veal the intensity of his antagonism for Germany at the 
close of the war: “ Too many people here and in Eng-
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land hold the view that the German people as a whole 
are not responsible for what has taken place—that only 
a few Nazi leaders are responsible. That unfortunately 
is not based on fact. The German people as a whole 
must have it driven home to them that the whole na-
tion has been engaged in a lawless conspiracy against 
the decencies of modern civilization.”4

Despite continued stiff resistance from Henry Stim-
son, who was annoyed at Morgenthau’s meddling and 
opposed his economically suspect ideas, Morgenthau 
pressed ahead and prepared a detailed plan for the 
occupation that stressed the deindustrialization of 
Germany. It was entitled “Program to Prevent Germa-
ny from Starting a World War III.” Morgenthau knew 
that he had an unrivaled opportunity to influence the 
course of American policy toward Germany, for on Sep-
tember 14, he joined President Roosevelt and Prime 
Minister Winston Churchill in Quebec, where they 
had convened two days earlier to discuss problems of 
the postwar world. He brought a copy of his plan with 
him and pressed it on Roosevelt. The plan called for 
the complete demilitarization of Germany, and the 
destruction of industries “which are basic to military 
strength.” It urged a policy of territorial dismember-
ment, envisioning East Prussia being given to Poland 
and a smaller chunk of valuable coal mining land in 
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the Saar given to France. In addition, the remaining 
German state would be subdivided into two separate 
states: a northern and a southern portion. The Ruhr 
and the Rhineland and the industrial cities within that 
region would be “stripped of all presently existing in-
dustries,” with the bulk of industrial equipment being 
dismantled and shipped to Allied states as reparations. 
Once denuded, the area would fall under international 
trusteeship. Germany would be forced to pay Allied na-
tions heavy reparations, the country’s assets would be 
seized, and some Germans would be enrolled in forced 
labor brigades in neighboring countries. Schools, uni-
versities, and media outlets would be closed until en-
tirely reformed by Allied occupiers. The Allies would 
create a political structure for the country that took 
power away from central government and gave it to the 
states; and they would not take any steps to restore or 
revive the German economy. Foreign trade would be 
strictly controlled and large agricultural states would 
be subdivided. The Allies would arrest and try war 
criminals and ban martial parades and uniforms. At 
Quebec, Morgenthau managed to persuade not only 
Roosevelt but even Churchill to sign off on the plan’s 
basic theses.5

In subsequent years, after West Germany became a val-
ued ally of the United States, policy makers and histori-
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ans alike tended to dismiss the significance of Morgen-
thau’s harsh peace plan, chalking it up to the wartime 
passions of a Jewish cabinet officer.6 But Morgenthau’s 
ideas were not unconventional; even Secretary of State 
Cordell Hull and Henry Stimson, Morgenthau’s chief 
critics, accepted the need for a severe curtailing of 
Germany’s industrial power. American planners, as 
well as their British and Soviet allies, generally agreed 
that Germany would be demilitarized, that its borders 
would be redrawn and the state partitioned, that the 
Ruhr industries would have to be broken up and placed 
beyond the control of any future German central gov-
ernment, and that the Germans would have to pay sig-
nificant reparations. There had been widespread agree-
ment too among the Allies that the political structure 
of the country was going to be radically decentralized, 
and that German society would be denazified, mean-
ing that all cultural and political institutions must be 
wholly restructured. Morgenthau expressed his ideas 
crudely, perhaps, and went further than his colleagues 
in calling for the total breakup of German industrial 
capacity. But in most respects, his ideas were consis-
tent with the general direction of American and Allied 
policies as they were emerging in late 1944.

This convergence was perfectly evident in the directive 
to Eisenhower of September 22, known as JCS 1067, 
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which though agreed to by the State, War, and Treasury 
departments, bore many hallmarks of Morgenthau’s 
influence. That directive ordered Eisenhower to oc-
cupy Germany, arrest war criminals, break up all insti-
tutions of the Nazi Party, eliminate the officer corps of 
the army, abrogate Nazi laws, seize Nazi property, close 
the courts, close schools and universities, eliminate 
Nazi textbooks, and halt all political activities. Most 
important, the document ordered Eisenhower to “take 
no steps looking toward the economic rehabilitation of 
Germany nor designed to maintain or strengthen the 
German economy.” Finally, German civilians would be 
given aid only to the extent that was necessary to pre-
vent disease and disorder. “It will be necessary to hold 
German consumption to a minimum” so the needs of 
other Europeans could be met first. Taken as a whole, 
the policy debates and directives that emerged from 
Washington in the fall of 1944 made one thing perfectly 
clear: the Germans were going to be punished.7

Any notion that Morgenthau’s plan was a dead letter 
is belied by Roosevelt’s continued support for harsh 
treatment of postwar Germany. Even after the plan 
was leaked to the press, causing the media to label 
the proposal “Carthaginian,” Roosevelt did not back 
away from a radical restructuring of postwar Germany. 
Though he conceded to Secretary Stimson that he did 
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not want Germany to be permanently destroyed as an 
industrial nation as Morgenthau wished, he continued 
to insist that Germany be so changed by the occupa-
tion that it could never wage war again. On October 
21, while in the midst of a reelection campaign, FDR 
told the American public that he was going to make the 
Germans learn a tough lesson once the war was over. 
Speaking to the Foreign Policy Association in New York 
in an address that was broadcast across the country on 
radio, the president indicated his desire for punish-
ment and his hope for redemption through trial and 
toil:

As for Germany, that tragic Nation which has sown the 
wind and is now reaping the whirlwind—we and our 
allies are entirely agreed that we shall not bargain with 
the Nazi conspirators, or leave them a shred of control, 
open or secret, of the instruments of government. We 
shall not leave them a single element of military power, 
or of potential military power…. We bring no charge 
against the German race, as such, for we cannot believe 
that God has eternally condemned any race of human-
ity. We know in our own land, in these United States 
of America, how many good men and women of Ger-
man ancestry have proved loyal, freedom-loving, and 
peace-loving citizens. But there is going to be a stern 
punishment for all those in Germany directly responsi-
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ble for this agony of mankind. The German people are 
not going to be enslaved, because the United Nations 
do not traffic in human slavery. But it will be necessary 
for them to earn their way back into the fellowship of 
peace-loving and law-abiding Nations.8

Even as Roosevelt and his staff prepared for the forth-
coming meeting of the Big Three allies to be held at 
Yalta in the Crimea, the American government re-
mained committed to exacting serious penalties from 
Germany. While FDR’s new secretary of state, Edward 
Stettinius, Jr., shied away from “a program of sweep-
ing deindustrialization,” the State Department contin-
ued to call for “economic disarmament,” meaning ma-
jor restrictions on any German industries that might 
be susceptible to war uses. As for the German people 
themselves, Stettinius believed, “we should favor, in 
the initial period, the lowest standards of health, diet 
and shelter compatible with the prevention of disease 
and disorder…. The needs of the liberated countries 
should, in any event, receive priority.” Even though the 
State Department called for less industrial destruction 
than Morgenthau wanted, the president said “he was 
still in a tough mood and that he is determined to be 
tough with Germany.”9

It is not surprising, then, that when Roosevelt met 
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with Stalin and Churchill in the hastily repaired, re-
painted, deloused Livadia Palace at Yalta, on the Black 
Sea shore, from February 4 to 11, 1945, the Big Three 
had no trouble agreeing on a very severe settlement 
for postwar Germany. Roosevelt brought with him a 
set of ideas that called for harsh treatment indeed for 
the defeated German state. And his hatred toward the 
Germans was stoked by the destruction he witnessed 
while in the Crimea. On February 3, the President flew 
from Malta to Saki, eighty miles from Yalta, and then 
endured a jarring five-hour road journey along rutted 
roads, through charred war-ravaged countryside, to 
reach Yalta. “ We saw few, if any, trees,” wrote the na-
val officer in charge of the president’s daily log, “and 
many reminders of the recent fighting there—gutted-
out buildings, burned out tanks and destroyed German 
railroad stock that had been abandoned and burned by 
them in their flight.” In the white granite Italianate pal-
ace that had served as the summer palace of the czars—
and was converted by the Bolsheviks into a sanatorium 
for tuberculosis patients—the three war leaders dis-
cussed the political challenges facing the alliance in 
the final stages of the war. The agenda was laden with 
thorny problems, from Poland and its future, to the for-
mation of the United Nations Organization, the ques-
tion of German postwar reparations, and the entry of 
the Soviet Union in the war against Japan. Throughout 
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all these talks, one searches in vain for any indication 
of leniency or forgiveness toward Germany. Roosevelt 
struck the opening tone when he said to Marshal Stalin 
in their first meeting on February 4 “that he had been 
very much struck by the extent of German destruction 
in the Crimea and therefore he was more bloodthirsty 
in regard to the Germans than he had been a year ago, 
and he hoped that Marshal Stalin would again pro-
pose a toast to the execution of 50,000 officers of the 
German army,” as Stalin had done at their meeting in 
Tehran in November 1943. To this remarkable opening, 
Stalin replied that “everyone is more bloodthirsty than 
they had been a year ago.” He added that “the Germans 
were savages and seemed to hate with a sadistic hatred 
the creative work of human beings.” The minutes re-
cord simply that “the president agreed with this.”10

As they had done at Tehran, FDR and Stalin margin-
alized Churchill and pressed for a punitive German 
peace. Roosevelt supported Stalin’s call for the “dis-
memberment” of Germany and for significant repa-
rations. “ We don’t want to kill the people,” Roosevelt 
said casually. “ We want Germany to live but not to have 
a higher standard of living than that of the USSR.” This 
startling suggestion—that urbanized, highly industrial 
Germany be reduced to the living standards of the peas-
ant-based, agrarian Soviet Union—would have found 
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favor with FDR’s old pal Henry Morgenthau. “I envi-
sion a Germany that is self-sustaining but not starv-
ing,” Roosevelt said, if only because starving people 
might require additional aid from the occupiers.11 The 
final conference documents left little doubt about the 
severe treatment the leaders had in store for Germany. 
Though they kept their agreement to dismember Ger-
many private, they made their overall ambitions plain. 
“Nazi Germany is doomed,” said the official statement 
released to the press at the conclusion of the confer-
ence:

It is our inflexible purpose to destroy German milita-
rism and Nazism and to ensure that Germany will never 
again be able to disturb the peace of the world. We are 
determined to disarm and disband all German armed 
forces; break up for all time the German General Staff 
that has repeatedly contrived the resurgence of Ger-
man militarism; remove or destroy all German military 
equipment; eliminate or control all German industry 
that could be used for military production; bring all 
war criminals to just and swift punishment and exact 
reparation in kind for the destruction wrought by the 
Germans; wipe out the Nazi party, Nazi laws, organi-
zations and institutions, remove all Nazi and militarist 
influences from public office and from the cultural and 
economic life of the German people; and take in har-
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mony such other measures in Germany as may be nec-
essary to the future peace and safety of the world. It is 
not our purpose to destroy the people of Germany, but 
only when Nazism and Militarism have been extirpated 
will there be hope for a decent life for Germans, and a 
place for them in the comity of nations.12

Roosevelt had no doubt that this was the right policy 
to adopt toward Germany. Leaving Livadia Palace by 
car en route to Sevastopol and the waiting naval ves-
sel U.S.S. Catoctin, the president saw the devastation 
of this port town wrought by the Germans. “ The city,” 
observed the president’s naval aide, “was virtually lev-
eled to the ground except for the walls of homes and 
other buildings which the mines, bombs and shells in 
recent battles left standing like billboards—mute tes-
timony of the horrorful wanton Nazi vengeance. Of the 
thousands of buildings in the city, the president was 
told that only six were left in useful condition when the 
Germans fled.”13

* * *

THE AVERAGE AMERICAN soldier, who knew lit-
tle about governing and had no desire to remain 
in Germany after the war, would nonetheless 

shoulder the burden of imposing the Big Three’s harsh 
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peace. To prepare soldiers for the transition from fight-
ing the Germans to ruling them, both the U.S. and Brit-
ish armies drew up short guides to be distributed to 
the fighting men in the field to define the goals of the 
occupation and provide a basic code of conduct for 
the occupiers. These texts reveal the profound hostil-
ity and suspicion that U.S. military officials harbored 
toward German civilians and wished to inculcate in 
their soldiers. The American Pocket Guide to Germany, 
prepared by the War Department, told U.S. soldiers to 
remain “Firm, Fair, Aloof and Aware.” The thesis of the 
guide was simple: Germans could not be trusted. “ You 
are in enemy country! These people are not our allies 
or friends,” the guide warned. Clearly, military officials 
worried that the average soldier might put the travails 
of the war behind him and seek out a rapid accommo-
dation with the vanquished foe. But forgiveness was 
unacceptable, for Americans were not on “a good will 
errand.” Rather, “the Germans have sinned against the 
laws of humanity and cannot come back into the civi-
lized fold merely by sticking out their hands and saying 
‘I’m sorry.’” The guide drew out in fifty pages of text 
some basic elements of the German national character, 
which compared unfavorably with American habits of 
mind. Where Americans were forgiving, democratic, 
and well schooled since childhood in the rules of fair 
play, decency, and the concept of the fair fight, Ger-
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mans shared none of these ideals. Teachers and politi-
cal leaders taught German children to cheat, bully the 
weak, snitch on friends, betray family, fight unfairly, 
and to brutalize and torture their enemies. The mass 
program of indoctrination pursued by the Third Reich 
spelled trouble for the occupation. Germans could be 
expected to go underground, and continue to resist 
the Americans, or to try to manipulate the occupiers, 
to lie to them, to seek their pity, to blame others for the 
war and for the atrocities of the regime. The guide also 
sought to show that Hitler was no anomaly. In a brief 
historical survey, replete with terms like “treachery,” 
“henchmen,” and “gangsters,” the guide placed Hitler 
squarely in the tradition of aggressive, dictatorial lead-
ers like Wilhelm II and Bismarck. Hitler was but “a cru-
el new version of an old story” of German aggression 
and war. The guide assumed that a generally unpoliti-
cal, war-weary U.S. soldier would be happier making 
friends with Germans than hating them, and so reiter-
ated the mission of the occupation: “you will be doing 
a soldier’s job on the soil of the enemy.”14

The British War Office prepared its own guide, with a 
somewhat more sophisticated and elegant text. “ You 
are about to meet a strange people in a strange, ene-
my country,” it began. The British guide insisted that 
the German people bore full responsibility for their 
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present suffering, for they had legally placed Hitler 
in power, cravenly obeyed him as he consolidated his 
powers, and failed to throw up any serious resistance 
to his regime. British officials clearly worried, howev-
er, that the defeated Germans, so haggard and unlike 
the once-feared master race of German propaganda, 
might prey on the sympathies of the British soldier 
and try to escape responsibility for the war. The Ger-
mans might look like familiar cousins, but these first 
impressions would be deceptive. They could not be 
trusted, they would tend to whine and complain, and 
they would try to take advantage of the good-hearted 
Tommie. “Many of them will have suffered from over-
work, underfeeding and the effects of the air raids and 
you may be tempted to feel sorry for them.” They “will 
protest with deep sincerity that they are as innocent 
as a babe in arms.” But their “hard luck stories…will 
be hypocritical attempts to win sympathy.” Thus, the 
best solution was for the soldier to avoid contact un-
less they had to give orders, and then “give them in a 
firm, military manner. The German civilian is used to 
it and expects it.” The booklet concluded: “Germans 
must still be regarded as dangerous enemies.”15

Both guides placed particular emphasis on an aspect 
of occupation policy that was later to cause a good deal 
of embarrassment: “ There must be no fraternization! 
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This is absolute,” barked the American guide. This 
term referred to informal contacts between soldiers 
and German civilians. The authors of the guides were 
all too aware of just how much fraternization there 
had been between soldiers and civilians in Italy, where 
brothels had been filled to the rooftops with Allied 
soldiers from their first days on the continent, and in 
France and Belgium, where bartering between soldiers 
and local women for cigarettes, food, and sex was com-
monplace. In liberated countries, such warm relations 
between liberator and liberated could hardly be de-
nounced by Allied authorities. But in Germany, the oc-
cupation aimed to educate Germans about their moral 
and political failings, and this required a distant, cold, 
and firm demeanor. The Allied authorities wanted no 
repeat in Germany of the recent photographs of Belgian 
girls dancing on British jeeps, which had been pasted 
across newspapers in Britain and America. While the 
American guide merely stated the injunction against 
interaction with Germans, the British guide faced the 
issue squarely: keep clear of German women, it sug-
gested. They would make the most of their distraught, 
helpless circumstances. Their “standards of personal 
honor, already undermined by the Nazis, will sink still 
lower” following the defeat of the once-invincible Third 
Reich. “Numbers of German women will be willing, if 
they can get the chance, to make themselves cheap for 
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what they can get out of you.”

Such stringent rules against fraternizing with the Ger-
mans grew out of fears that the defeated Germans 
would try every tactic, both forceful and manipulative, 
to undermine the Allied occupation of Germany. By the 
middle of August 1944, SHAEF had outlined policies on 
these matters that held in place until the summer of 
1945. Drawing for comparative purposes on the allied 
occupation of the Rhineland in 1918, when German at-
titudes had ranged from “hatred, through friendliness, 
to fawning subservience,” planners believed that the 
Germans in 1945 would prove far more troublesome. 
The Allies’ massive air bombardment, the intense 
ground combat, sustained Nazi indoctrination of civil-
ians, and the total occupation of the country would all 
make “German hatred…far deeper and more universal 
than in 1918.” The German “master Race” ideology was 
thought to be so widespread that “the Germans will ac-
cept defeat only as a temporary phase of a continuing 
struggle…. Plans for an underground continuance of 
the struggle are believed to exist.” As a result, occupy-
ing forces could not lower their guard; they must be 
“prepared for civil disorders, including sniping and as-
saults on individuals, sabotage, provoked riots, perhaps 
even organized raids. Hidden arms will undoubtedly be 
available.” Yet more worrisome than underground ac-
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tivities, which could be dealt with through sheer force 
of arms, military planners worried about ideas: “there 
is likely to be,” their initial document on fraternization 
argued, “deliberate studied and continuous effort by 
the Germans to influence the sympathies and thoughts 
of the occupying forces, with a view to minimizing the 
consequences of defeat and preparing the way for a 
resurgence of German power.” Germans would wage a 
“word-of-mouth propaganda” campaign. “Its methods 
will include attempts at fraternization by civilians (es-
pecially by children, women, and old men); attempts at 
‘soldier-to-soldier’ fraternization; and social, official, 
and religious contacts.” This campaign would make 
appeals to the occupiers for pity and sympathy while 
also playing on the shared racial and ideological soli-
darity of Germanic-Anglo-Saxon peoples against the 
Slavs. Most common would be the portrayal of Nazism 
as an “alien idea implanted against the general will in 
the cultured and unaggressive minds of Germans.” For 
these reasons, Allied authorities insisted on a strict 
separation of officers and soldiers from the German 
people, meaning “the avoidance of mingling with Ger-
mans upon terms of friendliness, familiarity or inti-
macy.” No billeting among the civilians, no marriages, 
not even common religious services, no shaking hands, 
playing of games or sports, accepting gifts, no walking 
with Germans on the streets, attending dances, and 
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certainly no “discussions and arguments with Ger-
mans, especially on politics or the future of Germany.” 
“ The Germans,” as Eisenhower put it simply, “must be 
ostracized.”16

A blood-soaked hand is extended in friendship. This 
cartoon suggests that Allied soldiers refused to accept 
it, though in fact relations between liberators and Ger-

mans were quite warm. The New York Times

No sooner had Allied soldiers put their toes onto Ger-
man soil in mid-September 1944 than the ban on 
fraternization ran into trouble. When units of the VII 
Corps fought their way through the West Wall into the 
towns of Rötgen and Stolberg, just south of Aachen, a 
few timid Germans appeared in the streets to speak to 
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the not-unfriendly Americans. U.S. Army press pho-
tographers snapped pictures, and these immediately 
appeared in newspapers under captions suggesting 
that the German people had given Americans a warm 
reception. Eisenhower reacted immediately. “Press 
reports and those from other sources indicate already 
a considerable extent of fraternization by US troops 
with the German Civil population,” Ike wrote to Gen-
eral Bradley, commander of the 12th Army Group. “ This 
must be nipped in the bud immediately.” Having then 
received an earful from Washington about these press 
reports, Eisenhower told his public relations staff that 
“the President has noted with concern pictures of 
American troops fraternizing with the German popula-
tion.” There was only one way to handle this matter: 
censorship. “All pictures of American troops fraterniz-
ing with German population, together with any stories 
playing up fraternization, are to be placed on the cen-
sor list.”17

Between October 1944 and early March 1945, the Allies 
held merely a tiny sliver of German territory, mostly 
south of Aachen and, after February, the narrow band 
of land between the Roer and Rhine rivers. Fighting 
here was fierce, as it had been during the December-
January Battle of the Bulge, and Allied soldiers had no 
difficulty in finding reasons to hate the Germans. There 
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were incidents of fraternization behind the lines, and 
accounts from press reporters suggested that Ameri-
can GIs were indeed tempted to act with expressions 
of kindness toward elderly, homeless, war-weary Ger-
man civilians, and toward the children who flocked 
with curiosity around the foreigners. Yet there was a 
palpable distance between occupier and occupied. 
Drew Middleton of the New York Times reported in Oc-
tober that “American soldiers’ initial reaction to Ger-
many and German civilians is a mixture of contempt 
and indifference and in the case of many front line out-
fits, hatred.…There is very little fraternization of any 
sort…. Their attitude seems to be that of the old Indi-
an fighters, that a dead German is the only good one.” 
Middleton also noted in a later article that the German 
civilians were adopting precisely the self-defense that 
Allied planners had most feared, and which had moti-
vated their ban on fraternization in the first place. In a 
piece called “ The Great Alibi in the Making,” Middle-
ton depicted Germans as engaged in massive denial for 
the crimes of the Third Reich. They refused to accept 
responsibility for Hitler, claimed to have no knowledge 
of his atrocities, and affected to have been anti-Nazi all 
along. In the same breath, however, they were happy 
to acknowledge that at least the Germans had “saved 
the world from Bolshevism” by fighting so tenaciously 
against the Russians. Middleton found these explana-
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tions an indication of “the moral poverty of the Ger-
man nation” and suggested that Americans would have 
to be on their guard against this exculpatory German 
propaganda.18 “No one is a Nazi. No one ever was,” 
wrote the caustic American journalist Martha Gellhorn 
of this exculpatory banter. “It should, we feel, be set to 
music. Then the Germans could sing this refrain and 
that would make it even better.”19 Clifton Daniel of the 
New York Times also hinted at the difficulties ahead 
for the Americans. Writing from Aachen in December, 
he reported that Germans and Americans “pass on the 
streets without looking directly at each other. They 
manifest no hostility but they invite no intimacy.” The 
Germans “accept the authority of the military govern-
ment,” and obey orders. But they were sycophants who 
“try to ingratiate themselves with their new masters…. 
By their very docility, the Germans help thwart those 
who advocate rougher treatment of the civilian popula-
tion.” Beneath this outer docility lay a cynical attempt 
to deny responsibility for the war. “ The Germans gen-
erally show no consciousness of wrongdoing,” Daniel 
reported. “ They seem either surprised or distressed at 
suggestions that collectively or individually they may be 
held responsible for Germany’s crimes.” Judging from 
early encounters in Aachen, Americans concluded that 
controlling the Germans would be fairly easy; persuad-
ing them to accept responsibility for the crimes of the 
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Third Reich, however, looked like a far taller order.20

Poised to enter farther into Germany in spring 1945, 
SHAEF remained on guard against fraternization. Not 
only did SHAEF release the Pocket Guide to its sol-
diers, but it also ran radio spots on Armed Forces Radio 
that tried to boil down the issue in simple terms. These 
spots, placed at intervals between regular program-
ming, reveal the anxiety of military planners toward 
the natural inclination of soldiers to make friends with 
the local German civilians:

Remember—the Germans you see now are just the 
same people who strutted with pride when Warsaw 
was bombed; who roared with approval when Rotter-
dam was flattened; who cheered when London burned. 
These are the same Germans. Don’t fraternize.

After a good clean fight, you can shake hands with your 
opponent. This hasn’t been a good clean fight—not on 
the German side. You can’t shake hands with a Hun. 
Don’t fraternize.

Don’t be misled into thinking of Germans, “Oh, well, 
they’re human.” So is a murderer, so is a cannibal. The 
German people have loved war too long. Let them see it 
doesn’t pay. Show them clearly. Don’t fraternize.
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That frau going to market may look harmless enough. 
The odds are she walks in a dead woman’s shoes, sent 
from the murder furnaces of Maidenek. Don’t forget 
that in a hurry. Steer clear. Don’t fraternize.

Kids are kids—all over the world—except in Hitler’s 
Germany. Sure they’re loveable—but ten years ago, the 
Jerry that got your buddy was loveable too. It’s tough 
to do, but make the kids realize now that war doesn’t 
pay—they may remember when they think about start-
ing the next war! Don’t fraternize.

You can’t tell a rotten egg by the shell. Don’t let looks 
fool you! When you’re tempted to fraternize with the 
friendly looking German civilian, remember the rotten 
egg! Don’t fraternize.

Soldiers wise don’t fraternize!21

These radio spots sought to sustain the wariness of sol-
diers about civilians, and also to reinforce Allied policy 
that all Germans were responsible for Hitler’s crimes: 
that the German public bore collective responsibility, 
and that they must be collectively punished. But when 
the Allied soldiers moved into full command of Germa-
ny as occupiers, they confronted a nation that looked 
as if it had already been punished, indeed punished 
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more severely than anyone could have imagined.

* * *

“IT WAS IN Cologne that I realized what total de-
struction meant,” wrote the poet and author Ste-
phen Spender. He had gone to Germany in July 

1945 on an official British government assignment to 
seek out German intellectuals in the hopes of finding 
some nonfascist life still flickering amid the ruins of 
the Reich. Spender knew well what aerial bombing had 
done to London and other cities in the British Isles. But 
what he saw in western Germany, where he had once 
lived and studied, stunned him.

My first impression on passing through was of there be-
ing not a single house left. There are plenty of walls but 
these walls are a thin mask in front of the damp, hollow, 
stinking emptiness of gutted interiors.…One passes 
through street after street of houses whose windows 
look hollow and blackened—like the open mouth of a 
charred corpse…. In England, there are holes, gaps, 
wounds but the surrounding life of the people them-
selves has filled them up, creating a scar which will 
heal. In towns such as Cologne, and those of the Ruhr, 
something quite different has happened. The external 
destruction is so great that it cannot be healed and the 
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surrounding life of the rest of the country cannot flow 
into and resuscitate the city, which is not only battered 
but also dismembered and cut off from the rest of Ger-
many and from Europe. The ruin of the city is reflected 
in the internal ruin of its inhabitants who, instead of 
being lives that can form a scar over the city’s wounds, 
are parasites sucking at a dead carcass, digging among 
the ruins for hidden food.…They resemble rather a 
tribe of wanderers who have discovered a ruined city in 
a desert and who are camping there, living in the cel-
lars and hunting amongst the ruins for the booty, relics 
of a dead civilization. The great city looks like a corpse 
and smells like one, too.22

The destruction Spender saw was also visible in over 
seventy German cities at war’s end. It was the result of 
the massive Allied bombing campaign against Germany 
that began in 1940 and increased steadily, slowly, un-
til by the end of 1944 it had become a gigantic force of 
unequaled power, and for Germans, unequaled terror. 
The “strategic” bombing of Germany (distinguished 
from “tactical” bombing in support of soldiers in bat-
tle) is a dimension of the war that has generated a long, 
controversial history. It conjures up a gallery of ghastly 
images: burnt corpses being gathered up in wagons; 
shriveled, carbonized bodies stacked ten feet high; 
blackened churches, shattered homes. The slaughter 
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of half a million German civilians, and the means by 
which it was delivered, from the sky, thousands of feet 
above the battlefield, has tarnished the record of the 
Allied war effort ever since. Randall Jarrell, the Ameri-
can poet who flew in these missions, captured some-
thing of the grotesque indifference of bombing with 
these lines:

In bombers named for girls, we burned

The cities we had learned about in school.

…

They said “Here are the maps”; We burned the cities.

Yet during the war, many intelligent people accepted 
the massive bombing of Germany’s cities, and the large 
numbers of civilian deaths such bombing caused, as es-
sential to defeating Hitler and winning the war. Why?
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The blackened cathedral stands sentinel over shattered 
Cologne. U.S. National Archives

At first, the British bombed Germany because it was 
the only way they could do Hitler any harm at all. Hav-
ing swept the Poles, Dutch, Belgians, French, and Brit-
ish land armies aside in 1939–40 like tin soldiers, the 
powerful Wehrmacht and its allies commanded all of 
central and western Europe. From July 10, 1940, until 
October, Hitler threw his air force at the British, hop-
ing to wrest control of the skies over the English Chan-
nel from the Royal Air Force (RAF), and so opening the 
way to his planned invasion of Britain. The pilots of the 
RAF managed to hold off the Luftwaffe in the Battle of 
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Britain, and Prime Minister Churchill paid these young 
men a great tribute in the House of Commons when he 
said, on August 20, 1940, “Never in the field of human 
conflict was so much owed by so many to so few.” But 
Churchill, not wishing to appear as if Britain was con-
demned to remain on the defensive, continued: “we 
must never forget,” he said, “that night after night, 
month after month, our bomber squadrons travel far 
into Germany, find their targets in the darkness by the 
highest navigational skill, aim their attacks, often un-
der the heaviest fire, often with serious loss, with de-
liberate careful discrimination, and inflict shattering 
blows upon the whole of the technical and war-making 
structure of Nazi power.” Such bombing, Churchill told 
the House, would soon “attain dimensions hitherto un-
dreamed of,” and would offer Britain a certain road to 
victory. Germany’s war power, Churchill prophesied, 
would soon be “shattered and pulverized.”23 This was 
pure bravado: in 1940, British bombers had not the 
power, range, or technology to reach far into Germany, 
nor could they find their targets at night. On August 25, 
1940, at the height of the Battle of Britain, the RAF sent 
bombers to hit Berlin. Perhaps fifty aircraft got to the 
German capital, and found the city covered by thick 
cloud. Unable to find their target, they dropped their 
bombs anyway and missed badly, with most bombs fall-
ing well outside the city limits and doing little damage. 
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But the raids infuriated Hitler, who now ordered large-
scale terror raids on London. From September 1940 
until May 1941, the Germans killed over 40,000 Brit-
ish civilians in attacks on British industrial and port 
cities; up to 1944, they killed another 10,000 or more; 
and then Hitler’s V-1 and V-2 attacks from 1944 until 
March 1945 killed another 9,000 people. In this envi-
ronment of aerial assault on civilians and on economic 
targets, it seemed to the British government not only 
reasonable and justifiable but a vital military necessity 
to develop the RAF into a force capable of delivering 
massive, punishing blows to the industrial heartland of 
Germany.

The man who designed the strategic bombing campaign 
of Germany’s cities was Sir Arthur Harris, the com-
mander in chief of the RAF Bomber Command. Though 
by no means the sole proponent of strategic bombing—
he had the strong support throughout the war of Win-
ston Churchill—”Bomber” Harris did more than any 
single individual to push the idea of sustained, mas-
sive air raids against German cities as a tool to win the 
war. When he took over Bomber Command in February 
1942, his force of bombers was small, and it was inca-
pable of doing much damage to Germany. The RAF had 
to resort to bombing at night, without fighter escorts, 
using darkness to hide in; this made specific targets 
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still more difficult to identify. Rather than aim at spe-
cific factories, damage to which could in any case be re-
paired rapidly, Harris proposed something far simpler, 
and far more lethal: the area bombing of all Germany’s 
cities that possessed any war-related industries. “ The 
policy of destroying industrial cities,” Harris later 
wrote, “and the factories in them, was not merely the 
only possible one for Bomber Command at that time; it 
was also the best way of destroying Germany’s capac-
ity to produce war materiel.” Harris believed that by 
saturating Germany’s industrial cities with devastating 
bombardment, he could create a kind of domino effect: 
bombing cities would destroy railways, roads, bridges, 
electric power plants, and any industrial facilities in-
side the cities, and kill large numbers of people who 
might work on behalf of the German war economy. The 
effect, over time, would be to erode the capacity of the 
German economy to get arms, fuel, and supplies to the 
front. Harris argued that limiting bombing to factories 
within a given city could not achieve this sort of knock-
out blow: the city as a whole had to be destroyed.24

The U.S. Army Air Forces (USAAF), which reached suf-
ficient strength to play a major role in the bombing 
campaign only by the end of 1943, never fully accepted 
Harris’s emphasis on area bombing as opposed to pre-
cision bombing. The Americans chose to try their hand 
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at daytime attacks on specific targets such as subma-
rine bases, aircraft and ball-bearing factories, and lat-
er, oil refineries. At first they faced the same problems 
the RAF had experienced, and American bombers were 
shot down in high numbers. But the Americans devel-
oped a new tactic: the creation of a fleet of long-range 
fighter escorts that could accompany the large bomb-
ers on their runs across Germany and engage and de-
stroy the Luftwaffe at the same time. The destruction 
of the Luftwaffe in the air gradually opened the way to-
ward total Allied mastery of the sky, just at the moment 
when the bombing fleets had grown to massive and 
threatening size. Although the Americans continued 
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to try to hit precision targets, they also grew increas-
ingly willing to bomb cities in much the same manner 
as their British counterparts: indiscriminately. In the 
spring and summer of 1944, the Allied air forces con-
centrated their efforts on France, in preparation for the 
Normandy assault. But after the breakthrough across 
France and Belgium in September 1944, they reverted 
to hitting targets inside Germany. In the eight months 
between September 1944 and April 1945, the Eighth 
U.S. Air Force and the RAF dropped 729,000 tons of 
bombs on Germany—more than they had achieved in 
all the previous months of the war combined. In March 
1945 alone, the two air forces dropped 133,000 tons of 
bombs on Germany, the largest total for any month of 
the war, and about 10 percent of the entire tonnage 
dropped on Germany during the war.25

What were the results of this massive bombing? We 
have a great deal of information to answer this ques-
tion, because hard on the heels of the first Allied units 
into Germany came teams of investigators from the 
United States Strategic Bombing Survey. This group 
of over one thousand military and civilian experts un-
dertook to examine the impact of the bombing cam-
paign on both Germany and Japan. In Germany, they 
gained access to many records from German official 
ministries, and were able to draw up 212 remarkably 
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detailed reports on the effect of bombing on all aspects 
of German war industries, transportation, commu-
nications, armaments production, as well as civilian 
morale and civil defense efforts. The summary report, 
which was released to the public on October 30, 1945, 
claimed that Allied aircraft dropped 2.7 million tons of 
bombs on Germany; destroyed 3.6 million dwellings; 
and killed at least 305,000 German civilians. (That was 
a minimum figure, and the number of German dead 
was surely higher; even the survey’s own documents 
suggested the number of dead was closer to half a mil-
lion.) Allied bombing wounded 800,000 people and 
left 7.5 million people homeless. It forced the evacua-
tion of five million people from stricken regions, and 
deprived twenty million people of utilities for some 
period of time. The report noted that the huge attacks 
the RAF and USAAF mounted after June 1944 were es-
pecially damaging both to the German economy and to 
civilian morale. “Allied air power was decisive in the 
war in Western Europe,” the report concluded. Not 
only did it make the invasion of Europe in 1944 pos-
sible, but it “brought the economy which sustained 
the enemy’s armed forces to virtual collapse.” The Al-
lied bombing campaign “brought home to the German 
people the full impact of modern war with all its horror 
and suffering.”26
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The words “horror and suffering” were appropriate. 
Although there has long been a debate about the ac-
tual economic effects of the bombing, there can be 
little doubt that the human effects were appalling. In 
their efforts to determine precisely how many people 
the bombing killed, the survey team did extensive re-
search in German medical and civil defense records. 
These revealed that Allied bombing had killed in a va-
riety of gruesome ways. Civilians were buried beneath 
rubble, dismembered or mortally wounded by bomb 
fragments, or burned to death by incendiary bombs 
filled with napalm or phosphorous. Germany had de-
veloped a sophisticated and extensive system of air 
raid shelters for civilians, and these served to protect 
many people from death. But in the case of a firestorm, 
as in Hamburg, or simply extensive incendiary bomb-
ing, carbon monoxide poisoning killed thousands of 
people both inside air raid shelters and even outdoors. 
In addition to deadly gases, the heat from fire killed 
civilians in shelters, basements, and brick buildings. 
Others died from choking on inhaled dust, heart at-
tacks, internal hemorrhages, and skull fractures. In 
Hamburg, at least 40,000 people died after repeated 
Allied air strikes on July 24–29 and August 2, 1943, 
triggered a roaring, cataclysmic fire that contempo-
raries called a “fire typhoon.” Temperatures in the city 
reached 800 degrees Celsius (1,472 degrees Fahren-
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heit). German documents revealed that thousands of 
people had been trapped inside air raid shelters and 
had been roasted alive; civil defense workers found 
whole families inside shelters whose bodies were “dry, 
shrunken, resembling mummies.”27 Similar scenes had 
played out across Germany between the spring of 1942 
and the end of the war; the single most notorious at-
tack came on Dresden, an eastern German city of lim-
ited strategic importance. On February 13 and 14, 1945, 
Allied aircraft struck the city with high explosives, in-
cendiary bombs, and flares, triggering a firestorm that 
devastated the city and killed at least 25,000 people, 
perhaps twice that number.28

The first American and British press accounts from the 
occupied Rhineland reveal that even to those report-
ers who had covered the war in Europe, the bombed 
cities of Germany were a ghastly revelation. Cologne, 
Germany’s fourth-largest city and the capital of the 
Rhineland, fell to the Allies on March 6, with American 
tanks of the 3rd Armored Division of General Collins’s 
VII Corps driving into the center of the town and right 
up to the twisted wreck of the Hohenzollern bridge 
over the still-uncrossable Rhine. Press reports spoke 
of “the utter destruction” of the city, its “twisted, rusty 
rails, battered trucks, and deep piles of rubble from 
which dust and smoke were still rising.” This city had 
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been a favorite target of the RAF. Between March 1942 
and March 1945, Bomber Command sent no fewer than 
twenty-two major air strikes against Cologne, dropping 
about 30,000 tons of bombs on it and destroying over 
70 percent of the city. Only Essen and Berlin received 
a greater tonnage of bombs. At first, the scale of the 
damage did not seem to perturb Allied commanders. 
Such destruction had been intended. On March 13, just 
a few days after the capture of Cologne, General Eisen-
hower issued a public message of praise to Air Chief 
Marshal Harris saying that his visit to the Rhineland 
cities revealed “striking evidence of the effectiveness 
of the bombing campaigns…. City after city has been 
systematically shattered.” Ike acclaimed the “heroic 
work” of Bomber Command and the U.S. Air Forces.29

Such sangfroid proved hard to maintain. General 
Walter Bedell Smith, Eisenhower’s chief of staff, saw 
Cologne shortly after its capture. “ The center of the 
ancient town was completely flattened,” he wrote, “a 
picture of absolute destruction greater than I had seen 
anywhere”—this from a man who had seen every Amer-
ican battlefield in the European Theater. Time maga-
zine’s Sidney Olson wrote that Allied soldiers who had 
“exulted over 1,000-plane assaults and 3,500-ton bomb 
loads” could now see for themselves what strategic 
bombing had achieved. “A mud-stained veteran stared 
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with dazed eyes at the desolation about him, murmur-
ing over and over, ‘Ain’t it awful! Ain’t it awful!’” Olson 
was struck by the “silence and emptiness” of the city. 
A few timid cellar-dwelling citizens appeared, shaken 
and jumpy, deathly afraid of the sound of aircraft. In a 
remarkable survey of Cologne in late April titled “Dead 
German Cities,” the London Times correspondent 
wrote that “there are simply no words to describe the 
devastation of Cologne.” The future of the city seemed 
in doubt. “No plan for military government, however 
foreseeing, can have reckoned with the reality of the 
fearful retribution that has fallen upon the cities of the 
Rhineland…. The fundamental problems of living, of 
picking up the slender threads of existence from the 
mountain of rubble” were sure to stymie Allied military 
government, for bombing had turned the region into a 
“wilderness of blasted stone.” The correspondent felt 
it necessary to say, as if bucking up his courage before 
gazing at the horrors before him, that “we have to re-
mind ourselves that the enemy brought it on himself.” 
But it was hard to see this once-vital, bustling place 
in ruins, without water, gas, electricity, transporta-
tion, even roads or rails. “Cologne, indeed, is a dead 
city—silent as the grave and full of the grit and dust 
that swirl from the hillocks of rubble.” As for the inhab-
itants, “it seems a little foolish to talk of the attitude 
of the people. So far as one could judge, theirs is the 



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

numb bewilderment of any people who have survived 
a cataclysm and are down to the clothes they stand in.” 
Press reporters spoke of the densely packed, factory-
filled cities along the Ruhr river as “inert,” “lifeless,” 
“spectral and morose,” looking like “the bowels of the 
earth.” Ben Hibbs of the Saturday Evening Post wrote, 
“Cologne is finished, I should imagine, literally erased 
from the map forever.”30

A view of Cologne taken from the spire of the cathedral. 
U.S. National Archives

As Allied armies pushed farther into Germany, similar 
scenes greeted them. The cities along the Ruhr valley 
that formed the great industrial powerhouse of Germa-
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ny had been hit repeatedly. Essen (hit by twenty-eight 
major RAF attacks between March 1942 and March 
1945), Duisburg, Düsseldorf, Dortmund, Wuppertal, 
Bochum, these towns “burned like torches for a night, 
smoldered for a day, then lay blackened and dead”—
until they were reignited by repeated air strikes.31 
Frankfurt, just a few miles across the Rhine and the 
city that would soon become the headquarters of the 
American zone of occupation, was taken by the 5th Di-
vision of XII Corps on March 26. It had endured eleven 
major RAF attacks and received over 23,000 tons of 
bombs. The London Times reporter who arrived four 
days later described Frankfurt as a “melancholy sam-
ple” of Germany’s cities. The shopping districts were 
in ruins, the streets clogged with rubble. In front of 
one of the cultural shrines of the city, Goethe’s birth-
place at no. 23 Grosse Hirschgraben, a cardboard sign 
had been propped up with a handwritten message: 
“Here was the house where the old great poet Goethe 
was born.” The house was gone, as was the museum 
next door and indeed the whole street and neighbor-
hood. The Romerberg, the medieval marketplace, was 
vaporized; the opera house was roofless, and its walls 
gashed open; the cathedral, scene of the coronation of 
German emperors, had lost its roof; only the tower re-
mained, a blackened finger pointing skyward. “I have 
been in Frankfurt before,” reported Time magazine’s 
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Percy Knauth, but “today I found no single landmark I 
recognized. In these miles and miles of ruins, there is 
nothing but dullness and apathy, a state that seems like 
a sleepwalking trance.”32

Farther down the river Rhine, the city of Mainz, which 
had endured repeated incendiary raids, looked “like 
the excavated ruins of an earlier civilization, or like 
watered-down fragments of children’s sand-castles.” 
To the east, Nuremberg fell to the Americans on April 
20, Hitler’s birthday. It was a heap of cinders and stone. 
Richard J. H. Johnston of the New York Times reported 
the next day that “there is no more hideous spot in Eu-
rope today than Nuremberg, shrine city of the Nazis.” 
Not one building inside the walled old city remained 
standing. “Like timid ground creatures, a few Germans 
came up from their shelters, caves and cellars this 
morning to blink in strong sunlight and stare unbeliev-
ing at the awful mess that was their town.” The ancient 
churches, historic homes, and cultural monuments 
were in pieces. The glorious Church of Saint Sebaldus 
was reduced to “a clutter of broken stone, bits of bro-
ken stained glass, and little chunks of melted lead and 
statuary.” The storied buildings that had made the city 
a glittering showcase, such as the Gothic city hall, the 
Haupt Markt, the Frauenkirche, all were in total ruins. 
Beneath the rubble lay uncounted dead bodies. John-



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

ston concluded gloomily: “Nuremberg is a city of the 
dead.”33

Cornelia Stabler Gillam, a young Quaker from Philadel-
phia who signed up with the USO to play piano concerts 
in Army canteens across occupied Germany, wrote 
home to her family in late June and described her first 
journey from Belgium into Germany along roads lined 
with shattered tanks, concrete pillboxes, and devas-
tated villages. The destruction of Aachen stunned her. 
Not a house was left standing, she wrote, and “it makes 
you tremble inside. People crawling like rats out of the 
ruined buildings where they live. Sad-faced children 
trying to play in the streets blocked with stone and 
plaster. I was afraid several times that I would cry, and I 
knew it would be misunderstood. I would not be weep-
ing for the Germans but for all the world.”34

* * *

THE AMERICAN ZONE of occupation extended 
over 41,000 square miles of southern and cen-
tral Germany, including all of Bavaria and some 

chunks of Baden-Württemberg and Hessen. This area, 
the size of Tennessee, included about fifteen million 
Germans—a number in constant flux, due to the large 
refugee flows across Germany in 1945. The Americans 
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had 1,622,000 men in Germany on V-E Day, a number 
that began immediately to decline as troops were ei-
ther reassigned to the Pacific or sent back home. The 
U.S. zone included some of the most beautiful land-
scape of Germany, including the Bavarian Alps where 
Hitler had built his mountain retreat at Berchtesgaden. 
Its main cities were small: Munich had a prewar popu-
lation of 800,000; Frankfurt, Nuremberg, and Stuttgart 
about half a million each; Mannheim less than 400,000; 
Karlsruhe 300,000. All had been heavily bombed, but 
the countryside in Bavaria had not been badly dam-
aged, and the zone contained a few miracles, like the 
ancient university city of Heidelberg, which emerged 
from the war wholly unscathed.

With amazing speed, the Army dispatched 269 Military 
Government detachments across the zone to establish 
official control and begin the process of registering ci-
vilians, rooting out top Nazis, arresting war criminals, 
and assessing the state of the damage in the zone. In 
small towns, a Military Government unit could work 
effectively. But in a city like Frankfurt, the shortage of 
American staff was readily apparent: nineteen officers 
and twenty-four men had to look after this shattered 
city by themselves, carefully avoiding the use of lo-
cal administration until they had been vetted for Nazi 
Party connections. A reporter who watched the work of 
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these initial detachments was impressed by the order-
liness of it all:

The prostrate body of a city is given artificial respira-
tion. The dead are buried, and the streets are cleared. 
Wherever possible, the water system is restarted as a 
first check against epidemics. Reliable Germans must 
be found to run the show. I say they must be found be-
cause every Military Government team in the Ameri-
can zone has from the start been so desperately un-
derstaffed that it could not dream of operating without 
civilian assistance. Luckily, there was no hitch in get-
ting the civilians to collaborate—to everyone’s amaze-
ment, most Germans did not seem to bear any grudge 
against the invaders. Besides, the Germans are well 
trained in obeying orders and putting themselves at 
the disposal of the authorities, whoever they are.35

Whereas SHAEF had prognosticated darkly about 
pockets of fanatical armed resistance, sabotage, un-
derground terrorist cells, and so on, occupied Germany 
was extremely quiet in the first months. Advance units 
reported that the people were “passive,” and were in a 
state of “stunned despondency over their misfortunes.” 
Other than petty looting, and a good deal of theft and 
sporadic violence by migrating displaced persons and 
former forced laborers, the country was calm. The only 
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thing that irked occupation officials was the marked 
tendency of Germans “to disclaim all responsibility for 
the action of both the Wehrmacht and the NSDAP [Nazi 
Party]. Many, for instance, when told of the horrors of 
the concentration camps have almost indignantly dis-
claimed all knowledge of or responsibility for these 
institutions.” Otherwise, the weekly field reports re-
ported little crime committed by Germans, and an “at-
titude of civilian cooperation and resigned adherence 
to occupation policy.”36

German civilians and an American GI read the orders 
of the U.S. Occupation authorities posted in a German 
town. This photo was taken on October 20, 1944, when 

American forces had occupied only a small sliver of 
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German territory around Aachen. U.S. National Archives

American soldiers, by contrast, were not always quiet 
and cooperative. “ The behavior of some of the troops,” 
according to an American officer attached to the Psy-
chological Warfare office of SHAEF, “was nothing to 
brag about, particularly after they came across cases 
of cognac and barrels of wine. I am mentioning it only 
because there is a tendency among the naïve or the 
malicious to think that only Russians loot and rape. 
After a battle, soldiers of every country are pretty 
much the same.”37 The Army’s Judge Advocate General 
was even more direct: “A tremendous increase in the 
number of rapes occurred when our troops arrived on 
German soil,” concluded the JAG’s report, which also 
noted that 88 percent of the reported rapes of German 
women by U.S. soldiers occurred in March and April 
1945. “ We were members of a conquering army, and 
we came as conquerors,” the JAG continued. “ The rate 
of reported rapes sprang skyward.” The JAG believed 
that the sudden increase in rape was partly due to Nazi 
propaganda, “which had prepared the way by telling 
the German people that the American troops would 
rape and pillage and kill. The German population was 
cowed.” This explanation seemed to blame the victim: 
a cowed woman, it suggested, was a vulnerable target. 
In fact, the American Army had spent the previous year 
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instructing soldiers to view German people as treach-
erous enemies, prone to sabotage, deceit, and malice. 
The fighting of the winter and early spring had been 
extremely difficult and the Germans had put up a fero-
cious resistance to the advancing armies, only stoking 
American hatred. And the discovery of the concentra-
tion camps, and the massive publicity they received 
in April, made soldiers feel that the German people 
deserved whatever awful fate awaited them. In the 
words of the JAG, “the situation was ripe for violent sex 
crimes, and the avalanche came.”

In the typical case, one or more armed soldiers en-
tered a German house, either by force or by stratagem 
(such as a pretense of searching for German soldiers), 
and engaged in sexual intercourse with one or more of 
the female occupants. Sometimes the act was accom-
plished through the application of direct force, at other 
times by submission resulting from the occupants’ fear 
for their lives. Housebreaking, larceny, the shooting of 
firearms, and the commission of various violent crimes 
upon the occupants, were common concomitants of 
these rapes and an increasing occurrence of acts of 
sodomy upon the rape victims was noted.

The JAG report claimed that “it was only in a very ex-
ceptional case that the German victim vigorously re-
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sisted her armed attackers…. In the great majority of 
cases, there was no such resistance. The German vic-
tims were apparently thoroughly cowed by the threat-
ened use of the weapons in the hands of members of 
the conquering army. Their mortal fear was not entirely 
groundless, as demonstrated in a number of cases in 
which the Germans who sought to prevent the sol-
diers from carrying out their designs to commit rape 
were mercilessly murdered.” This lack of resistance 
became a puzzle for the military court: “if a soldier, 
armed as he was required by orders to be, enters a 
German home and engages in sexual intercourse with 
a German woman, who submits to his lust through fear 
(fear of his weapons and fear sometimes engendered 
by Nazi propaganda), giving no outward signs of re-
sistance, is this rape?” Even though German accusers 
told the courts that “it was best not to resist; otherwise 
we would be killed,” the courts believed that in some 
cases, a failure to resist might indicate some degree 
of consent; or at least it could undermine a finding of 
intent to rape. Generally, however, the Army courts-
martial found that the context mattered: armed men, 
in a country under military occupation, had enormous 
power as well as enormous responsibility. “A man who 
enters a strange house, carrying a rifle in one hand, is 
not justified in believing he has accomplished a seduc-
tion on the other hand.”38
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The Judge Advocate General’s report referred to the 
increase in rape cases as an “avalanche,” though the 
actual number of cases it considered—552—seems 
small when one considers that 1.6 million U.S. soldiers 
were in Germany at the end of the war. To be sure, as 
the JAG’s report acknowledged, “many more rapes 
undoubtedly occurred than were reflected in general 
court-martial records.” Rape charges were often set-
tled on the spot by officers; unknown numbers were 
never reported. This was an embarrassing subject for 
the Army and it was not one they wanted aired in pub-
lic. When on March 14, a Stars and Stripes reporter 
filed a story about the widespread prevalence of rape 
in the Rhineland, it was promptly suppressed by Army 
censors. That piece noted that “since the records of 
such assaults come from reports of the Germans them-
selves to U.S. Military Government officials or other 
Army authorities, it is probable that the total number 
of rape cases is considerably higher” than the number 
that had made it through Army channels.39 Yet there 
may be another reason that cases of rape were not as 
numerous as the overall size of the U.S. military pres-
ence might have predicted: U.S. soldiers who wanted 
sex did not have to resort to the use of force. They could 
buy sex, cheaply.

From the moment American troops put their boots on 
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German soil, they sought out German women. The frat-
ernization ban that General Eisenhower had imposed 
in September 1944 never worked. As early as October 
1944, the editor in chief of Stars and Stripes, Major Ar-
thur Goodfriend, prepared a devastating critique of the 
policy and passed this up to his superiors. Goodfriend, 
who was then passing through the Army in the guise 
of “Private Arthur Goodwin” in a bid for good story 
material, wrote that American soldiers found it easy, 
and even enjoyable, to talk to German civilians; if they 
were to be punished for doing so, the Army would have 
a massive disciplinary challenge on its hands. In towns 
outside Aachen, Goodfriend saw American soldiers 
help German housewives with their chores, play with 
children, and “through other acts of friendship make 
living more tolerable through the creation of a friendly 
atmosphere.” In the eyes of the GI, the Germans fared 
well when compared to the French: said one trooper, 
“’these people are cleaner and a damn sight friendlier 
than the frogs. They’re our kind of people.’” One com-
manding officer of a battalion told Goodfriend, “’ When 
I see two or three thousand old and fear-crazed and 
feeble women and kids with all their belongings and 
their houses and futures all shot to hell, I can’t help but 
feel pity…. We have no qualms about knocking down 
a city, but we do have pity for the old and weak.’” Sol-
diers were looking for companionship, a respite in “the 
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agreeable cleanliness and warmth of German farms 
and homes,” and a “sanctuary from the misery and 
indignity of living and fighting through a winter cam-
paign.”40

Soldiers were not looking chiefly for the company of 
elderly farmers. Saul Padover of the Psychological War-
fare team put the situation bluntly. “ To a man bored and 
fed up with the company of other men, almost anything 
in skirts is a stimulant and a relief, and German women 
were not just skirts. They were undeniably attractive in 
a wholesome, physical, sexy way. They were what the 
boys called ‘easy’…GI and Fräulein were magnet and 
steel.”41 American troops, now fanning out into the 
cities and towns of Germany and setting up barracks 
and camps as part of the occupation administration, 
found German women willing to exchange sex for food, 
cigarettes, chocolates, soap, and other luxuries. As the 
historian Petra Goedde has noted, “the border line be-
tween love affairs and prostitution became blurred” in 
occupied Germany. German girls, who lacked so many 
goods, “used their bodies as bargaining chips.” They 
resorted to prostitution “to save themselves and their 
families from starvation” or to gain access to scarce 
goods and cigarettes.42 And the GI had an astonishing 
quantity of goods to offer. The Army provided him with 
candy, coffee, cigarettes in limitless abundance, soap, 
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towels, writing paper, pens and ink, clothing, and six 
quarts of liquor a month. In the post exchange (PX), the 
soldier could buy at reduced price whatever little luxu-
ries he might desire, and in clubs, mess tents, barracks, 
and snack bars that were erected for his comfort, he 
could get doughnuts, coffee, ice cream, theater tickets, 
haircuts, and recreation. With his pockets filled with 
desirable and scarce goods, the GI found himself able 
to buy sex with the greatest of ease.43

This illicit sex economy threatened to erupt into a 
major health crisis, as venereal disease rates soared 
among GIs once they moved into Germany. Medical 
Corps officials complained that the fraternization ban 
deterred GIs from getting checkups at prophylactic 
stations for fear that they would be fined for fraterniz-
ing. Eisenhower on June 11 had to issue a special or-
der that made nonsense of his own nonfraternization 
policy: “the contraction of venereal disease…will not 
be used directly or indirectly as evidence of fraterni-
zation.” Soldiers who got treatment for VD would be 
spared the sixty-five-dollar fine that those caught frat-
ernizing had to pay. (How one could contract VD from a 
German in the absence of fraternization remained un-
clear.) Another factor helping to spread VD: in summer 
1945, the Army suddenly found itself facing a condom 
shortage—supplies fell from six per man to four per 
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man each month. VD rates skyrocketed. In June 1945, 
Army VD rates were at the highest they had ever been, 
with ground forces hitting a record rate of 140 cases 
per 1,000 men, or 14 percent; by September 1945, the 
figure reached 190 cases per 1,000 men. The alarmed 
chief surgeon of the U.S. forces, European Theater, 
Major General Albert W. Kenner, noted that with two 
million men in the European Theater, he might have as 
many as 380,000 VD cases on his hands. In November, 
American aircraft flew in emergency doses of penicil-
lin for the treatment of gonorrhea among German civil-
ians. VD rates did not subside until the middle of 1946. 
Clearly, the American soldier liked to fraternize.44

On June 2, General Eisenhower made an important 
gesture. He cabled his superior in Washington, Gen-
eral George Marshall, seeking approval for an easing 
of the ban on talking to German children. “Everyone 
must recognize,” he wrote, “that the American soldier 
is not going to be stern and harsh with young children, 
but on the contrary feels an inner compulsion con-
stantly to make friends with them.” General Marshall 
agreed, and replied that “there is a natural tie between 
the soldier and small children”; an order revising the 
ban on fraternization with German children was soon 
issued.45 But this only opened the floodgates; a wave of 
press criticism erupted, as reporters wrote stories de-
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picting “hourly” breaches of the fraternization ban. In 
the British zone of occupation, it was “common knowl-
edge” that it was being ignored.46 On June 25, the New 
York Times ran a long piece by Drew Middleton report-
ing that senior officers in the U.S. Military Government 
opposed the ban; it was simply unenforceable. “Ger-
man girls wait on the roads near the woods outside the 
occupied towns and villages for soldiers who stroll out 
of town with their pockets stuffed with candy, chewing 
gum and cigarettes.” According to one GI, “’girls throw 
themselves at you if you give them half a chance.’”47 On 
July 14, Eisenhower conceded the fraternization policy 
was a failure by rescinding restrictions on public con-
versation with German adults, though GIs had been 
openly defying the ban for months. In October, all re-
strictions on fraternization were lifted.

The lifting of the ban merely acknowledged the close 
and intimate ties that had sprung up between Ameri-
cans and German women. A Time magazine reporter, 
himself evidently taken by the charms of the Ger-
mans, asked a few women in a Bavarian lakeside 
town their reaction to the news. “Ilse Schmidt, a gor-
geous 19-year-old brunette with a figure designed to 
make men drool,” seemed bored by the conversation 
and asked the reporter for a cigarette. “A 28-year-old 
blonde, blousy German girl named Helga” who had 
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been sharing a hotel room with an American GI for 
over a month was pleased that the two did not have to 
hide their romance anymore. Two other girls leaning 
out of the window of the hotel, Brigitte Heidenrich and 
Ingeborg Gassau, both twenty-one, “were giggling like 
bobby-soxers” when they were publicly propositioned 
by two GIs. One of the soldiers shouted up, “Hey there 
Brigitte, how ya doing, baby? How about us coming up? 
It’s not verboten anymore!’” The door swung open and 
in he went.48

* * *

HAD LOVE CONQUERED all? It is tempting, in 
light of these stories about German-American 
sexual relations, to depict the first summer 

of the occupation as suffused in a pink glow of love, 
lust, and giggling intimacies between youthful girls 
and brawny GIs. The sweet passions of the heart had 
triumphed, it seemed, over ideological foulness. The 
German girls were not only pretty; they were “so neat 
and clean in their freshly washed and pressed sum-
mer dresses, their bobby-socks and their long braids,” 
gushed an enthusiastic reporter. Overall, the American 
soldier was amazed at how “surprisingly well dressed 
and healthy” the former enemy was. Germans also 
worked hard. “In a matter of weeks, cities that had been 
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deathly ruins” were transformed into “neat piles of 
brick and stone; bombed houses, patched with scraps 
from neighboring heaps, became habitable hutches.” 
In a short time, “the angers of battle, the horrors of the 
death camps, were wearing off.” The dutiful Germans 
and the big-hearted Americans seemed inclined to for-
give, forget, and move on.49

Certainly many Germans initially seemed pleased 
by the remarkably forgiving attitude the Americans 
and British demonstrated toward them. The Strategic 
Bombing Survey conducted 3,711 interviews with civil-
ians in thirty-three western German cities in the sum-
mer of 1945. Though their intention was to uncover the 
impact of wartime bombing on civilians, the first ques-
tion Germans were asked was, “How is it going with 
you now under the occupation?” Invariably, the answer 
was, “good.” Germans were enormously relieved by the 
end of the war and the end of the terrible bombing. 
They were pleased to find themselves under American 
or British control rather than Russian. And they were 
amazed at the leniency with which they were treated. 
They had been pumped full of horrible propaganda in 
the final months of the war, dark invocations of rapes, 
kidnappings, forced labor, extermination that lay in 
store for a defeated people. The reality was wholly dif-
ferent. “ We were delighted that the war had ended,” 
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said a fifty-three-year-old housewife from Münster. 
“I’ve had enough of raids. I’m scared stiff of them.” 
The occupation, said a twenty-four-year-old house 
cleaner from Witten, was “going quite well. One has 
rest finally and one doesn’t have to run into the cel-
lar.” The foreign troops were “quite friendly.” The oc-
cupation was “much better than I expected,” said a re-
lieved housewife from Dortmund. “ We were told that 
the most terrible things would happen—rape, looting, 
robbery—even that our own children would be taken 
away from us, and we would be systematically starved.” 
But she had no such problems. A forty-year-old lawyer 
from Munich was distressed at the criminal behavior of 
DPs (displaced persons), but the Americans had been 
“very well behaved.” A former clerk in the highway of-
fice in Munich said he was “satisfied, and delighted the 
Americans came.” A sixty-three-year-old worker in an 
aluminum factory in Neumünster said that he “really 
could not complain. If I ever feel anything disagreeable, 
I only think that the war is over due to those occupa-
tion troops, and therefore those terrible air attacks on 
Neumünster stopped. I greeted the allied troops as lib-
erators from those bad bombing attacks.” A housewife 
from Kempten, in the Rhineland, told her interviewers 
that when the Americans did not kidnap her children 
and prove to be villains, the women of the town “broke 
out laughing, and couldn’t stop, their fear had been so 
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great. I laughed more in the last few weeks than I have 
for years.” A thirty-eight-year-old housewife from 
Dortmund who had worked in a factory in the last stag-
es of the war thought “the troops would despise us and 
that they might even be cruel to us. But they are very 
friendly and helpful. I can’t get accustomed to being 
treated so well by your men.”50

A success story? Perhaps. Yet these same interviews 
also revealed a remarkably ugly side that the some-
what comical Pocket Guide had presciently predicted. 
The Bombing Survey asked each respondent why they 
thought Germany had lost the war. Many referred to 
America’s better equipment and the use of heavy bomb-
ing; others spoke of the large alliance arrayed against 
an isolated, encircled Germany. A common explanation 
for Germany’s defeat in the war was treachery: “Hitler 
was surrounded by traitors who deliberately sabotaged 
his plans,” said a thirty-two-year-old secretary from 
Nuremberg. “Let me tell you one thing,” said a twenty-
year-old housewife and mother from Hamburg. “ You 
all misunderstand Adolf Hitler. He was really an ide-
alist and wanted the best for Germany.” Hitler “was a 
competent leader and it is not his fault that he didn’t 
win the war.” The army “worked against Hitler,” who in 
any case was “a genius.”51 Often, explanations for Ger-
many’s defeat centered on the Jews. The persecution of 
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the Jews had harmed the war effort, many concluded. A 
thirty-eight-year-old housewife from Hamburg, whose 
husband was in the army, asserted that since Britain 
and America were controlled by Jews, they went to war 
against Germany to save them. “Everyone knows that,” 
she said. The Nazi leaders “should not have forced the 
Jews to leave Germany,” said a twenty-six-year-old 
woman from Darmstadt, with a husband in the army. 
“ They should have taxed them very heavily and let 
those who wanted to leave go and the rest stay here. Do 
you think that the Americans, who have always stuck 
together with the Jews, would have bombed our cities 
if they had known that there were Jews living there?” 
Persecuting the Jews had been a “political mistake,” 
mused one twenty-four-year-old student in Munich 
who had served in an artillery unit in Russia. The Nazis 
started out fine, but “overdid it.” Hitler’s government 
was “good” and “had been doing wonderful things for 
the German people before the war broke out,” said a 
forty-five-year-old nurse who had served in the Ger-
man Red Cross in the war. The Jews, “as you know, 
fought against National Socialism and in time of war 
that cannot be tolerated.” One young woman in Ham-
burg, a mere eighteen years old, expressed disappoint-
ment about losing the war because now “the Jews will 
come back and they will soak us again, like they did 
before ‘33…. After Hitler threw the Jews out, order and 
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honesty was in Germany. We will lose that.”52

The faces of these Berliners as they watch the British 
7th Armored Division march into Berlin reveal a range 
of emotions: curiosity, defiance, and, perhaps, relief. 

July 4, 1945. U.S. National Archives

Having pinned the defeat on treachery, the Jews, or 
simple political mistakes, many respondents then went 
on to suggest that the bombing of German cities, while 
no doubt a kind of payback for German bombings of 
British, Dutch, and Polish cities, had been tantamount 
to a war crime. The air raids were “the lowest thing 
possible…Even the SS would never do that,” declared 
an outraged twenty-year-old woman in Kempten, who 
acknowledged that “our leaders were criminals.” “Ger-
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many suffered much from bombing,” according to a 
woman from Nuremberg. “ The war should have been 
ended to spare the people suffering. The people them-
selves always wanted peace but were unable to do any-
thing about it.” For a woman from Hamburg who had 
lived through the bombing of that city, the bombing 
was worse than Hitler’s atrocities. “It was bad in the 
concentration camps, but not as bad as seeing human 
torches running down the streets. I feel the German 
people have suffered enough through the terror attacks 
to more than make up for the sins they committed in 
the concentration camps. The innocent have to suffer 
for the crimes of the guilty, but they have suffered.” A 
woman from Bremen sniffed, “I don’t think any people 
had to suffer as much as the German people. Germany 
has accomplished miracles.”53

These average Germans, it seemed, had no desire to 
accept responsibility for the war or its consequences; 
were prone to self-pity; found it hard to hate Hitler; 
viewed the Russians and any Communist as the real 
enemy; continued to blame Germany’s misfortunes on 
the Jews; and saw themselves as having already paid 
for their sins by suffering through the Allied bombing. 
More worrisome, the Germans were not the only ones 
who expressed some of these views. In September, 
journalist Tania Long of the New York Times penned 
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a scathing article about the effectiveness of German 
civilians in pressing these opinions on American oc-
cupation forces. U.S. soldiers were now quite ready “to 
spout the enemy propaganda line” that the Germans 
knew nothing about the concentration camps, or that 
Germany was forced into war by Hitler against the 
wishes of a peaceful nation, or about how the Germans 
and Americans must join hands against the Russians. 
“ The superficial aspects of German life, such as their 
cleanliness, their higher standard of living and their 
willingness to work hard, are confused, in the average 
soldier’s mind, with the whole. The basic factors that 
govern the German people and have made them the 
world’s problem children twice within a generation are 
forgotten in the face of Germany’s modern highways, 
chrome plumbing, and well-dressed girls.”54

What to do with such a people, who could be gracious, 
charming, flirtatious, welcoming, obedient, coopera-
tive, hardworking, and capable of spouting hateful 
nonsense as if it were Scripture? Officially, the United 
States was committed to a policy of exacting heavy rep-
arations, dismantling German factories, breaking up 
large industrial cartels, and controlling every aspect of 
Germany’s own economic life. Americans planned to 
arrest war criminals, control education, and remove all 
members of the Nazi Party—there were twelve million 
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of them—from public office and even from positions 
of leadership in private firms. All this was designed, 
as the Allied powers said at the Potsdam Conference 
in July 1945, “to convince the German people that they 
have suffered a total military defeat and that they can-
not escape responsibility for what they have brought 
on themselves.”55

In practice these policies, like the fraternization ban, 
simply could not hold up against the day-to-day pres-
sures of restoration and recovery. How, for example, 
could the American Military Government find capable, 
efficient Germans to help run local municipal govern-
ment and services—as indeed they had to do, given their 
own rapidly dwindling numbers of Army personnel—
while at the same time they were supposed to be ar-
resting and interrogating all Germans who had served 
in such posts under the Nazis? General Eisenhower’s 
deputy for military government, General Lucius D. Clay, 
complained to Eisenhower in July that U.S. policy left 
the average local Military Government officer in a seri-
ous bind, for “all too often it seems that the only men 
with the qualifications…are the career civil servants” 
who were active in the Nazi Party. Clay needed 300,000 
local and municipal employees in the U.S. zone alone; 
where was he to find so many people without a blem-
ish on their record? The Military Government dutifully 
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prepared a questionnaire, the Fragenbogen, that re-
quired Germans to lay out in detail all their previous 
political affiliations. Military Government eventually 
collected thirteen million of the completed forms. By 
September 1945, 82,000 former party members were 
incarcerated in internment camps, ready to be investi-
gated and tried, and an additional 100,000 people had 
been dismissed from public employment and private 
enterprise for their previous ties to the Nazi Party.56

But everywhere the Military Government turned to 
look for capable administrators, they found people 
who had worked in some way for the Nazi regime. 
General George Patton, now commander of the Third 
Army Military Government in Bavaria, spoke for many 
of his subordinate officers when he said it was “silly” 
to get rid of “the most intelligent people” in Germany; 
he then caused a furor by telling a reporter that “far 
too much fuss had been made regarding denazification 
in Germany.” Though Eisenhower immediately forced 
Patton to retract these unguarded comments, his re-
marks revealed that U.S. military government officers 
viewed the denazification process as wasteful and cer-
tainly incompatible with restoring order, stability, and 
security—objectives that Patton said mattered more 
than “politics.” Although Patton was disciplined for 
speaking his mind on the subject, he was probably right 
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that the large-scale political reorientation of an entire 
nation was not something soldiers had been trained to 
accomplish. General Clay himself soon realized that the 
problem of denazification would be a prolonged and 
painful one, involving thousands of investigations, and 
it was a problem he felt his administration could not 
handle. In mid-1946, he handed the whole thing over to 
the Germans themselves. The results were predictable: 
of the 3.2 million people the German authorities inves-
tigated, only 1,284 were convicted as “major offend-
ers.” Another 100,000 people were found to have been 
“offenders” or “lesser offenders.” The punishments 
were laughable: about 8,000 people received brief jail 
sentences; others were fined. The Germans were quick 
to sweep the Nazi past under the rug, and the U.S. Mili-
tary Government supplied the broom.57

America’s growing leniency appeared in its approach 
to the German economy, too. Despite the severity of the 
language of Potsdam, the Information Control Division 
of the U.S. occupation used its English-language news-
paper, News of Germany, to trumpet the Americans’ 
achievements in restarting the German economy. In 
July, headlines blared “Six Rail Lines Resume Opera-
tions,” and “I.G. Farben Factories to Produce Medical 
Supplies”; in August came news that “33 Trains Arrive, 
Depart Now Daily from Frankfurt,” while “Bavaria’s 
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Rapid 3-Months Progress” disproved the prognostica-
tions of the Nazis that the American occupation would 
unduly punish the Germans. The town of Pforzheim, 
which had been totally obliterated by Allied bombing, 
was “Rebuilding in the Pattern of Freedom,” the paper 
reported. “ Wurzburg, 85% Ruined, Rebuilds”; “Osn-
abrück Plans Modern City”; “Auto Manufacture Starts 
Here Soon”; “5 Trucking Firms Operating in Anspach”; 
“First Steel Plant in US Zone Starts Peace Production”; 
“More Railroad Lines Restored to Service,” and so on. 
These were the sorts of indices that American informa-
tion officers clearly liked to report—far more encour-
aging than charts indicating the number of former 
Nazis languishing behind bars. It even seemed worth-
while reporting the good news that I. G. Farben, which 
had manufactured the Zyklon-B pellets used to exter-
minate millions of Jews, was now helping the occupa-
tion by making DDT to keep lice-borne typhus at bay: 
“Farben-Made DDT Powder Fights Typhus.”58

In a message to the German people on August 6, Gen-
eral Eisenhower enumerated a long list of successes 
that the Americans had achieved in their zone: in ad-
dition to crushing Nazism, the Americans had begun 
to transfer political authority to the German people, 
started reopening schools, courts, newspapers, and 
even allowed unions and political parties to form. Not 
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all the indices, however, were encouraging. Eisenhower 
acknowledged that “the coming months will be a time 
of trial. They will inevitably be hard. All signs point to 
shortages of food, fuel, housing and transport.” Most 
alarming, “coal will not be available for heating houses 
this winter. In the next few months you must cut and 
gather enough wood in the forests to take care of your 
essential needs.” But Eisenhower told his German sub-
jects that “you can redeem yourselves…through your 
own efforts. It lies in your power to build a healthy, 
democratic life in Germany and to rejoin the family of 
nations.”59 And the Germans would not be facing these 
challenges alone. It is indicative of the shift in Allied 
opinion about the Germans that military leaders in the 
British and American zones approached the challenge 
of feeding the people with great zeal. General Clay, 
Eisenhower’s deputy, wrote later that he “was certain 
that we could not arouse political interest for a demo-
cratic government in a hungry, apathetic population.” 
General Bernard Montgomery even dubbed the food 
effort “the Battle of Winter,” perhaps to evoke the suc-
cesses of previous great campaigns like the Battle of 
Britain, the Battle of Stalingrad, and the Battle of Ber-
lin. Success in those great military campaigns required 
killing large numbers of Germans; success in the Battle 
of Winter meant feeding them instead.
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The U.S. Military Government reprinted this St. Louis 
Star-Times cartoon in its German-language newspaper, 
Die Neue Zeitung, showing the German people setting 
out on the climb up from destruction toward the civi-

lized United Nations. Die Neue Zeitung

The British zone of occupation faced perhaps the most 
serious food crisis. This zone contained the Ruhr val-
ley, Europe’s largest concentration of heavy industry; 
but its great coal and steel producing cities had always 
imported food from eastern Germany. With the Soviets 
now rapidly denuding their zone, and with transport in 
any case wrecked, there was no food to be had from the 
east. Hamburg and Hannover had some modest stocks 
of food but these were quickly exhausted. The Brit-
ish and Americans had agreed that their own stocks, 



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

accumulated in the last stages of the war, would be 
enough to assure a diet in their zones of 1,550 calories 
a day, mostly made up of bread, potatoes, and oatmeal. 
There were few vegetables to be had, no fruits, little 
fats. This ration could not sustain people for long, and 
it certainly was inadequate to feed the heavy laborers 
whose work was needed in the coal mines. The only 
thing to do was import food into Germany from Brit-
ain and the United States—a major turnaround from 
SHAEF plans that had envisioned Germany living off 
of its own supplies. In the summer of 1945, the British 
zone imported about 70,000 tons of wheat per month, 
and also distributed 50,000 tons of potatoes import-
ed from Britain as well as surplus Army ration packs. 
But these were only stopgaps. Without fertilizers, coal, 
transport, and manual labor, there was no hope of get-
ting self-sustaining agriculture up and running. By the 
fall, the British zone was forced to cut back its official 
daily ration to just over 1,000 calories: virtually a star-
vation diet. In November, Field Marshal Montgomery 
called the food situation “more critical than at any one 
time since we entered Germany.” A detailed survey by 
the Times concluded that “Germans are going to have 
a miserable time this winter—not so bad as those they 
brought upon allied peoples, but still bad, precarious, 
lean.”60
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Children in Berlin scavenge for food in trash pails and 
cooking pots near a U.S. military mess tent. U.S. Na-

tional Archives

The conditions in the American zone were equally bad. 
Historically, the area under American occupation had 
imported 25 percent of its food and had never been able 
to sustain itself. General Clay thought he could supply 
the Germans in his zone with 1,500 calories a day, but 
only with significant imports from America. Military 
Government set up community kitchens which served 
over four million meals a month. One survey in late Au-
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gust concluded that 60 percent of the Germans were 
living on a diet that would lead to disease and malnu-
trition. By October, random weighing of German civil-
ians revealed a falloff in body weight of 13–15 percent in 
adult men and women. Children, pregnant women, and 
the elderly suffered most. Their diets lacked sufficient 
protein and vitamins, and cases of rickets were com-
mon among infants. In December, the U.S. government 
announced that it had approved private relief agencies 
in America to begin collecting food and clothing for 
shipment into Germany. Six months after the bombs 
stopped falling on Germany, Americans were packaging 
up bundles of supplies for humanitarian relief.61 This 
irony was not lost on Military Government administra-
tors. In one of their weekly information bulletins, an 
unsigned article mused on the problem of Germany’s 
food shortages. “ We can say they should have thought 
of that before they started the war, and then let them 
starve as best they may. That might be alright if we were 
not trying to maintain law and order in the country and 
convince people that democracy is the best way to live. 
It is difficult to govern, much less persuade to your 
views a hungry people.” And so Military Government 
buckled down to work, urgently trying to restore coal 
production, repair transportation, find fertilizer and 
farm machinery, and secure additional imports from 
overseas to keep the German people alive.62
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German observers understood the significance of the 
shift in their fortunes, and in Anglo-American policy. 
The Stuttgarter Zeitung, one of the earliest postwar 
publications to appear in Germany under U.S. license, 
profoundly approved of the efforts that the Allies were 
making on behalf of the German people. “If we con-
sider what unbelievable sacrifices Hitler’s war has de-
manded from the allies,” the paper wrote in an obse-
quious editorial, “how the strengths of nations were 
taxed to the utmost, it fills us with immense gratitude, 
and the sense that humanity still has a place in this 
world, when we hear that the allied occupation govern-
ments have adopted the German cause as their own.” 
The Germans could see that the “new struggle” at hand 
was one of recovery and stability in Germany, and that 
Americans and Germans would fight it side by side. The 
American-produced German-language press echoed 
this newfound sense of solidarity. “ The allies have cre-
ated the essential conditions for the long and difficult—
yet hopeful—process of German reconstruction,” said 
a Heute magazine editorial, “by assuming most of the 
responsibility for the preservation of public order and 
public life in Germany.” This opened the way for Ger-
mans to do their part in the work of recovery, and the 
results had been positive. “ Water and electricity are up 
and running. Thanks to the support of the military gov-
ernments, railroads are partially repaired…. Trams 
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are running in cities…. Moreover, the occupying pow-
ers have begun to import food from overseas to regions 
that suffer most from a lack of food—regardless of the 
principle that Germany has to feed itself as much as 
possible.” The United States could not have been more 
open about its aims: to feed, clothe, house, and nurture 
the German people.63

Americans had arrived in Germany as conquerors and 
occupiers. In September 1944, U.S. military direc-
tives insisted that “Germany will not be occupied for 
the purpose of liberation but as a defeated enemy na-
tion.” Within weeks of the end of the war in May 1945, 
this policy changed. Americans went to great lengths 
to help Germans, to repair the damage Allied aircraft 
had caused, and to build the foundation for German 
recovery, just as the Allied armies had done in France, 
Belgium, and the Netherlands. This required a willful 
forgetting of the intensity of American hatred for the 
Germans just a few months earlier; it required an al-
most schizophrenic ability to separate the occupier’s 
duties of denazification and reeducation from the lib-
erator’s role of giving comfort and aid. Americans, un-
comfortable with a punitive occupation of Germany, 
chose to transform themselves into liberators of their 
former enemy. In doing so, they had a great deal of help 
from the German people themselves. After all, both Ger-
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mans and Americans had a common interest in laying 
claim to liberation. Americans did not wish to occupy 
if they could liberate instead, while the Germans gladly 
embraced the notion that they had been liberated from 
Hitler and his “alien” ideology, Nazism. Germans were 
quite happy to get on with the tasks of recovery, side by 
side with these wealthy, generous, earnest, sometimes 
messy and provincial but protective Americans. Liber-
ation arrived late in western Germany; but it arrived all 
the same, accompanied by a gratifying forgetfulness.



Part III: MOVING BODIES
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Prologue: They Have Suffered 
Unbearably

IT IS A tribute to the breadth of vision of Allied lead-
ers that they conceived of the liberation of Europe 
as a complex process involving at least three dimen-

sions: a military dimension—the defeat of Germany’s 
armed forces; a political dimension—the restoration of 
political freedom to those countries under German oc-
cupation; and a social dimension—the caring for Eu-
rope’s war-stricken civilians. Historians of World War 
II, and especially its final months, have given pride of 
place in their writing to the military achievements of 
the Allied armies, and some scholars have explored 
the political challenges of restoring sovereignty to Eu-
rope’s liberated states. But the social aspect of libera-
tion, which loomed so large in the minds of wartime 
planners, has largely been ignored by the war’s chroni-
clers. This omission is odd, because the humanitar-
ian aspect of the liberation forms one of the most im-
pressive legacies of the period 1944–45, and stands as 
a testament to the basic decency of the Allied cause. 
Americans and Britons did not wish merely to destroy; 
they also wished to repair and to heal. They had already 
given so much to defeat Hitler, yet they also took on the 
additional burden of humanitarian relief, mobilizing 
in an unprecedented fashion to send to Europe nurses, 
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doctors, relief workers, and an avalanche of food, med-
ical supplies, clothing, and goods that could provide 
Europeans with the means to sustain themselves in the 
aftermath of total war.

Of course, such efforts to help liberated civilians 
served a military purpose. In December 1944, with the 
Allied armies gathering for the final assault into Ger-
many, Dean Acheson, the razor-sharp, influential as-
sistant secretary of state, set out in a brief memoran-
dum for Harry Hopkins, President Roosevelt’s special 
assistant, his views on the importance of caring for lib-
erated peoples of Europe. “ The war,” Acheson wrote, 
“can be lost in the liberated countries. It cannot be won 
without success in the liberated countries.” By this, he 
meant that as the great armies of liberation passed 
through Europe on their way into Germany, they would 
have to do more than destroy the German armies. They 
would have to offer food, medicine, shelter, and most 
important, the opportunity for work and a promise of 
a better future. Liberated peoples, Acheson believed, 
“are the most combustible material in the world. They 
are fighting people. They are violent and restless. They 
have suffered unbearably.” To ignore them now, to fail 
to meet their needs, to leave their nations in shambles 
without attending to their economic and social con-
cerns, would invite “agitation and unrest,” which would 
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lead to “arbitrary and absolutist controls. Then follows 
the overthrow of governments, with rival aspirants for 
the succession from the right and the left.” This was a 
dire portrait of liberated peoples, facing scarcity, frus-
tration, and hunger, falling into civil war. As Acheson 
wrote, this very scenario was unfolding in Greece and 
Yugoslavia; such scenes might multiply across the con-
tinent, drawing the great powers into further conflict. 
In such a scenario, the great campaigns of liberation 
would have been for nought.

“ To win the war requires that we win the battle of the 
liberated countries,” concluded Acheson. But how 
was this to be done? Fortunately for the Allied cause, 
a new institution had been created in late 1943 to ad-
dress precisely this matter. The United Nations Relief 
and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA), funded 
almost exclusively by the United States and Britain, set 
out to organize a gigantic global relief effort of a kind 
never before attempted, one that would dwarf the pri-
vate relief efforts of the First World War. At a time of 
scarcity in food and medicine, and a period of severe 
shortages of shipping that could carry such materials 
across the ocean to the theaters of war, UNRRA sought 
to mobilize the world’s supplies on behalf of liberated 
Europe. It was a huge challenge, one that came close 
to failure and never entirely fulfilled its leaders’ ex-
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pectations. Nonetheless, UNRRA served as a beacon 
for thousands of citizens from around the world who 
volunteered to work for UNRRA in the field, trying to 
restart the most basic elements of life in a broken con-
tinent. For the millions of people who benefited from 
its work, UNRRA offered relief as well as that rarest of 
commodities in 1945, hope for a humane future.1

Soup kitchens and medical aid stations, DDT dust-
ings and registration cards, stinking straw mattresses 
on dirt floors, borrowed clothes, ill-fitting shoes, flea 
bites, lice, filth, coughing, and foul-smelling people: 
these were the daily realities for millions of people in 
Europe at war’s end, but none suffered these indigni-
ties as much as the eight million displaced persons 
that the war unleashed. These were the men and wom-
en whom the German war machine had sucked into the 
infernal industries of the Reich; they came from Rus-
sia, Poland, France, Italy, and a dozen other countries 
that the Germans had ransacked for forced labor. The 
great majority of them wanted nothing more than to 
go home, and as the Third Reich collapsed, millions 
of them flowed out onto the roads of central Europe, 
trekking homeward along byways already choked with 
military vehicles, soldiers, and endless refugee col-
umns. UNRRA worked hard to make this passage be-
tween war and home a tolerable one. But UNRRA could 
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not answer every call. There were far more needy souls 
than could easily be cared for by international orga-
nizations. Allied armies, faced with such a huge flood 
of people, proved somewhat less interested in caring 
for displaced peoples than they were in sorting them 
out and getting them shipped back whence they came. 
And so it all began again: great clattering boxcars full 
of ashen, gray, exhausted people set out across Europe, 
threading their way across the burned earth, bearing 
their woeful cargo home.
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6: Freedom from Want: UNRRA and the 
Relief Effort to Save Europe

ON MAY 20, 1945, twelve days after the official end 
of the war in Europe, the last German garrison 
in Greece surrendered. The Germans turned 

over control of this outpost—on the Greek island of Mi-
los, in the Cyclades—to a small British and Greek force 
of soldiers. For four years this island and its 6,500 in-
habitants had been ruled by Germans. The occupiers 
had built a nearly impregnable system of fortifications 
there, ringed by over ten thousand mines. They con-
structed an underground hospital, laid in large stock-
piles of food and medicines, and were prepared to fend 
off whatever landing force was sent against them. But 
the people aboard the landing craft that came to the 
island on this day in May were not bent on destruction. 
Instead, the ships that knifed through the blue-green 
Mediterranean waters toward Milos carried tons of 
clothing and medical supplies, and among the soldiers 
stood a team of physicians, health, welfare, and sanita-
tion experts, all wearing a uniform not yet familiar in 
these parts: a drab gray ensemble with a strange new 
shoulder patch bearing the letters UNRRA. The Ger-
man soldiers, once taken into custody as POWs, in-
quired about this acronym. They were told that these 
letters stood for the United Nations Relief and Reha-
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bilitation Administration, an international humanitar-
ian agency representing forty-four Allied nations that 
had taken up the challenge of feeding and healing the 
victims of war in Europe. One of the soldiers said, “you 
must mean 44 states of America”; no, he was told, there 
were in fact forty-four nations ready to offer help to the 
millions of victims of Germany’s predatory war.1

Founded in November 1943, a year and a half before 
the United Nations itself saw the light of day, UNRRA 
(pronounced un-ruh) was more than just another 
wartime bureaucracy. It was designed not for war but 
for peace, and it aimed to organize the world’s goods 
and foodstuffs, which were in desperately short sup-
ply, on behalf of the liberated peoples of Europe (and 
China, though we shall leave UNRRA’s Asian dimension 
aside here). UNRRA evolved into a massive purchas-
ing agency, a global shipping network, and a sophisti-
cated medical emergency operation that, by 1945, was 
serving in over a dozen European nations with a staff 
of 10,000 trained employees. UNRRA also supervised 
nearly 125 international private relief organizations, 
which throughout the war raised money and goods for 
the relief of Europe. Where there had been starvation, 
disease, and scarcity, UNRRA aimed to provide shelter, 
food, supplies—and hope. Allied leaders believed UN-
RRA could help win the peace and transform victory on 
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the battlefield into an enduring liberation.

This work was not easy, and UNRRA provides a superb 
case study of the difficulties facing the liberators in the 
aftermath of war. UNRRA’s founders bickered over who 
would pay for it, and who would benefit from its lar-
gesse. No one was ever quite clear over the relationship 
between this new organization and the powerful armies 
that held the field. Some American political figures 
questioned the wisdom of spending money on assist-
ing people such as the Poles, Ukrainians, and Yugoslavs 
who seemed increasingly pro-Soviet and ideologically 
hostile to the West. On the ground level, UNRRA suf-
fered from a good deal of reckless amateurism, poor 
planning, and just plain naïveté. Its well-meaning but 
overmatched staff sometimes seemed like playground 
matrons trying to keep order in a nasty world of knife 
fights and street brawls. The new agency hired thou-
sands of people from across the world, among whom 
inevitably figured a variety of do-gooders, zealots, 
proselytizers, church folk, amateur doctors, adventure 
seekers, retired majors from the British colonies, New 
Dealers, wheeler-dealers, and other people who per-
haps just wanted a piece of the “good war.” UNRRA also 
fell afoul of the Allied armies, which saw it as meddling, 
and a threat to their control of the European occupa-
tions. Even the voluntary relief groups it was supposed 
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to supervise felt UNRRA curtailed their independence, 
and placed obstacles in the way of their own work. Con-
temporaries often stressed UNRRA’s shortcomings and 
the flaws of its personnel, and historians have tended 
to follow suit.2

Yet the records left by many who received its aid show 
that UNRRA succeeded on the human scale. The agen-
cy shipped about $4 billion of food, medicine, and 
agricultural and industrial equipment to Europe and 
Asia, and did so at a time of world shortages and enor-
mous transportation and shipping difficulties. Just as 
important was the compassion and decency that most 
UNRRA workers demonstrated under difficult circum-
stances. Grouped into teams of about a dozen workers 
and sent out into the field, UNRRA staff were often the 
first nonviolent foreigners many Europeans encoun-
tered after the war. After a few weeks of rudimentary 
training in centers in the United States (at College 
Park, Maryland) or in France (chiefly at Granville, in 
Normandy), relief teams were sent into the field to 
start the hard work of creating order: by registering 
displaced persons (DPs), setting up clinics, restarting 
import offices, assessing public health needs, and call-
ing back to the central headquarters with detailed ac-
counts of what they found and what further help was 
needed. It required courage and a great deal of ingenu-
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ity and commitment for UNRRA staff to make a differ-
ence in wartime conditions, but their work did register 
on the lives of Europeans, especially on the DPs, who 
were Europe’s most vulnerable. These men and women 
were paid poorly; they were amateurs; they sometimes 
earned the scorn of local officials and even the refugees 
they were supposed to serve. For those Europeans who 
desperately yearned for some simple, humane gesture 
to show that peace had really come, UNRRA’s simple 
gifts—a new suit of clothes, or a medical examination, 
an inoculation, shelter and a meal—provided a link to a 
new world, one in which violence and cruelty and mur-
der gave way to dignity and freedom.

The idea for UNRRA emerged first from exchanges be-
tween British and American officials in early 1942 about 
how to provide relief for the devastated areas of Eu-
rope once the war ended. Sir Frederick Leith-Ross, the 
British government’s chief economic adviser, stressed 
in February 1942 that “unless steps can be taken rap-
idly to ensure at least minimum supplies to the neces-
sitous areas, a process of social disintegration may set 
in which will create further dangerous strains…. It ap-
pears essential that arrangements should not be left 
for settlement until an Armistice has been concluded.” 
After the Allied landings in North Africa in October 
1942, and the smashing Soviet victory at Stalingrad in 
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early 1943, the Allied nations began to see the need for 
an international humanitarian agency that could bring 
initial relief to newly liberated peoples. By March 1943, 
the great powers had sketched a draft for UNRRA, and 
in November 1943, representatives of forty-four na-
tions convened in Atlantic City, New Jersey, to sign the 
new agency’s charter.3

But no one seemed to know just what UNNRA was sup-
posed to do. President Franklin Roosevelt told the U.S. 
Congress that UNRRA would restore health and vigor 
to newly liberated Europeans so they could get back in 
the fight against Hitler. The brutal German and Japa-
nese occupations, he said, had created “a generation 
of half-men—undernourished, crushed in body and 
spirit, without strength or incentive to hope—ready, 
in fact, to be enslaved and used as beasts of burden.” 
If the Allied armies could heal these people and de-
ploy them in the war against Germany and Japan, “the 
length of the war may be materially shortened…. Aid 
to the liberated peoples during the war is thus a mat-
ter of military necessity as well as of humanity.”4 Dean 
Acheson, then assistant secretary of state for econom-
ic affairs, depicted UNRRA as more than a wartime 
measure: it was an instrument for winning the peace, 
something Americans had plainly failed to do after the 
last world war. “It is just as important to be prepared 
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for the emergency that will come when the fighting is 
over as it is to be prepared for the victorious drives 
that will end in Berlin and Tokyo,” he told a radio au-
dience in December 1943. “It would be a hollow vic-
tory indeed that brought with it famine and disease 
in large parts of the world, and economic chaos that 
would inevitably engulf us all.” One of Acheson’s col-
leagues in the State Department, Francis B. Sayre, was 
still more effusive. Speaking to the University Club of 
Boston, Sayre claimed that “never before had the peo-
ples of the West and the East, the North and the South, 
met together to pool their resources and to organize 
themselves upon an international scale to help bind up 
the wounds of war, to assist in feeding the hungry, and 
to help care for the sick.” UNRRA, he said, was “a new 
enterprise, based fundamentally on human brother-
hood.”5 Herbert H. Lehman, the governor of New York 
and the man Roosevelt tapped to lead the new agency, 
also embraced the idea that UNRRA was not merely in 
the soup-kitchen business. Echoing Roosevelt’s 1941 
“Four Freedoms” speech, Lehman told a dinner au-
dience in New York in June 1943 “that freedom from 
want is a basic component of any enduring peace.” He 
continued: “ The cry of nations and their peoples for 
assistance in the first hours of liberation will present 
democracy with a supreme test. The fate of attempts by 
all the United Nations to banish global wars may well 
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be determined by the success of their first joint action 
in relief and rehabilitation.”6

The early stages of UNRRA’s work quickly gave the lie 
to most of this inflated rhetoric. In November 1943, 
when UNRRA was established, Hitler and his allies still 
controlled most of continental Europe; not until the 
middle of 1944, with Anglo-American forces moving up 
the Italian peninsula, and into France, could UNRRA 
hope to swing into action. As director, Herbert Leh-
man spent most of 1944 fighting bureaucratic battles 
in Washington and London rather than helping refu-
gees. The American and British armies desired to keep 
their lock on all available resources, especially food, 
shipping, transport, and talented personnel: precisely 
the things UNRRA needed if it was going to be effec-
tive. General Eisenhower signed an agreement with 
Lehman on November 25, 1944, stating that the mili-
tary recognized UNRRA’s role in health, welfare, and 
displaced persons in Belgium, France, Luxembourg, 
Netherlands, Norway, and in former enemy territories. 
Yet Eisenhower proved reluctant to provide supplies, 
trucks, and transport to the proposed teams of UNRRA 
staff that were to go into the field. Not until March 1945 
did UNRRA finally secure a training center in France: 
a rundown hotel on the Normandy coast in Granville. 
When SHAEF authorities did ask UNRRA to send relief 
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teams into Germany in the early spring of 1945, UNRRA 
did not yet have the supplies and personnel it needed, 
and repeatedly asked the Army for more, causing some 
exasperation in SHAEF headquarters.7 Lehman’s col-
leagues in Foggy Bottom were little help: “there was 
a good deal of jealousy within the State Department,” 
Lehman later recalled, “which felt that a new man in a 
new bureau or division would limit their authority and 
opportunities for managing operations…. Everyone in 
Washington was fighting for power.” Lehman never re-
solved the problem of resources while the war was still 
going on; the armed forces simply would not provide a 
relief organization with supplies or shipping until their 
work was done.8

Two additional problems faced UNRRA from the start: 
who would receive aid, and who would pay for it? For 
all the expectations of a global mission of healing and 
assistance, UNRRA’s charter stipulated that the agen-
cy was to give aid on quite a restrictive basis only to 
those states that had been invaded by the Axis powers 
and that, at the end of the war, did not have sufficient 
means to pay for goods and supplies on the world mar-
ket. This limited UNRRA’s scope, since France, Bel-
gium, Luxembourg, Norway, and the Netherlands all 
technically had the national resources to pay for im-
ports, while Germany and Italy, as enemy states, were 
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not supposed to be receiving UNRRA handouts. In fact, 
this formula proved much too narrow, and Italy and 
Germany would soon become a major part of UNRRA 
operations. Furthermore, UNRRA took responsibility 
for caring for displaced persons across Europe. But at 
the outset, UNRRA was restricted to a narrow band of 
countries in southeastern Europe: Greece, Yugoslavia, 
and Albania. By the spring of 1945, UNRRA began to ex-
pand its efforts into liberated Eastern Europe, includ-
ing Poland, Czechoslovakia, Belorussia, and Ukraine. 
UNRRA’s postwar work in former enemy states, Ger-
many, Italy, Austria, and Hungary, was limited to the 
health and welfare of refugees, destitute and displaced 
persons, and a feeding program for children and young 
mothers. Thus, UNRRA was explicitly not designed to 
be the major institution for rebuilding Europe. For 
countries that had been invaded and needed help, it 
offered immediate relief in the form of food and cloth-
ing; medical supplies and public health services; and 
some rehabilitation supplies such as farm equipment, 
seeds and fertilizers, machinery and spare parts, load-
ing and docking equipment, and vehicles—the materi-
als needed to get Europe’s agricultural and industrial 
production back into gear.
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Recipients of UNRRA Commodity Aid (thousands U.S.$)

As for who would pay for all this bounty, there was lit-
tle mystery here: the only nation in the world that had 
the capacity to pay for such a program was the United 
States, just as it had bankrolled much of the Allied war 
effort. The budget was structured to make it appear 
that this was a genuinely global undertaking: a formula 
was devised in which member states whose countries 
were not invaded would contribute a sum equivalent to 
1 percent of their annual income to the relief agency. In 
practice, of course, this meant the United States, Brit-
ain, and Canada paid for almost all of the $3.9 billion of 
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resources UNRRA provided, with the United States cov-
ering about 73 percent of the total bill and the United 
Kingdom about 16 percent. Canada, Australia, Brazil, 
South Africa, India, and New Zealand made up most of 
the balance, though by the time UNRRA closed down in 
1947, all its members had contributed something to its 
operations.9

* * *

UNNRA’S LEADERS WERE capable, seasoned 
veterans, virtually all men. Its three directors 
were Lehman; his successor Fiorello La Guar-

dia, former mayor of New York City; and Major General 
Lowell W. Rooks, former assistant chief of staff of the 
G-3 section of the United States Forces European The-
ater (USFET). Lehman and La Guardia were steeped 
in New York City and state politics, and had close ties 
to Washington. Rooks, a veteran of administrative af-
fairs during the occupation of Europe, knew the issues 
UNRRA faced well. The staffing of senior positions was 
always a problem because so many of the “good men” 
that Lehman needed were already claimed by other 
wartime duties. It was a constant complaint in the early 
days of the agency that they simply could not find ca-
pable people. Eventually, they did find such men: men 
such as the Australian naval officer Commander Robert 
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Jackson served as senior deputy director general for 
two and a half years and became the operational chief 
of the agency; Roy F. Hendrickson, who had worked 
for the Combined Food Board during the war and in 
the War Food Administration in Washington, headed 
up the Bureau of Supply; a somewhat cagey Russian 
named Michail Menshikov was named head of the Bu-
reau of Areas, and was obviously in close contact with 
Moscow about UNRRA policies; Francis B. Sayre, a for-
mer assistant secretary of state, high commissioner to 
the Philippines, and senior adviser to the the State De-
partment’s Office of Foreign Relief and Rehabilitation 
Operations (OFRRO), served as diplomatic adviser; 
and Fred K. Hoehler, who had worked for OFRRO in 
North Africa, held the job of director of the Displaced 
Persons Division. In addition to Washington-based 
staff, UNRRA had a European Regional Office, based in 
London, headed by Lieutenant-General Sir Humphrey 
Gale, who had been the chief administrative officer for 
SHAEF. In short, these were experienced, war-tested 
men who knew how to operate inside large bureaucra-
cies.

Whatever the talents of its senior staff, UNRRA would 
be judged by the capabilities and resourcefulness of 
its people on the ground, thousands of people from 
various walks of life who volunteered to serve as the 
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front-line troops of the world relief organization. The 
staff of the agency was divided into three classes: Class 
I were those hired for international employment, and 
might be posted anywhere. By December 1945, UNRRA 
had hired nearly 10,000 such people; 31 percent were 
Americans, 34 percent were British, 10 percent were 
French. Of the Class I staff, 2,500 worked in Washington 
or London in administrative jobs, and the rest were in 
the field—4,000 working in displaced persons opera-
tions, mostly in Germany, and the rest scattered across 
the globe. In Europe, Greece, Italy, and Yugoslavia had 
the largest UNRRA personnel contingent. Class II staff 
were local employees, hired for service in their own 
countries, and their local skills and knowledge were 
essential. Almost 2,000 Greeks worked for UNRRA by 
December 1945, as did over 2,500 Italians, and 300 Yu-
goslavs. Class III personnel were volunteers attached 
to private voluntary relief organizations, supervised 
but not salaried by UNRRA.10

Many of these volunteers were women. Despite the 
dangerous conditions in which UNRRA staff worked, 
humanitarian relief was still considered the preserve of 
women, at least at the point of delivery. By mid-1946, 42 
percent of UNRRA’s employees were women, and that 
number increased to 45 percent by the end of 1946. At 
that time, over 1,800 women were working for UNRRA’s 
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DP operations inside Germany, staffing camps and 
health centers; 242 were then in Greece and 181 were in 
Italy. Francesca Wilson, a Briton and an early UNRRA 
employee, had served in wartime relief during the First 
World War. Her motives for joining are plain enough 
from her memoir, written just after her return from 
service in Europe: she believed she could help others, 
and that her labor in Europe was part of a continental 
project to restore European civilization. She dedicated 
her book to the Liberal historian-journalists J. L . Ham-
mond and Barbara Hammond, and it speaks in the tone 
of socialist egalitarianism that the Hammonds, and 
many others in progressive circles, would have recog-
nized. Sent into Germany to work on the repatriation of 
displaced persons, she “felt exhilarated by being with 
so many Europeans who had worked to be free—and 
were now not only free but with something exciting to 
do ahead: to liberate their own and others’ countries 
deportees from enemy territory.” Yet she seemed to 
have contempt for the other Britons she encountered 
in UNRRA: “Most of the British recruits were retired 
Army officers. They had been retired because of age or 
health, and some looked death’s-heads.” Wilson her-
self was a formidable figure: no-nonsense, disciplined, 
hardworking, rail-thin, tight-lipped and zealous in 
carrying out her duty, which she saw quite plainly as 
restoring humanity and order to a world that had been 
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destroyed not just by the Nazis but by all armed, vio-
lent men.

All the staff passed through the training center at Gran-
ville, in Normandy, France, en route to being posted 
to villages, towns, and DP camps across Europe. But 
Wilson scorned what she saw as an old-school, im-
perial type of British officer that seemed prevalent 
in UNRRA ranks: “Sitting in the lounge of the bar of 
the Hotel Normandie, one heard many nostalgic sto-
ries about the Regiment, the Northwest Frontier, and 
Poona, and one wondered how they would get on with 
Polish and Russian ‘natives’ in Germany.” UNRRA, Wil-
son claimed, “was suffering at this time, more than it 
did later on, from its misfits. Relief work, even when it 
is unpaid, does not attract only the charitable—it has 
special charms for adventurers, tired of the sameness 
and restricted opportunities of life at home…. Their 
presence in UNRRA in the early days, even though 
their proportion to the whole was not large, did harm 
to its mission and made the military skeptical of its ef-
ficiency and chary of calling in its aid.”11 Yet perhaps 
it was not just the adventurers in UNRRA’s ranks that 
made the Army uneasy about this new agency. Wilson 
herself had a short fuse around military men and was 
not afraid to let her feelings show. “I hate the army,” 
she found herself shouting at an American lieutenant 
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after he had ordered a large band of DPs moved with-
out notice. “ Why don’t you go and fight someone? Why 
do you meddle with civilians, with peaceable human 
beings? They are counters to you—you think you can 
move mothers and babies and sick people as you move 
companies and batteries in the war. Why don’t you 
stick to something you understand?” A revealing com-
ment: while the Army saw UNRRA as meddlesome and 
naïve, UNRRA staff often saw the Army as a behemoth, 
ruthless, insensitive to human needs.

Mrs. Rhoda Dawson Bickerdike, a Briton, joined UNRRA 
without having any experience in relief work, yet still 
marveled at its amateur quality. The training facilities 
at Granville in Normandy were terribly shabby; her ac-
commodations were located in an old school building, 
where “the lavatory accommodation is on the Chinese 
pattern, a hole with stands for the feet, except for 2 or 
3 WCs with proper doors which are either nailed up or 
used by the men. Even the French people complain.” 
(The latter comment reveals the frequently expressed 
contempt of Britons for French standards of cleanli-
ness.) The food at the training center was poor and one 
had to wait for over an hour in line at each meal. Mean-
while, their training consisted of classroom lectures. 
“ The presiding genius [at Granville] is an odd little 
personality called Arnold Forster, artist, international 
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figure, linguist, a friend of [former League of Nations 
high commissioner for refugees Fridtjof ] Nansen who 
has worked at Geneva a good deal, from Oxford and 
Chelsea, Paris, Budapest, Oslo, and all the rest…. He 
lectured us in two languages from morning to night…. 
In the intervals between standing in queues at meals, 
complaining about the lavatories, trying to soothe the 
indignant newcomers by telling them how much worse 
it was when we arrived, we sat at Forster’s feet and 
absorbed details of the work before us.” Most of this 
training proved totally useless in the DP camps of cen-
tral Europe; but as a period of initiation, it served to 
set out the terms of UNRRA’s mission in the language of 
humanitarian, progressive one-worldism that UNRRA 
workers shared. And like Francesca Wilson, Mrs. Bick-
erdike developed a good deal of cynicism toward her 
naïve American colleagues. One of the first people she 
met in France was an American doctor: “like all Ameri-
cans, he is deeply grieved and disappointed that all his 
good actions do not at once produce in Europe an af-
fectionate response. He does not understand that to 
be American is not enough; that to be beneficent is not 
enough; that above all to be efficient in an inefficient 
country is not a way to be popular.” And inevitably, the 
sheer weight of American wealth struck her as simply 
too much of a good thing. She even complained about 
eating American rations while on the road in Germany: 
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“ Two days’ lunch on the perfect US Emergency pack 
containing cheese, biscuit, fudge, chocolate, chewing 
gum, cigarettes, matches, and tinned rice pudding and 
peaches and orangeade powder and I could scream. I 
eat it but I could scream: it’s too perfect, too luxurious, 
too rich and far too sweet. I long to see a plain quiet 
Englishman and some plain English chocolate.”12

Other UNRRA employees were motivated by a strong 
personal and spiritual imperative to help. Isabel Need-
ham, a young American nurse and a Quaker, wrote a 
short letter while in Italy that started “ Why did I join 
UNRRA? The simplest answer is because I knew that if I 
weren’t here, I’d want to be.” She was drawn to UNRRA 
for two reasons: “First, I believe in any undertaking, 
large or small, which offers help where help is needed. 
Secondly, I am a pacifist, deeply convinced not only of 
the value but of the imperative need of international co-
operation in constructive directions.” Ms. Needham’s 
profile was typical for many UNRRA staff. Born in 1914, 
she earned a degree at Skidmore College and went into 
nursing and social work. In 1938, she joined a summer 
program called the Student Peace Service in Pennsylva-
nia, and became a Quaker. The following year, she was 
invited by the American Friends Service Committee to 
direct a camp in southern France for Spanish refugee 
children who were fleeing the civil war. She was the 
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perfect kind of recruit for UNRRA, which she joined in 
1944: experienced, tested, and deeply committed to hu-
man welfare. She started out in the Yugoslav DP camps 
outside of Cairo, and then was transferred to southern 
Italy while awaiting a posting in Yugoslavia. It was hard 
work, and like so many other relief workers in postwar 
Europe, she found deep spiritual satisfaction in it. She 
expressed this commitment in the following words: “In 
quiet moments, my spirit reaches up, outside of me, be-
yond me, with a prayer felt rather than spoken: That I 
may use those gifts I have to do my best in the work that 
is ahead; that I may be patient and courageous in times 
of apparent failure; that I may be sensitive to need, and 
understanding toward all; and that even the humblest 
service be done in God’s name.”13

Sometimes this sort of spiritual quest could become 
a burden for UNRRA, which after all faced many ugly, 
pedestrian chores that required shortcuts, compro-
mise, and the occasional bending of the rules. A nurs-
ing student from the University of New Mexico, Marie 
Pope Wallis, signed up for UNRRA work in 1945. She 
was a devoted Christian Scientist, and found herself 
quite unprepared for the work that lay ahead in Eu-
rope. She arrived in London in July 1945, and spent six 
weeks in casual UNRRA training; her diary suggests 
her days were filled chiefly with visits to the theater. 
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In late August she was shipped to Normandy and the 
UNRRA training center at Granville, where she bunked 
on cots with other recruits, three to a room. Not un-
til early September was she sent forward into Belgium 
and then Germany through devastated countryside and 
cityscape. The Germans she found “sullen and hostile,” 
and the atmosphere—women could not be unaccom-
panied on the streets—fearful. In Hamburg, she found 
a Christian Scientist reading room and was able to ex-
press her thoughts to her diary: “I get so fed up with 
corruption, confusion, and irresponsibility that I think 
I’d like to give up and go home, then I remember that I 
am here where I can let my light shine out in this rag-
ing chaos. ‘ Thy Will be Done.’” Her first duties in Ham-
burg were to register and sort out 134 orphans from 
Riga, forgotten in the hold of a ship in the Baltic and 
found by the British army. But within a few weeks, the 
“persistent evil suggestions of graft, inefficiency, dis-
honesty, intolerance, drinking, etc.,” brought her very 
low. By late September she decided that she wasn’t cut 
out for the work of “cleaning or mopping up European 
tag-ends.” She found UNRRA full of “ill-prepared and 
unscrupulous people” who were faced with sorting out 
“the dregs” of Europe’s displaced. “Good personnel are 
being wasted and the poor ones are feathering their 
nests with black-market profits…. What a mad, arti-
ficial business!” On the first of October, she resigned 
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from UNRRA.14

UNRRA was not perfect. It was indeed beset by inef-
ficiency, bad planning, shortages, and frequently dubi-
ous personnel. Yet these faults must not be overstated. 
Placed in context, UNRRA’s work in delivering aid, food, 
and medicine and in repairing the bridges between 
shattered Europe and the rest of the world was a vital 
stage on the path toward recovery. Its successes were 
modest but in certain locations—especially in south-
eastern Europe—UNRRA helped transform the end 
of the war into a genuine liberation, helping to bring 
about FDR’s “freedom from want.” UNRRA worked best 
where it arrived early, had a large staff, and received 
support from the local government. This was the case 
in Greece, Italy, and Yugoslavia, the scene of a number 
of enduring triumphs.

* * *

UNNRA’S HUMANITARIAN CAMPAIGN to rescue 
Europe’s war victims commenced in a most un-
promising location: a series of fly-blown refu-

gee camps near Suez, Egypt. Here, on April 3, 1944, 
UNRRA’s Balkan Mission, still based in Cairo, took over 
command of a few bedraggled camps that the British 
had set up to shelter Greeks, Yugoslavs, and assorted 
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other refugees from the German and Italian invasions 
of southeastern Europe. In this “city of the sands,” UN-
RRA relief workers helped look after some 50,000 refu-
gees, relying mainly on goods and supplies donated by 
the Cairo Council of Voluntary Societies, there being 
too few military stores to go around. The plan was that 
as soon as the military situation allowed, these refu-
gees would be repatriated and UNRRA staff would be 
transferred to the Balkans. In the meantime, however, 
zealous young relief workers sat around in Cairo doing 
very little, as the camps had long since settled into a 
routine and were run by the refugees themselves. One 
young American wrote home that she was “ashamed to 
have nothing to report,” and had “got pretty discour-
aged with the seeming inefficiency of the headquarters 
at Cairo.”15 Perhaps most galling to UNRRA staff was 
that their aid was not always welcome. In the Tolumbat 
camp, outside of Cairo, over 2,000 Yugoslavs had been 
encamped for almost three years; all but 154 of these 
were women, and they ran the camp committee. The 
camp operated smoothly, though in the eyes of UNRRA 
workers, the camp leaders were too rigid politically 
and allowed the 1,200 children far too little play time, 
contributing to their aggressive behavior. Yet when UN-
RRA workers proposed educational initiatives, sports, 
games, or concerts, they often were met with “open ex-
pressions of resentment.” “Advice tends to be regarded 
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as criticism,” complained one relief worker.16 This was 
a foreshadowing of things to come: UNRRA staff across 
Europe would soon find that refugees, especially when 
gathered in national groupings, tended to guard their 
autonomy jealously and to view relief workers as in-
terfering do-gooders with insufficient respect for the 
struggles and sacrifices their peoples had made in the 
war.

On April 7, 1945, a steamer pulled out of Port Said bound 
for the island of Chios, carrying on board five hundred 
Greek refugees, mostly women, children, and old men, 
some of whom had been living in camps for three years. 
This was the first wave of repatriations that eventually 
carried thousands of Greeks out of Middle East camps 
toward home. UNRRA had prepared these refugees 
with an astonishing bounty of supplies: each returning 
refugee received four blankets, a mattress, ten days’ 
dry rations, one month’s medical supplies, and outfits 
of clothing. Each family was given utensils and cooking 
equipment, and the ship carried a repatriation team 
to guide the group back to their island. “As the ship 
stood ready to pull out,” one observer recalled, “color-
ful refugees lined the decks waving, cheering, lustily 
singing Greek patriotic songs, calling excited farewells 
to friends who will follow later.”17 This was a promising 
beginning, but these relief workers, after the relative 
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calm and order of the Egyptian camps, were not en-
tirely prepared for what awaited them.

The El Shatt camp in the desert outside of Cairo housed 
thousands of Yugoslav refugees, and was the first major 

relief operation undertaken by UNRRA. U.S. National 
Archives

“Greece—where malnutrition among children is nor-
mal, where 85% of the country is malarious [sic] and 
where economic prostration has followed war and 
enemy occupations—is the testing ground today of 
UNRRA, the United Nations’ giant program to abol-
ish want and restore economic stability to a battle-
ravaged world.” That is how the Associated Press bu-
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reau chief William B. King set the stage in his April 13, 
1945, cable from Athens, raising the stakes for UNRRA 
to very high levels. King was right: in the early spring 
of 1945, Greece would be UNRRA’s first and perhaps 
hardest test. The conditions in liberated Greece that 
confronted UNRRA were shocking and demoraliz-
ing. The country, poor before the war, had been rav-
aged by the German occupation. The German-Italian 
invasion in April 1941 disrupted trade and shipping 
into the country, and German soldiers systematically 
plundered the country. Within months of the invasion, 
Greece faced a famine that by 1943 left about 250,000 
people dead from starvation.18 Nearly 1,700 villages had 
been burned and left uninhabited. Malaria, tuberculo-
sis, typhus, and venereal disease as well as effects of 
long-term malnutrition were widespread. The country 
had been dependent upon imports for 30 percent of its 
food; yet during the war, domestic production of food 
fell by half, and now the required seeds, fertilizers, 
pesticides, and draft animals were unavailable. Greece 
once again faced imminent famine conditions. The war 
caused massive disruption to Greece’s infrastructure. 
The port at Piraeus, which handled 60 percent of the 
country’s prewar imports, was badly damaged. Three-
quarters of the country’s once-proud merchant fleet 
was gone. Coastal transport, so vital in a maritime na-
tion, had been wrecked. Greece’s 1,660 miles of railway 
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lines and 7,700 miles of roads were almost entirely in 
ruins, the result both of deliberate German scorched-
earth policy and of resistance attacks; over 1,000 bridg-
es too had been blown up. The nation’s finances were in 
a shambles and the country had no hope of paying for 
vital imports or even getting them to the people once 
they arrived. As a nation-state, Greece had virtually 
ceased to function.19

UNRRA opened its Athens-based mission on October 
23, 1944, ten days after the withdrawal of the German 
forces and the entry of British troops into the capital. 
But in December, UNRRA found itself caught up in a 
crisis that would shape the future of Greece for years 
to come, and in important ways would undermine the 
very mission of UNRRA itself. The powerful Communist 
resistance forces, called the National People’s Libera-
tion Army (ELAS), which had done so much to help de-
feat German rule in Greece, fell into conflict with the 
government-in-exile, which had been sheltered un-
der British protection in Cairo. King George II and his 
prime minister George Papandreou had strong British 
support; after all, Winston Churchill’s “percentages” 
agreement with Stalin had given Churchill reason to 
think that Britain could expect to have its way in Greece 
without Communist interference. The Soviets did in 
fact stay out of Greek affairs, but the powerful, armed, 
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and battle-tested Communist resistance fought openly 
with the royalist and British-backed forces for control 
of the country. In December, fighting broke out in Ath-
ens and the British called in reinforcements from Italy 
to take control of the capital. Churchill was adamant 
that Britain retain control of Greece. He ordered the 
commander of British troops there, General Ronald 
Scobie, “to fire at any armed male in Athens who assails 
the British authority or Greek authority with which we 
are working…. Do not hesitate to act as if you were in 
a conquered city.” The British fought for six weeks to 
regain control of the city from ELAS, and in February 
the British, the Greek government, and ELAS forces 
agreed to an uneasy truce. Still, Churchill’s decision to 
use force against one of the biggest and most effective 
anti-German resistance forces in Europe earned him 
sharp condemnation in much of the world press.20 This 
brief period of fighting in Athens placed UNRRA per-
sonnel in a war zone, and they were repeatedly fired 
upon by both sides while trying to deliver goods to hos-
pitals and schools, despite waving Red Cross signals 
and white flags.21 In mid-December, UNRRA recalled 
all its personnel in Greece back to Cairo, and returned 
only after the British had restored order in a now dev-
astated capital city. Despite this civil strife, UNRRA 
managed to deliver to Greece 200,000 tons of food and 
1,250 tons of clothing, including 34,000 blankets, be-
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tween October 1944 and March 1945.22

Because of the gravity of the looming humanitarian cri-
sis, the Greek government was willing to accept a very 
large UNRRA role in the country, one that went well 
beyond the delivery of relief. UNRRA’s Greek Mission 
grew into something approaching a parallel govern-
ment. UNRRA staff helped govern the country, writing 
laws, planning import programs, running and staffing 
the ports, operating hospitals and clinics, and deploy-
ing truck fleets and medical teams across the country. 
By October 1945, more than 289 UNRRA staff, mostly 
Britons and Americans, were serving in Greece, as-
sisted by 1,059 local employees and 300 personnel 
from voluntary relief societies. They had achieved de-
liveries of food totaling 100,000 tons per month, had 
managed to import 4,500 trucks and 2,253 tractors, and 
more than 5,000 draft animals. UNRRA helped reopen 
two key rail lines, one from Salonika to Istanbul, the 
other Athens to Patras, thus opening up the interior of 
the country; it sent 65,000 children to summer camp, 
started an emergency feeding program for infants and 
pregnant mothers, and deployed eight DDT-spraying 
airplanes across the country. By the fall, although the 
country was still in peril, UNRRA’s efforts had started 
to make headway.23
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Yet from the ground-level view, the picture was still 
deeply depressing. Isabel Hunter, a British observer on 
an UNRRA team, made a tour in April and May 1945 of 
northeastern Greece, which had endured a brutal Bul-
garian occupation. Starting in Salonika, she visited an 
overcrowded and understaffed hospital, then went to 
see the Jewish cemetery, where the tombs had been 
ripped out of the ground by the Germans and used for 
tiling and road paving. In Sérrai and Drama, towns to 
the east of Salonika, she heard detailed descriptions of 
Bulgarian despoliations and atrocities, including a case 
in which Bulgarian soldiers played football with the 
head of one of their Greek victims. “ We were inclined to 
doubt the authenticity of such a statement,” she wrote 
in her report, “but when we were shown a snapshot of 
Bulgarian officers sitting with two heads placed in the 
foreground we were disgusted and convinced.” North 
of Drama, on the road to Kato Nevrokopion, they saw 
deserted villages with doors and windows gone, now 
occupied by rail-thin, frightened refugees. Amid this 
squalor, Hunter was heartened to see ships offload-
ing goods in the harbor of Kaválla, and truckloads of 
rations and milk delivered to outlying villages. As yet, 
there had been no Greek government presence in the 
area at all: what relief there was had come from UN-
RRA and British military supplies. In Patras, the coastal 
city in western Greece, the American Nancy Hayward, 
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along with three other UNRRA workers, set up a cloth-
ing distribution program for the whole Patras region, 
which included over 750,000 people. They were hope-
lessly overworked, and not until a ten-person British 
team from the YWCA arrived in their own trucks did the 
burden ease a bit. Yet the lack of supplies caused con-
stant frustration. The luxurious packages given to the 
returning refugees from Cairo were a thing of the past: 
now everything was running short, especially clothing, 
shoes, and food.24

To outside observers, UNRRA appeared to be failing 
in Greece. The New York Times ran a story in late May 
headlined “UNRRA in Greece Draws Criticism,” which 
said that to date, the agency had “accomplished little 
apparent good” and had “fallen far short of hopes.” 
The chief defense given by the Greek Mission director, 
Buell Maben, was that the demand was great, and that 
Greece itself faced terrific road and transport difficul-
ties. Furthermore, the absence of a stable Greek gov-
ernment meant that aid, once delivered by UNRRA to 
ports, was often not delivered promptly, and Greek of-
ficials were selling much of the foodstuffs at high pric-
es rather than distributing it freely.25 Herbert Lehman, 
UNRRA’s director, seems to have felt some of this criti-
cism was justified. In July he traveled to Europe for a 
series of field trips and meetings, and arrived in Greece 
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on the 16th to inspect the UNRRA mission. In Salonika, 
he found the usual troubles: poor hospital facilities, 
overcrowding, refugees clothed in rags. One hospital 
for orphans was, he wrote in his diary, “extremely dis-
tressing.” It was housed in a former Jewish hospital, 
and now had no trained nurses. “ The little ones, all 
under a year, were a wretched lot. Most of their legs 
were no larger than my thumb and their color was ter-
rible and the mortality was staggering. One baby died 
right in front of me.” Back in Athens, he told the mis-
sion staff that while he understood the difficulties they 
faced, there was criticism back in the United States, and 
any inefficiency in the field would only fuel the flames. 
Tractors sitting on quay-sides, warehouses with cloth-
ing in them, foods not being delivered: such things 
were unacceptable, and he urged the staff to make the 
best of the supplies they had.26
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UNRRA aircraft at the Elefsis airfield near Athens 
prepare to spray swamps with mosquito-killing DDT 

pesticide in an effort to suppress malaria. UNRRA
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A malnourished Greek boy in Patras clutches an empty 
tin dish while waiting for the UNRRA-supplied school 

lunch to begin. UNRRA

The results of UNRRA’s work in Greece were mixed. The 
official history naturally makes significant claims: that 
despite the “lethargy, inefficiency, and corruption” of 
the Greek government, “the Greek people and the na-
tion were quite literally kept alive by the contribution 
of UNRRA supplies and by the hard, practical work of 
hundreds of UNRRA employees without whom the sup-
plies would never have reached the Greek people.”27 By 
the end of 1945, the organization had shipped 5,000 
tons of clothing, shoes, and blankets into the country, 
opened welfare centers in every province, distributed 
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over 1,000 tons of raw wool to families with looms to 
weave their own textiles, shipped in over $3 million of 
medical supplies, and were delivering 8,000 vials of 
penicillin each month. The list of the goods offloaded 
each month from UNRRA ships reveals that UNRRA was 
doing more than merely providing a hot meal: it was 
repairing the basic fabric of life for millions whom the 
war had left destitute. By the start of 1946, UNRRA had 
shipped to Greece 14,000 cases of matches, 2.8 million 
razor blades, 6,500 pounds of candles, 96,000 rolls of 
toilet paper, 324,000 tubes of calcium hydrochlorite for 
water purification, along with hundreds of thousands 
of household items such as cooking utensils, cutlery, 
soup bowls, lamps, bathtubs, tents, tables, garden hos-
es, shovels, tea towels, soap, brooms, mops, and even 
corkscrews. Far more important than such household 
items was the monthly total of grain UNRRA brought 
into Greece: 77,000 tons per month, about half the dai-
ly ration of every person in the country. Yet there was 
no getting around the massive work that still lay ahead. 
The Germans had wrecked the country and it would 
take years to recover. Food stocks, transport, water and 
sewage systems, medical facilities—all had completely 
collapsed and even UNRRA’s work made only modest 
progress against such a massive crisis. UNRRA workers 
often felt the Greeks themselves were simply helpless, 
too corrupt or simply too ignorant to pull themselves 
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out of their misery. One medical officer claimed that 
the reason typhus and fly-borne diseases were ram-
pant was that “the Greek people have a profound dis-
respect for the infectious nature of fecal matter,” and 
left rather a lot of it piled in heaps around their homes. 
UNRRA’s labors could not heal Greece, nor steer it 
away from another cataclysm: by late 1945, tormented 
Greece was heading into four years of civil war that 
would further delay the nation’s recovery. The deputy 
chief of the Greek Mission summed up UNNRA’s work 
at the end of 1945 with a tone of resignation. “I hope 
the more fortunate peoples of the United Nations,” he 
told a press conference wearily, “will understand how 
deep-rooted and desperate are the needs of the Greek 
people and how limited must be the assistance which 
UNRRA can provide.”28

* * *

“THE ITALIANS ALL seemed to be dirty, ragged, de-
jected and without hope.” This was a fairly typical 
assessment of Italy and its inhabitants made by 

Anglo-American relief workers and military personnel 
in early 1945. In this case, the writer was Anne Dacie, a 
Briton who, under Red Cross auspices, had spent ten 
weeks in Naples, and in the displaced persons camps 
at Bari, on Italy’s Adriatic coast. “ The streets [of Na-
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ples] were crowded with homeless people who walked 
around to get warm,” Dacie went on. “Many of them 
were living in dirty shelters which the military were 
making efforts to clean…. The great concern of the 
military authorities was venereal disease, which is go-
ing to be one of the problems of Europe.”29 For Anglo-
American relief workers, there was a tendency to ex-
plain this state of affairs as indicative of a general and 
predictable Italian turpitude. Yet this was simply the 
face of war, visible now through the dust and wretch-
edness of systemic poverty and neglect.

Of course, there are various explanations for Italy’s 
sad state of affairs in 1945. The Anglo-American mili-
tary occupation of southern Italy began with the land-
ings in Sicily in July 1943. In early September, the Allies 
jumped across to the mainland and within a few weeks 
controlled the “foot” of Italy; by November 1943, the Al-
lies had made it just north of Naples. There, however, 
their progress slowed, and it would take another year 
and a half to free the rest of Italy from German con-
trol. The “hot rake of war”—in Churchill’s memorable 
phrase—clawed Italy to bits in 1944 and early 1945. The 
parts of the country that were liberated first, from Sic-
ily and Sardinia up through Naples, were historically 
Italy’s poorest. Even before the war, Naples was notori-
ous for its disease, public health crises, malaria, un-
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employment, crime, high child mortality, prostitution, 
and venereal disease. By the time the Allies got there, 
the city was a total shambles and the people in a state 
of extreme filth and dejection. While the recovery and 
relief efforts slowly got under way in southern Italy, 
the northern part of the country, where Italy’s larger, 
industrial cities lay, was under German occupation. 
Italy was only partly liberated, and wholly occupied, by 
these contending armies.30

As a former enemy country, Italy was not supposed to 
receive any UNRRA aid at all. But Italy’s circumstanc-
es—it switched sides and joined the Allies in Septem-
ber 1943—meant that in some sense Italy was UNRRA’s 
responsibility. The Americans and British asked UN-
RRA to deliver a minimum of $50 million in emergency 
food and medicine for Italy’s children and pregnant 
mothers. Despite the huge transportation problems, 
with roads, ports, and rail lines either in use by the mil-
itary or out of commission, UNRRA managed to sustain 
over one million mothers and children with this ini-
tial food aid.31 Italy’s place in the international system 
shifted after the summer of 1945. The Big Three, though 
deadlocked about what to do with occupied Germany, 
agreed to work out a peace treaty with Italy and at Pots-
dam acknowledged the importance of Italy’s switch to 
the Allied cause in 1943. UNRRA’s council swiftly took 
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advantage of this improvement in Italy’s position and 
announced a change of its own policy in August 1945: 
Italy was to receive aid on the same terms as any other 
liberated Allied state. This marked the significant ex-
pansion of UNRRA’s program in Italy, and indeed by the 
end of the UNRRA experience in 1947, Italy had become 
UNRRA’s second largest recipient of aid, receiving $418 
million in food, clothing, textiles, medical supplies, 
and industrial and agricultural equipment. Italy’s UN-
RRA staff expanded to over 4,000 individuals, and UN-
RRA actually became the principal import agency for 
Italy until spring 1947, when it turned over this role to 
the Italian government.

Yet if UNRRA aid began to flow in earnest in 1946, 
for most of 1945 the country was in a wretched state, 
with food production well below prewar levels, indus-
trial activity at a halt, and disease, malnutrition, and 
homelessness ubiquitous. An UNRRA survey of April 
1945 painted a woeful picture indeed. A third of Italy’s 
roads, it said, were unusable; 13,000 bridges were de-
stroyed or damaged; 80 percent of the railroads’ car-
rying capacity was gone; the merchant marine was a 
wreck; 90 percent of the country’s trucks and 70 per-
cent of the buses were inoperable. This crisis of trans-
portation was “one of the main causes of the paraly-
sis of the country.” It also contributed to a collapse of 
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food distribution. “Food riots continue throughout the 
country,” the report continued. The Anglo-American 
occupying authority, called the Allied Commission, set 
the bread ration at 200 grams in late 1943 and failed 
to raise it for all of 1944. By December 1944, the food 
situation was “critical, and much worse than under the 
Germans.” The falloff in food production and transport 
contributed to a sharp rise in mortality rates, espe-
cially among the very old, and in a general lowering of 
resistance to illness: in June 1944, “one in five people 
in Rome had tuberculosis.” To make matters worse, the 
Allies—not the Germans or Mussolini—were by mid-
1944 blamed for the shortages. The report concluded, 
“ The fall of Fascism, the Armistice, and the declara-
tion of war on Germany led the people to believe that 
the Allies were really their friends, and this belief was 
fostered by Allied propaganda which contained many 
promises. When these promises were not carried out, 
it is easy to understand how disappointed the people 
became within a few weeks after their liberation.”

The Allies made some things worse when trying to do 
good. The black market, which the Allied occupation 
initially tried to suppress, had been a fairly regular 
source of food supplies in Italy’s large cities. The oc-
cupation, by instituting regular roadblocks around the 
cities, and fixing prices for key goods such as bread, 
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effectively shut off black market supplies; but it failed 
to replace them with sufficient goods. This led to even 
more acute shortages and soaring prices, as farmers 
and black marketers now simply withheld goods alto-
gether. In Naples, according to the April survey, “in a 
few weeks’ time the food conditions of the population 
greatly deteriorated,” and the Allies got the blame. The 
same happened in Rome, and “a great outcry was raised 
to lift the prohibitive regulations and remove the road 
blocks.” The Allied authorities evidently concluded 
that the black market was better than no market and 
allowed goods to trickle into the city for illegal sale. As 
a result of “the Black Market sprang to a new life.”32

Medical supplies were even scarcer than food. Dr. 
Mario Volterra, a pathologist from the University of 
Cagliari in Sardinia, surveyed a few large hospitals in 
Rome in late 1944 and reported his findings in a let-
ter to the UNRRA mission. It makes sobering reading. 
In Rome, he wrote, conditions in hospitals have taken 
“a step backwards of nearly a century.” Basic supplies 
for disinfecting equipment, for example, were lack-
ing, as were drugs of all kinds. Patients were limited 
to two meals a day; the lack of bedding and linens “is a 
common disaster.” At the San Giovanni hospital—”the 
worst hospital in Rome”—a surgeon invited Volterra 
into the operating room. The place was infested with 
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ants. “ They come in droves from the walls,” he noticed, 
“from the gray cracks in the floor. They try to climb the 
cold legs of the table and get into the bandages.” The 
surgeon shrugged his shoulders: “’Men are dying; it is 
so easy to let them die. But it isn’t easy to kill these darn 
ants.’” There were no sterile bandages, no operating 
gloves, insufficient anesthesia. The patient on which 
the surgeon was operating began to scream. Then the 
generator cut out, and the rooms went dark.33

Beneath an UNRRA poster promising aid, a mother and 
child huddle together in a cave in Naples. UNRRA
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In May 1945, the Unitarian Service Committee (USC), 
based in Boston, secured UNRRA’s approval to launch 
a long-term nutritional study in Italy, focusing on se-
lected cities and towns in southern Italy. Their work 
was conducted throughout 1945 and 1946, and the re-
sults reveal the awful toll that the war, coming on top 
of widespread poverty, had taken, especially upon 
children. Dr. Frank Gollan of the U.S. Public Health 
Service, and a pediatrician by training, served on the 
USC’s team in Italy, and delivered a sobering sum-
mary of the mission’s findings. After examining over 
24,000 people, the survey found that tuberculosis 
was widespread, that malaria had staged a comeback 
due to the flooding of once-drained swamplands, and 
that “the low standard of sanitation and cleanliness in 
the population of Naples due to unsanitary latrines or 
their complete absence and the lack of soap and warm 
water” had contributed to rampant diarrhea and intes-
tinal parasites among much of the population of that 
city. Ten percent of the children in Naples had dysen-
tery, which made the absorption of nutrients difficult. 
The food shortages made recovery even harder, as “the 
daily hunting for food requires again a great amount of 
energy,” and so the very young, the elderly, and the ill 
were often left behind in the competition to find food. 
The results of a survey of two hundred children in a 
Naples foundling home make the point: they all suf-
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fered from malnutrition, vitamin deficiency, rickets, 
stunted growth, and deformities of the legs. Dr. Gollan 
and the USC team, after spending a year in Italy, knew 
that what they were witnessing was not just the result 
of a food shortage, but of a collapse of the entire social 
fabric in Italy. “ The breakdown of public health mea-
sures, sanitation and medical service, the lack of trans-
portation, cold in wintertime and dehydration in sum-
mer, crowded and unsanitary living quarters due to the 
destruction of homes and the shift of populations, the 
constant infections and infestations of the people due 
to polluted water and milk, the ignorance of the pop-
ulation concerning matters of sanitation and cleanli-
ness,” all of these factors turned daily life in southern 
Italy during the war and its aftermath into a desperate 
struggle for survival.34

Like every European country at the war’s end, Italy 
also had its share of displaced persons. Hundreds of 
thousands of internally displaced Italians were settled 
fairly rapidly, but in 1945, UNRRA faced the prospect of 
caring for 20,000 non-Italian refugees, some trying to 
get home, others afraid of returning home. From the 
earliest days of the Anglo-American landings in south-
ern Italy, DPs had sought shelter in liberated southern 
Italy while awaiting the end of the war. They congre-
gated in small camps set up by the Allied forces that 
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were turned over to UNRRA in the fall of 1945. The 
conditions in these camps were difficult, though not 
as bad as those UNRRA would later encounter in Ger-
many. Most camps had one to two thousand or fewer 
residents, which made them easier to run.

Displaced Persons in UNRRA Camps in Italy, as of Feb-
ruary 194635

Who were these people? Many were the typical resi-
dents of Europe’s DP camps: Polish Jews, men, wom-
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en, and children who did not wish to return home and 
were trying to make their way out of central Europe, 
down into Italy, and on to Palestine. But the makeup 
of any one camp varied over time: in early 1945, there 
were large numbers of Yugoslavs and Greeks in Italy 
who were able to return to their countries by mid-1945. 
By the end of the year, it was more likely that the camp 
inmates would be Eastern Europeans and Jews. The 
national origins of the 4,700 people in four camps in 
the Lecce region are indicative: 56 percent were Poles, 
14 percent were Romanian, and the rest came from a 
dozen different European states.36

Naturally, the conditions in which they lived were dif-
ficult. The health problems so prevalent in Italy were 
magnified inside DP camps, as UNRRA’s early reports 
revealed. Anne Dacie, who worked with the British Red 
Cross in the Bari camp, claimed to be the first woman 
aid worker inside the camp, arriving in January 1945. 
She went to work to help bathe, disinfect, and clothe 
the women and girls, mostly people from the Balkans. 
Their conditions were often so bad that their hair had 
to be shaved and their clothes burned. Dacie said that 
“all the refugees needed shoes and clothing, razors, 
combs, brushes and toothbrushes in order to gain 
some sense of self respect and well-being”—yet many 
of these things were in short supply until the UNRRA 
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program got under way in mid-1945. Dacie and her fel-
low Red Cross workers had to scrounge up outfits for 
the refugees from cast-off army surplus; rubber tires 
were converted into makeshift sandals for the shoe-
less. Prostitution was rife, as was general promiscuity 
among inmates. Relief workers were too busy to care, 
this being part of the normal course of war and some-
thing everyone was thoroughly used to by 1945. Dacie 
seemed to think “a little promiscuity, though undesir-
able, denoted a gradual return to the feelings of life, 
and finally of balance”; and at the weekly dances held 
in the camp, women camp residents dressed up as well 
as they could. “Others outside the camp might have 
thought them dowdy, but to us who knew them as they 
had been, they seemed charming.” This became a con-
stant theme in the world of the DP camp: both inmates 
and camp staff were eager to reestablish even the most 
elementary kinds of normal social interactions: a nice 
dress and a dance, after six years of hell, was a kind of 
liberation.37

* * *

WHERE GREECE AND Italy depressed UNRRA 
workers with their vast needs and defeated 
people, Yugoslavia lifted their spirits. “ The 

inhabitants are all clean, proud, self-respecting and 
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friendly,” wrote acting director of the Yugoslav mission, 
Alan Hall, upon arriving in the country, “and a welcome 
change from southern Italy.” The head of the public re-
lations office concurred: “the first general impressions 
of this place are wonderful, especially compared to 
the general feeling of depression and lack of initiative 
that one senses among the Italians.” Yugoslavs were 
full of “energy and enthusiasm,” and the streets were 
filled with youthful partisan boys and girls, singing and 
dancing. “Everyone here is amazed at the fine work the 
Jugoslavs [sic] are doing.”38 With UNRRA and Yugosla-
via, it was love at first sight. Such first impressions, in 
a country that had passed through four years of bitter 
occupation and civil war, are curious. What did these 
UNRRA observers see in this ravaged country that im-
pressed them so? What did they not see?

From the moment of the German invasion in the spring 
of 1941, Yugoslav society had splintered. The Yugoslav 
government, under the monarch King Peter, rallied el-
ements of the army and the Serb elite, but the king fled 
to London in June; a proroyalist resistance movement 
headed by Colonel (later General) Draža Mihailović 
established links to the British government. The Ger-
mans, meanwhile, established a collaborationist re-
gime in a much-expanded Croatia under the Fascist 
and Croatian nationalist Ante Pavelić, who now saw an 
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opportunity to wage ethnic war against the long-hated, 
domineering, and Orthodox Serbs. The Croatian na-
tionalist Ustaše movement began in May 1941 a long-
term campaign of terror and extermination against 
the Serbs. Mihailović’s Chetnik forces, instead of fight-
ing these Fascists and their German patrons, seemed 
content instead to play a waiting game, withdrawing 
to the hills of southern Serbia. The British, on whom 
Mihailović was dependent for supplies, began by 1943 
to lean toward the more effective resistance movement 
led by Josip Broz, or Tito, a Communist revolutionary 
who eschewed ethnic warfare and preferred killing 
Germans. Precisely because of the challenge they pre-
sented to Mihailović’s control of the anti-Fascist move-
ment, Tito’s partisans were targeted by the Chetniks. 
The partisans fought back, so Yugoslavia, in addition 
to facing a German occupation, was also engaged in 
a three-way civil war between the Fascist Ustaše, the 
royalist-Serb Chetniks, and the Communist partisans. 
The result was horrifyingly predictable: of the 1.2 mil-
lion Yugoslavs who died in the Second World War, most 
were killed by their fellow countrymen.39

By late 1943, when British aid and support turned de-
cisively toward the partisans, it became clear that the 
future of Yugoslavia lay in Tito’s hands. A devoted Com-
munist, a charismatic and vain, handsome, sometimes 
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preening leader, Tito also showed enormous political 
acumen in outmaneuvering Mihailović for British favor, 
and then in ensuring that—unlike in Greece, where 
the Communists had been pushed into the hills—his 
movement would dominate the postwar government. 
In June 1944, through British brokerage, representa-
tives of Tito and King Peter worked out an agreement 
for a postwar power-sharing government, but there 
were few illusions that any real sharing would occur. 
In the fall of 1944, the Soviet Red Army swept through 
eastern and northern Yugoslavia to liberate Belgrade, 
leaving Tito in full command of the political stage. The 
coalition government that took shape in March 1945 
was only nominally multiparty; Tito controlled the le-
vers of power, the secret police, and a powerful force of 
battle-tested rebels.

Yugoslavia in 1945 faced an economic and social crisis. 
Reports gathered chiefly by British military authori-
ties revealed the predictable carnage. In Dalmatia, the 
beautiful coastal region that had been occupied by the 
Italians after April 1941 and by the Croatian Fascists af-
ter September 1943, 600,000 civilian inhabitants faced 
a severe shortage of food, housing, and clothing; heavy 
fighting had killed off much of the livestock and spoiled 
grain supplies. In the Banat region, north of Serbia and 
bordering Romania and Hungary, the Germans had 
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ruled with the willing aid of a large minority of ethnic 
Germans, who had ruthlessly persecuted the Serbs. By 
the fall of 1944, the tables had turned, and these Volks-
deutsche—perhaps 200,000 of them—were now slated 
for destruction. Most were expelled from their land 
and many were shipped in convoys to labor camps in 
the Soviet Union. The result was a denuded territory 
of empty farms. Bosnia, much of which had suffered 
under Croatian Fascist rule, faced an epidemic of dis-
ease: “hardly a village in eastern Bosnia has not been 
struck by typhus,” concluded one report, and the lack 
of soap and clean clothes compounded the problem. 
In Montenegro, which had been under nominal Italian 
control but in fact was a partisan stronghold, disease 
and food shortages were beginning to take their toll. 
There had been “no medical attention in these areas 
for nearly four years,” according to one assessment. 
“Rickets, tuberculosis, typhus, ring-worm, and impe-
tigo are prevalent. There is no attempt at sanitation 
anywhere, and lice, fleas, and rats are ever present.” 
Only Belgrade had escaped catastrophic damage, in 
part because the German occupation had enforced a 
kind of calm there. The population was anxious about 
Tito’s troops, and wild rumors circulated about mass 
arrests and purges; but the food supply was adequate, 
though expensive due to unregulated prices. “ The av-
enues are untidy,” wrote one observer, “with unswept 
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leaves, and the streets are littered with bins of uncol-
lected garbage, until quite recently often liberally in-
termixed with deceased Germans.”40

The war’s end did not bring peace to Yugoslavia. On V-E 
Day, as Europe celebrated the defeat of Nazi Germany 
and the arrival of peace, Yugoslavia was still deep in a 
season of war. Milovan Djilas, one of Tito’s closest po-
litical friends and allies in the partisan movement, and 
a man whose two brothers and pregnant sister were 
murdered by the Chetniks, recalled that “we leaders 
greeted the unconditional surrender of Germany—Vic-
tory Day—in bitter loneliness. It was a joy not meant 
for us…. We were still waging war on a grand scale.” 
Chetniks, Ustaše, collaborators—those who had taken 
up arms against the partisans—were now marked for 
liquidation. “ The killings were sheer frenzy,” Djilas ad-
mitted. Perhaps 20,000–30,000 were tracked down and 
killed; the violence continued right down to the end of 
the year. Why so much bitterness? Djilas explained: 
“side by side with the invader they [Ustaše and Chet-
niks] had waged war for many years against the chil-
dren of their own people; they had run to new masters; 
they had burned, tortured, slaughtered;…they took no 
prisoners.” And so the wartime enemies were hunted 
down and wiped out. Djilas said that he and his fellow 
partisan leaders embraced this policy of retribution 
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“with bitter conviction.”41

Did the UNRRA teams that arrived in the spring of 1945 
overlook this violent endgame of a civil war in a coun-
try that apparently was not yet ready to stop killing? 
Perhaps. Or maybe they liked what they saw—not, to 
be sure, the purges and murders but the zeal of the 
fiery partisans. There was something in the Yugoslavs 
that outsiders wished to identify with: their revolution-
ary enthusiasm, the virtue of a righteous cause, their 
membership in a warrior race that had sustained itself 
and its people on ideas of patriotism, justice, and lib-
eration. These categories and typologies, useful in ex-
plaining the success of the rugged partisan against the 
tyrannical German, were core ideals of the Allied cause 
as it had been rehearsed by Roosevelt and Churchill. 
Yugoslavs needed little more than a helping hand, it 
seemed, to aid their fierce experiment in democracy. 
It was not that UNRRA observers failed to see the vio-
lence of the war and its aftermath: rather, they saw in 
it a political commitment that filled them with a fearful 
admiration.

The reputation, so carefully promoted by the BBC dur-
ing 1944, of the Yugoslavs as proud warriors who had 
rid their country of the Germans, prepared foreign 
relief officials to find heroes on every hand. When in 
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April 1945 the first convoy of Yugoslav refugees boarded 
trucks at the El Shatt camp near Cairo, en route to the 
coast and a ship that would take them home to Split, 
UNRRA’s public relations bureau invested the scene 
with a certain grandeur: these 1,300 Yugoslav refugees 
were “returning with proud, happy hearts, determined 
to help build a new and democratic Jugoslavia.” These 
were, according to one observer, “not refugees in the 
ordinary sense of the word; they are people going home 
to do a job” of rebuilding their land. On the docks, as 
the refugees embarked, they filed to the ships “with 
the precision of soldiers.” The American commander 
of UNRRA’s Middle East office, Dr. H. van Zile Hyde, de-
picted this refugee repatriation as a veritable victory 
march: “As the first Jugoslavs leave us today, we see 
men, women and children returning to the land they 
cherish with determination to add their strength to 
work in their nation, whose name holds forever a high 
and honored place among the foes of evil and destruc-
tion. These people are returning as victors over hard-
ship.”42 Such discipline made UNRRA look good, at a 
time when UNRRA needed successes. “It will be almost 
impossible for UNRRA to fail in Jugoslavia,” public re-
lations director Sydney Morrell wrote. “If any people 
were ready and able to help themselves it is this one…. 
These people have a bottomless capacity for persever-
ance.”43
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For Irving “Jack” Fasteau, an American who had worked 
during the war for the Social Security Board and was 
now part of the Military Liaison that served as a link 
between the Army and UNRRA, the country’s revolu-
tion was part of its appeal. “From what I’ve seen,” he 
wrote to colleagues back in Washington, “it is a broad 
movement, supported by the large majority of the 
people; it is a shifting of power from a small well-to-
do group to another portion of the population that al-
though small in number appears to have been thrown 
up by the rigors of the last few years, who have dem-
onstrated leadership qualities under a period of great 
stress and privation, and who seem thereby to have 
gained the confidence of large masses of the peasants.” 
Fasteau adopted a philosophical view about the cost 
of this upheaval: “As you know, revolution, social and 
economic changes, wherever and whenever they take 
place are not pleasant. Not everyone is satisfied…. 
We know that the conditions of war limit the develop-
ment and application of civil liberties.” Fasteau was 
naturally stunned by the devastation the war wrought. 
“Community graves, with as many as 80 bodies, who 
had been shot or tortured.…Whole villages without a 
house standing. Miles of devastation.” Yet again, the 
“strenuous efforts” of the people stood out. There were 
no draft animals for planting; no matter: “It is not un-
common to see an entire family pulling a plow.” Impro-
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visation: “I saw a tractor that was being built from odd 
parts of cars and planes, both German and American.” 
In local hospitals and welfare centers, people “do so 
much with so little…. Beds are made from whatever 
wood there can be found or scrounged. Tin cans are 
used as utensils, wooden spoons are carved by hand 
from pieces of scrap lumber. The homes are very clean, 
everything in them is clean.” Above all, the population 
is “almost painfully hospitable, giving freely of what 
little they have.”44 Here was just what UNRRA needed: a 
determined people, capable and rugged, fueled by ide-
als of patriotism and egalitarianism.

As a result, Yugoslavs featured prominently in UN-
RRA’s public relations effort. The Yugoslav peasant was 
transformed into a heroic everyman in one radio script, 
written by UNRRA: he was a man who “had stoically 
resisted countless acts of God and man in the shape 
of barbaric invasion, droughts, and human and animal 
epidemics.” The ruthless German occupation threat-
ened to end his way of life but “the unhesitating sac-
rifice of the Jugoslav peasant”—who plowed his own 
fields when animals were lacking and carried buckets 
of water across the parched, rocky mountain-scape—
defied even Hitler’s designs. Yugoslavia “had been oc-
cupied but never conquered,” exclaimed one UNRRA 
field-worker on a BBC broadcast. “ We of UNRRA felt 
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privileged to work with such a people.”45

* * *

UNRRA WAS NOT the only agency deployed in 
the broken landscape of Europe in 1945 to de-
liver hope and healing. Alongside and techni-

cally under UNRRA, some 125 private charitable orga-
nizations stood ready to deliver supplies, money, and 
staff workers wherever they could be best used. These 
voluntary organizations, most of which dated back to 
the start of the war and in some cases back to the First 
World War, presented both an opportunity and a head-
ache for UNRRA. Voluntary agencies wished to guard 
their independence to some extent, for they had raised 
money and contributions from their own constituen-
cies, often on behalf of particular groups within Eu-
rope. UNRRA had to guard against the duplication of 
efforts and wastage of scarce space aboard ships bound 
for Europe from American ports. Nor did UNRRA need 
the administrative hassles of registering, and supervis-
ing, the staff of these agencies, most of whom wished 
to be sent into Germany and Eastern Europe, where 
the need was evidently greatest. Over time, however, 
UNRRA worked out basic structures for these agen-
cies that allowed them to play a role in delivering aid 
to Europe. UNRRA was wise to do so, for the American 
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public was far more closely tied to these church-based 
or national, grassroots organizations than to the vague 
acronym “UNRRA.” In finding a role for voluntary re-
lief organizations, UNRRA helped sustain the American 
public’s commitment to continued sacrifice on behalf 
of European civilians.46

In the United States, the American public began to raise 
funds for European war relief from the very opening of 
the war in 1939, chiefly along lines of ethnic identity. 
Polish-Americans raised millions in 1939 and 1940 as 
their homeland fell under German and Soviet occupa-
tion; British War Relief raised $4 million in 1940 and $8 
million in 1941 on behalf of the British civilians suffer-
ing under the German blitz; Greek-Americans contrib-
uted $4.3 million in 1941 alone for war relief in Greece. 
And on it went: Americans set up committees to raise 
funds for Albanians, Armenians, Czechs, Danes, Lithu-
anians, Dutch, Norwegians, Russians, Yugoslavs, and 
dozens of other nationalities inside Europe. Such was 
the profusion of fund-raising appeals that the U.S. 
government—which wished to encourage broad-based 
voluntary contributions to war relief—was forced to 
create supervisory machinery to avoid oversaturation 
of national appeals and the inevitable rivalry of dif-
ferent ethnic groups competing for scarce dollars. For 
example, in 1940, over seventy separate organizations 
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were busy soliciting money for British war relief. In July 
1942, President Roosevelt established the President’s 
War Relief Control Board, and assigned it the duty to 
regularize and oversee war relief appeals in the United 
States as well as the disbursement of monies raised. It 
was authorized to streamline fund-raising chiefly by 
consolidating voluntary organizations; the British War 
Relief Society, for example, grouped together dozens 
of smaller operations. The board also initiated the Na-
tional War Fund, which conducted an annual nation-
wide campaign on behalf of war relief that raised some 
$321 million and used it to support the USO, the War 
Prisoners Aid, and twenty-seven other relief agencies. 
The board also urged private charities to step up their 
own coordination so as to avoid duplication in the 
field. Some did so and formed the American Council 
of Voluntary Agencies for Foreign Service (ACVAFS) in 
1943, which gradually expanded to include most of the 
major private agencies operating in Europe.47

The end of the war opened a new chapter for these 
relief groups, for it meant that they could expand 
their efforts from raising money in the United States 
to sending skilled relief personnel along with the aid 
their funds had purchased. Hundreds of American re-
lief workers representing dozens of organizations trav-
eled to Europe in 1945, mostly to Germany, to join oth-
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er equally committed European relief agencies in the 
field. By mid-1946, over 1,100 personnel from voluntary 
agencies, European and American, were at work side 
by side in Germany, and many others were scattered 
across the European landscape.

Disbursements by Select U.S. Voluntary Agencies for 
Foreign War Relief in 1945

Source: Voluntary War Relief during World War II: A Re-
port to the President, by Joseph Davies, Charles P. Taft, 

and Charles Warren (Washington D.C., March 1946).

Predictably, these agencies viewed the creation of UN-
RRA with trepidation. UNRRA was the designated in-
ternational agency for supplying aid in the liberated 
areas, and the voluntary groups faced a new level of 
bureaucracy before they could make their own mark in 
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Europe. UNRRA controlled the supplies these smaller 
groups would need, and of course UNRRA had gobbled 
up what vehicles were left over from military surplus. 
Voluntary agencies could not enter Germany without 
approval and specific orders from UNRRA, and once 
there, they were technically under UNRRA supervision 
and could be assigned anywhere. By the end of Septem-
ber 1945, twelve agencies had signed agreements with 
UNRRA; that number expanded to thirty-six by the fall 
of 1946, heavily focused on work with displaced per-
sons in Germany. UNRRA guarded its options by insist-
ing that volunteers would not be assigned to work with 
their own choice of national group, nor at their choice 
of camp. The important exception to this was the Jewish 
relief agencies: after a great deal of prodding and pres-
sure, the American Jewish community secured special 
dispensation to work with Jewish DPs and the Ameri-
can Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (AJJDC) was 
designated as the coordinating agency for other Jew-
ish relief organizations. This agreement served UN-
RRA’s interests, as well as the Jewish DPs’, since until 
September 1945, the Allied armies gave Jews no special 
rights or status as a persecuted people; they were sim-
ply lumped by nationality with other DPs. When it be-
came clear in late summer that German, Polish, Baltic, 
and Hungarian Jews refused to be housed with their 
often anti-Semitic conationals, leaders of the interna-
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tional Jewish community demanded, and won, the sig-
nificant reform of UNRRA and SHAEF’s policy toward 
Jewish DPs. With this important exception, however, 
UNRRA deterred relief groups from focusing on spe-
cific religious or national groups, and sought instead to 
deploy voluntary agencies in regions where their skills 
and labor would be most useful.48

Voluntary Agency Personnel with UNRRA in Germany as 
of August 31, 1946

Source: UNRRA Archives, PAG-4/1.3.1.1.1, box 21.
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Despite such minor rivalries with UNRRA, the exten-
sive work of private humanitarian agencies in postwar 
Europe shows plainly that Americans at the war’s end 
were just as ready to work hard, give money and time, 
and make personal sacrifices on behalf of European 
recovery as they had been to fight and destroy Hitler’s 
regime. Indeed, one could suggest that they were even 
more zealous in this final stage of the war: Americans 
understood that what was at stake in 1945 was precise-
ly the fulfillment of all the great efforts that soldiers 
had made on the battlefield. Were Americans to fail to 
administer to a brutalized Europe now, the pain and 
bitterness of the war would be for naught. Americans 
understood this instinctively—that here in Europe 
something awful had happened and now must be set 
right.

* * *

HISTORIANS, AS WELL as many contemporaries, 
considered UNRRA something of a failure when 
it finally closed down in 1947, to be broken up 

and succeeded by various UN agencies.49 It is hard to 
accept this verdict. UNRRA managed to deliver to Eu-
rope, as well as Asia, almost $4 billion of goods, food, 
medicine, and industrial and agricultural machinery 
at a time of global shortages, worldwide transport dif-
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ficulties, and political chaos. The 25 million long tons 
of goods that UNRRA delivered was three times the 
amount the United States gave after World War I. Mil-
lions of people benefited from UNRRA’s work. True, it 
did not create the sort of sustained institutional ma-
chinery that the Marshall Plan later did. It had not 
sought to do so. Herbert Lehman in December 1943 had 
explicitly stated that the agency should be “measured 
by the speed with which it is able to liquidate itself; the 
sooner it becomes unnecessary, the greater will have 
been its accomplishments.”50 Even so, the London-
based Economist magazine lamented the planned de-
mise of UNRRA, for in an increasingly divided world, 
it was a genuinely international enterprise, “the only 
organization or activity still bridging the gulf between 
East and West.”51 Perhaps for that very reason, it could 
not long survive. The United States government felt 
that for all the money it had thrown at Europe in 1945–
46, it had not gained much traction in restarting the 
giant economic engine of the continent. Nor did Amer-
icans like having to share decision making in an agen-
cy funded largely with dollars. When Dean Acheson’s 
colleague in the State Department, Will Clayton, was 
sketching out plans in 1947 for what would become the 
Marshall Plan, he specifically said “we must avoid get-
ting into another UNRRA. The United States must run 
this show.”52
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So perhaps UNRRA fell short as a vehicle for American 
foreign economic interests. Yet as Francis B. Sayre said, 
this organization was “a new enterprise, based funda-
mentally on human brotherhood.”53 And brotherhood is 
what it supplied. UNRRA brought the human touch back 
to Europe in 1945. The men and women who worked in 
DP camps, staffed transport and distribution centers, 
drove trucks, and handed out medical supplies and 
food—these people offered the simple and longed-for 
gift of decency and charity to Europeans in desperate 
need. The remarks made by a thirteen-year-old French 
girl, Yvette Rubin, might stand as a kind of epitaph for 
the UNRRA experience. Yvette, deported to Germany 
in 1942, was imprisoned for almost three years, dur-
ing which time she witnessed the brutal murder of her 
mother. Returned to Paris in the spring of 1945, she sat 
one day in her father’s apartment in Paris, describing 
at length the horrors through which she had passed to 
her uncle, Jean Newman, a staff employee of UNRRA. 
After her painful monologue, she looked more closely 
at her uncle’s uniform. “ Then suddenly, excited and 
with shining eyes, she jumped off her chair,” recalled 
Newman. “’ Tonton, you are not a soldier. You are UN-
RRA. I know them. I was with them for more than two 
weeks after I was liberated by the British armies. They 
are wonderful. They have saved my life. They saved me 
from typhus, which I was still sick with. They fed me 
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and gave me this dress I am now wearing.’” This girl, 
prematurely aged, her eyes staring out of gray sockets, 
her limbs as fragile as dried stalks, looked happily at 
her uncle and said, “’so you are UNRRA. I am so glad. 
I love them so much. They were the first people to be 
nice to me.’”54
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7: “A Tidal Wave of Nomad Peoples”: 
Europe’s Displaced Persons

IN THE SPRING of 1945, as the Allied armies bore 
into the heart of the Third Reich, millions of captive 
people inside Germany—prisoners of war, political 

prisoners, and forced laborers—slipped out of their 
work camps, prisons, factories, farms, barracks, and 
shelters and began searching for a path homeward. 
This sudden flood of civilians rushing along the roads 
and rails features as one of the largest and swiftest 
mass migrations in history, described by one awed ob-
server as “a tidal wave of nomad peoples.”1 The Allied 
military authorities had devised elaborate logistical 
schemes to channel, register, shelter, and repatriate 
these millions of people, yet little prepared them for 
the scale of the problem. Nor were they fully prepared 
to deal with the acute social and human consequences 
of such catastrophic displacement.

Over the years, scholars have produced various esti-
mates of the numbers of displaced persons in Germany 
at war’s end. Though the precise numbers can never 
fully be known, the historian Ulrich Herbert, among 
others, has given us a detailed accounting of the for-
eign labor force based on German records. These show 
that as of August 1944, 5.7 million foreign civilians were 
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toiling in Germany, one-third of whom were women. 
In addition, the Germans compelled some 1.9 million 
POWs to work. This labor force was a valuable asset, 
making up 26 percent of the total German workforce. 
Foreigners worked in all sectors of the economy, from 
agriculture to mining, metallurgy, chemicals, con-
struction, and transport. The bulk of the laborers came 
from the east: 2.7 million Soviets, 1.6 million Poles, half 
a million Yugoslavs, and 280,000 Czechoslovaks. Yet 
the Germans had enlisted 1.3 million French workers, 
half of them POWs, in German war industries, while 
500,000 Belgians and a similar number of Dutch had 
also been pressed into servitude during the war. More 
than half a million Italians, mostly POWs taken by the 
Germans after Italy’s switch to the Allied side in Oc-
tober 1943, also languished in work camps.2 Herbert’s 
total figure of 7.6 million forced workers in Germany 
would appear to be a minimum; other contemporary 
sources suggest the number was closer to 8.6 million. 
If we add to this the numbers of prisoners of war who 
were not laborers, and other political prisoners of the 
Nazis, it is clear that about 11 million people inside Ger-
many were set free by the collapse of the Third Reich.3

Technically, the Allied armies differentiated between 
civilians and RAMPs—”recovered Allied military 
personnel”—who were to be turned over directly to 
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military liaison officers from their own respective na-
tions. In practice, of course, it was often hard to sustain 
the distinction, since captured members of the French, 
Polish, Soviet, and other armies had long since been 
compelled to work in camps on behalf of the German 
war effort. Nonetheless, the U.S. Army stood by these 
definitions: refugees were “civilians not outside the na-
tional boundaries of their country, who desire to return 
to their homes”—that is, internally displaced due to war 
operations; this category was broad enough to include 
the fleeing and expelled Germans from the east who 
were now choking roads and railway stations across 
Germany. The DPs, by contrast, were defined as “civil-
ians outside the national boundaries of their country 
by reason of war” who wished to be repatriated. Those 
who did not wish to return to their homelands—and 
there were many—were deemed “stateless,” and this 
was a category used to indicate chiefly Jews but also 
those Poles whose hometowns were, after the crude 
surgery of Yalta, now part of the Soviet Union.4

The Anglo-American military authorities saw the DP 
problem chiefly as one of security and order: millions 
of angry foreign workers rampaging through a prostrate 
Germany could engage Allied soldiers in massive polic-
ing efforts, something that would take away valuable 
resources from the war effort. DPs might also present 
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a large public health problem: planners assumed that 
DPs would be ill with contagious diseases, certainly 
hungry, possibly deranged. In addition to these prac-
tical objectives, the Army and UNRRA assumed that 
these millions of DPs had been so traumatized by their 
harsh experience in the war that they might well have 
lost the basic social habits that bind societies together. 
The Army believed that, after years of mistreatment at 
the hands of the Germans, the DPs might have been 
warped and twisted, becoming a potentially harmful 
mass of people. If not properly healed and recivilized, 
they might act like some malignant agent released into 
a vulnerable European body politic. They had to be 
cleaned, repaired, morally as well as physically disin-
fected, before they could be reintroduced into society. 
Without an aggressive policy toward DPs, the whole 
liberation project might be placed in jeopardy.

Given such profound suspicions, it is perhaps not sur-
prising that the liberators did not develop a warm and 
tender relationship with DPs. Although the United 
States military and UNRRA had given the DP problem a 
good deal of thought, most of their planning focused on 
transportation, shelter, feeding, and registration: the 
bureaucratic control of humans that the U.S. Army, by 
1945, was very good at. Less thought, it seems, went into 
the human element. Army officers in the field readily 
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acknowledged this important shortcoming. “Implicit 
in the planning for care and control of DPs,” one re-
port from the field concluded, was the assumption that 
the individuals would be tractable, grateful, and pow-
erless, after their domination from two to five years as 
the objects of German slave policies. They were none of 
these things. Their intractability took the form of what 
was referred to repeatedly by officers in contact with 
them as “Liberation Complex.” This involved revenge, 
hunger, and exultation, which three qualities com-
bined to make DPs, when newly liberated, a problem 
as to behavior and conduct, as well as for care, feeding, 
disinfection, registration and repatriation.5

Dealing with the liberated, it turned out, would not be 
easy.

The Army and UNRRA officials were not wholly unpre-
pared for the “Liberation Complex.” In August 1944, 
the European Regional Office of UNRRA formed an 
Inter-Allied Psychological Study Group, and charged it 
to investigate the likely state of mind of the newly freed 
DPs. The committee that authored the study comprised 
Dutch, British, Czech, and American members, includ-
ing Edward A. Shils, a University of Chicago scholar 
on loan from the Office of Strategic Services who, in 
the postwar years, became a world-renowned sociolo-
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gist. Their June 1945 report, “Psychological Problems 
of Displaced Persons,” reveals much about the place 
DPs occupied in the minds of their liberators. Basing 
their report on evidence gathered by former POWs and 
forced workers, as well as almost a year of experience 
in southern Europe and in France, the authors argued 
that the multiple traumas DPs had experienced—de-
portation, enslavement, forced labor, humiliation, ser-
vitude, extreme violence, loss of family ties—tended 
to reduce a normally functioning adult to the level of 
an intemperate, irrational child. “People who have 
been displaced from their social background…tend 
to return at least in part to the dependent attitudes of 
childhood,” the report claimed. DPs developed “a deep, 
unreasonable sense of having been cast out of society, 
hence of being suspect and unloved by their own com-
munity.” This created in them a powerful conflict “be-
tween the primitive need for affection on the one hand 
and on the other hand the dread of further rejection by 
a world which has already shown hostility.”

In explaining the downright nastiness DPs often 
showed toward their liberators, the report noted that 
“allied to the sense of unworthiness and increased 
lawless aggressiveness there are other common reac-
tions, of which perhaps the most obvious are bitter-
ness and touchiness. Once this state of mind is estab-
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lished, nothing that is done even by helpful people is 
regarded as genuine or sincere.” The constant theme 
here was the DPs’ reversion to infancy: “such peoples’ 
demands become insatiable, like a greedy baby’s…. 
It will be found out that, coupled with their gratitude 
and welcome, there will be a curious undercurrent 
of hostility and suspicion which may surprise us un-
less we realize that we are dealing with ‘hurt children’ 
whose world has let them down.” DPs had fallen back 
“to earlier, more primitive and, for example, infantile 
habits.” They “do not restrain themselves anymore; the 
brakes have been taken off.” Their symptoms included 
“increased restlessness,” lack of intellectual interests, 
no attachment to community, “complete apathy,” and 
“loss of initiative.” Most troubling, “a great and sullen 
suspicion has arisen towards all authority. No one is 
trusted any longer.”

If the DPs had become children, the occupation au-
thorities felt obliged to play the role of parents. In sex-
ual matters especially, the report expressed the opin-
ion that European DPs would have to be reschooled. 
“ Young girls and women have been forced into pros-
titution by the usurper, led behind the fronts and de-
based into mechanical lust-gratification machines. 
Young men have been dragged to Germany and forced 
to impregnate German women. They have all been 



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

forced into a world where there can be no feeling of 
affection or responsibility towards the object of erotic 
interest. They were humiliated, robbed of their ideals 
as well as becoming physically diseased.” The stakes 
were enormously high, UNRRA believed. These millions 
of sexually debased and depraved peoples presented a 
moral and social threat to the stabilization of the con-
tinent. In responding to this human crisis, the report 
called for “patience.” Occupation officials should “ar-
range for the development of sincere human relations 
which contain elements of genuine affection and ten-
derness. This must be done against a serious internal 
barrier in the women concerned; but if and when this 
can be overcome, recovery is likely to happen to an ex-
tent and to a degree which may well be surprising…. 
Assisted by our knowledge of what has been inflicted 
upon these people, we must try to see them as human 
beings, as personalities, who react to the events of life 
in varied ways.”6

If UNRRA adopted the language of rehabilitation when 
considering DPs, the U.S. Army was more blunt. Its 
guide for handling DPs simply stressed that “speedy 
repatriation remains the chief objective.” Those who 
could not be repatriated immediately would have to 
be kept in assembly centers, which meant improvised 
collection points and often camps—sometimes the 
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very same camps that had been used by the Germans. 
The DPs would likely be “difficult to control; they may 
have little initiative; their desire to take revenge may 
result in looting and general lawlessness.” Such prob-
lems could be minimized, the Army believed, if DPs 
were kept in national groups, and if they were allowed 
to select leaders to speak for them. In addition, fami-
lies should be kept together and DPs should be allowed 
to carry personal possessions. The Army envisioned a 
team of three officers, eight enlisted personnel, and 
one UNRRA staff member as a sufficient team to super-
vise a DP camp of 3,000 people; it was expected that 
UNRRA teams would take control as soon as possible. 
The chief goal of the assembly centers, then, was not 
to house but to process DPs. The Army guidelines in-
cluded a “Flow Chart” illustrated in a manner remi-
niscent of plumbing, in which a series of pipes carried 
DPs along six stages. These included arrival and the 
receipt of a DP card; assignment of accommodations; 
registration and division into categories; verification of 
nationality (here DPs might be siphoned off via various 
tubes to prisoner of war camps if they were determined 
to be ex-enemy nationals). In the fifth stage, DPs were 
gathered in a holding tank “awaiting disposal,” during 
which time they might be employed by the camp ad-
ministration in useful work; and then the final stage, 
“disposal,” which meant repatriation or transfer to a 
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more permanent camp. The document left the im-
pression that DPs were human refuse in need of waste 
treatment.7

These planning documents reveal the presence of a 
basic conflict among occupation officials. On the one 
hand, they understood that DPs were traumatized hu-
man beings who needed care, treatment, and a great 
deal of empathy; on the other, the authorities viewed 
DPs with deep anxiety and concern, saw in them a 
threat to order, and desired that they be efficiently 
cleaned and then transported out of Germany as soon 
as possible. The tension between these two modes of 
handling DPs was never resolved.

Between March and June 1945, SHAEF began to imple-
ment its plans for the DPs, but the scale of the crisis 
stunned and overwhelmed military planners. In March, 
as the Allied armies pushed onto German soil, they en-
countered only small groups of foreign workers west 
of the Rhine, for the Germans had relocated most of 
the war industries toward the interior of the country. 
After crossing the Rhine in late March, the liberators 
began to see many more. On March 16, SHAEF counted 
58,000 DPs under its control; by March 31, that num-
ber swelled to 350,000; by April 14 the numbers held 
by SHAEF reached 1,072,000. Two days after the Ger-
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man surrender, SHAEF reported that it held three and 
a half million DPs, of whom almost a million were Rus-
sians. For a period of about twelve weeks, SHAEF tried 
with little success to impose order on this swift-run-
ning tide of people. SHAEF’s DP Branch in mid-April 
conceded that “the handling of displaced persons may 
almost be described as chaotic.”8 Part of the problem 
in handling DPs was the speed of the Allied advance 
into Germany after early March; in the fluid conditions 
of combat, field commanders were frequently out of 
touch with headquarters for some time, and in any case 
they did not wish to use their troops to look after DPs 
in the midst of combat operations. Another problem 
was what SHAEF called “self-repatriation.” Hundreds 
of thousands of Western European DPs disregarded 
SHAEF’s stand-fast instructions and took to the road 
on their own accord. These marches homeward were 
frequently conducted in a “joyous atmosphere of hol-
iday-making,” according to one account, and while 
there was looting, military observers noted that “much 
of the looting attributed to foreigners is actually be-
ing carried on by the Germans themselves. In the de-
stroyed areas of every city one sees German men and 
women carrying marketing bags filled with loot from 
the remains of other people’s homes or shops.” Even 
so, Germans constantly complained to occupation sol-
diers about the rapacious looting of DPs.9
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A U.S. Army “flow chart” for processing DPs, from ar-
rival to “disposal.” U.S. National Archives

The military planners had anticipated that there 
would be a time lag between liberation and repatria-
tion efforts; they were wrong. Homeward treks were 
uncontrolled and massive, in part because the relief 
personnel that were supposed to conduct DP opera-
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tions were completely absent. UNRRA had almost no 
staff or equipment in Germany yet, and in any case the 
destruction in Germany meant that there were insuf-
ficient holding facilities to pen in the DPs. All the army 
groups in Germany had called for more personnel. “Re-
peated instances are encountered,” noted SHAEF’s DP 
Branch, “where a few persons are running large camps 
with 10,000 or more displaced persons. For example, 
when the camp at Wiesbaden was visited on April 11, 
a lieutenant and a sergeant were dealing with 12,000 
persons.”10 Marguerite Higgins of the New York Herald 
Tribune vividly described the scene in Frankfurt a week 
after the Allies had moved into and beyond the city. 
“ The displaced person situation in large cities such as 
Frankfurt and Heidelberg has been in a state of near-
chaos for the past week,” she wrote, “and military gov-
ernment officials themselves will admit that facilities 
for caring for the freed Russians, Polish, French and 
other slave laborers are so inadequate as to produce 
extremely grave and often tragic results.” Military offi-
cials, despite “valiant” efforts, had been overwhelmed: 
in Frankfurt, twenty-one military government officers 
tried to care for 40,000 DPs, and not a single Russian or 
French liaison officer was present to assist. “Crowds of 
laborers…, not knowing that camps were being set up 
for them, did the natural thing and set out post-haste 
for France.” In an airplane factory outside of Frankfurt, 
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3,000 laborers awaited some direction from military 
officials; none arrived. Nor were there any officials 
available who could speak any of the dozen European 
languages spoken by the DPs. Had they been informed, 
they would have been disheartened, for usually the 
camps in which DPs were supposed to be housed were 
the same ones the Germans had used. “It is sometimes 
quite a job,” Higgins laconically observed, “to per-
suade the laborers who check in at the main receiving 
center in the town to return to their former quarters.” 
Not surprisingly, many tried to get home on their own, 
by whatever means possible.11

Despite these impressions of widespread chaos, 
SHAEF did manage to organize the mass movement of 
almost six million people out of its control area of Ger-
many, Austria, and Czechoslovakia. The overall rapid-
ity of this repatriation process is stunning, as the chart 
below reveals. In the months of May and June, 80,000 
people each day were being struck off the rolls of DPs, 
and by early fall, one of the largest and fastest migra-
tions in European history was nearly over.
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Repatriation of Displaced Persons Completed by Sep-
tember 30, 1945

Source: Malcolm Proudfoot, European Refugees, 1939–
52: A Study in Forced Population Movement (London: 
Faber & Faber, 1957), chapter 8; NARA, RG84, Office of 

the U.S. Political Adviser to Germany, box 34.

The three largest national groups of DPs, as this chart 
shows, were Russians, French, and Poles; together, 
these accounted for three-quarters of all DPs. Yet each 
of these national groups had starkly varying experi-
ences as they faced the problem of returning home. 
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Behind the numbers there lie countless stories of dis-
oriented, hungry, exhausted people, most of whom 
yearned for home, some of whom looked with anxiety 
on the prospect of returning home, and some of whom 
did not wish to go home at all.

* * *

PRIMO LEVI, THAT keen-eyed observer of hu-
man nature, was among the huge multitude of 
DPs flowing out from Germany. Liberated from 

Auschwitz in January 1945, he had been borne along in 
unknown directions on intermittent trains across Po-
land and western Ukraine for months, in search of a 
way home. His destination, he hoped, was Odessa, the 
Black Sea port that had served as an embarkation point 
for POWs and DPs being repatriated to the west by ship; 
but getting there proved an enormous challenge and for 
Levi consumed many months. His wandering allowed 
him to observe firsthand the great Babel of humanity 
that the war had dumped out onto the lands of Eastern 
Europe. In one hastily erected way station, “there were 
men, but also a good number of women and children. 
There were Catholics, Jews, Orthodox Christians and 
Muslims; there were people with white and with yel-
low skins and Negroes in American uniform; Germans, 
Poles, French, Greeks, Dutch, Italians, and others; and 
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in addition, Germans pretending to be Austrians, Aus-
trians declaring themselves Swiss, Russians stating 
that they were Italians, a woman dressed as a man and 
finally, conspicuous in the midst of this ragged crowd, a 
Magyar general in full uniform, as quarrelsome, motley 
and stupid as a cock.” Amidst this anthill of assorted 
peoples, there was a multitude of tragedies. Levi noted, 
for example, “trainloads of Ukrainian women return-
ing from Germany.” These were women who, during 
the German occupation of their country, had been 
shipped to work in the Reich. “ Women aged sixteen 
to forty, hundreds of thousands of them, had left the 
devastated fields, the closed schools and bombarded 
factories for the invader’s bread…. In Germany, they 
had found bread, barbed wire, hard work, German or-
der, servitude and shame.” Now they were being sent 
home. But “victorious Russia had no forgiveness for 
them.” They were grouped into open cattle cars, and 
they were frightened: “their closed and bitter faces, 
their evasive eyes displayed a disturbing, animal-like 
humiliation and resignation.”12

These women that Levi so poignantly described could 
have been found on board hundreds of eastbound 
trains in the summer of 1945. The Soviet Union was 
calling its people back: and many went, against their 
will, to an uncertain but darkly imagined fate. In truth, 
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the western Allied powers, Britain, France, and the 
United States, did everything in their power to speed 
this vast repatriation of Soviet citizens from central 
and western Europe, knowing full well that for many of 
the men and women caught in the German web of war-
time labor and imprisonment, a return home to Stalin’s 
Russia might well be a death sentence.

The Allied governments had struggled with the ques-
tion of Soviet DPs ever since their armies had landed 
in France. In the summer of 1944, American and British 
units in Normandy reported that among the German 
prisoners they were taking appeared a significant num-
ber of Russians, serving in German uniform; and there 
were also large numbers of Soviet laborers, shipped to 
France to build defensive fortifications. In July 1944, 
the British Foreign Office asked the Soviet govern-
ment how it would like to have these men “disposed 
of.” The Soviet government replied that it wanted these 
Soviet nationals repatriated immediately. The prob-
lem presented a moral quandary: as Foreign Minister 
Anthony Eden put it, “if we do as the Soviet govern-
ment want and return all these prisoners to the Soviet 
Union, whether they are willing to return to the Soviet 
Union or no, we shall be sending some of them to their 
death.” But Eden was not unduly troubled. These were 
men who had served a foreign master and in fact were 
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traitors of a kind; the British government had “no legal 
or moral right to dictate to any allied government what 
steps they should or should not take in dealing with 
their own nationals” and perhaps most decisive from 
the British point of view, any delay in returning Soviet 
nationals could imperil British efforts to secure the 
speedy release and humane treatment of British pris-
oners liberated by the Red Army in eastern Germany. 
Eden called on the cabinet to approve the Soviet re-
quest: all citizens of the Soviet Union must be returned 
immediately, regardless of what lay in store for them.13

Yet in the chaotic conditions of newly liberated France, 
it proved rather easy for Soviet nationals to evade the 
authorities; many went on the lam, to be tracked by in-
trepid Soviet liaison officers, raking through towns and 
villages to distribute leaflets that promised good treat-
ment, such as this one:

Comrades! The hour of your liberation is near.

Everyone knows that through lies, abduction and ter-
rorism you have been forced to put on the German uni-
form, to fire on your brothers and your friends. Do not 
believe the flagrant lies put out by the enemies of the 
USSR that your Soviet Fatherland has forgotten you, 
and has abandoned you and no longer considers you 



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

as being one of its citizens…. Even though Soviet citi-
zens, under the yoke and terrorism of Germany have 
acted against the interests of the USSR, they will not be 
considered as responsible if they return to our country 
and honestly fulfill their duty.14

These appeals did not work. By January 1945, SHAEF 
had 21,000 such Russians on their hands, which Gen-
eral Eisenhower characterized as “a serious problem”; 
in March the number had risen to 78,000 and the Allies 
were not even on German soil yet, where the bulk of the 
Soviet POWs were being held. The French certainly did 
not want these wayward Russians remaining in their 
country. In January 1945, alarmed reports from the 
hills of south-central France told tales of Russian DPs 
“roving about, stealing food,” even shooting at farmers 
and burning farmhouses. Many “were armed with pis-
tols, carbines and rifles.” In March, the French foreign 
minister, Georges Bidault, prevailed upon the British 
for help in getting these men home. He felt they could 
no longer be lodged in safety in France, which had no 
supplies to feed them; and any delay in getting them 
home only delayed the repatriation of Frenchmen in 
Soviet custody. In short, the Russian DPs were, for the 
Allies, the most undesirable of guests.15

This helps to explain why, at the Yalta meeting in the 
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Crimea in February 1945, the British and American gov-
ernments were ready to accede to Soviet demands that 
all Soviet nationals in Allied hands—whether POWs, la-
borers, refugees, men or women, willing or unwilling—
be returned to Soviet hands immediately. The matter 
hinged on the need to get American and British prison-
ers freed by the Russians back home safely. Article One 
of the agreement laid out these reciprocal terms clear-
ly: “All Soviet citizens,” the agreement said, “liberated 
by the forces operating under United States command 
and all United States subjects liberated by the forces 
operating under Soviet command will, without delay 
after their liberation, be separated from enemy pris-
oners of war and will be maintained separately from 
them in camps or points of concentration until they 
have been handed over to the Soviet or United States 
authorities.” Soviet and American representatives 
were to have “the right of immediate access into the 
camps,” and in the meantime all such personnel were 
to be treated well, fed and clothed, and looked after. 
It seemed an agreement filled with advantages for the 
Soviets, for it was known that as many as five million 
Soviets might be inside Germany, while only 75,000 
American POWs were thought to be in German hands. 
Nonetheless, in the interest of getting these men home, 
the Americans willingly made the deal; an identical 
agreement was signed between the USSR and Britain. 
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There followed detailed instructions to U.S. command-
ers in the field on how to treat, identify, and repatriate 
any Soviet nationals uncovered in Germany.16

Of the two million men and women who were now 
collected and shipped back to Russia by British and 
American forces, some surely wanted to go home. Their 
consciences were clear: perhaps they had been taken 
prisoner by the Germans after strenuous fighting, or 
perhaps they had been compelled to work for the Ger-
mans under severe duress. Surely they would find some 
forgiveness and compassion upon their return home. 
Yet in Stalin’s devious mind, any person who had given 
himself up on the battlefield or, worse, volunteered to 
serve under German command, was a traitor and pos-
sibly a spy. These people, upon their return to the So-
viet Union, were uniformly imprisoned, interrogated, 
and often sent to the gulag, that notorious nationwide 
system of labor camps. One resident of the Soviet 
prisons—a former artillery officer who was himself ar-
rested in February 1945 while fighting the Germans, for 
the offense of criticizing Stalin in a private letter to a 
friend—has described the arrival of these forlorn So-
viet repatriates in unforgettable terms: “ That spring of 
1945 was, in our prisons, predominantly the spring of 
the Russian prisoners of war. They passed through the 
prisons of the Soviet Union in vast dense gray shoals, 
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like ocean herring.” In the eyes of this prisoner, Alek-
sandr Solzhenitsyn, Russia had betrayed these ill-fated 
repatriates three times: once “through ineptitude”—
poorly preparing for war; second, when they were left 
to rot in German camps, with no provisions sent in, like 
those enjoyed by prisoners of other allied nations; and 
third, by coaxing them back home, “with such phrases 
as The Motherland has forgiven you! The Motherland 
calls you!’” and then snatching them up “the moment 
they reached the frontiers.” Solzhenitsyn described 
their predicament with bitter irony: “For not want-
ing to die from a German bullet, the prisoner had to 
die from a Soviet bullet for having been a prisoner of 
war! Some get theirs from the enemy; we get it from 
our own!…In general, this war revealed to us that the 
worst thing in the world to be was to be a Russian.”17

It was no better to be a Cossack. This tribe, a peren-
nial enemy of the Bolsheviks—it had fought for the Tsar 
in the Russian civil war—had provided tens of thou-
sands of its warriors to the German army. During the 
German occupation, Cossacks aided the occupiers in 
hunting down Soviet partisans in the rear areas and 
ruthlessly killing them. The Cossacks fought Stalin and 
his regime—a legitimate enough enterprise—but had 
done so at the side of the Nazi invaders. In the waning 
days of the war, Cossack units surrendered to British 
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forces in Austria, hoping perhaps for some lenience, 
given their openly expressed desire not to be repatri-
ated. Their appeals fell on deaf ears. Between May 28 
and June 7, 1945, in the border town of Lienz, Austria, 
the British army gathered about 23,800 men, women, 
and children belonging to Cossack and Caucasian 
tribes. Their morale was “surprisingly high,” the offi-
cial British army report said. Perhaps their spirits were 
high because their fate was as yet unknown to them: “it 
was considered essential that the fact that they were to 
be sent to the USSR should be kept from them as long 
as possible.” First, the British troops disarmed them. 
Then they called the 1,600 officers to a bogus confer-
ence, arrested them, and placed them in a prison camp 
in nearby Spittal. There, the officers spent the night, 
now aware of their fate. Two officers committed suicide 
by hanging themselves on the lavatory chains. The next 
morning, on May 29, trucks were produced to deliver 
the men to the waiting Russians. The Cossack officers 
resisted, and a platoon of British soldiers was sent in to 
drag the men out of their barracks and into the trucks. 
“ The difficulties were considerable,” according to the 
army report, “as they all sat on the ground with linked 
arms and legs.” The British soldiers resorted to force: 
“rifle butts, pick helves and the points of bayonets were 
freely used.” In due course, the officers were loaded 
onto the trucks. Two more officers committed suicide 
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during the truck ride to Judenburg, where they were 
handed over to the Russians.

While this sinister transport was under way, the re-
maining lower ranks, along with their families, were 
told that they too were to be handed over to the Rus-
sians. The opposition to this plan was intense. From 
the windows of their barracks, Cossacks hung signs 
saying “ We will die or starve rather than return to the 
USSR.” Over the course of the next few days, Cossacks 
tried either to escape into the surrounding country-
side, where they were tracked down by the British 
soldiers, or resisted as best they could the British sol-
diers who loaded them onto trains. More rifle butts 
and beatings were required to entrain the thousands 
of doomed Cossacks. “It was not until a platoon had 
advanced with fixed bayonets and administered some 
further blows that any movement started. This move-
ment was continued only by the further persuasion of 
the bayonets and the firing of automatic weapons into 
the gaps between the groups of Cossacks.” Three peo-
ple, including one boy, were killed. But gradually, the 
armed force of the British soldiers prevailed. By June 
7, the British they had turned over 22,934 Cossacks to 
the Russians.

There remained only the awkward question of what to 
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do with the 4,000 horses that the Cossacks left behind. 
Three hundred of them, too ill to be of any use, were 
shot. Some were given away to local farmers. Many 
were eaten on the spot by ravenous local citizens. But 
about 2,000 of these beasts simply wandered away into 
the Austrian hills, riderless and alone.18

* * *

“HE EATS A mutton chop. Then he gnaws the bone, 
eyes lowered, concentrating on not missing a mor-
sel of meat. Then he takes a second chop. Then a 

third. Without looking up.” The eater was Robert An-
telme, recently returned home to Paris after a year 
in German concentration camps. His wife, the writer 
Marguerite Duras, anxiously observed this silent eat-
ing from a distance. Her husband, once large, power-
ful, and dynamic, had been reduced to a skeletal figure 
of eighty pounds. “His legs look like crutches inside 
his trousers,” she wrote in her mournful memoir of the 
war years. “ When the sun shines, you can see through 
his hands.”19

At first, he could not eat anything at all, so devastated 
was his digestion from prolonged starvation. On his 
first day home, he saw a cherry clafoutis in the kitchen 
and asked to have some. He could not; it was too rich 
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for him. At this, “a great silent pain spread over his face 
because he was still being refused food, because it was 
still as it had been in the concentration camp. And, as 
in the camp, he accepted it in silence. He didn’t see that 
we were weeping.”

Upon his return, Antelme fell ill with a high fever, and 
he was carefully nursed back to a semblance of health. 
A spoonful of gruel seven times a day at first, no more. 
For seventeen days, he lay feverish, half conscious, ly-
ing on pillows to protect his fleshless bones. At long 
last, he ate some solid food. But then, his hunger grew, 
and became insatiable. “It took on terrifying propor-
tions,” Duras recalled. “ We put the dishes in front of 
him and left him and he ate. Methodically, as if per-
forming a duty, he was doing what he had to do to live. 
He ate. It was an occupation that took up all his time. 
He would wait for food for hours. He would swallow 
without knowing what he was eating. Then we’d take 
the food away and he’d wait for it to come again. He has 
gone, and hunger has taken his place.”20

Five years earlier, in 1940, Robert Antelme had been 
serving in the French army; after the defeat, he was de-
mobilized and got a job in police headquarters in Paris 
as a civil servant. He also quietly established links to 
the Resistance and provided aid, shelter, papers, and 
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contacts to downed pilots, foreigners, and others try-
ing to escape wartime France. He soon secured a post 
as private secretary to Vichy’s minister of the interior, 
Pierre Pucheu. By mid-1943, Antelme became increas-
ingly involved in Resistance activities, using his posi-
tion to gain access to documents that he passed to the 
Resistance. He and Duras had a close friendship with 
François Mitterrand, an ambitious young man who had 
briefly been a prisoner of war after the fall of France, 
and then after the armistice worked on POW matters 
for the Vichy government before turning to the Resis-
tance in January 1943. Mitterrand worked out of Du-
ras’s Paris apartment, which became the hub of a small 
but influential Resistance network. In the spring of 
1944, Mitterrand founded an underground cell called 
the Mouvement National des Prisonniers de Guerre et 
Deportés (National Movement of Prisoners of War and 
Deportees), in which Antelme was involved. But the 
group was betrayed, and although Mitterrand narrowly 
escaped a number of attempts to arrest him, Antelme 
did not. He was arrested on June 1, 1944—just five days 
before the D-Day invasion. He was sent to Drancy, the 
French transit camp, and then deported to Germany. 
He spent ten months in a labor camp in Gandersheim, 
before being transported to Dachau in late April. When 
the Americans liberated the camp, Antelme was near 
death.21
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Yet his Resistance connections now saved his life. Mar-
guerite Duras and Mitterrand kept a careful eye out for 
reports from the liberated camps for any word of An-
telme. On April 24, Duras had word that Antelme was 
still alive, and in Dachau. Mitterrand, who by this time 
had risen up the ranks of the Resistance and become 
a major player in liberated France, was appointed to a 
commission sent into Germany to inspect the liberated 
camps. On April 30, he found Antelme in Dachau, but 
the American soldiers in command of the camp refused 
Mitterrand’s request to take Antelme home with him to 
France; they had standing orders to allow no one out, 
for fear of spreading typhus and other diseases that 
were rampant in the camp. So Mitterrand flew back to 
Paris, and detailed two friends to go back to Germany 
for Antelme. Outfitted with phony papers, gasoline ra-
tions, and a few French officers’ uniforms, these two 
men drove through the war-wracked countryside until 
they reached Dachau, where they secreted Antelme out 
of the camp and drove him back to Paris. One of the 
friends called ahead to warn Marguerite Duras of An-
telme’s condition: “it’s more terrible than everything 
we’ve imagined.”22

Antelme’s story—of a painful return, in which the joy 
of survival is suppressed by the memory of the recent 
past and the sheer effort of recovery—was only one of 
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millions playing out across France in the spring and 
summer of 1945, as the prisoners of war and deport-
ees began to make their difficult way home. In the early 
months of 1945, there were almost two million French 
people inside Germany—the second largest national 
group, after the Russians, of displaced persons in the 
Reich. Of these, 1.2 million were POWs who had been 
taken upon France’s defeat in 1940. But there were also 
about 700,000 forced laborers who had been sent to 
Germany during the war to work in war-related in-
dustries—some of them voluntarily. And there were 
200,000 people deported to Germany for Resistance 
activities, for criminal activity, or because they were 
Jewish. Almost 76,000 Jews did not return, having 
been killed in German camps.23

As early as November 1943, the Gaullist government 
in exile, then in Algiers, had started planning for the 
repatriation of prisoners and deportees; the task of 
running the new Ministry for Prisoners, Deportees and 
Refugees was assigned to Henri Frenay, a former pris-
oner (he had escaped from a POW camp in 1940) and 
the founder of the influential Resistance network Com-
bat. With Allied forces pushing into Germany by early 
1945, Frenay sprang into action. The government estab-
lished reception centers for the anticipated returnees 
along the French border with Belgium, Luxembourg, 
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and Germany and in the port cities of Marseilles, Bor-
deaux, and Cherbourg. The largest of these camps were 
located in Paris itself, as well as in Marseilles (where 
prisoners and deportees liberated by the Soviets were 
shipped, via Odessa), and along the northeastern bor-
der with Germany at Mulhouse, Longuyon, Strasbourg, 
and along the Belgian border at Lille and Maubeuge. 
French nationals began to flood into France well before 
the end of the hostilities. Frenay remembers that in the 
first week of March, with Allied troops just barely cross-
ing into Germany, an aide burst into his office to an-
nounce breathlessly that “last night the Longuyon cen-
ter received the first group of displaced persons!” By 
the end of that month, 36,300 nationals had returned; 
by the end of April, the number stood at 265,474. On 
June 3, 1945, France welcomed home its one millionth 
returnee—a tall, blond POW named Jules Caron, who 
was received with huge acclamation and driven home 
to his village in southeastern France in a limousine. By 
September another half a million had arrived. They re-
turned by the tens of thousands each day in May and 
June, choking the roads and rails. Some walked, often 
with fellow prisoners, waving flags and singing songs. 
Some were flown into Paris on lumbering U.S. trans-
port aircraft. But most came back the same way they 
had left: on trains, stuffed into crowded boxcars.24
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If ever there was a time for joyful reunions, surely 
the return home after liberation from Hitler’s camps 
would be it. And indeed there were rapturous reunions 
between long-separated loved ones, between fathers 
and children, husbands and wives, sons and parents, 
sisters and brothers. France for a brief moment was 
awash in the explosive and heartbreaking sweetness 
of le Retour—the return. Yet this homecoming proved 
more complex than anyone might have anticipated. For 
amidst the happiness was also longing, sadness, frus-
tration, anger, alienation, and a host of complex, con-
tradictory emotions that welled up in many of those who 
survived captivity. Many prisoners of war and deport-
ees who have left us their reminiscences of this time 
speak of awkward silences, repressed anger, and un-
bearable tension. The country to which they had come 
home was no longer the France of their imagination 
and longing, but a country that had suffered through 
years of war and occupation, a country devastated by 
fighting, a country without wealth or self-confidence. 
And the prisoners and deportees themselves had been 
transformed by their long captivity. Even for those who 
returned home to find their family and friends safe and 
sound, the most difficult task was simply returning to 
normal.25

Returning French prisoners of war, for example, faced 
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particularly awkward questions. These 1.2 million men, 
taken prisoner after their embarrassing defeat in May–
June 1940, were on some level failures—they had failed 
to fend off the invading Germans, failed then to die 
fighting, failed at the very least to escape from prison 
during their long ordeal. The POWs were also tarnished, 
through no fault of their own, by the associations be-
tween them and the Vichy regime. As part of a cynical 
effort to lend legitimacy to his government, the Vichy 
government’s aged, collaborationist leader Marshal 
Henri-Philippe Pétain in 1940 had decided to make the 
protection of the POWs his personal concern. His gov-
ernment made it clear to the German authorities that 
Vichy, not the Red Cross, would take responsibility for 
these men, provide them with food packages, reading 
materials, letters from home, and so on. Pétain asked 
all Frenchmen to identify themselves with the suffering 
of the prisoners, to make sacrifices on their behalf, and 
to devote themselves, through Vichy’s agency, to their 
eventual release and restoration to the nation. To this 
end, Pétain’s government promoted a much-maligned 
scheme to exchange three civilian French workers for 
the release of one POW. This was the much-dreaded 
relève, or “relief” scheme that was so unpopular that 
it led many young Frenchmen to flee into the forests in 
search of Resistance organizations to join. Yet for Pé-
tain, it was meant to remind French people that they 
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were paying a stiff price for the moral and political fail-
ings of prewar France and the defeat of 1940, and that 
only through hard work and shared sacrifice could the 
prisoners, and France itself, be redeemed. The plan 
was a disaster. Only 90,000 of the 1.8 million prisoners 
taken in 1940 were released through the relève, but it 
made the prisoners appear complicit in Vichy’s policy 
of collaboration with Nazi Germany.26

For the moment, these difficulties were forgotten, 
and the return of the POWs became the great national 
event of the year. The liberation of Paris had come and 
gone nine months earlier, yet millions of families still 
anxiously awaited the promise of reunion with long-
separated loved ones. For the politicians, of course, the 
prospect of a new constituency of over a million grate-
ful returnees meant that their return would be given 
special attention. Henri Frenay, the director of the 
repatriation effort, and François Mitterrand, the man 
delegated to handle veterans affairs, worked to trans-
form the return of the prisoners into a grand national 
fête, an acclamation of their suffering but also their 
sacrifice. They were to be held up as courageous men 
whose struggle was no less valorous than the men of 
the Resistance who fought the Germans inside France. 
That explained the trappings that greeted them in the 
train stations: the flags, the posters, the military bands. 
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It also explains why the French government, despite 
the pressing priorities of reconstruction, spent large 
sums on the returning men. About 20 percent of the 
state’s budget in the year 1945 was devoted to spend-
ing on the returning prisoners. By law, each prisoner 
was to receive a thousand francs upon arrival, and an-
other thousand upon demobilization. Depending on 
his rank, he was to receive some of his back wages, and 
a month of paid vacation. He was also eligible for state 
aid in clothing, food, medical treatment, and job place-
ment. A nation with few heroes, France now looked to 
the prisoners of war to fill out the roll of honor.27

It did not all go quite so smoothly, however. Despite 
the apparent largesse of the state, most POWs felt their 
reception, while warm, left much to be desired. They 
felt the financial rewards to be laughable—a few thou-
sands francs in exchange for five years’ imprisonment. 
One suit of clothes cost about ten thousand francs, so 
the money was soon exhausted. Nor could the POWs 
hope to buy anything on the thriving and expensive 
black market, the only source of many foods and luxu-
ries. Despite Frenay’s best efforts, the prisoners were 
simply too numerous for all of them to be adequately 
clothed, fed, and housed, in a country itself still suffer-
ing from wartime privations. They were obliged to wait 
in lengthy lines, fill out paperwork, and face the delays 
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of an inefficient bureaucracy. What is more, it was obvi-
ous to the men that despite the government propagan-
da, the real heroes of the moment were the men of the 
Resistance, especially the Gaullists who had declared 
their loyalty to the General and fought at his side since 
1940. They were the men who had entered into govern-
ment; no place had been reserved in the political life of 
the nation for the prisoners themselves.28

Predictably, the French Communist Party was willing 
to make use of the prisoners’ grievances, and staged a 
series of protest marches and public denunciations of 
Frenay and the entire repatriation effort. For days on 
end, some prisoners stood beneath Frenay’s windows 
in his ministry, shouting “Food! Clothing! Shoes! Down 
with the black market! Out with Frenay!” On June 2, 
twenty thousand former prisoners marched from the 
place Maubert to the Arc de Triomphe in Paris demand-
ing better treatment from the government. Communist 
papers around the country blared out headlines de-
nouncing the repatriation effort and the lack of basic 
supplies offered to the returning men.29 Frenay in his 
memoir was probably right to blame this on the machi-
nations of the Communists, who sought to embarrass 
him politically. “ The walls of Paris and the provinces,” 
he wrote, “were plastered with posters denouncing 
me. All over France meetings were organized to indoc-
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trinate our exiles as they arrived home and to escalate 
their demands for clothing (of which I disposed of only 
a very small store), bonuses, and discharge pay.” But 
the grievances were real. In the eyes of the prisoners, 
the promises of a great national welcoming on which 
these men had nourished themselves during the long 
years of captivity had not been kept.30

Far more awkward than the return of the POWs was 
the return of the racial and political deportees—that 
is, Jews and résistants who had spent time not in POW 
camps, with the advantages of official status, packages 
from home, government oversight, and the comrade-
ship of other POWs, but in the death camps. Their re-
turn could not be transformed into an exercise of pa-
triotic unity and celebration. For these deportees were 
victims not only of the Germans but of their French 
compatriots as well. Vichy turned 76,000 Jews over to 
the Germans, and deployed a ruthless French-staffed 
police force to hunt down, arrest, torture, and shoot 
members of the Resistance. The return of the survivors 
could only be a painful reminder of France’s shameful 
wartime policy of collaboration. The Gaullist provi-
sional government hoped that their return could be in-
corporated into the general homecoming of the POWs 
themselves, thus averting much discussion of the par-
ticular tragedy of the deportees; de Gaulle, eager to 
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bind up the fractured country, had little desire to en-
courage national introspection and debate about the 
recent past. Yet by papering over the fate of the deport-
ees, the government failed adequately to prepare the 
public for their return. By the spring of 1945, detailed 
reports had begun to reach France of the full scale and 
nature of the camps, but even so, these reports coin-
cided with other major news events, such as the death 
of Roosevelt, the suicide of Hitler, the fall of Berlin, and 
the collapse of Germany itself in early May. The im-
ages that are so widely known nowadays of emaciated 
prisoners and piles of bodies had not yet been widely 
disseminated. The great majority of the French public 
simply had no idea what the Jews and the resisters had 
experienced, nor was the public eager to know more.31

This explains the almost comic incongruity between 
the condition of the returning prisoners and the atmo-
sphere they encountered upon their arrival in France. 
The transit centers where deportees were processed 
were designed as if the returnees simply needed a 
rustic retreat and a comfy chair after a long vigorous 
walk in the countryside. The center at Mulhouse, for 
example, boasted buildings decorated with “paintings 
of French home life; the exterior of the area is sur-
rounded with beds of colorful flowers. Music is con-
tinually broadcast through a loudspeaker and a motion 
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picture theater is in operation. There are also comfort-
able lounges and recreation rooms where newspapers, 
magazines, games, etc., are available for amusement…. 
A large bar for liquid refreshments and sandwiches is 
open at all times.” 32 In the Paris train stations, well-
meaning officials had laid on bunting and flags, brass 
bands, sandwich tables and drinks, and set up paint-
ed tableaux depicting liberty, freedom, family, and so 
on, designed to celebrate the return of “les Absents.” 
Stirring and repeated renditions of “La Marseillaise” 
greeted each arriving trainload. The assumption was, 
as one government official, Olga Wormser-Migot, later 
acknowledged, “that after the formalities, [the deport-
ees] would return to their homes and resume normal 
life.” Instead, “the preparations for repatriation and 
welcome of the deported were not, could not be, ad-
equate for the dimension of the tragedy that the lib-
eration of the camps had revealed.” 33 The veteran New 
Yorker reporter, Janet Flanner, witness to the arrival in 
Paris of a trainload of deported women on April 14, bril-
liantly captured the essence of this awkward gap be-
tween expectation and reality:

These three hundred women, who came in exchange 
for German women held in France, were from the pris-
on camp of Ravensbrück, in the marshes midway be-
tween Berlin and Stettin. They arrived at the Gare de 
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Lyon at eleven in the morning and were met by a nearly 
speechless crowd ready with welcoming bouquets 
of lilacs and other spring flowers, and by General de 
Gaulle, who wept…. There was a general, anguished 
babble of search, of finding or not finding. There was 
almost no joy; the emotion went beyond that, to some-
thing nearer pain. So much suffering lay behind this 
homecoming, and it showed in the women’s faces and 
bodies…. One woman, six years ago renowned in Paris 
for her elegance, had become a bent, dazed, shabby 
old woman. When her smartly attired brother, who 
met her, said, like an automaton, “ Where is your lug-
gage?,” she silently handed him what looked like a dirty 
black sweater fastened with safety pins around what-
ever small belongings were rolled inside. In a way, the 
women all looked alike: their faces were gray-green, 
with reddish-brown circles around their eyes, which 
seemed to see, but not to take in. They were dressed 
like scarecrows, in what had been given them at the 
camp, clothes taken from the dead of all nationalities. 
As the lilacs fell from inert hands, the flowers made a 
purple carpet on the platform and the perfume of the 
trampled flowers mixed with the stench of illness and 
dirt. 34

From the train stations in Paris, deportees—if they were 
not met by family members—were sent to the Hôtel Lu-
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tétia, a grand hotel in central Paris that became the set-
ting for some of the most bitter memories of the return. 
Located on the boulevard Raspail and formerly used as 
offices for the German military occupiers, Lutétia was 
commandeered by Frenay’s ministry for processing de-
portees. Here the new arrivals were again told to fill out 
documents, then given a meal, a thousand francs, a bed 
(often of straw) for the night if they needed it, a cursory 
medical examination, and sent on their way. The halls 
of the first floor had been set up with large lighted pan-
els, of the kind used for billboards on the sidewalks of 
the boulevards. These had been hauled indoors where 
they now held hundreds of photographs of missing 
men, women, and children, placed there by anguished 
family members searching for lost loved ones.

The whole atmosphere at the Hôtel Lutétia left a lasting 
impression on the returnees, and this first moment of 
arrival back in France stands out in almost all the nar-
ratives of the return. Jacqueline Fleury, who had served 
in the Resistance along with her parents, had been ar-
rested and imprisoned in Ravensbrück. Her first taste 
of liberated France came at the transit center in Nancy, 
where she found the doting female volunteer workers 
irksome. “I was very shocked. We had come from an-
other planet, and among those who received us were 
these simpering painted ladies, who seemed to us in 
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poor taste.” She was transferred to Paris at the end of 
May, and sent to the Hôtel Lutétia: “ There, we submit-
ted again to more interrogations. And once again we 
were shocked by the ambiance of these decked-out la-
dies. To be sure, it had been almost a year since France 
was liberated. We were the ones coming home late. But 
for us it was hard: these people could not comprehend 
what we had endured. There was a divide between 
us.”35

The officials at Lutétia were overwhelmed, and carried 
out their work with a certain officiousness that clearly 
struck the returnees as insensitive. Papers had to be 
filled out, exams submitted to. Esther S., a survivor of 
Birkenau and a death march to Belsen, couldn’t bear 
the peremptory tone of the nurses at Lutétia. She was 
“in rags,” she recalled, “without a hair on my head.” 
But when ordered to go to the hospital for recovery, 
she refused, saying “I am not a dog; I am no longer 
in Auschwitz.” She needed the medical attention, of 
course, but resisted being told what to do.36

Lutétia was also a setting for exchanging news about 
loved ones. In the halls of the hotel, anxious relatives 
scavenged for any word of their family members. The 
new arrivals were besieged, with photographs pressed 
into their faces—had they seen this one, or that one? 
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Did they have any news? Louise Alcan, a survivor of 
Drancy and Auschwitz, recalled that as she got off the 
bus at Lutétia, “we were assaulted by dozens of people 
holding photographs, some large, some small. They 
were photos of men, women, children, of families on 
vacation, of married couples. These people stretched 
their hands to us, their faces in agony, their eyes brim-
ming. Look, they said, have you seen him? Did you per-
haps know him? He was strong. He seemed young for 
his age. Where did you come from? Where were you? 
Auschwitz-Birkenau? Then the silence set in. It be-
came heavier and heavier, as if these photographs were 
tombstones.” Sometimes the returnees did have news 
to report. Max L. sadly recalled his duties as messen-
ger for one family. Amid the crowds at Lutétia, “a family 
named Kimmel arrived and asked me if I had seen their 
relative. I knew him very well. He did not have the will 
to live and he threw himself against the barbed wire—
he killed himself.”37

Of course, many of the returnees themselves also re-
ceived heartbreaking news. Amanda S., a survivor of 
Ravensbrück and Mauthausen, encountered a school-
mate who reported to her that while she had been in 
Germany, her father too had been arrested and de-
ported. “ There was no trace of him left.” Liliane Lévy-
Osbert, returning to Paris from Auschwitz, was not met 
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by anyone at the train station or at Lutétia. She made 
her way to the apartment where she had lived with her 
family. “I arrived at the rue de la Tour d’Auvergne,” she 
recalled. “My heart was pounding. In a few moments, 
I would finally know…. I went up, then came down 
again. No one. I crossed the street and went into the 
baker’s. She recognized me. I asked the question. The 
blow came, brutal, tragic, irreversible. Almost casually, 
naively, she said, ‘But the Germans took them.’ I was 
alone.” Her sister and parents had not survived the 
camps.38

For many returnees, arrival in Paris meant readapting 
and even relearning social codes and behavior that had 
been stripped away in the camps. Jacqueline Fleury 
recalled that she and her mother—they had both sur-
vived Ravensbrück together—were given a metro ticket 
by the officials at Lutétia and sent home, since they had 
an address in the Paris suburb of Versailles. They were 
told, “’All right, ladies, please go back to your home.’ 
We took the metro to Saint-Lazare, and then the train. 
I can see us now, tired, exhausted. As we had the habit 
of living on the ground, and I was very tired, the curb 
alongside the gutter looked very appealing to me [as 
a place to rest]. I said, ‘ Wait, Mama, I want to sit for a 
moment.’ And I can still hear her reply: ‘But my child, 
we are in Versailles; you cannot do that.’”39
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Returnees could also be met with a certain degree of 
suspicion, for the authorities feared that Germans or 
their Eastern European collaborators might well try to 
sneak into France, to escape justice back in their own 
countries. Isidore R., liberated from Belsen by the Brit-
ish, managed to steal a British soldier’s uniform in or-
der to flee Belsen and get back to France as quick as he 
could. He made his way to Lille, where he went to the 
town hall to get aid and something to eat. But a French-
man in a British uniform struck the authorities as odd, 
and they questioned him suspiciously. “I showed them 
my number [the tattoo on his arm] but they said that 
would be easy to replicate. I was arrested by the police! 
They locked me up in a cell.” He spent three days in the 
cell, until being released. “I was not happy. They gave 
me a package, 1,000 francs, and told me which train to 
take. They had treated me like a criminal.”40



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

“You know, my dear boy, we too suffered terribly from 
the restrictions!” June 13, 1945. La Marseillaise

For others, the problem of the return was the lack of in-
terest or sympathy shown by their compatriots for what 
they had endured. Charles B., a survivor of Auschwitz, a 
death march to Dachau, and five months of hospitaliza-
tion after his liberation, went to visit his aunt one day 
after the war. She nattered on about her own wartime 
travails, saying “My dear Charles, if only you knew how 
hungry we were here!” “ When I heard that, I didn’t say 
anything. That was the end of my efforts to talk about 
it.” Alexandre Kohn, an Auschwitz survivor who had 
returned to France via Odessa and Marseilles, said that 
“when we got back, we started to tell about everything 
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that had happened to us. But there was a general indif-
ference.” And also some disbelief. Mary-Rose Mathis-
Izikowitz was released from Ravensbrück on the ini-
tiative of the Swedish Red Cross on April 23, 1945. She 
recuperated in Sweden until early July, when she was 
flown back to France. She had been well looked after by 
the Swedes, and was nicely dressed and not as feeble 
as many returning deportees. And thus eyebrows were 
raised. “People said, ‘ Well, well, who are these nice la-
dies coming back?’ No one believed we had been in a 
camp.”41 Charlotte Delbo, a member of the Resistance 
who had survived Auschwitz, captured the awful para-
dox of the return in a few lines of a poem:

You don’t believe what we say

Because

If what we say were true

We wouldn’t be here to say it.42

Throughout the many testimonies of return, these 
themes reappear. The returnees were treated with of-
ficiousness, or as suspects; they were met with some 
degree of scorn, as if life in wartime France had been 
harder than survival in a German camp; their stories 
were brushed off as incredible, exaggerated, and in 
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any case inappropriate now that the war was over and 
the time of restoration had begun. “ This return was so 
different from what we had dreamed of,” said another 
survivor. “ We were starved for tenderness, for human 
warmth. We were thirsty for pure air, for freedom, for 
a France that was more beautiful, glorious, washed of 
its shame—we had paid dearly—but all we got was a 
sandwich and a glass of wine flavored with a few drops 
of pity.”43 A curtain was drawn over the war years; the 
fewer war stories, the better. They were urged to start 
life over again. But as one of Charlotte Delbo’s fellow 
camp survivors put it, “ To start life over again, what an 
expression.…If there is a thing you can’t do over again, 
a thing you can’t start over again, it is your life.”44

* * *

“WE BEGAN BY being lost in the middle of a Ger-
man forest on a night in late July, 1945.” That 
frank assessment by Kathryn Hulme, a forty-four-

year-old American who worked as the deputy director 
of a large DP camp in Bavaria, might stand as an apt 
summary of the early days of UNRRA’s DP operations. 
Hulme, in her stunning memoir of her two years work-
ing in the Wildflecken Camp, captured the essence of 
the UNRRA project with that vignette: a small multina-
tional group, UNRRA Team 302, made up of willing but 
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unprepared volunteers, stuck on a road in a wheezing 
army surplus truck in southern Germany, lost, com-
pletely unsure of what lay ahead. They had received 
orders on July 21 to proceed into Germany from their 
training center in France, and were assigned the job of 
supervising a camp for displaced Poles. They thought 
there might be two thousand camp residents under 
their charge. When at last they arrived at their new 
destination, they were thunderstruck: Wildflecken was 
no small temporary settlement of nomads. It was a for-
mer secret SS training facility in the Rhön mountains 
of Bavaria, forty-three miles north of Wurzburg. Its 
eighty-seven well-built stone buildings spread out in a 
vast fan, and contained a dozen kitchens, five hospital 
wards, and a bakery capable of producing nine tons of 
bread each day. The perimeter of the camp measured 
seven miles. Within it, 15,000 Poles had already gath-
ered, and more were on the way. “ Wildflecken means 
‘wild spot,’” Hulme wrote home to her family. “A per-
fect description for this end-of-the-world place.” It 
was to be her home for more than two years.45

In the late summer of 1945, after the Russians and 
Western Europeans had been repatriated, there re-
mained in Germany about 810,000 Poles, anxious 
enough about conditions in their homeland to resist 
immediate repatriation. The Army referred to them as 
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the “hardcore” DPs. They believed that staying in the 
relative security of a DP camp was a far better alterna-
tive than returning home to a Communist-run Poland 
whose borders had been so extensively rearranged as 
to place thousands of square miles of their country 
inside the Soviet Union. Rather than jump on board 
a boxcar heading east, they hunkered down in camps 
across Germany, facing an uncertain fate and worsen-
ing relations with the armies that had freed them. The 
largest of these Polish DP camps was Wildflecken. It 
was chosen by the Army as a DP center because it was 
large and had a railhead just a mile from the camp—
a station with the capacity to handle two hundred rail 
cars and the thousands of SS troops that had been in 
training at the camp. Yet it had always been intended as 
a transit camp, a place where Poles could get a delous-
ing and a meal before being reloaded onto boxcars and 
shipped home. Hulme’s small team of UNRRA officials, 
then, faced two challenges: how to care for the largest 
single assembly of Polish DPs in Germany, and how to 
persuade them to go home.46

The team’s director was French: Georges Masset, an 
experienced international businessman, well-spoken 
in English and German, and a man who had spent the 
war years in the French Resistance. Hulme fondly re-
called that he was “as full of emotions as a Paris taxicab 
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driver and not ashamed of a single one.” He received 
praise both from his own staff and from G-5 inspec-
tors—a rare achievement. One report called him “emi-
nently qualified,” a man who “understands the things 
which must be done. His team works in complete har-
mony and agreement.” Hulme, the deputy director, 
was something of a peculiarity: from 1943 to 1945, she 
worked as a welder at Kaiser Shipbuilding in Rich-
mond, California; before that she ran a travel agency 
and did a good deal of travel writing; she knew Ger-
man and French very well, and the daily language of the 
team was French. The team’s supply officer was a forty-
six-year-old Belgian named Rouwens, who before the 
war had been an accountant. The welfare officer, whose 
job was to provide educational, cultural, and construc-
tive amusements, was a twenty-three-year-old French 
woman, Germaine Jourde. About a dozen other staff 
members filled out the ranks.

The UNRRA team worked closely with the DPs’ own 
elected representatives, who had formed a vigorous-
ly political camp committee. Its president, Zygmunt 
Rusinek, had been a deputy in the prewar Polish par-
liament and an economist. (The UNRRA team nick-
named him “ Tak Tak Schön,” because when he was 
pleased, he nodded his head and said the Polish words 
for “yes, yes,” and the German for “fine.”) Nine Polish 
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military officers were stationed in the camp as liaison 
officers, assigned to interact with and offer help to the 
DPs, but they seemed bored by the assignment and 
the DPs viewed them with deep suspicion. The overall 
command of the camp was held by a series of obviously 
fed-up and frustrated American officers from the 79th 
Infantry Division of the Third Army; two dozen U.S. 
Army soldiers, living outside the camp, were detailed 
for security. A large number of Polish DPs were enrolled 
into a police force, though as they were unarmed their 
enforcement powers were limited. Camp inmates were 
not fenced in, but twenty-five guardhouses surround-
ed Wildflecken and DPs were required to have a pass 
to leave the camp. As of early September, 14,353 souls 
inhabited the camp—really a small city, complete with 
births, deaths, marriages, prostitutes, a black market, 
and elections. Virtually everyone in the camp was Pol-
ish, and 1,428 of them were under twelve years old.47

Kathryn Hulme readily acknowledged that whatever 
rudimentary training this small UNRRA team had re-
ceived left them hopelessly unprepared for the reali-
ties of running a camp of this size, inhabited by people 
who had faced such extraordinary hardship. In Wild-
flecken, Hulme wrote, the UNRRA team learned “what 
it really meant to be displaced, to have been removed 
abruptly and totally from your homeland, not by the 
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hand of God but by a human conqueror in one deliber-
ate scoop that had swept up the grannies, the babies 
and the cripples as well as the young and able, since 
slavery has no selectivity and every body that breathed 
was deemed fit for labor until it stopped breathing.” 
Day after day, more DPs arrived at the rail station. 
These people, six years earlier, had started their long 
tormented journey on just the same kinds of boxcars 
when they were shipped into Germany to toil on be-
half of the Nazi war machine. With the war finally over, 
they were again herded into unheated, overcrowded 
cars under armed guard. Hulme got her first look at the 
massive scale of the human crisis just days after her ar-
rival at the camp, when a trainload arrived carrying al-
most four thousand DPs. She and her small team stood 
on the station platform, agape:

The cars slid slowly by us, each car door decorated 
with wilted boughs which framed a still life of haggard 
faces shawled, bonneted, turbaned, or simply wrapped 
around with shreds of old blanket wool, each car door 
framing the same tight-packed composition varied 
slightly here by the addition of an infant at the breast, 
there by a crying child slung clear to ride on a man’s 
shoulders, or at intervals by a graybeard or granny to 
whom chair space had been allowed in the precious 
footage of the open door. I stared at the composite face 
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of human misery, unsmiling, stoic and blue with cold.

She learned from the exhausted American GI who had 
commanded the train that they had been in the rail cars 
for five days, and had run out of food a day earlier. The 
travelers—including pregnant mothers, babies in filthy 
five-day-old diapers, and fainting elderly—poured out 
of the cars, bewildered, drained, ashen. Not enough 
trucks were available to transport them; hundreds just 
curled up on the ground at the train station, built fires 
from railroad ties, and slept.48

In tackling this and many subsequent challenges, the 
UNRRA team frequently fell afoul of the U.S. Army. 
These two institutions simply did not understand each 
other: one had been successful at defeating the Ger-
man army but was still feeling its way from wartime 
operations to the tasks of civilian governance. The UN-
RRA team, by contrast, was strong on people skills—
they had empathy in abundance—but often had little 
conception of the logistical difficulties inherent in the 
occupation of Germany and railed against the Army for 
failing to provide sufficient supplies to the DP camp. 
When Hulme needed trucks and truck drivers to haul 
four hundred DPs from the rail junction to the camp 
late one rainy night, an American lieutenant in charge 
of a truck detail simply refused to rouse his men, say-



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

ing in a southern drawl that “his men were ‘tahred.’” 
That was that—the Poles spent another night on the 
ground, in the rain. “ This is the first time in my life I 
have been ashamed of the American Army and I’m so 
god-damned ashamed I could sink into the ground 
as I stand here,” Hulme shouted at the bored lieuten-
ant.49 It was a typical encounter. Director Masset bom-
barded the UNRRA district director, J. H. Whiting, with 
twice-weekly requests for supplies: he needed trucks 
to haul firewood; his five hospitals had only one UN-
RRA doctor; the camp had no DDT powder for delous-
ing; clothing for women and children was nonexistent; 
and his skeletal staff had trouble supervising the four 
hundred DPs the camp employed in sewing, warehous-
ing, driving, cooking, cleaning, and so on. The Army 
rarely complied with such demands but found time 
to send officers to the camp to conduct lightning in-
spections. After one such inspection on September 13, 
a Third Army entourage, led by one Brigadier General 
Williams, left orders that the camp be militarized so 
as to enforce improved sanitation: armed guards must 
enforce cleanliness, a new prison must be erected for 
incarceration of slovenly and recalcitrant DPs, the Pol-
ish camp committee must be disbanded, examinations 
of every DP for venereal disease were to be undertaken 
(although there was only one UNRRA doctor), and forc-
ible repatriation of Polish DPs must commence. As one 
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sympathetic Army major whispered to Kathryn Hulme, 
“they’re beginning to forget already that these are the 
little guys we fought the war for.”50

Masset sent off an anguished telegram to UNRRA 
headquarters declaring that this militarization of the 
camp would shatter morale; “we see the ideal of UN-
RRA mashed under an army boot.” Masset, with the 
help of a new Army camp commander, managed to 
soften much of these orders. But similar inspections 
continued. Masset noted that as of late November, 
Wildflecken had been inspected twenty-seven times 
in sixty-six days by Army officials. Every shortcoming 
was examined under a microscope, while sufficient 
supplies to improve the conditions were rarely forth-
coming. In late November, Colonel R. J. Wallace of G-5 
(Third Army) in Munich arrived for an unannounced 
inspection, and after searching for two hours found 
one of thirteen kitchens to be untidy, with sawdust on 
the ground, a discovery that led him to abuse a Polish 
kitchen worker who spoke no English. Director Masset, 
perhaps reaching a breaking point, wrote a stinging, 
furious rebuttal to UNRRA regional headquarters. The 
shortcomings of the camp, he wrote, were the result 
of UNRRA and the Army’s failure to provide sufficient 
clothing, cleaning supplies, food, fuel, transport, and 
supplies to a huge encampment, while the immense 
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labor of the UNRRA staff went unappreciated. “Alone,” 
he wrote of his co-workers, “these few isolated ones, 
deprived of leaves, deprived of mail and with no re-
plies to their official appeals, with no moral or material 
aid, managed somehow to maintain an organization” 
whose only shortcoming was a slightly messy kitchen. 
“ You could certainly never realize how much has been 
corrected, created, ameliorated and innovated in this 
camp since our arrival.”51

The inspections slowed only in December, with the ar-
rival of fifteen feet of snow that effectively cut off the 
camp from the outside world. Life in the camp changed 
in winter. Kathryn Hulme recalled that in the barracks, 
“the Poles were settling in for their winter in Slavic 
style. They nailed windows to stay shut until spring, 
bound babies like papooses in endless unhealthy yards 
of woolen swaddling clothes, and swung ever burdened 
clotheslines in the crowded interiors to produce, as 
our medical people say sadly, the proper incubating 
steam for swift transmission of respiratory diseases.” 
Each blockhouse was subdivided into rooms, in which 
families had been thrust pell-mell and in which they 
had arranged a kind of village order. Rooms were usu-
ally partitioned into cubicles by means of trunks, pos-
sessions, and Army blankets strung along a line. These 
“khaki labyrinths” were “the last ramparts of privacy to 
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which the DPs clung, preferring to shiver with one less 
blanket on their straw filled sacks rather than to dress, 
comb their hair, feed the baby or make a new one with 
ten to twenty pairs of eyes watching every move.” The 
rooms smelled the same: “a synthesis of drying diapers, 
smoked fish, cabbage brews and wood smoke from wet 
pine. It was not an unpleasant smell once you got used 
to it. For us it became the identifying odor of homeless 
humanity.”52

Christmas 1945 in Wildflecken brought new surprises. 
The DPs arranged a week of dances and merriment, 
enhanced by Christmas parcels of Red Cross luxuries 
that the UNRRA team arranged into packages for each 
camp resident. Everyone got the same share of long-
unavailable treats: chocolate, cigarettes, tea, coffee, 
sugar, biscuits, raisins, and liver paste. The value and 
rarity of these luxuries cannot be overstated. “It is hard 
to believe that some shiny little tins of meat paste and 
sardines could almost start a riot in the camp,” wrote 
Hulme to her family, “that bags of Lipton’s tea and tins 
of Varrington House coffee and bars of vitaminized 
chocolate could drive men almost insane with desire. 
But this is so. This is as much a part of the destruction 
of Europe as are those gaunt ruins of Frankfurt. Only 
this is the ruin of the human soul. It is a thousand times 
more painful to see.”53 And yet, with exquisite cruelty, 
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just two days after the delivery of these treasured Red 
Cross Christmas packages, the Third Army sprang Op-
eration Tally Ho on the camp: a secret raid to crack 
down on black market smuggling. At 6:45 A.M. on De-
cember 27, hundreds of U.S. soldiers surrounded, then 
penetrated, the camp, checking papers, opening lock-
ers and storerooms, upended bedding and chests, only 
to find the hundreds of Red Cross packages, which they 
began to confiscate. Hulme, in command while Masset 
was in Paris enjoying his own Christmas revels, spent 
hours persuading the Army captain in charge of the 
wholly legal provenance of this booty. Truthfully, there 
was a good deal of smuggling and black market dealing 
emanating from the camp. Even Hulme admitted she 
“could buy anything” in the camp’s black market, “ex-
cept my mother, and sometimes I was not even sure she 
would not turn up!”54 These Poles, after all, had lived via 
black market exchange for years in camps in Germany, 
and this was nothing new. A fairly active exchange de-
veloped: Germans offered clothing, farm produce, and 
liquor for Lucky Strikes, sugar, and coffee, courtesy of 
the Red Cross. Yet the Poles were not entirely prepared 
to play fair with their old adversaries. The DPs set up 
a carefully choreographed scam, whereby a German 
who had just filled his rucksack with illicit goods from 
a deal with a Pole in the camp would be arrested by the 
Polish DP police on his way out of the camp, only to 
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have his recently acquired delicacies confiscated.55

Despite the comical element to this anecdote, exchang-
es between military authorities and political leaders in 
London and Washington show that at the most senior 
level, the criminal dimension of the Polish DP problem 
caused serious anxiety and frustration. In early Au-
gust, after a series of reprisals, thefts, and brigandage 
by DPs in Germany, General Montgomery, commander 
of the British zone of occupation, wrote to Prime Min-
ister Clement Attlee and the Foreign Office to declare 
his opinion that the behavior of DPs was “most serious. 
Looting, rape and murder by organized bands prevails 
in spite of every attempt made to restrain. In the inter-
est of military security and orderly government I am 
determined that these outrages stop. I have accord-
ingly instructed my Corps district commanders to take 
drastic measures including shooting at sight offenders 
caught in the act. Persons involved are mainly Poles and 
to lesser extent Russians.” The Foreign Office replied 
that DPs had to be treated humanely and not treated 
like criminals, to which Monty replied, “ The Prime 
Minister has not been given a true picture regarding the 
DP situation in the British Zone…. We are confronted 
by terrorism, murder, rape [and] robbery by well orga-
nized and armed bands.” The victims of such crimes by 
DPs—the details of which are obscure—were of course 
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Germans, a people toward which military authorities 
still maintained considerable animus. General Eisen-
hower’s own order of September 20 stated clearly that 
DPs were to be treated humanely, that their needs must 
be met before those of the German public, and that any 
restraints placed upon them, such as guards at camps, 
were strictly there for protection. “Everything should 
be done,” he ordered his commanders in the field, “to 
encourage displaced persons to understand that they 
have been freed from tyranny and that the supervision 
exercised over them is merely necessary for their own 
protection and well-being and to facilitate essential 
maintenance.”56

Yet as the occupation policy toward Germans softened, 
so did the military attitude toward DPs harden. In De-
cember, the British Control Commission in Germany 
argued for a firmer hand with DPs. “Up to now, the 
policy of His Majesty’s Government is that Poles who 
are unwilling for political reasons to repatriate should 
not be repatriated…. The time has now come when 
this policy should be revised. The presence of a large 
number of Poles who refuse to go home and choose to 
be housed and fed in idleness in this country amongst 
a hungry German population may lead to disorders 
and certainly consumes a lot of food which should be 
used…to feed the Germans.” In late November, Eisen-
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hower’s successor as head of the U.S. forces in Europe, 
General Joseph T. McNarney, delivered new, harsher 
orders to the commanders of the 3rd and 7th Armies:

Serious disorders by displaced persons, particularly 
Poles, require immediate change in theater policy. You 
will immediately place the necessary guards at such 
camps as may in your opinion require being guarded, 
instituting such pass system for the camp occupants 
as you deem proper…. Meanwhile, report to this HQ 
name and location of those camps where you have de-
cided to reinstitute the use of US guards. The arming of 
German police to assist at once in reducing depreda-
tions by displaced persons will be expedited by you in 
order that roving bands known to exist among DPs may 
be brought under control promptly.57

In this environment of increasing tension and hostility 
toward DPs, UNRRA had to work creatively to prod its 
reluctant charges to go home, though for many in the 
camp, there was no Poland to return to: their ancient 
villages now lay in the Soviet Ukraine or Belorussia. 
Hulme recalled DPs staring at a large map of Poland 
tacked up in the camp: “ You could tell from their faces 
which ones came from east of the river Bug. Some of the 
women wept quietly while the men stared in disbelief, 
too keen for comment, uttering only the names of home 
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towns in a lost litany of sorrowful sounds: Lwow…
Rovno…Stanislav….” Thousands of repatriated Poles 
actually began to return to Germany in late fall 1945, 
bearing dismal accounts of conditions in Poland and 
finding DP camps a more attractive alternative. One 
man who had returned from Poland told an UNRRA of-
ficial that “there is no food, accomodation, coal and, 
what is worse, no work…. The Russians have taken all 
the machinery out of the factories and farms and sent 
it back to Russia.” The word circulated throughout the 
camps that there was no future in Poland.

By October 1946, increasingly desperate to unbur-
den itself of the Polish DPs, UNRRA offered them an 
extraordinary incentive to leave: the promise of sixty 
days of rations per person upon their arrival in Poland 
if they went home. At Wildflecken, a gleaming, art-
fully arranged display of what this much food looked 
like was set out on tables in the central camp canteen: 
ninety-four pounds of “flour, dried peas, rolled oats, 
salt, evaporated milk, canned fish and a small moun-
tain of lard.” A family of four could take with them 376 
pounds of this abundance. As a result of this largesse, 
the transports began filling up again. “Gradually,” 
Hulme wrote wistfully, “we forgot the secret shame we 
had felt when we had first stood beside the free food 
displays and had watched our DPs stare at the terrible 
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fascination of the bait, thrashing, twisting and turn-
ing before they took the hook.”58 Over the next few 
months, the camp authorities persuaded most of the 
Poles to board transit trains that would take them back 
to Poland. A few DPs managed, through family connec-
tions or sheer persistence, to enter the United States 
or other Western countries. But a small number of DPs 
remained behind, embracing the temporary security 
of Wildflecken, and turning the place into something 
like home. For six more years, the camp stayed open, 
a quiet shelter in the Bavarian hills for the forgotten 
refuse of war.



Part IV: TO LIVE AGAIN 
AS A PEOPLE
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Prologue: “ We Felt Ourselves Lost”

THEY WERE FOUR young soldiers on horseback 
who advanced along the road that marked the 
limits of the camp, cautiously holding their sten-

guns. When they reached the barbed wire, they stopped 
to look, exchanging a few timid words, and throwing 
strangely embarrassed glances at the sprawling bod-
ies, at the battered huts and at us few still alive.”

The date was January 27, 1945. The soldiers were Rus-
sians, part of advance units of the 100th Infantry Divi-
sion of the 106th Corps, 60th Army, 1st Ukrainian Front. 
Standing that icy morning by the gates of the Buna-
Monowitz camp of the Auschwitz complex, Primo Levi 
and his companion, Charles, silently observed the Rus-
sians as they advanced. Levi, an Italian chemist, briefly 
a partisan, and a Jew, had survived eleven months in 
Auschwitz. This was his first sighting of soldiers who 
did not mean him harm. These Russians were “four 
messengers of peace, with rough and boyish faces be-
neath their heavy fur hats.” Levi also observed in them 
something that he had never seen in his German tor-
mentors: a sense of shame. It was, Levi remembered, 
“the shame that the just man experiences at another 
man’s crime; the feeling of guilt that such a crime 
should exist.” The young horsemen evinced no sat-
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isfaction at being present at the liberation of Hitler’s 
worst death camp. “ They did not greet us, nor did they 
smile; they seemed oppressed not only by compassion 
but by a confused restraint, which sealed their lips and 
bound their eyes to the funereal scene.” In short, the 
soldiers stared, in disgust and bewilderment. Levi and 
his companion stared back.

What emotions did these liberated Jews feel? Levi tells 
us:

For us even the hour of liberty rang out grave and muf-
fled, and filled our souls with joy and yet with a pain-
ful sense of pudency, so that we should have liked to 
wash our consciences and our memories clean from 
the foulness that lay upon them; and also with anguish, 
because we felt that this should never happen, that 
now nothing could ever happen good and pure enough 
to rub out our past, and that the scars of the outrage 
would stay with us forever…. Face to face with liberty, 
we felt ourselves lost, emptied, atrophied, unfit for our 
part.

Ill, emaciated, disoriented by a year of malnourishment 
and trauma, Levi and his few skeletal companions were 
free: but freedom presented its own burden. Levi now 
had to face the complex task of finding a way home 
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across occupied, war-blackened Eastern Europe; and 
the still more difficult task of explaining to his fam-
ily, and the world, what exactly had happened to him 
in the depraved Nazi concentration camp system. The 
trial ahead proved arduous; Levi did not make it back 
to Italy for another ten months, unable to find a means 
of transport home, unable to find shelter, friends, or 
security. “Liberty,” he tell us, “the improbable, impos-
sible liberty, so far removed from Auschwitz that we 
had only dared to hope for it in our dreams, had come; 
but it had not taken us to the Promised Land. It was 
around us, but in the form of a pitiless, deserted plain. 
More trials, more toil, more hunger, more cold, more 
fears awaited us.”1

It is uncomfortable to think that at the very moment 
when the Allied cause seemed most just, when the 
good war really fulfilled its promise—the moment 
when Hitler’s camps finally were torn open and their 
inmates freed—that Jewish survivors of Hitler’s atroci-
ties found little joy in the proceedings. Their physical 
deterioration, the looming presence of death every-
where in the camps, the absence of lost loved ones—all 
these complex emotions left survivors at a loss, con-
fused, benumbed. The dominant impression of the mo-
ment of liberation that one takes from the accounts of 
survivors is one of immense sorrow mixed with shame, 
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anger, and humiliation. Liberation brought freedom, 
but freedom weighed heavily on the survivors. For now 
began the mourning, the tallying up of losses, and the 
search for an answer to that great unanswerable ques-
tion that hangs over these events: why did this hap-
pen?

The moment of liberation was no easier for the soldiers 
doing the liberating. The young men who stumbled 
across Hitler’s camps in the spring of 1945 were on the 
whole oblivious to Hitler’s genocidal war on the Jews. 
During the war, the death camps remained largely in-
visible to the American public, and even when U.S. 
government officials came to know in 1942 significant 
details about Hitler’s war on Europe’s Jews, they did 
not use this information to galvanize public opinion 
or to refine America’s war aims. Because U.S. soldiers 
had not been told what to expect when they arrived at 
the camps, they also had not been told how to react or 
what to say about what they saw. The words they spoke, 
and the first reactions of the press corps that entered 
the camps alongside the soldiers, reveal much about 
what liberation looked like as it unfolded: an awkward, 
painful moment, a hideous encounter with a kind of 
war even battle-hardened soldiers could not have 
imagined.
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These two groups of people—Jewish survivors and Al-
lied liberators—found themselves locked in a tense 
standoff in the months immediately following the war. 
Liberated Jews, mostly from Poland, refused to return 
to their blood-soaked homeland, for their families, 
homes, synagogues, and towns had been eradicated, 
and the Communist-controlled regime in postwar Po-
land offered them little solace or encouragement. Jews 
nourished the hope that they could travel to British-
controlled Palestine, to join the fledgling Jewish settle-
ment there and begin a new life. But the British gov-
ernment closed this avenue of escape even to the few 
surviving Jews of the Holocaust, fearful that additional 
Jewish immigration to Palestine would further inflame 
the region, and weaken Britain’s colonial hold on the 
territory. And so Jews waited, settling against their will 
in rough-hewn huts and disused barracks, mostly in 
the American zone of Germany, beseeching their lib-
erators for aid, help, and attention. The British and 
American governments provided little more than tem-
porary shelter and barely adequate sustenance. In the 
months and years after May 1945, thousands of Jews 
continued to live in camps in the heart of the country 
that had caused them such torment, bearing their sor-
rows and looking anxiously into a future they could not 
divine. For these men and women and children, caught 
in limbo between slavery and freedom, liberation had 
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come, and gone.
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8: A Host of Corpses: Liberating 
Hitler’s Camps

AUSCHWITZ WAS THE German name for Os-
wicim, a town about thirty miles west of Krakow, 
in southern Poland—an area annexed to the Re-

ich after the German invasion of Poland in September 
1939. It was conveniently located on the main rail lines 
coming from Germany, Poland, and western and south-
ern Europe. Built on the site of a former Austro-Hun-
garian artillery barracks, it grew into a vast complex of 
three concentration camps and thirty-six subcamps. 
Auschwitz I was opened in June 1940, chiefly to hold 
Polish political prisoners. Auschwitz II, or Birkenau, 
began construction in October 1941. It was initially in-
tended to house POWs but by the spring of 1942 was 
designated chiefly as a killing center, with gas cham-
bers built for this purpose. It also housed the women’s 
camp. Auschwitz III, or Buna-Monowitz, supplied 
forced labor to nearby I. G. Farben, the factory where 
the Germans were attempting to develop synthetic 
oil and rubber. It was here that Primo Levi had been 
incarcerated and forced to work in the chemical sec-
tion of the camp. The Auschwitz complex covered some 
twenty-five square miles, and was the largest of Hitler’s 
extermination camps.
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Other extermination camps—Chelmno, Sobibór, 
Belzec, Treblinka, and Majdanek—were used for kill-
ing mainly Polish Jews; Auschwitz received transports 
of Jews from all across Europe. Jews from Upper Silesia 
began to arrive in February 1942, followed by the first 
transports of Jews from France and Slovakia in March. 
Trains from Holland began to arrive in July, trains from 
Belgium and Yugoslavia brought Jews in August 1942, 
and transports from Czechoslovakia, Germany, Greece, 
Italy, Latvia, and Austria delivered victims between De-
cember 1942 and November 1943. In August 1944, the 
last significant community of Jews left in Poland—those 
in the Lódć ghetto—were sent to Auschwitz and liqui-
dated. The final large transports into the camp, from 
May to early July 1944, carried some 430,000 Hungar-
ian Jews. Most of them were exterminated upon their 
arrival. At a minimum, 1.1 million people were killed at 
Auschwitz; 960,000 of them were Jews.1

Auschwitz was not the first of Hitler’s camps to be 
liberated. As the Soviet Army moved farther into ter-
ritory once held by the Germans, increasing evidence 
of the scale and nature of the Nazi barbarity became 
available to the Allied public. On July 24, 1944, the Red 
Army took the Polish city of Lublin, and discovered a 
massive death camp—Majdanek—two miles from the 
city center. This camp had been the setting for the gas-
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sing, shooting, and incineration of at least 59,000 Jews 
(though some estimates are much higher).2 The SS had 
evacuated the camp and the prisoners before the So-
viet troops arrived, but in haste they left most of the 
evidence of their work intact. The Soviets allowed war 
correspondents of the Allied armies to come and gape 
at the gas chambers and crematoria, and soon news-
papers around the world carried photographs and 
descriptions of the gruesome scene. Correspondents 
viewed vast storehouses, filled with clothing, luggage, 
piles of razors, scissors, pencils, notebooks, and, in one 
cavernous room, 850,000 pairs of shoes. In another 
storeroom, toys: “marbles, jigsaw puzzles, teddy bears, 
pink celluloid dolls, and an American-made Mickey 
Mouse,” according to a Newsweek reporter. Nearby, an 
enormous pile of bones and ash lay next to the neat-
ly tended vegetable gardens. The Russian officer in 
charge captured the essence of the scene by declaring: 
“ This is German food production. Kill people; fertilize 
cabbages.”3

Hitler was infuriated by the sloppy work of the camp’s 
SS officers in failing to destroy the evidence of geno-
cide at Majdanek, and as a consequence Reichsführer-
SS Heinrich Himmler—chief of the SS and architect 
of the Final Solution—began to plan for the gradual 
evacuation of the many camps and prisoners still un-
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der German control.4 Weak and ill prisoners were 
to be killed, while others capable of labor were to be 
transferred into the Reich, where they might con-
tinue to toil in German war industries. At Auschwitz, 
the gradual dismantling of the massive camp complex 
commenced. Camp officials began to burn documents, 
and prisoners were assigned the horrific duty of dig-
ging up bodies previously buried in mass graves and 
incinerating the remains so as to hide the evidence of 
the camp’s activities. Transfers of prisoners picked up 
pace in the summer, and between August and Decem-
ber 1944, some 65,000 prisoners were sent westward, 
most to Buchenwald, Dachau, and Ravensbrück. In 
November, Himmler halted the gassing of prisoners at 
Auschwitz, and work details began to drill holes in the 
concrete foundations of the gas chambers in prepara-
tion for their demolition.5

As of January 17, 1945, when the last roll call was held, 
there were still about 67,000 prisoners in the entire 
Auschwitz complex, including Birkenau, Monowitz, 
and the various nearby subcamps.6 These men and 
women formed a cross-section of tormented Europe: 
among their number were Gypsies, Russian POWs, 
German political prisoners, French, Poles, Yugoslavs, 
Dutch, Belgians, Czechs, Slovaks, Hungarians, Italians, 
Greeks, and Croatians. Most, but by no means all, were 
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Jews. Over the course of January 17–21, about 56,000 of 
these long-suffering people were formed into groups 
and marched out of the camp—human convoys des-
tined for other camps farther inside the Third Reich. 
After the prisoners’ hurried departure, SS soldiers 
blew up the crematoria and gas chambers, set fire to 
storehouses of goods stolen from the captives, and 
attempted to destroy any remaining documents con-
cerning the operations of the camp. Aerial bombard-
ment of the factories at Buna-Monowitz furthered the 
destruction of the camp. (Allied bombing of the rubber 
and oil plants at Buna had increased in the previous 
months, but no air strikes ever targeted the crematoria 
or gas chambers.) By the time units of the Red Army 
entered Birkenau on January 27, much of the camp was 
in ruins. Only 7,600 prisoners—those too ill to walk—
remained in the entire complex when the Soviet troops 
arrived.

On January 18, when the Germans evacuated the camp, 
one of two possible fates lay before the prisoners: to 
march westward, or to stay behind. The general view 
of the prisoners at the time was that evacuation was 
the better choice. Those who were too ill to walk, it was 
assumed, would be shot, or if not shot, simply forgot-
ten and left to starve. Those who marched out of the 
camp were fearful, but they were leaving Auschwitz, 
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and that at least offered some slight reason for hope. 
In fact, those that stayed behind—if they did not suc-
cumb to hunger or disease—proved to be the lucky 
ones. After ten days of lonely isolation, they were liber-
ated by the advancing Russian army. Primo Levi found 
himself among this group. Yet his was an atypical story. 
The less well-known but far more common experience 
for the Jews of Auschwitz who survived into 1945 was a 
horror-filled, exhausting series of convoys—the aptly 
named death marches—that took them into the heart 
of war-stricken Germany. For thousands of Auschwitz 
inmates, and for hundreds of thousands of camp pris-
oners across central Europe, these marches ended in 
an agonizing death.

Primo Levi stayed behind in Auschwitz on January 18 
and survived the war. He was, he insists, lucky, as he 
had been throughout his year in the camp. After all, he 
survived. “ There was no general rule” to surviving, he 
maintained, “except entering the camp in good health 
and knowing German. Barring this, luck dominated.” 
And what luck: Levi arrived in Auschwitz on February 
26, 1944, in a transport of 650 Jewish men, women, and 
children deported from the Fossoli camp, near Mod-
ena in northern Italy. Of this group, 95 men and 29 
women were assigned numbers, and life. The rest—526 
people—were immediately killed in the gas chambers. 
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And when he returned to Italy in late 1945, he was ac-
companied by only three fellow deportees from that 
convoy. Levi’s luck came in various forms: he was de-
ported to Auschwitz only in 1944, when the chances 
of survival for skilled laborers had become somewhat 
better due to the demands of the German war machine 
for certain goods produced at Buna-Monowitz. He also 
had help from others at critical moments, particularly 
one Lorenzo, a Catholic mason from Italy who had been 
drafted by the Germans in 1942 for labor at the Buna 
complex. Lorenzo, living in a workers’ barracks out-
side the camp, was able to smuggle to Primo small por-
tions of extra food. And he got sick only once, but—as 
he put it—”at the right moment.” On January 11, 1945, 
Levi came down with scarlet fever and was sent to the 
infectious ward of the infirmary, which allowed him 
access to a bunk—”really quite clean”—and doses of 
sulpha drugs. When the Germans evacuated the camp 
on January 18, Levi—weak, exhausted, and feverish—
stayed in his bunk. Levi thus avoided a death march 
that would in all likelihood have killed him.7

For ten days after the departure of the German guards, 
the camp was in limbo. A few thousand prisoners clung 
to life, and hope, during this strange interregnum. 
Marcel W. was one of them. A Frenchman of Polish ori-
gin and a Jew, Marcel had been arrested by the Vichy 
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police during the infamous Vel d’Hiv roundup in Paris 
in July 1942.8 He was sent to Birkenau, along with his 
father and brother, neither of whom survived the war. 
His skills as a watchmaker and a mason allowed him to 
secure much-valued assignments to various work kom-
mandos and the support of other French prisoners kept 
him alive at critical moments, for example, when he 
contracted tuberculosis in March 1943. Transferred in 
July 1943 to an arms factory in Silesia, he was returned 
to Buna-Monowitz in November 1944. He recalled that 
by January 1945, one could hear the sound of advancing 
Soviet artillery, and this prompted a mixture of hope 
and anxiety among the prisoners: what would happen 
to us, they wondered, when the war turned against the 
Germans? For Marcel, as for Primo Levi, a providential 
illness intervened. Sometime around January 11, Mar-
cel suffered a serious foot injury. He reluctantly went 
to the infirmary, his foot swollen and pus-filled. There, 
his toenail was removed and the pus flushed out, and 
he was assigned a berth in the surgery to recover. Thus, 
on January 18, the day of the evacuation, he was in his 
sickbed. It brought little comfort: “ We were afraid of 
staying,” he remembered. “ We expected to be killed.”

Marcel vividly recalled that during the night of Janu-
ary 18, a massive aerial bombardment of the camp oc-
curred, which he thought ironic since the only people 
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left in the camp were ill prisoners. The camp was badly 
damaged, and the barracks near his were set on fire. 
His hut was unscathed, however, and the morning of 
January 19—the day of his twenty-first birthday—he 
felt that “his life was his again.” He was among a lucky 
few, however. Of the 800 patients in the infirmary, he 
estimated that 500 died within the next ten days. There 
was, after all, no food distribution, water, or electricity. 
Only those well enough to forage could hope to survive. 
Moreover, a vast column of German soldiers, tanks, 
trucks, and artillery—the German army in full re-
treat—passed by the camp, leaving the sick men deeply 
uneasy about their fate. Periodically, shells struck the 
camp, as the Germans and Russians engaged in run-
ning battles. Worse, various SS and SD (security ser-
vice) soldiers intermittently appeared at the camp to 
carry out further murders of the remaining Jews. On 
January 20, a camp guard, SS Corporal Perschel, reap-
peared and ordered the shooting of some two hundred 
women in the women’s camp in Birkenau. On January 
22, another unit of SD soldiers returned to Birkenau 
and murdered five Russian POWs who were alleged to 
possess hidden weapons. They also shot prisoners on 
the camp grounds. And on January 25, another unit of 
SD soldiers carried out random shootings in Birkenau. 
The Germans killed as many as three hundred camp 
prisoners in these final days.9 Only on January 27, when 
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the first Russians arrived, did Marcel feel any sense of 
relief. “ We had put together a few little red flags, as we 
were afraid.” The first Red Army officer Marcel encoun-
tered, he recalled, “was a Jew from Kiev.”10

During this strange ten-day passage between slavery 
and freedom, Primo Levi and his ill, emaciated com-
panions in his block also managed to stay alive. With 
the camp virtually empty, they could roam the grounds 
at will. They scoured the camp for useful objects—a 
truck battery, some turnips, even a few down quilts 
looted from the hurriedly evacuated barracks of the 
SS guards. These men worked together, showed great 
ingenuity, but also a necessary ruthlessness, for there 
were many ill and dying patients in the infirmary, lying 
in pools of filth and excrement, shivering in the cold, 
who begged for help, imploring Primo and his friends 
for soup, food, water, anything. They could do nothing 
for them, and many of them died.

There was no question of leaving the camp. The gates 
were open and the barbed wire breached in various 
places, but the cold, their illnesses, and total uncertain-
ty of where to go kept them in the camp, amid piles of 
frozen corpses and burned-out barracks. Levi recalled 
that many prisoners “fell ill with pneumonia and diar-
rhea; those who were unable to move themselves, or 
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lacked the energy to do so, lay lethargic in their bunks, 
benumbed by the cold, and nobody realized when they 
died.” Levi and his small band of diseased bunkmates 
clung to life. Only one of the eleven men in their room 
died: Sómogyi, a fifty-year-old Hungarian chemist. 
On the night of January 26, after days of torment, he 
dropped out of his bunk onto the concrete floor, dead 
from typhus and scarlet fever. Levi and his comrades 
awoke the next day, ate breakfast, emptied the latrine 
bucket, and then—only then—carted the body outside. 
While they were tipping the dead man’s body into a 
pit—in this “world of death and phantoms”—the Rus-
sian horsemen (significantly, four horsemen) arrived. 
On this day, January 27, 1945, Primo started on yet an-
other journey—of almost a year in duration—toward 
home.11

* * *

MOST OF THE prisoners in Auschwitz on Janu-
ary 18, 1945, were not so fortunate as Levi and 
the others in his company. In a final act of 

wanton cruelty and insanity, the Germans forced the 
great majority of the surviving inmates—about 56,000 
people—out of the camp and transported them, on 
foot and on rail, toward other camps farther west. Al-
though little scholarly work has been conducted on 
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these “death marches,” the experience forms a cen-
tral part of most testimonies given by survivors. For 
some, the death march was an altogether new level 
of pain and terror—”worse than all the camp years,” 
said one survivor.12 All across Poland, Germany, Aus-
tria, and Czechoslovakia in the early months of 1945, 
hundreds of such murderous convoys crawled along 
the roadways, choking them with the dead and dying. 
These marches started on a large scale with the evacu-
ation of Auschwitz in January and continued right up 
until the very day of the German surrender. Soon after 
Auschwitz was emptied, the 47,000 inmates from the 
Stutthof camp were similarly evacuated. Then in early 
February, the large camp of Gross-Rosen—where many 
Auschwitz prisoners had been sent—was emptied; its 
40,000 prisoners were pushed ever westward. As the 
Russians drove into Germany from the East, and the 
U.S., British, and other Allied forces penetrated deeper 
into Germany from the west, the entire camp system 
was thrown into chaos: perhaps 750,000 camp prison-
ers were vomited out onto the muddy, battle-scarred 
roads of central Europe, and herded toward the center 
of Germany. As many as 250,000 of them died.13

January 18, when this hellish trek began, was a day of 
“great confusion throughout the camp,” recalled Filip 
Müller, a survivor of three years in Auschwitz. “Early in 
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the morning, columns of smoke could be seen rising in 
all parts of the camp. Quite obviously the SS men were 
destroying card indexes and other documents.” As the 
sounds of Russian artillery came closer, “the prisoners 
were seized by alarm and euphoria at one and the same 
time.” Formed up into enormous columns, the prison-
ers set out at midnight. “ The snow crunched under our 
feet, a cold wind blew into our faces. We talked about 
nothing but where they were taking us and what they 
intended to do with us.”14

The evacuation inevitably brought new torments to the 
prisoners. The SS guards who oversaw the marching 
columns beat and frequently killed marchers, espe-
cially those who could not keep up with the merciless 
pace. Eli Wiesel, a skeletal fifteen-year-old boy who 
had survived seven months in Auschwitz alongside his 
father, remembered being forced to run the entire way 
to a rail junction at Gleiwitz—a distance of some thirty 
miles—without any pause. They were given no food, 
no water—they ate the snow off the shoulders of the 
men in front of them—and those who stumbled were 
shot dead where they lay.15 “As we formed into a ragged 
column,” remembered Sara Nomberg-Przytyk of her 
transport of women from Birkenau, “SS men escorted 
us with dogs on each side.” Amidst the freezing wind 
could be heard, every few minutes, the crack of shots 
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as the guards killed another woman. “ The bodies were 
thrown onto the side of the road. We walked through a 
valley of death formed by the bodies of the prisoners.” 
Within a few hours, her “skin was completely peeled 
from my feet. I could feel the blood swishing around 
inside my boots.”16 And for those who straggled, in-
stant execution. “A few steps ahead of me,” wrote Mar-
co Nahon of his convoy, “I see a prisoner collapse by 
the roadside, completely exhausted. His face is livid. It 
is easy to see that he cannot walk another step. An SS 
guard who has seen him approaches and stands before 
him. Very quietly, he takes his rifle from his shoulder 
strap, places the barrel a few inches from the poor dev-
il’s head, and shoots.”17

Once at the railhead in Gleiwitz, some prisoners were 
packed onto open train cars; others remained on foot 
for countless miles of further marching in the bit-
ter January cold. They went to various destinations: 
Gross-Rosen, then on to Buchenwald, Dachau, or Mau-
thausen. Riding on the trains, in the bitter cold, was 
little better than marching on foot, especially because 
no food of any kind was provided. “ When we came 
into Czechoslovakia,” recalled a Frenchman, Marcel 
Stourdze, “the locals threw us bread. That was it; oth-
erwise, nothing to eat.” Henry B. recalled that extreme 
measures were required to survive. “It’s not nice to say, 
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but you had to urinate on your feet to keep the gan-
grene out of your wounds; or if you couldn’t do it you 
got someone else to do it.” Fred B., who marched from 
Auschwitz to Gleiwitz and was then shipped in a cat-
tle car to Gross-Rosen, recalled that by the time of his 
arrival in Buchenwald he had endured seven straight 
days on the train convoy without food. He survived on 
snow. “After seven days in these cattle cars,” he recalled 
of his physical deterioration, “you couldn’t recognize 
your own body. It wasn’t your own body.” Henry F., who 
had been at the Auschwitz subcamp Blechhammer, es-
timated that of the 4,000 who marched out of his camp 
in mid-January, only 1,500 made it to Gross-Rosen. The 
rest were shot or died along the way. Of the 56,000 men 
and women forced out of the Auschwitz camp complex 
between January 17 and 21, some 15,000 would be dead 
by the end of the war.18

Why were these prisoners marched across central Eu-
rope in these miserable columns, under such extreme 
duress? Who gave the orders to evacuate the camps, 
and where were the prisoners supposed to be going? 
And to what end? After all, if the chief objective of 
the German leadership had been to fulfill Hitler’s fi-
nal wishes and liquidate every remaining Jew in their 
custody, this could have been carried out in the camps 
themselves. Why require them to march across Poland 
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and Germany, often aimlessly, toward other camps that 
were already being emptied, or toward railheads that 
were desperately needed for military purposes? And if 
the idea was to secret the Jews away from the sight of 
the advancing Allies, why leave so many corpses along 
the roads on which the Allies were sure to pass in a 
matter of days? None of these questions lends itself to 
easy answers.

The evidence, though patchy, suggests that in the last 
months of the war, the central control and ruthless 
efficiency that had characterized the operation of the 
massive camp system and the murder of many millions 
of people had begun to break down. In the fall of 1944, 
SS chief Heinrich Himmler began to plan for the dis-
mantling of the concentration camps. Yet his concern 
with the needs of the war industries led him away from 
a policy of immediate extermination of the remaining 
prisoners. Healthy prisoners were to be shipped into 
the Reich to serve as a labor force; the ill and the sick, 
presumably, would be killed. The earliest evidence for 
such a plan of general evacuation dates from July 21, 
1944, though it does not come from Himmler. The head 
of the security police for occupied Poland (the General 
Government, as it was called by the Germans) ordered 
that prisons be evacuated, their inmates shipped to 
other concentration camps or, if necessary, killed to 
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prevent their being liberated. The orders also specified 
that corpses be disposed of by incineration, thus re-
vealing the concern of the retreating Germans to cover 
up the scale of their crimes.19 Not until late December 
1944, with the Red Army rapidly advancing through 
Poland, were precise evacuation plans issued. The 
instructions from the gauleiter of Upper Silesia, Fritz 
Bracht, issued on December 21, 1944, make it clear that 
the prisoners from Auschwitz were to be transported 
and redeployed to other labor camps. The evacuation 
was to be carried out via forced marches, because it 
was expected that the rail lines and rolling stock would 
be taken up by military needs. The prisoners would go 
on foot, and any sign of disruption or resistance was to 
be put down immediately “with the utmost severity.” 
Here was a free license to shoot prisoners.20 In mid-
January 1945, Himmler gave the order to evacuate all 
the eastern camps, demanding that “no healthy pris-
oners remain in any of the camps.” The former com-
mandant of Auschwitz acknowledged that “this was 
the death sentence for thousands of prisoners.”21 Over 
the next four months, convoys choked the roads, leav-
ing the dead and dying scattered in the ditches of ru-
ral Germany. Only with superhuman effort did these 
marchers survive, after walking mile upon mile along 
frozen roads, in ill-fitting clothes, under a hail of blows 
and abuse from sadistic guards. Even then, survival 
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was no certainty, for once they were herded into camps 
such as Dachau, Buchenwald, and Belsen, they faced a 
constant risk of death from typhus, dysentery, or star-
vation. It is no wonder, then, that when the first Allied 
soldiers arrived at the gates of these camps in early 
April 1945, the scenes they encountered shocked them 
more than anything they had yet seen in a war filled 
with death and destruction.

* * *

AMERICA’S ENCOUNTER WITH the camps began 
at Ohrdruf, a small labor camp about thirty miles 
west of Weimar. This was a subcamp of Buchen-

wald, and though Ohrdruf was small in size, it offered 
vivid evidence of German atrocities: fetid barracks, 
torture rooms, piles of burnt bodies. It was not the first 
camp American soldiers had entered—that was Natz-
weiler, in German-occupied Alsasce—but Ohrdruf has 
particular importance because General Dwight Eisen-
hower visited it on April 12, along with Generals George 
Patton and Omar Bradley. There were almost no survi-
vors there, as the camp had been emptied a few days 
earlier and the SS guards shot the last remaining la-
borers. In the yard of the camp, Ike and his generals 
observed a twisted mass of smoldering, charred bones. 
Patton explained later that the guards had built “a sort 
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of mammoth griddle of 60 cm. railway tracks laid on 
a brick foundation. The bodies were piled on this and 
they attempted to burn them. The attempt was a bad 
failure. Actually, one could not help but think of some 
gigantic cannibalistic barbecue. In the pit itself were 
arms and legs and portions of bodies sticking out of 
the green water which partially filled it.” Patton, a man 
who had seen just about every kind of battlefield hor-
ror, dashed behind a shed and vomited.22

Generals Eisenhower, Bradley, and Patton inspect the 
remains of victims murdered at Ohrdruf, a sub-camp 
of Buchenwald. The camp was liberated on April 4 by 

units of the U.S. 4th Armored Division and 89th Infan-
try Division. The photo was taken on April 12, 1945. U.S. 

Holocaust Memorial Museum



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

It was only the start. About sixty miles to the north, on 
April 11, American soldiers entered the camp complex 
at Nordhausen, which housed prisoners working in 
the subterranean V-1 and V-2 rocket factories. Three 
thousand corpses lay in disordered heaps on the camp 
grounds, with a few hundred survivors aimlessly wan-
dering among them. Immediately, U.S. Army officers 
enrolled local townspeople in burial brigades, and over 
the course of the next few days, under the stern watch 
of American soldiers, German civilians dug a series of 
long narrow trenches on a hill overlooking the camp. 
Then they carted the corpses to the burial site and laid 
them in these shallow mass graves.23

These grisly scenes, however, could not prepare the 
men for what awaited at Buchenwald, just a few miles 
north of Weimar. Ohrdruf and Nordhausen had been 
small camps, with only a few survivors to liberate. Bu-
chenwald, by contrast, had been one of the largest in 
the camp system. Buchenwald had been opened in 
1937 as a prison chiefly for political opponents of the 
Nazi regime, but during the war it became a depository 
for prisoners who were then farmed out as labor to lo-
cal arms manufacturers. Over 238,000 people passed 
through its gates, and 56,000 of them died there. In the 
early days of 1945, the Germans transported many pris-
oners into Buchenwald from the eastern camps; 24,000 
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prisoners arrived in January 1945 alone, and many of 
these were near death because of the conditions they 
had encountered on the death marches. In keeping 
with the general plan of evacuating the camps before 
the Allies arrived, Buchenwald’s commandant initiated 
the partial clearing of the camp on April 4, and in the 
week before the Americans arrived, 24,500 prisoners 
were marched out of the camp, and many died during 
this last transport. Even so, upon their arrival at Bu-
chenwald on April 11, American troops found a massive 
camp filled with 21,000 emaciated, diseased, and ex-
hausted prisoners, about 4,000 of them Jews. The camp 
also held 700 children.24 Just a few days later, farther 
to the north, British troops entered Bergen-Belsen, 
where they found an astonishing 60,000 prisoners in 
a state of total chaos and depravity. And two weeks af-
ter that, the Americans reached Dachau, just ten miles 
from Munich, in Bavaria. They found 35,000 prisoners, 
amid scenes of unspeakable carnage, including a train 
of forty boxcars filled with a shipment of evacuated 
prisoners—all 2,000 of them dead.25
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Some of the thousands of prisoners in Dachau upon 
its liberation wave through barbed wire. U.S. National 

Archives

During late April and early May, reports of what the 
Allies had uncovered in these camps began to appear 
in news reports; the first impressions of reporters, as 
well as soldiers who witnessed these days of liberation, 
have also been widely published. It is worth studying 
these initial reports about the camps, both for what 
they say and for what they do not.26 The first striking 
feature of these reports to a contemporary reader is 
the absence of any discussion of Jewish victimization. 
In part, this is explained by the evidence uncovered in 
these initial encounters: Nordhausen was a slave labor 
camp, and its inmates had been members of many na-
tional groups; Dachau had a long history as a prison 
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for political opponents of the Nazi regime, as well as 
criminals, homosexuals, and other “undesirables”; 
while Buchenwald, upon liberation, was teeming with 
a multitude of nationalities and POWs. At the moment 
of liberation, the Jewish presence in these western 
camps—with the significant exception of Belsen, where 
most of the survivors were Jews—was fairly small, and 
so there was no immediate recognition that what the 
soldiers had uncovered was part of Hitler’s campaign 
to exterminate all of Europe’s Jews. On April 30, Time 
magazine published a detailed, three-page report on 
“a series of concentration camps for political prison-
ers from most of the nations the Nazis had conquered, 
including the German nation.” Jews are not mentioned 
once. When a delegation of U.S. congressmen, hastily 
gathered at Eisenhower’s urging, came to visit Buchen-
wald, Nordhausen, and Dachau, they too seemed en-
tirely unaware of the role the concentration camp sys-
tem had played in the Jewish catastrophe. Their final 
sixteen-page report said that these three camps held 
“slave laborers and political prisoners” and “were typi-
cal of all the concentration camps in the Third Reich.” 
The camps’ main purpose, according to the congress-
men, was to incarcerate and work to death “civilians 
who were opposed to, or who were suspected of being 
opposed to, the Hitler regime.” As of yet, the story of 
Jewish persecution and genocide had little or no place 
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in the emerging reports about the camps.27

But there is another dimension of these accounts that 
requires scrutiny. The standard narrative of liberation 
suggests that at the moment of freedom, a bond was 
established between the Allied troops and the grateful 
and overjoyed prisoners they freed. Indeed, the emo-
tional power of the liberation story depends upon the 
forging of this bond, and the sense of mutual obliga-
tion and respect that it engendered. Yet to hear the wit-
nesses tell it, no such bond existed at the moment of 
liberation of the camps. Rather, for the Allied soldiers 
and reporters, the overwhelming sentiment was one of 
physical repulsion and disgust. In these early reports, 
it is not the closeness but the distance between the lib-
erated and the liberators that stands out.

It is remarkable how, in the first accounts of the camps 
by Western journalists, names of individual prisoners, 
their countries of origin, and their personal experi-
ences are totally absent. Rather, reporters and soldiers 
described an undifferentiated mass of human refuse. 
Margaret Bourke-White, the renowned Life magazine 
photographer, said of her tour of the camps that “using 
the camera was almost a relief; it interposed a slight 
barrier between myself and the white horror in front of 
me.” The corpses in Buchenwald, notoriously, were de-
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scribed as being “stacked like cordwood”—or as Percy 
Knauth of Time put it, “stacked more or less the way I 
stack my firewood back home, not too carefully.” But 
even the living were reduced to inanimate, nonhuman 
objects of pity and almost contempt. Knauth went on: 
“they stink like nothing else on earth and many…have 
lost the power of coherent speech.” Marcus Smith, a 
medical officer attached to the Seventh Army, also 
had trouble seeing anything but a mass of ill and dy-
ing specimens: “Starvation diminishes physical dif-
ferences,” he noted, “and thus the emaciated inmates 
look alike: faces without expression, eyes lifeless and 
sunken, cheekbones prominent, lips cracked, hair 
(when present) unkempt, skin ashen. Their legs are of-
ten swollen; this interferes with knee bending. Starved 
people find walking difficult or impossible. They shuf-
fle along, seem to droop; their breathing is labored…. 
Their reflexes are sluggish, they lack mental and physi-
cal stamina, they seem to be mentally dull, exhausted, 
and depressed.” General Patton thought the prisoners 
“looked like feebly animated mummies and seemed 
to be of the same level of intelligence.” Al Newman 
of Newsweek referred to the survivors as “miserable 
wrecks” and “creatures—you could not by any stretch 
of the imagination call them human beings.” The first 
U.S. Army report on Buchenwald declared the survi-
vors to be “unpleasant to look on. It is easy to adopt 
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the Nazi theory that they are subhuman, for many have 
in fact been deprived of their humanity.” These men 
and women and children were “gibbering idiots” or 
“ape-like living skeletons” lying in “piles of filthy straw 
fouled by their own excrement. Only a handful could 
stand on their rickety, pipestem legs.” Said one Ameri-
can private of the survivors at Gunskirchen Lager in 
Austria, “they seemed to have no hair, big eyes, big 
sockets in the eyes, bony arms reaching out for food, 
just hard to describe. The only similarity to human be-
ings is, they were standing.”28

Edward R. Murrow, the renowned CBS broadcaster, 
reported from Buchenwald three days after its libera-
tion. He clearly was not ready for what he encountered. 
“ There surged around me an evil-smelling horde. 
Men and boys reached out to touch me; they were in 
rags and the remnants of uniform. Death had already 
marked many of them, but they were smiling with their 
eyes.” Inside one of the barracks, Murrow said, he 
found 1,200 men. “ The stink was beyond all descrip-
tion,” he said. “As I walked down to the end of the bar-
racks, there was applause from the men too weak to 
get out of bed. It sounded like the hand-clapping of ba-
bies.” Percy Knauth considered these broken forms in 
the camps quite inhuman. “ You cannot adequately de-
scribe starved men; they just look awful and unnatural. 
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Their skin is stretched with incredible tightness over 
their bones, as if it would burst at a touch, revealing 
emptiness. The rounded parts, the curving and the flat 
places, the swelling muscles that men usually have—
all these are missing. They walk or creep or lie around 
and seem about as animate as the barracks and fence 
posts and stones on Buchenwald’s bare, hard-packed 
earth.” If they saw the smallest morsel of food, “they 
struggled for it blindly, as a baby struggles instinctively 
to fill its empty stomach at its mother’s breast.” A fel-
low reporter for Time, Sidney Olson, vividly recalled 
his discomfort when the prisoners got too close to him: 
“ They began to kiss us, and there is nothing you can 
do when a lot of hysterical, unshaven, lice-bitten, half-
drunk, typhus-infected men want to kiss you. Nothing 
at all. You cannot hit them, and besides they all kiss you 
at the same time. It is no good trying to explain that you 
are only a correspondent.”29

One British member of Parliament who toured Buchen-
wald was aware that she and her colleagues were un-
able to consider these pitiful survivors as human. “One 
realized,” she recalled, “that though one had looked at 
them with pity and dismay, one was still failing to ap-
preciate them as living humanity with feelings and re-
actions similar to one’s own. That was the most appall-
ing and shocking thing.” And she went on to prove her 
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own point, by saying that, although there were many 
naked and half-dressed men on the camp grounds, a 
woman felt “no more embarrassment in Buchenwald 
than there would be in passing a heap of dying rabbits, 
so little did these people give the impression of being 
ordinary human beings.” For Harold Denny, the New 
York Times correspondent who reported on liberated 
Buchenwald, “there was hardly a man of those hun-
dreds who could be restored to humanity now. Easy 
death was the most life could now offer them.”30

If anything could exceed the vileness of Buchenwald, 
it was Bergen-Belsen. Liberated by British troops on 
April 15, just four days after the Americans had arrived 
at Buchenwald, Bergen-Belsen was in a state of anar-
chy and horror—indeed, British press reports referred 
to it as the “horror camp.” Belsen had at one point 
been considered a “good” camp—that is, it was not an 
extermination or work camp, but a prison for promi-
nent prisoners who might have some future use as bar-
gaining chips with other countries. In the last months 
of the war, however, Belsen—because of its location in 
north-central Germany, near Hannover—was chosen 
as one of the final roundup destinations for the prison-
ers trekking in from the eastern camps. Thus, while in 
December 1944 there were just over 15,000 prisoners 
in the camp, during the spring of 1945 thousands more 
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arrived, most in a terrible state of decrepitude. By April 
15, there were 60,000 people imprisoned here, yet the 
structure of the camp had fallen apart, so there was 
no food distribution and even the rudimentary medi-
cal services of the camp had ceased to function. The 
mortality rate was staggering: 7,000 prisoners died in 
February, 18,000 in March, and 9,000 in just the first 
two weeks of April. There were no facilities for burial, 
and most of the corpses were simply piled up randomly 
around the camp. No water, no sanitation, dysentery 
and typhus rampant, the ground littered with the dead 
and dying: a scene of total depravity.31

The comments of the young British men and women 
who first encountered this camp reveal the same sense 
of pity and disgust as do those of the Americans at Bu-
chenwald and Ohrdruf. They naturally had no previous 
experience of this sort of human degradation, nor did 
they really know what to make of these ghastly-looking 
prisoners. Lieutenant Derek Sington, part of an intel-
ligence unit and the first British officer to enter liber-
ated Belsen, recalled the camp smelled like “a mon-
key-house” and described the prisoners as a “strange 
simian throng.” Their “shaven heads and their obscene 
striped penitentiary suits” were “dehumanizing”; these 
“almost lost men” could manage only a few halfhearted 
cheers for the arriving British soldiers; even then, the 
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survivors looked liked “prancing zebras.”32 Lieuten-
ant-Colonel J. A. D. Johnston of the Royal Army Medi-
cal Corps (RAMC) described the prisoners as “a dense 
mass of emaciated, apathetic scarecrows.” The prison-
ers had been reduced to a less than human state: “I 
heard a scrabbling on the floor,” recalled Alan MacAus-
lan, a young medical student volunteer. “I looked down 
in the half light, and saw a woman crouching at my feet. 
She had black matted hair, well-populated, and her 
ribs stood out as though there were nothing between 
them…. She was defecating, but she was so weak that 
she could not lift her buttocks from the floor, and as 
she had diarrhea, the yellow liquid stools bubbled up 
over her thighs. Her feet were white and podgy from 
famine edema, and she had scabies. As she crouched, 
she scratched her genital parts, which were scabetic 
too.” Two or three prisoners shared each bunk in the 
barracks, and they were all stricken with dysentery: 
“urine and feces dribbled through the wooden boards 
of the top two bunks on to the lowest one, and as this 
was the least comfortable, all the dying and weaker pa-
tients could be found there.” As for the dead, another 
medical student said, “there were thousands and thou-
sands of dead bodies and you couldn’t really relate to 
them as people, you couldn’t really consider them to be 
your aunt or your mother or your brother or your father 
because there were just too many and they were being 
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bulldozed into graves.” Indeed, the British estimated 
that 10,000 bodies lay unburied in the camp upon their 
arrival, and perhaps 13,000 more died in the weeks fol-
lowing the camp’s liberation.33

An exhausted and emaciated prisoner near death in 
liberated Belsen. Imperial War Museum

It was not uncommon, then, for liberators to see the lib-
erated as nonhuman, as lost souls, like shades from the 
underworld. Leslie Hardman, a Jewish chaplain in the 
British Second Army, reached Belsen in the first days of 
its liberation. “I shall always remember the first per-
son I met,” he wrote in his memoir. “It was a girl, and 
I thought she was a negress. Her face was dark brown, 
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and afterwards I realized that this was because her skin 
was in the process of healing, after being burnt. When 
she saw me, she made as though to throw her arms 
around me; but with the instinct of self-preservation, I 
jumped back. Instantly I felt ashamed; but she under-
stood, and stood away from me.” Hardman, entering 
the camp, joined two young British soldiers who were 
carrying heavy bags of potatoes for the prisoners.

Almost as though they had emerged from the retreat-
ing shadows of dark corners, a number of wraithlike 
creatures came tottering towards us. As they drew 
closer they made frantic efforts to quicken their feeble 
pace. Their skeleton arms and legs made jerky, gro-
tesque movements as they forced themselves forward. 
Their bodies, from their heads to their feet, looked like 
matchsticks. The two young Tommies, entering camp 
for the first time, must have thought they had walked 
into a supernatural world; all the gruesome and fright-
ening tales they had heard as children—and, not so 
many years since, they had been children—rose up 
to greet them; the grisly spectacle which confronted 
them was too much. They dropped their heavy sacks 
and fled.

The prisoners then “fell upon the sacks and their con-
tents almost like locusts descending upon a field of 
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corn. With queer, inarticulate cries, in voices which 
were thinner and more reedy than those of children, 
they fell upon the ground, upon the sacks, upon one 
another…to gain for themselves a precious, priceless 
potato.”34 Derek Sington was no doubt right in saying 
that “words like ‘liberation,’ ‘tomorrow,’ ‘wait,’ had 
lost all meaning for them. They were consumed by the 
famine which was burning them up, possessed only by 
the wild urge to eat and survive.”35

In Belsen, as in Buchenwald, accounts of the libera-
tion drew upon a common vernacular that limned sur-
vivors as locusts, skeletons, the living dead—the stuff 
of ghoulish fairy tales. Liberators rarely perceived the 
camp survivors as human beings. Instead, survivors 
appeared as apes, mummies, idiots, babies, cordwood, 
scarecrows, and dying rabbits: a veritable thesaurus of 
diminished humanity. For some of the liberators, sur-
vivors evoked not only disgust but hatred. “All I felt was 
horror, disgust, and I am ashamed to admit it, hate,” 
wrote Captain R. Barber of the RAMC of the men in the 
Sandbostel camp. “Hate against the prisoners them-
selves for looking as they did, for living as they did, for 
existing at all. It was quite unreasonable, but there it 
was, and it gave us one possible explanation of why the 
SS had done these things. Once having reduced their 
prisoners to such a state the only emotions the guards 
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could feel were loathing, disgust and hate.”36

It was no wonder, then, that few of the liberators wanted 
to linger in these camps. At Dachau, units of the 42nd 
and 45th Infantry divisions liberated 32,000 prisoners. 
But the Americans were so shocked by the camps that 
there was no pride or evident satisfaction in the task. 
Nor was there much personal empathy or contact be-
tween liberator and prisoner. As one American soldier 
put it, “I for one was very happy to get out of there af-
ter three days. For me, it was wracking, and it was one 
of the happiest days of my life when they told me that, 
‘OK, you’re going back, you’re going away.’ Because I 
don’t know how much more I could have taken of that 
camp.”37 We can hardly fault him for wanting to flee the 
corpse-littered scene after three days; but it bears re-
calling that some people spent as long as ten years at 
Dachau.

* * *

FOR MOST OF the soldiers, the camps were some-
thing one passed through on the way toward 
some other military objective. But what does this 

moment of liberation look like if we adopt the perspec-
tive of those who were liberated? Of course, for the 
camp inmates, liberation meant an end to Nazi brutal-
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ity. Liberation offered the prospect, however distant, of 
a return to families and to freedom. But such thoughts 
were for the most part overwhelmed by profound grief 
and anguish. The trauma of the camps was too great, 
their present focus on survival too single-minded for 
these prisoners to think much about the future. The 
prisoners also interposed a certain distance from their 
liberators. Yes, there was some cheering and embrac-
ing and heartfelt gratitude expressed toward the Allied 
soldiers. There was also a deep sense of unease, almost 
dread, that many articulate survivors have described 
as being their primary sensation. In part it was shame; 
in part it was an awareness of the sense of loss; and in 
part it was fear: fear that no one would ever believe the 
story they had to tell.

Robert Antelme, a Frenchman arrested in June 1944 
for Resistance activities, survived his incarceration in 
a labor camp but almost died on the eve of liberation. 
He might well have been one of those apelike creatures 
the Allies saw haunting Dachau in the days after the 
camp’s liberation. Antelme, after almost a year of hard 
labor, survived a ten-day death march from his camp 
at Gandersheim to Bitterfeld; then, on April 14, he was 
put into a boxcar and sent to Dachau: he did not get out 
for thirteen days. On the floor of the boxcar, exhausted, 
dying, and dead men lay in a heap. “ There wasn’t room 
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enough to straighten out our legs…. Intertwined legs 
would knot and then come violently unknotted, in the 
dark; nobody wanted to have legs on top of his. It was 
a free-for-all of legs.” One morning, Antelme awoke, 
itching madly. “Pick off your lice,” a mate ordered. He 
took off his shirt.

Long black strings of lice run down the cloth. I squash 
whole bunches of lice at once. I don’t have to search, 
the shirt’s full of them…. They’re brown and gray and 
white and full of the blood they’ve pumped out of me. 
These lice can kill you. My arms haven’t the strength to 
squash them anymore…. I put the shirt back on and 
take off my pants and underpants; the underpants are 
black in the crotch. It’s impossible to kill them all…. 
They’re all around my genitals, hanging on my pubic 
hair. I pull them off. I provide their nest and their hap-
piness; I am theirs.

His Dachau imprisonment lasted a mercifully short two 
days. And then on April 29, a quiet, almost invisible lib-
eration. Ill, emaciated, pestiferous, Antelme was lying 
on a hard wooden bunk that he shared with a cadav-
erous old man. “’ They’re here,’” a voice called. “I sit 
up. A round helmet moves along the walkway, outside 
the window…. Leaning on my elbow, I watch the hel-
mets going by on the walkway. Putting all my strength 
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into it, I bang at the old man’s feet. ‘ We’re free! Look, 
will you! Look!’” His bunkmate slowly turned his aged 
head to peer out the window, but “the helmets have all 
gone by. Too late. He falls back. I fall back too. I wasn’t 
able to sing, I wasn’t able to jump down right away, to 
run towards the soldiers. The old man and I are almost 
alone on our tier. The vision of round helmets had glid-
ed over my eyes. He hadn’t seen a thing. The Liberation 
has passed by.”

Antelme downplays what should have been the central 
moment of his narrative of captivity. For he tells us that 
liberation brought no clarity, no sense of immediate 
relief. Freedom carried with it a growing anxiety that 
these young American soldiers, so helpful and cour-
teous, just might not believe what these inmates had 
seen. Some of his fellow prisoners try to explain to an 
American what has happened here, what has happened 
to all of them. “ The soldier listens at first, but then the 
guys go on and on, they talk and they talk, and pretty 
soon the soldier isn’t listening anymore.” The inmates 
now come to terms with that awful burden that all sur-
vivors acknowledge they must carry, the possession 
of a terrible truth that can never be fully revealed, or 
as Antelme put it, “a kind of infinite, untransmittable 
knowledge.”38



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

For those at Belsen, there was little question of cele-
bration upon being liberated. The camp grounds were 
strewn with ten thousand dead bodies and the living 
were all near death. Hanna Lévy-Hass, a Yugoslav par-
tisan and Jew, recalled that the prisoners in Belsen had 
no hot water after January 1945, that the whole camp 
was rife with lice and vermin. Dysentery was wide-
spread, and the entire camp was awash in excrement. 
These prisoners knew that the Allies were nearby, but 
for Lévy-Hass, “this air of uncertainty” about the fu-
ture was “a form of mental torture.” Just a month be-
fore Belsen’s liberation, she wrote in her secret diary 
that “there is no point in knowing when the Allies will 
arrive, though it seems certain they are only a few doz-
en kilometers away. For the present, our closest and 
most loyal ally is death. And if we do begin to count 
the days again, then it is not with an eye to the moment 
of our liberation, but in order to see how long the one 
or the other of us can still survive. There is a kind of 
medical curiosity in us, a strange obsession.” Libera-
tion, while welcome, also made the survivors confront 
their own state of degradation. Fela Lichtheim, a Pole 
who was forced to work for more than three years in 
various Silesian textile factories, survived a death 
march from Gross-Rosen to Belsen in January 1945. 
For her, the months in Belsen, from January to April, 
were the worst of the war. Above all, the lice tormented 
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her. “I didn’t have any more strength to remove the lice 
from me. They crawled over me like ants.” But even her 
words, recorded in the summer of 1946, seemed inad-
equate to plumb the depths of her misery. “One cannot 
describe it in words,” she said, “because words hurt 
too much.” This young woman of twenty-one said she 
“looked like a seventy-year-old woman. I was unable 
to move. I was all run down, emaciated, unwashed for 
weeks, without undressing. In that one dress and coat I 
was lying on the floor. I wanted some water for a drink, 
but I couldn’t get it. I had diarrhea for two months, and 
then I had typhus.” What did freedom mean in these 
conditions?39

The liberated prisoners at Belsen generally described 
the British as kind and warm, though many of the 
young women hated having their heads shaved, which 
the British insisted on to control lice. Sora M., a French 
Jew of Polish origin, recalled that Belsen in the last 
days of the war was “a lot worse than Auschwitz.” There 
was no food: “we ate grass, anything. Corpses littered 
the ground.” In a paradoxical reversal, Sora said she 
was surprised at the vulnerability of the young Brit-
ish soldiers who helped her: “they were embarrassed 
to see us naked, and turned their heads and blushed 
when they put DDT on us.” Fernande H. remembered 
that by the time the British arrived the inmates looked 
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like “larvae,” and “we were dying like flies.” She too 
was ashamed of having her head shaved—”I cried.” The 
dose of DDT powder that the soldiers sprayed onto ev-
ery prisoner “burned, as we were covered with scabs.” 
Yet the English were “charming, adorable, very sweet.” 
The moment of liberation was “wonderful,” yet she 
was so weak she could not walk and so she had only “a 
subdued celebration.” Dr. Hadassah Rosensaft, a Pol-
ish Jew whose medical training had helped get her as-
signed to a team of doctors, first in Auschwitz and then 
in Belsen, recalled that despite the arrival of the Brit-
ish, conditions were very slow to improve after libera-
tion. “ Within the following eight weeks, 13,944 more 
died.” It is hardly surprising, then, that “for the great-
est part of the liberated Jews of Bergen-Belsen, there 
was no ecstasy, no joy at our liberation. We had lost our 
families, our homes. We had no place to go to, nobody 
to hug. Nobody was waiting for us anywhere. We had 
been liberated from death and the fear of death, but 
not from the fear of life.”40

The experience of liberation also depended upon 
who was doing the liberating, and in what context. 
Not everyone was freed from a camp. Nadine Heftler, 
a Frenchwoman who had spent time in Birkenau and 
Ravensbrück, was liberated while on a death march. 
She saw the star on an approaching American tank, 
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and ever since, “the American flag has always been the 
flag of my heart.” For Charles Baron, a French Jew who 
had been held in Birkenau and Dachau but managed to 
escape during a transport, the arrival of the Americans 
in the village in which he was hiding was a miraculous 
moment. “ We jumped on them, hung on their necks, I 
started to blubber, and I cried and cried. They looked so 
sad, and they patted me on the shoulder saying ‘Don’t 
cry, Frenchy, don’t cry.’ They made the villagers gives us 
omelets and threatened reprisals if anything happened 
to us. And then they continued on their way.” But the 
Americans could be abrupt as well. Ida Grinspan, ly-
ing half dead on a bunk in Ravensbrück, was stunned 
to see a few Americans appear in the infirmary on the 
2nd of May. They smiled, handed out chewing gum, and 
departed without a word. Nathan Rozenblum saw the 
Americans arrive in the camp at Ebensee on May 6 and 
declare “ You are free!” He wondered, “free of what? Of 
dying of hunger?” Then the tanks left, and abandoned 
him in the camp. They didn’t return for three days.41

Camp inmates feared the Russians above all. While 
there are accounts of Russian generosity, there was 
also a higher likelihood of mistreatment at the hands of 
Russians than from the American soldiers, judging by 
the testimony of survivors. Yvette Levy, a Frenchwoman 
deported to Auschwitz in July 1944, was later transport-
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ed to Weisskirchen, in the industrial region of eastern 
Moravia near Ostrava, where she toiled in a munitions 
plant. She was liberated by the Russians on May 9 or 
10. By the time the Russians arrived, the SS guards had 
fled. She had great trouble with the Russians. “ We tried 
to tell them we were hungry but we couldn’t under-
stand them and they had nothing to give us. We went 
to the town, but others had already beaten us to it and 
the houses were stripped bare.” After scavenging in 
the countryside, she and her companions returned to 
the camp, and found the Russians now installed in the 
prisoners’ barracks. “ They were boorish men. Savages. 
There were rapes. As no one came to our aid, we fled.” 
But according to Yvette, the British troops she encoun-
tered were no better. “ The Tommies behaved just as bad 
as the Russians. A man in uniform loses all his dignity. 
The English soldiers said they would give us food only if 
we slept with them. We all had dysentery, we were sick, 
dirty…and here was the welcome we got! I don’t know 
what these men thought of us—they must have taken 
us for wild animals.” Yvette Bernard-Farnoux, freed 
from a camp near Prague called Litomććice, evinced 
horror at the Mongolians in Soviet uniform. She and 
her bunkmates painted, in large white letters, the Rus-
sian word for “ TYPHUS” on their barracks to deter the 
Mongolians from coming into their camp. They “were a 
frightening sight: brutes, standing on their tanks, lash-
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ing their horses…. They fired their guns everywhere, 
it was maddening.” When the “real” Russians arrived, 
two or three days later, they were very well behaved. 
“ They gave us great slaps on the back, offered us enor-
mous slabs of lard, and invited us to drink the health of 
General de Gaulle and Guy de Maupassant.”42

Clearly, there was no one typical liberation story. Thou-
sands of prisoners were freed from Hitler’s camps in the 
spring of 1945, but many others were liberated while on 
the death marches, and still others took matters into 
their own hands by escaping the marches, and hiding 
in woods, on vacant farms, or in sheds and barns. Some 
simply walked out of their camps after the guards had 
fled, and had to go in search of Allied soldiers. And 
those behind Soviet lines, such as those in Auschwitz, 
were freed from German captivity but not yet returned 
to safety. For all this variety, however, one theme unifies 
the many varying accounts of liberation: profound sor-
row. The young Americans and Britons who entered the 
camps in the spring of 1945 were shocked and appalled 
by the scenes that greeted them, but perhaps could 
take some degree of satisfaction in their achievement. 
Upon first encountering the smoldering corpses at the 
small labor camp at Ohrdruf, General Eisenhower de-
clared “we are told that the American soldier does not 
know what he is fighting for. Now, at least, he will know 
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what he is fighting against.”43 Ike was right: for the sol-
diers, liberation of the camps lent a moral clarity to the 
war. In dozens of war memoirs by U.S. soldiers, the dis-
covery of the camps is said to have answered the ques-
tion of what the war was all about. But for the surviving 
Jews, liberation brought not answers but questions. 
Why had these horrors happened? Who was respon-
sible, and what must now be done? Liberation was not 
an endpoint but a prologue to a long discourse about 
how to plumb the meaning of these events, and how 
to bear witness to them. Here then lies a fundamental 
divergence in the meaning of liberation: while Ameri-
cans have sought to use the atrocities to underscore 
the essential benevolence of their war, survivors have 
found nothing redeeming in their experiences. “I live 
in Auschwitz every day today,” said one survivor forty 
years later. “I am not liberated yet.” Liberation could 
not bring a release from the terrible burdens of experi-
ence, after all. Perhaps it had come too late. Surely this 
is the meaning of Elie Wiesel’s remarks to a group of 
World War II veterans about his own liberation from 
Buchenwald:

April 11, 1945. Buchenwald. The terrifying silence ter-
minated by abrupt yelling. The first American soldiers, 
their faces ashen. Their eyes. I shall never forget their 
eyes. Your eyes. You looked and you looked. You could 
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not move your gaze away from us. It was as though you 
sought to alter reality with your eyes. They reflected 
astonishment, bewilderment, endless pain and anger. 
Yes, anger above all. Rarely have I seen such anger, such 
rage contained, mute, yet ready to burst with frustra-
tion, humiliation, utter helplessness. Then, I remem-
ber, you broke down, you wept. You wept and wept un-
controllably, unashamedly. You were our children then, 
for we—the 12-year-old, the 16-year-old boys in Bu-
chenwald and Theresienstadt and Mauthausen—knew 
so much more than you about life and death, man and 
his endeavors, God and His silence. You wept. We could 
not. We had no more tears left. We had nothing left. In 
a way we were dead, and knew it.44
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9: Americans and Jews in Occupied 
Germany

THE ENCOUNTER BETWEEN Jewish Holocaust 
survivors and the Allied armies in the summer 
and fall of 1945 presents one of the most surpris-

ing, puzzling, and troubling episodes in the history of 
Europe’s liberation. It is a shocking and uncomfortable 
fact: the Jews who emerged from Hitler’s camps in the 
spring of 1945 were not truly free on the morrow of their 
liberation. The destruction of Hitler’s regime made it 
possible for surviving Jews to contemplate a life after 
the Holocaust. But it did not bring that life into being. 
Long before dreams of revival and renewal could be 
fulfilled, Jews experienced many new travails, long de-
lays, and most appalling, many more months and even 
years of life in crude wooden huts and barracks, eating 
at soup kitchens and wearing borrowed clothes, await-
ing a future they could only distantly glimpse.

Yet theirs is not only a story of disillusionment, of de-
lays in returning to them their freedom. It is also a sto-
ry of recovery of that freedom by the Jews themselves 
who, in the face of crushing odds, slowly carved out a 
kind of life in the heart of defeated Germany. Caught 
in limbo, between the nightmare of the camps and the 
distant prospect of emigration to Palestine, thousands 
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of Jews gathered in DP camps in Germany. In barracks 
used by the Nazis as Hitler Youth training camps, or 
officers’ quarters, or military bases, Holocaust survi-
vors waited—and while they waited, they organized, 
agitated, and strategized. During the summer of 1945, 
when the heated brickwork of the crematoria still 
smoldered, occupied Germany became a safe haven for 
Jews, so much so that Jews from Poland and southeast-
ern Europe began to flee—illegally—westward, seek-
ing shelter and respite from rampant anti-Semitism. 
In the American zone, camps near Munich at Lands-
berg, Föhrenwald, Feldafing, and Deggendorf, and at 
Zeilsheim near Frankfurt, evolved into Jewish settle-
ments, hardscrabble encampments where prayers 
could be heard each Sabbath, where kosher kitchens 
served hot rations, where Jews published newspapers 
and organized elections, taught Hebrew, studied Scrip-
ture, and where Yiddish folk songs could be heard on 
the evening air.

The Allied armies had almost nothing to do with this 
Jewish revival, at least in its earliest months. Through-
out the summer, the British and American occupiers 
were focused chiefly on the massive problem of repa-
triation, and coping with the strains this dramatic out-
flow of forced laborers and POWs placed on transpor-
tation, roads, and the security of the occupied areas. 



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

Jewish survivors were not a priority for the liberating 
armies; it was assumed that Jews, like other DPs, would 
make their way home, after perhaps a brief period of 
recovery in makeshift medical facilities or camps. It is 
abundantly clear that the American and British mili-
tary authorities were totally unprepared to deal with 
the particular issues presented not only by Jewish 
destruction but by Jewish survival. The liberation of 
Jews from concentration camps was done piecemeal 
and pell-mell. No serious preparation for the care and 
treatment of Jews had been arranged. The British and 
American armies were under orders to classify and 
house all DPs, regardless of religion, by their national 
origin. This was considered enlightened policy, for had 
it not been the Nazis who segregated people on the ba-
sis of religious faith? Rather, the Allies sought simply to 
enable DPs to go home.

Such bucolic notions were meaningless for Jews in oc-
cupied Germany. Most Jews in the DP camps in 1945 
had national origins in countries that had openly em-
braced the ideology of anti-Semitism or where hatred 
of Jews was part of the fabric of daily life: Poland chiefly, 
but also Hungary, Romania, Lithuania, Czechoslovakia, 
and indeed, Germany itself. Though anxious to connect 
with loved ones in their hometowns and villages, most 
Jews had few illusions about resuming their prewar 
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lives. They had seen their families uprooted, perse-
cuted, and destroyed. Their villages, as many testified 
after the war, were now nothing more than cemeteries, 
full of ghosts and awful memories. For these Holocaust 
survivors, their only hope lay in their faith, their only 
comfort came from being among those who believed as 
they did, who shared common religious rites, and above 
all, who hoped soon to embark for the promised land 
of a Jewish national home in Palestine. It is no indict-
ment of the stalwart Anglo-American liberators to say 
that all this baffled them. They did not know what the 
Jews had experienced, nor did they now know what the 
surviving Jews wanted. The scene was set for a painful 
dialogue of the deaf: between a brisk, businesslike mil-
itary occupation that sought to sort out the DP problem 
quickly, and a small but resilient, resourceful Jewish 
remnant that interposed itself between the Allies and 
any tidy end to the war.

* * *

AS THE FLOOD of DPs began to recede—almost 
six million people had left Germany by the start 
of September—a few thousand Jews remained 

behind, spread out in vulnerable groups like tidal 
pools on a muddy beach. The formation of what Jewish 
survivors would soon begin to call She’erit Hapleitah—
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the surviving remnant—started in the waning days 
of the war, and gained momentum in June and July.1 
The precise numbers of Jewish Holocaust survivors in 
Germany at the end of the war can only be estimated. 
Contemporary sources suggest not less than 50,000 
and not more than 70,000 Jews remained in Germany 
by the late summer of 1945. Roughly 45,000 of these 
were in the American zone of occupation, and 15,000 
or so were located in the British zone. A small number 
resided in camps in the French zone. Perhaps 15,000 
Jews had been accounted for in Austria. The precise 
number of Jews was in flux in any case, as some Jews 
were repatriated and others, fleeing the lethal anti-
Semitism that still stalked Jews in postwar Poland, 
sought the relative security of the occupied zones of 
Germany and Austria. This exodus of the few remain-
ing Eastern European Jews swelled the numbers in the 
DP camps, so that by the end of 1946, there were per-
haps 130,000 Jewish DPs in the American zone alone, 
with much smaller numbers in the British zone, and in 
Austria. By that time, the international community had 
been well-informed of the particular plight of Europe’s 
surviving Jews. In those first few weeks and months af-
ter liberation, however, the surviving Jews in Germany 
were largely left to themselves.2

In the American zone, which included Bavaria, small 
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pockets of Jews began to stir in the spring of 1945. At 
a Benedictine monastery outside of Munich, for ex-
ample, one of the founding episodes of Jewish revival 
took place. In the confusion of the last days of the war, 
when the Germans were still transporting Jews out of 
the reach of advancing Allied armies, a trainload of 
Jews from Dachau en route to the Austrian border was 
strafed by American aircraft, and disabled. The Ger-
man guards having fled, a small band of Lithuanian 
Jews, survivors of the Kovno ghetto, sought out medi-
cal attention for those injured by the strafing. Dr. Zal-
man Grinberg, a thirty-three-year-old physician from 
Kovno, strode into the nearby town of Schwabhausen 
and demanded from the burgermeister immediate aid, 
on the grounds that the American Army would soon 
be arriving with orders to lock up any German mayor 
who failed to assist the wounded. Remarkably, the bluff 
worked, and the wounded Jews were transported to 
the monastery of Saint Ottilien, a picturesque, tranquil 
retreat that had been serving as a German military hos-
pital during the war. As soon as the American troops 
arrived, Grinberg was able to secure Saint Ottilien as a 
Jewish hospital and within days, some 400 Jews from 
Dachau and nearby camps were receiving medical at-
tention there. Three weeks later, on May 27, a gather-
ing of 800 Jewish survivors met at Saint Ottilien. Dr. 
Grinberg presided over a somber ceremony marked by 
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speeches, Kaddish, or Prayer for the Dead, and a musi-
cal concert performed by survivors of the Kovno ghetto 
orchestra. These were the first stirrings of a commu-
nal Jewish life in postwar Germany. By late August, the 
Jewish hospital at Saint Ottilien, staffed by seven Jew-
ish DP physicians, fourteen German doctors, and 120 
nurses, had emerged as the central medical facility for 
critically ill Jews in Bavaria.3

The Catholic monastery at Saint Ottilien was used as a 
Jewish hospital and displaced persons camp from April 

1945 until November 1948. U.S. Holocaust Memorial 
Museum

Similar scenes played out in other collection points for 
surviving Jews. When the American military authori-
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ties emptied Dachau of its prisoners, they transferred 
many of the Jews to a complex of military barracks in 
the town of Landsberg (in whose town jail an impris-
oned Adolf Hitler had written Mein Kampf in 1924) 
and to a Hitler Youth school at Feldafing, on the shores 
of Lake Starnberg. Though not yet restricted to Jews, 
these two camps now had large Jewish populations, 
and attracted Jews located in other Bavarian DP cen-
ters. At Deggendorf, a small community of 700 German 
Jews, all survivors of Theresienstadt camp, found shel-
ter, though only after a harrowing journey by military 
truck to Prague and into Germany during which road 
accidents claimed a number of lives and left the sur-
vivors holed up in a disused army barracks in Winzer, 
forgotten by the military authorities. In an act of shock-
ing insensitivity, American authorities initially housed 
these Jews alongside a thousand Yugoslav DPs and a 
group of notoriously anti-Semitic Hungarian Volks-
deutsche—many of whom had been voluntary labor-
ers in the Reich; only later were they separated. And 
in addition to Jews in camps, perhaps 6,000 Jews were 
living outside the DP centers in towns and villages in 
the Munich area. Freed from the dehumanizing experi-
ence of camp life, these Jews were nonetheless vulner-
able, because they had no special access to the rations 
given to DPs nor could they gain access to rudimentary 
medical care.4
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It is remarkable to observe how quickly this disparate, 
unfortunate community of survivors gathered strength 
and built the foundations of an effective political or-
ganization. On the first of July, a group of forty-one 
Jewish leaders met at Feldafing and elected a Central 
Committee of Liberated Jews in Bavaria. They named 
Dr. Zalman Grinberg chairman of its executive com-
mittee. Three weeks later, on July 25, the Central Com-
mittee organized a conference at the Saint Ottilien 
monastery; ninety-four representatives from forty-six 
DP centers across Germany and Austria attended. Al-
though this conference received no official recognition 
from the Allied armies of occupation, a representative 
of the Jewish Agency for Palestine was present.5 The 
accomplishment of these men cannot be overstated: 
without resources or official recognition, still housed 
in dire conditions in DP camps, still bearing up under 
the intense strain of their own personal losses in the 
war years, these Jewish leaders had managed to lay 
the foundations for an organization that would press 
Jewish interests with the Allied armies and with the 
public in the United States, Britain, and around the 
world. They could not possibly know just how much of 
a struggle lay ahead.

Much of this early organization can be credited to the 
extraordinary activities of First Lieutenant Abraham J. 
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Klausner, a thirty-year-old Reform rabbi from Mem-
phis, Tennessee, who had been serving in the 116th 
Evacuation Hospital Unit of the Seventh Army at the 
end of the war. He arrived at Dachau in May, and dur-
ing the course of his duties, which involved presiding 
over funeral services at mass burial sites, he visited the 
nearby DP camps that the Army had hastily established. 
He was shocked to find Jewish survivors still in camps, 
without resources, contact with the outside world, or 
a helping hand inside the U.S. military establishment. 
One of Klausner’s first actions was to draw up a list of 
as many Jewish survivors as he could find in all the DP 
camps, and then distribute this list as widely as possi-
ble, in order to make reunions between dispersed fam-
ily members possible. Klausner, who appears to have 
maintained only a tenuous connection to his official 
Army unit, gave his heart to the plight of the surviving 
Jews, and used his status to press the military authori-
ties to attend to their needs.6 It was Klausner who or-
ganized the first transports of Jewish survivors from 
Dachau to nearby camps at Feldafing and Landsberg, 
thus establishing their reputation as Jewish camps—
in direct contradiction to official U.S. military policy. 
In mid-June, Klausner also secured a headquarters 
for Grinberg’s Central Committee in the partly ruined 
Deutsches Museum in Munich—the storied museum of 
science and technology, founded in 1906 as a showcase 
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of German scientific achievement and later used by the 
Nazis for, among other things, the grotesque 1937 ex-
hibition on “ The Wandering Jew.” Badly damaged by 
American bombing in 1944, the building housed UN-
RRA headquarters and became a hub of activity for 
DPs in southern Germany. (DPs founded the “UNRRA 
University” at the museum, which was a continuing 
education program for transient peoples; by October 
1945, 1,267 students of twenty-nine nationalities were 
enrolled in courses there). In recognition of his efforts, 
the Central Committee invited Klausner to serve on its 
executive committee as its honorary president.7
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Lieutenant Abraham J. Klausner was the first Jewish 
chaplain to enter the Dachau concentration camp after 

its liberation. In June 1945, Klausner compiled the 
first list of Jewish survivors. He was instrumental in 

establishing services for survivors and bringing their 
problems to the attention of the American Jewish com-
munity and the U.S. government. U.S. Holocaust Memo-

rial Museum

Yet Klausner’s methods were not to everyone’s liking. 
In particular, Klausner crossed swords with the Ameri-
can Jewish Joint Distribution Committee—the inter-
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national humanitarian organization set up in New York 
by Felix M. Warburg at the start of the First World War 
to aid Jews in distress. The Joint, as it was universally 
known, had hoped since the last months of the war that 
it would be allowed to send its representatives into lib-
erated areas and organize relief and medical aid for 
Jews. But the U.S. military was extremely reluctant to 
give civilians access to the DP camps. Thus the Joint 
did not get its representatives into the camps until Au-
gust, and even then was slow to produce results. This 
would change quickly: by 1946 the Joint was a major 
player in providing millions of dollars’ worth of goods, 
food, clothing, and educational materials to Jewish DP 
camps. But in that critical summer of the liberation, 
leaders of the Central Committee of Liberated Jews felt 
abandoned by the American Jewish community.

Klausner used his position as something of a public 
figure in occupied Bavaria to give voice to the rage of 
the Jews over the perceived failure of the Joint to pro-
vide them aid and assistance. In a memo he prepared 
in June for general distribution to American Jew-
ish leaders, he attempted to survey the conditions in 
which 14,000 Jews in Bavaria lived: some were still in 
camps behind barbed wire and under curfew; almost 
all lacked basic supplies for hygienic living conditions, 
including plumbing or clean water; their food gener-
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ally consisted of bread, coffee, bean soup, and tinned 
meat. Klausner meant for his words to bite: “Liberated, 
but not free—that is the paradox of the Jew,” he wrote. 
“In the concentration camp his whole being was con-
sumed with the hope of salvation. That hope was his 
life, for that he was willing to suffer. Saved, his hope 
evanesces, for no new source of hope has been given 
him. Suffering continues to be his badge.” He contin-
ued: “the greater percentage of the liberated are still 
imprisoned in the striped uniform forced upon them 
by the oppressor. UNRRA, supposedly the organiza-
tion to assist in this matter, has thus done nothing.” In 
the seven weeks since liberation, “missions and rep-
resentatives of varying hues have trekked through the 
misery of the liberated, offering verbal balm for their 
wounds…. The Jew has been constantly asking, most 
times with tears, ‘where are our representatives?…Can 
they not send word to sustain us in this bitter hour? A 
word of reassurance?’”8

Whenever he addressed American soldiers in his ca-
pacity as a spiritual leader, Klausner ferociously criti-
cized the Joint, and instructed servicemen to write 
home and ask their families to put pressure on the 
American Jewish community. In the Joint archives, one 
finds numerous letters, passed on to the Joint from the 
anxious parents of GIs who had heard Klausner’s stem-
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winding orations. “Dear Florence,” began one GI’s let-
ter home.

I just returned from services where we had a Jewish 
chaplain to speak to us. He gave us the most astound-
ing and horrifying story I’ve ever heard and spoke for 
over an hour. He is the head of a small organization 
here in Bavaria to help the Jewish displaced persons 
here. He told us stories of what was and is still being 
done with the Jews in Germany, Poland, and these 
other countries. The people at home think that when 
the Americans came in, all the Jews were liberated and 
everything was just fine from that moment on, but this 
is anything but the truth…. He asked us to write home 
about these things and see to it that this information 
is disseminated to as many people as you can possibly 
tell it to.9

Sergeant Edward Mayer of Chicago wrote home to his 
congregation’s rabbi to say that he too had met Klaus-
ner and toured Saint Ottilien hospital. Klausner, Mayer 
reported, had to “scrounge enough odds and ends from 
captured enemy stores to keep the patients alive…. 
Since these people have been liberated, some three 
months ago, not one single bit of help has come, noth-
ing from the International Red Cross, nothing from 
UNRRA, and what hurts worst of all, nothing from the 
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‘great’ Joint Distribution Committee.” Staff Sergeant L. 
P. Brewster of the 2nd Armored Division wrote home in 
agony to his parents: “ Why haven’t the Jews in the USA 
helped? Where is the fellowship spirit toward a human 
being?” And Chaplain Klausner himself wrote to his 
teachers, friends, and associates in the United States, 
underscoring the failure of the American Jewish com-
munity to act with haste.10

Not surprisingly, the leaders of the Joint found Klaus-
ner exasperating. They dutifully replied to these vari-
ous letters with careful explanations for the delays in 
getting aid to surviving Jews. But in their eyes, Klaus-
ner had become a menace. A telegram from the Joint’s 
headquarters in New York to the office in Paris stated 
that “critical letters from chaplains particularly Klaus-
ner doing great damage fundraising efforts throughout 
country…. Many communities and prominent leaders 
aroused but in direction withholding support cam-
paign rather than providing for increasing activities 
which essential to help meet some of the dire needs 
referred to by chaplains.”11

And indeed, much of Klausner’s criticism of the Joint 
was misdirected. The Joint, explained Executive Vice 
Chairman Joseph Hyman in a letter to one of many in-
quiries he received, was constrained by the military. 
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“Several months before the war ended,” he wrote, the 
JDC negotiated with SHAEF in Germany to secure ad-
mission. After repeated exertion and pressure the JDC 
finally reached an understanding in June that when the 
Army commanders in the field called up the JDC, i.e., 
actually invited the JDC field teams, the JDC would be 
permitted to come in under the auspices of the UN-
RRA. The UNRRA itself gained admission in early July. 
They also had to wait for Army invitation. We made the 
most insistent demands of Army Corps commanders 
to come in and we began toward the end of July, after 
heartbreaking delays on the part of the Army to send 
in a few teams. We gained admission through plead-
ing and negotiating, all of which we did in the most pa-
tient, thorough and persistent way, both in Washington 
and Europe.

Implicitly deflecting the criticism of Klausner, Hyman 
wrote that “the GIs and the Jewish chaplains, because 
they were in the US military uniform, naturally were 
able to enter those camps long before the JDC could be 
permitted…. The JDC is a civilian agency which can go 
into the camps only under Army control.”12 Hyman had 
every reason to feel aggrieved by Klausner’s criticisms. 
Yet from inside the camps of liberated Germany, where 
Jewish suffering was so pronounced and so ubiquitous, 
it was hard to accept these excuses. Klausner demon-
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strated his disdain for the Joint when its first represen-
tative arrived at the Deutsches Museum in mid-August, 
empty-handed. Klausner told his assistant to steal the 
gasoline out of the visitor’s truck. “I told him, ‘Just re-
cord it as the first contribution that the American Joint 
Distribution Committee is making to the liberated of 
Germany.’”13

* * *

FROM INSIDE THE DP camps, it appeared that the 
plight of the surviving Jews was being callously 
disregarded by the American occupation author-

ities. In fact, however, the American government was 
not entirely complacent about their fate. In early June, 
in response to the urgings of Jewish advocacy organi-
zations, Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau 
persuaded the U.S. Department of State and President 
Harry Truman of the need for a high-level investigation 
of the problem, and on June 22, the president named 
Earl G. Harrison, the dean of the University of Penn-
sylvania Law School and a former commissioner of 
immigration and naturalization, to lead a fact-finding 
mission to Europe. Perhaps it was predictable that in 
response to a desperate plea for food, shoes, and medi-
cine, Washington would send a blue-ribbon panel. But 
in the long run, the Harrison mission had a dramatic 
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impact on the shape of America’s policy toward the 
Jews in Europe and indeed toward the broader ques-
tion of a future home for the Jewish people in Pales-
tine.

During the month of July, Harrison toured DP camps 
in the U.S. occupation zone, was briefed by Army and 
UNRRA officials, and met with the Central Committee 
of Liberated Jews and with Rabbi Klausner in Dachau. 
Harrison was accompanied by a small team of experts 
that included Dr. Joseph Schwartz, the director of the 
JDC office in Paris and the leading Jewish relief offi-
cial in Europe. Schwartz played a key role in Harrison’s 
mission because he visited Poland, Hungary, Romania, 
and Czechoslovakia as well as the German DP camps, 
and wrote a lengthy memo of his own that Harrison 
drew on for his final report to President Truman. In all 
the meetings and interviews Harrison held, two themes 
predominated: first, that if Jews must remain in camps, 
they wished to be housed in separate, Jewish-only fa-
cilities; and second, that the surviving Jews wished 
overwhelmingly to go to Palestine and desired Ameri-
can intervention with the British government to make 
this possible. Toward the end of July, Harrison cabled a 
preliminary report to Morgenthau, confirming that the 
worst reports on the living conditions of Jewish sur-
vivors were true. Although his official report did not 
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reach Washington until late August, General George 
Marshall, Army chief of staff, and Henry Stimson, sec-
retary of war, knew this was a humanitarian crisis as 
well as a political bombshell, and raised the issue of 
Jewish DPs with General Eisenhower. Marshall’s Au-
gust 3 cable to Eisenhower demanded “immediate im-
provement in billeting” and “separate camps for Jews” 
along the lines of the Feldafing camp. Stimson, on Au-
gust 10, also conveyed to Eisenhower his grave concern 
and his desire “that everything be done to improve the 
present situation,” and that Harrison’s claims about 
American Army mishandling of the Jewish DP ques-
tion be immediately examined. Eisenhower, who had 
been dutifully carrying out SHAEF policy of separating 
Jews by nationality, began to change course, and in re-
sponse to Marshall’s and Stimson’s messages agreed to 
the appointment of a special adviser on Jewish affairs. 
Eisenhower also consented to the creation of separate 
Jewish-only camps.14

Even though Eisenhower was already altering SHAEF 
policy toward Jewish DPs, the Harrison report, when 
it was finally submitted to Truman on August 24, dealt 
a shattering blow to the reputation of the occupation 
army, and clearly wounded Eisenhower personally. It 
was a powerful and explosive indictment of Allied pol-
icy toward the Jewish survivors; and it was released to 
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the press with a searing cover letter from the president 
to Eisenhower that pointed to evident mismanagement 
and delay on the part of SHAEF. Truman lectured the 
general that the stakes were enormously high, for the 
Germans must know that Americans abhor the Nazi 
policies of “hatred and persecution.” The president 
wrote that “we have no better opportunity to demon-
strate this than by the manner in which we ourselves 
actually treat the survivors.” Truman asked Eisenhow-
er “to report to me as soon as possible the steps you 
have been able to take to clean up the conditions men-
tioned in the report.”

The report itself painted a horrific picture, one totally 
at variance with the broad public view that European 
Jews, having been liberated by Allied forces, were now 
safe and secure. On the contrary, wrote Harrison, Jews 
“have been liberated more in a military sense than 
actually;…they feel that they, who were in so many 
ways the first and worst victims of Nazism, are being 
neglected by their liberators.” Three months after V-E 
Day, Harrison went on, Jewish DPs “are living under 
guard behind barbed-wire fences, in camps of several 
descriptions (built by the Germans for slave-laborers 
and Jews), including some of the most notorious of 
the concentration camps, amidst crowded, frequently 
unsanitary and generally grim conditions, in complete 
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idleness, with no opportunity, except surreptitiously, 
to communicate with the outside world.” Death con-
tinued to stalk the weakened and ill survivors; for lack 
of clothing, they were obliged to wear their prison 
garb; food was scarce and unpalatable; barracks in the 
camps were unfit for winter use; and in their despair 
they “frequently ask what ‘liberation’ means.” Neither 
UNRRA nor the Allied military authorities, Harrison ar-
gued, had grappled effectively with the issue, and they 
had actually impeded the entrance of voluntary orga-
nizations such as the JDC into the camps. In a final and 
deliberately provocative flourish, Harrison wrote that 
“as matters now stand, we appear to be treating the 
Jews as the Nazis treated them except that we do not 
exterminate them. They are in concentration camps 
in large numbers under our military guard instead of 
SS troops. One is led to wonder whether the German 
people, seeing this, are not supposing that we are fol-
lowing or at least condoning Nazi policy.”15

Harrison’s colleague during his mission, Joseph 
Schwartz of the JDC, prepared a memorandum for Har-
rison that was slightly more temperate but equally con-
demnatory. Schwartz thought the Army had done a “re-
markable job of repatriation,” but had become part of 
the problem with respect to Jewish DPs. “ The concept 
of statelessness,” he wrote in his August 19 memo for 
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Harrison, “is a very difficult one for the army to grasp.” 
A refugee without a state or a homeland was, in the 
eyes of the military, a burden, possibly dangerous, and 
perhaps even a person unworthy of liberty. This helps 
explains why, in the Third Army area especially, “every 
camp is still surrounded by barbed wire and armed 
guards are placed at the entrances.” Predictably, “the 
internees feel that they are still prisoners three months 
after their liberation.” This feeling was reinforced by 
the awful food, the overcrowded conditions, the lack 
of medical supplies, inadequate toilet and washing 
facilities, and poor clothing. Schwartz was shocked to 
find some camp dwellers still in their striped prison 
uniforms, three months after their liberation. The DPs 
were idle, as there were no jobs or vocational training, 
so their morale was very low. And the DPs uniformly 
expressed the view that the German citizens in villages 
and towns nearby were being treated better than they 
by the American Army. Schwartz agreed, claiming that 
the Army was reluctant to requisition supplies from 
local Germans. “ Very often the military detachments 
look upon the civilian German population as ‘their’ 
people, and upon the DPs as intruders who are a nui-
sance.” Naturally, the Jewish DPs were impatient and 
growing angry. What they wanted above all was to be 
allowed to get away from this land of sorrows and emi-
grate to Palestine.16
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Harrison’s report, which drew heavily on Schwartz’s 
memo, recommended for the short term that state-
less DPs be housed in German homes and apartment 
complexes, even if this required the evacuation of lo-
cal German populations; and if this could not be done, 
at the very least Jews should be allowed to establish 
and administer Jewish-only camps, in order to provide 
them with a sense of community and autonomy inside 
a nation they viewed as both hostile and foreign. The 
SHAEF authorities were already putting into practice 
this recommendation; but it was Harrison’s broader 
recommendation that occasioned much political com-
ment, and exacerbated a bitter quarrel between the 
United States and Britain. “For some of the European 
Jews,” Harrison concluded, “there is no acceptable or 
even decent solution for their future other than Pales-
tine.” Harrison voiced his support for the request of 
the Jewish Agency for Palestine that one hundred thou-
sand Jewish emigrants from Europe be allowed to go 
to Palestine immediately. Politics aside, “the civilized 
world owes it to this handful of survivors to provide 
them with a home where they can again settle down 
and begin to live as human beings.”17

General Eisenhower did not dither in responding to 
the Harrison report, and to an equally dismal portrait 
of camp life painted by his chief adviser on Jewish af-
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fairs, Major Judah Nadich. He wired Truman that he 
was “very much concerned” by the president’s August 
31 letter, and that he was “starting a personal tour of 
inspection of Jewish Displaced Persons installations.” 
He reassured the president that “in the US Zone in Ger-
many no possible effort is being spared to give these 
people every consideration toward better living condi-
tions, better morale, and a visible goal.”18 On Septem-
ber 17, Eisenhower—accompanied by a recalcitrant 
General Patton—made his first tour of a Jewish DP 
camp: the generals visited Feldafing to attend the ser-
vices for Yom Kippur, the holiest day of the Jewish year. 
Three days later, Eisenhower issued an order to all his 
subordinate commanders that conditions for DPs must 
be drastically improved, that the goods they required 
must be requisitioned from the German people, that 
in offering employment the occupation forces should 
always favor DPs over Germans, that food must be im-
proved and stockpiled for winter, and that all camp po-
licing should be done by DPs themselves, without arms. 
Eisenhower wanted to hear no more about American 
MPs keeping Jews behind barbed wire, as was common 
in the Third Army area of Bavaria.19 Finally, in response 
to Harrison’s report, the administration appointed a 
special adviser on Jewish affairs, Judge Simon Rifkind 
of New York, who was to work as a conduit between 
Eisenhower and the Jewish leaders in the camps.
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By early October, Eisenhower felt confident enough to 
deliver a detailed report to the president on his activi-
ties since the Harrison report. “I can assure you,” he 
wrote, “that the most unsatisfactory conditions report-
ed by Mr. Harrison no longer exist.” He laid out what 
had been accomplished, described improvements in 
food, clothing, and shelter, and assured the president 
that the American Army was working to protect and se-
cure Jewish survivors. Yet Eisenhower also could not 
resist challenging Harrison’s report. He believed the 
report was misleading and unfair, not least because it 
failed to place the Jewish problem in the broader con-
text of the massive war damage Europe had sustained, 
the acute shortages of housing and supplies, the huge 
waves of displaced and repatriated peoples, and the 
sheer logistical challenge of transforming the Army 
from a combat organization to a humanitarian relief 
operation. Harrison, Ike suggested, had looked at the 
Jewish DP problem through a straw, and failed to see 
the larger picture. Worse, the general felt Harrison 
had shortchanged the enormous efforts already made 
on behalf of Jews by the American Army. His report, 
Eisenhower concluded, “gives little regard to the prob-
lems faced, the real success attained in saving the lives 
of thousands of Jewish and other concentration camp 
victims and repatriating those who could and wished to 
be repatriated, and the progress made in two months 
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to bring these unfortunates who remained under our 
jurisdiction from the depths of physical degeneration 
to a condition of health and essential comfort.”20 In 
Philadelphia, Earl Harrison issued a terse reply to the 
press: “General Eisenhower refers to improved con-
ditions in the camps. What we need is more action in 
getting the people out of the camps and less talk about 
improving conditions within the camps.”21

But did the well-meaning Eisenhower really deliver 
“health and essential comfort” to the Jewish DPs? For 
all of Eisenhower’s alacrity in responding to directives 
from Washington, conditions in DP camps did not im-
prove quickly, and the interactions between Army offi-
cials and Jewish DPs grew worse as the summer passed 
into fall. Why was this so? The evidence suggests that, 
rather than create a sense of shared solidarity, the 
great challenge of restoring and reviving Jewish life in 
the DP camps served to divide Jews from their protec-
tors and liberators.
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Approximate Numbers of Jewish DPs in Bavaria as of 
October 194522

After an initial outburst of activity upon the publica-
tion of Harrison’s report, relief workers and military 
officials became inured to the complaints of Jewish 
DPs and grew increasingly to view the Jews as difficult, 
obstreperous, annoying, and insatiable. Earl Harrison 
had been right that Army commanders were not par-
ticularly eager to carry out Eisenhower’s orders with 
respect to DPs, as they tended to see DPs as obstacles 
to their mission of pacifying German civilians. Inside 
the camps, Army officers and UNRRA officials com-
plained bitterly about what they considered the will-
ful, stubborn, even hostile attitude on the part of the 



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

Jewish camp residents. Zorach Warhaftig, secretary 
of the Polish Jewish Restitution Committee and an 
adviser to the Institute on Jewish Affairs in New York, 
made a detailed assessment of the camps in October 
and November, and was stunned by “the tendency to 
blame camp inmates and make all kinds of insinua-
tions against them.” Relief workers, Army officials, and 
correspondents “all are eager to claim that the Jew-
ish camp inmates are broken mentally and morally.” 
Worse, “the guilt of the Germans has been forgotten” 
by U.S. Army officials and “the Jewish DPs are looked 
upon as intruders.”23 Warhaftig suspected anti-Semi-
tism and anti-Zionism motivated such calumnies. Yet 
similar assessments could be found even among the 
most stalwart allies of the Jewish DPs. “ They have lived 
and been treated as animals, and much of the animal 
is in them now,” wrote Oscar Mintzer, a legal adviser 
working for the JDC, in early November. “Many of them 
are dirty, even filthy. Their moral standards are shot to 
hell. They connive, and finagle, and contrive—all the 
time. They lie and cheat and steal. They had to do this 
under the Nazis to remain alive, and our crazy red tape 
and regulations, particularly Army and UNRRA, are 
making them continue this in order to remain alive.”24 
This was a common perception by American officials 
and soldiers: that the Jews were almost beyond recov-
ery, and in any case ungrateful for the efforts made on 



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

their behalf.

It is clear that Jews did complain most bitterly about 
their circumstances. They viewed their continued in-
carceration in DP camps as an outrage, a mockery of 
the promises of liberation that had opened up such 
hopeful vistas in May 1945. The visible failure of the 
Army, UNRRA, and the Joint Distribution Committee 
to bring about immediate improvement in their lives 
struck them as an unforgivable failure. In November, 
food rations were actually cut in many DP camps; as the 
weather grew colder and the need for winter clothes, 
firewood, and adequate housing grew, DPs began to 
despair about spending yet another winter in a camp 
in Germany. Quite naturally, their complaints took on a 
new edge and sharpness. Warhaftig sensed among the 
displaced Jews in the fall of 1945 “a terrible disappoint-
ment…a bitterness, nervousness and depression, be-
cause of the unclear prospects for their future.”25 Yet at 
the heart of Jewish anxieties lay not just concern about 
housing and clothing. There was also something in the 
worldview of the Jewish DP that placed a distinct bar-
rier between him and those who were prepared to of-
fer help and succor. For example, Koppel Pinson, who 
spent a year in Germany as educational director for the 
Joint, observed that the Jewish DP is preoccupied al-
most to the point of morbidity with his past…. He is 
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always ready to recount in minutest detail the events of 
his past or the past of his relatives. In their entertain-
ments and in the education of their youth there is the 
constant preoccupation with their experiences under 
the Nazis—gruesome recapitulation of concentration 
camp incidents combined with vows of undying loyalty 
to these memories and hopes for vengeance. It is es-
pecially depressing to see young boys and girls of 8–12 
years of age, whose rehabilitation to normal childhood 
should emphasize obliteration of these memories, par-
ticipate in and be encouraged to share in such demon-
strations.26

Here is one clue to the yawning chasm that had opened 
up between Jewish survivors and the community of 
relief workers: the Jews were beginning to construct a 
narrative of their fate in which history, memory, com-
memoration, and retelling of the persecution they en-
dured would accompany and condition their recovery. 
There was to be no “new” life, but a conscious carrying 
of the recent past into the future. This insistence on 
placing the catastrophe at the center of Jewish iden-
tity did not mesh with the American idea of liberation 
and its insistence on a clean break with the past. And it 
consciously placed the community of UNNRA person-
nel and relief workers at a distance: as Pinson noticed, 
“the relief workers from the USA and from England…
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no matter how hard they worked, no matter how effi-
cient they were, no matter how much thanks and def-
erence was given to them officially, none the less re-
mained outsiders. A wide gulf separated them from the 
DPs. Most of them knew no Hebrew, but a smattering of 
Yiddish, had no background of Jewish culture, had no 
understanding of the civilization and way of life of East 
European Jews, and hence could never find a common 
intellectual or emotional basis with the DPs.”27

The DP camps, then, became a site of conflict between 
two sets of priorities: the American Army offered shel-
ter and aid to stateless Jews but in return demanded 
order and compliance, and expected the Jews, now lib-
erated, to act like “civilized” people again. The Jews, of 
course, wanted security and safety, too, as well as tol-
erable lodgings; but above all they wanted freedom—
the freedom to organize political activities, to publish 
appeals to world Jewry, and to agitate on behalf of that 
elusive goal, emigration to Palestine.

* * *

THESE CONFLICTING TRENDS were all patently 
visible in Landsberg, the largest Jewish DP camp 
in the American zone, where in September 1945, 

a twenty-seven-year-old major named Irving Heymont 
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took over command. The Lansdberg DP camp was lo-
cated in Landsberg am Lech, about thirty-five miles 
from Munich; as Major Heymont described it in his 
diary, it contained about 6,000 people, and 5,000 of 
them were Jews; by October, as repatriation continued, 
the non-Jews left and virtually all the remaining resi-
dents were Jews. The inhabitants lived in former Weh-
rmacht army barracks, originally built to house cavalry 
units in the First World War. The camp comprised large 
brick buildings and a series of seventeen requisitioned 
houses and apartment blocks adjacent to the camps. 
The camp was under the command of the Army but 
staffed by a poorly prepared UNRRA team; as the JDC 
noted, the UNRRA personnel only arrived at Landsberg 
in mid-August, and no one on the team was Jewish; 
only two members of the ten-member team spoke Ger-
man or Polish, and so they had no way to communi-
cate with the inhabitants. An UNRRA inspection report 
noted that the JDC officers were far more connected to 
camp residents and tended to marginalize the UNRRA 
staff—the “dual machinery” had developed “into a 
competition” for status within the camp.28 Major Hey-
mont’s arrival marked the start of a new period for the 
camp. His leadership brought stability and continuity, 
as well as a significant improvement in living condi-
tions, and Landsberg soon grew to become the largest 
all-Jewish camp in the American zone of occupation. 
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Yet, as Heymont explained in his diary, the challenge 
of running a DP camp was filled with difficulties and 
setbacks.

Place of Birth of Jewish Residents of Landsberg, Octo-
ber 194529

Major Heymont’s initial assessment was that the camp 
residents were “demoralized beyond hope of rehabili-
tation.” Upon his arrival in mid-September, the Lands-
berg camp was in a terrible state. “ The DPs sleep in 
bunks of rough, unfinished lumber that are often dou-
ble and even triple decked. Mattresses are straw filled 
sacks. Bedding consists of shoddy gray Wehrmacht 
blankets or US Army blankets.” It was also surrounded 
by a fence of barbed wire. “ The outside perimeter is 
patrolled by soldiers from the battalion. A soldier and 
a member of the camp police are stationed at the en-
trance gate…. I saw large numbers of DPs lolling along 
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the fence and watching the Germans walking freely 
along the opposite street.” Food supply was disorga-
nized, with no central mess. Each family used a hot 
plate for cooking. Wall lockers were stuffed with cloth-
ing and personal supplies. “ The number of idle peo-
ple is surprising. Many of the beds were occupied by 
people either dozing or just lying there listlessly. One 
could sense an air of resignation.” Heymont was ap-
palled at the lack of basic sanitation. “ The toilets beg 
description. About half the bowls were inoperative but 
full of excrement. Toilet seats, while not entirely lack-
ing, were smeared with excrement or wet with urine. 
No toilet paper was in sight…. In the washrooms, 
most of the sinks were out of order.” The kitchens were 
filthy. “I asked one cook, who was kneading dough, to 
extend his hands. His fingernails were encrusted with 
dirt, and his hands looked as if he had been greasing a 
wheel bearing.”30

Heymont was well aware of the Jewish demands for 
self-government, and sympathetic to their plight. The 
Jewish leaders “keep after me hammer and tongs to 
permit complete self-management of the camp. The 
word they use over and over is autonomy…. They natu-
rally resent being treated as wards of foreign benevo-
lence rather than full free citizens. After their sacrifices 
and sufferings, they undoubtedly find it galling to be 
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objects of charity…. They must surely find it rankling 
to have their private lives regulated and subjected to 
constant inspection while the Germans lead a relative-
ly free life. I am sure they still feel like prisoners.”31 Yet 
Heymont remained reluctant to grant the Jews greater 
freedoms. A camp population that exhibited such poor 
hygiene, such disorganization, such uncivilized behav-
ior, surely could not administer itself, he reasoned. He 
periodically hectored his camp inmates in astonish-
ingly condescending tones: “Now is the time to relearn 
the habits of work and industry,” he told them in a 
speech in late September. “Now is the time to relearn 
how to be self-respecting civilized persons. No man 
can ask you to forget what you and your families have 
been through. However, you can’t live in the shadow of 
the past forever…. This is the time for relearning hab-
its of work and smiling, to live again as a proud people, 
unashamed and unafraid before the world. You have 
only to prove that you are capable of handling it.”

And when the Jews failed to live up to these expecta-
tions, Heymont expressed deep distress. In early Oc-
tober, the new corps commander, General Horace 
McBride, visited Landsberg to inspect the progress 
made since Harrison’s report. For Heymont, this was “a 
day I would rather forget…. The camp was dirty and 
filthy. It was almost as bad as when we took over…. 
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The living areas and latrines were horrible…. We had 
all worked so hard trying to help the people—and they 
even fail to keep just their own living areas and latrines 
tolerably clean. Even after concentration camp life, it is 
not too much to expect people to flush toilets that are in 
working order. Is it too demanding to ask that they use 
the urinals in the latrines and not the floors?…I feel 
so discouraged because I thought we had made some 
progress.”32 Heymont also professed to be shocked by 
the absence of personal modesty among the prisoners. 
“ The morals of these people are amazing,” he wrote 
with dismay. “Concentration camp life seems to have 
completely destroyed the normal inhibitions as we 
know them. Here, men and women mix and sleep in 
the same room in a manner that would be considered 
scandalous back home…. Many couples live together 
without the sanction of wedding rites. This practice is 
accepted in a very matter of fact fashion.” Heymont’s 
diary, like the accounts by soldiers who had helped lib-
erate the concentration camps, reveals the tension be-
tween a genuine desire to provide comfort to those in 
his care, and a profound revulsion at the apparent un-
willingness of these survivors to demonstrate the obe-
dience, loyalty, and self-respect of a people that aimed 
at collective autonomy and indeed statehood.33

Heymont, as camp commander, worried incessantly 
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about the little things: cleanliness, order, the black 
market, and so on. Leo Srole, who served in Landsberg 
throughout 1946 as the welfare director of the UNRRA 
team installed in the camp, took a longer view and at-
tempted to explain some of the behavior of Jewish DPs 
that so irked Heymont. Srole was a prominent Ameri-
can sociologist who took a leave of absence from his 
academic post at Hobart College to work in the DP 
camps. After five months in Landsberg, he prepared a 
report on the psychological outlook of the Jewish DPs 
at Landsberg, and expanded the report for publication 
in Commentary magazine. Srole believed that the Jews 
in Landsberg were suffering from what he called an 
“anxiety state” similar to combat fatigue or shell shock. 
They exhibited excessive perspiration, disturbed sleep, 
impaired memory, impatience, irritability, depression, 
and “regression to a more childlike personality.” Srole 
readily acknowledged that these troubled Jews had ac-
complished a great deal while at Landsberg. They dem-
onstrated an “almost obsessive will to live normally 
again, to reclaim their full rights as free men.” Srole 
believed that their frequent intractability derived in 
large part from their lack of freedom and dignity in the 
camps. Srole reported that one Jewish DP had told him 
that the food he was given in the camp was “the bitter 
bread of charity” and asked, “ When will I be able to 
buy my own bread and say to myself, ‘I am a man again 
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like all men. I am free—I earn my own bread!’” Jew-
ish DPs, Srole concluded, lived under “a heavy weight 
of anxieties and strains.” Their dependent status em-
barrassed them; the evidence of German recovery and 
even of comfort infuriated them; and the closed doors 
of Palestine drove them to bouts of despair and anguish 
over the prospect of a prolonged period of sequestra-
tion in the camps. Even the strongest of souls would be 
worn down by such travails; yet these were survivors of 
a massive onslaught against their faith, their villages, 
their families, themselves. The superstructure of nor-
mality these Jews attempted to build stood on the shift-
ing, shallow soil of personal loss, grief, and despair.34

This inner emotional turmoil makes the modest 
achievements within Landsberg so much the greater. It 
is important to stress just how much effort the Lands-
berg committee expended on creating institutions of a 
communal life. They established a profusion of schools 
in Landsberg—a kindergarten, an elementary school, a 
technical high school, an adult education program for 
camp residents, and a yeshiva for fifty students prepar-
ing for the rabbinate—and this despite the overwhelm-
ing difficulties of securing reading materials and 
textbooks, paper, pencils, and chalkboards. Cultural 
activities, including a theater and library, even a café, 
and the successful weekly newspaper, Landsberger 
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Lager-Cajtung, with a circulation of 15,000, demon-
strated the determination of the resident Jews to live 
dignified and full lives while awaiting the longed-for 
emigration to Palestine. Under Jacob Oleiski and the 
innovative programs of the World ORT Union, Lands-
berg benefited from an extensive program of job train-
ing in practical skills that would not only serve the 
needs of the camp but also prepare Jews for a trade 
when, at long last, they should be allowed to settle in 
Palestine.35

But perhaps most astonishing to outside visitors was 
the alacrity with which the Jews in Landsberg em-
braced politics. This was not yet party politics—Jewish 
leaders had developed a tacit consensus that party 
divisions, which had so profoundly divided Jews in 
prewar Eastern Europe, would be set aside under the 
common banner of unity of Zionism, and this unity 
held intact through the first postwar year. Rather, poli-
tics meant organization, and the assertion of Jewish 
autonomy over camp life. Landsberg already had a vis-
ible and competent temporary committee, chaired by 
Samuel Gringauz and staffed by David Trager, Jacob 
Oleiski, and Moses Segalson, all Lithuanian Jews who 
had passed through the Kovno ghetto and Dachau, as 
well as Dr. Abrasha Blumovicz, a Pole and former parti-
san. They constantly pressed Major Heymont for great-
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er independence from Army regulations and oversight, 
demands Heymont was reluctant to grant. In an ad-
dress to the camp residents in the large Sport Hall on 
September 26, Major Heymont asserted that the Jews 
“must develop in yourselves the kind of self-discipline 
that will eventually lead you to complete autonomy…. 
You want autonomy and you will have it. But you must 
prove that you are capable of exercising it.”36 Of course, 
Heymont’s notions of discipline meant cleanliness, an 
end to black market activities, and scrupulous atten-
tion to the orders laid down by the occupying army. 
Jewish leaders in the camp, however, focused on politi-
cal activity, and the development of their own vision of 
self-help, reliance, and rehabilitation. The elections for 
an official Camp Committee, held on October 21, were 
preceded by active politicking, complete with election 
slogans, banners, leaflets, posters, and campaigning by 
the candidates. Even if this election served only as a 
referendum on the temporary committee, all of whose 
members were reelected, the very fact that Jews held a 
vote in the heart of Germany a mere five months after 
the war stood as a clear assertion of Jewish claims to 
political activism and autonomy.

The greatest boost in morale for the Landsberg camp 
residents coincided with the elections: on October 
21, David Ben-Gurion, chairman of the Jewish Agency 
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Executive in Palestine and leader of the Zionist move-
ment, visited Landsberg. Ben-Gurion was in Germany 
to make a tour of Jewish DP camps and to meet with 
Generals Eisenhower and Walter Bedell Smith about 
the Jewish refugee problem. He saw the camp at 
Zeilsheim, near Frankfurt, and then traveled on to Mu-
nich—a city indelibly linked to the rise of the Nazi par-
ty—where he met members of the Central Committee 
of Liberated Jews. After inspecting the hospital at Saint 
Ottilien, Ben-Gurion was driven to Landsberg. Arriving 
at about 3:00 P.M., he was greeted by over 5,000 camp 
residents lined up in rows along the main road toward 
the Sport Hall. As the camp newspaper described the 
event, the large audience in the hall listened atten-
tively to this messenger from “the land of prophets and 
pioneers.” Ben-Gurion delivered the welcome mes-
sage that the Jewish community now in Palestine was 
strong, politically and economically mature, and “re-
solved to struggle so that the future of Eretz Israel and 
the Jewish people will no longer be dependent upon 
the will of foreign powers.” Ben-Gurion afterward met 
with Major Heymont as well as the leaders of the Camp 
Committee. He elaborated more fully on the positive 
trends in Palestine for the Jews, stating that there was 
a desperate need for labor and skilled workers and that 
it would be easy to absorb a large number of immi-
grants, once the British resistance was overcome. On 
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this topic, Ben-Gurion was subdued, making plain his 
doubts about the Labour government and especially 
the permanent civil service in the British administra-
tion. But he urged his listeners to continue their ef-
forts: the survivors, he said, must “gather and concen-
trate all lively remaining energies in order to transform 
the downfall of European Jewry into a redemption of 
the entire Jewish people.”37 The message he sought to 
convey was plain: that the Jewish DPs were not merely 
victims who needed help, but a political force, capable 
of shaping the future of Israel. “ You must not regard 
yourselves subjectively but from the standpoint of the 
Jewish nation…. You, the direct emissaries of the suf-
fering of our people, are the driving force. You must be 
strong.”38

Ben-Gurion’s speech rallied the hopes and spirits of 
the camp residents. Privately, however, Ben-Gurion 
was somewhat more guarded about the role of the DPs 
in the Zionist project. To Major Heymont, he expressed 
his sympathy about the difficult challenges of restor-
ing these Jews to dignity, saying it would take time to 
change the psychology of the surviving Jews and to get 
them to take more pride in their conditions. “In Pal-
estine we too have comparable problems,” he said. 
“A voyage on a boat does not transform people.” In-
deed, for Ben-Gurion, these DPs served a more useful 
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purpose in the camps than outside of them. While in 
Frankfurt, he confided to Zorach Warhaftig his view 
that “the concentration of Jewish DPs in Germany, es-
pecially in the American Zone of occupation, creates 
a difficult and pressing problem for the United States 
and this may be used by us in the fight for the opening 
of the gates of Palestine.”39 Even the painful captivity of 
the survivors had its uses.

Abraham Klausner (left), Major Irving Heymont (cen-
ter), and the chairman of the Jewish Agency for Pales-

tine David Ben-Gurion in the Landsberg DP camp dur-
ing Ben-Gurion’s visit in October 1945. U.S. Holocaust 

Memorial Museum

Ben-Gurion’s visit was probably the high point of op-
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timism and morale in the Jewish DP camps. His ap-
pearance had given a face and a name to the project of 
building Israel, and made it seem as if Palestine was an 
attainable goal for the surviving Jews. Yet with Novem-
ber came dispiriting news from London: the British 
government, despite pressure from Washington, re-
fused to allow an increased number of Jews to emigrate 
to Palestine. At the same time, increasing numbers of 
Jews were arriving in the American zone of Germany, 
fleeing from anti-Semitism in Eastern Europe, and fill-
ing up already crowded camps with a new wave of DPs. 
In Landsberg, the new arrivals forced camp authori-
ties to reopen formerly condemned wooden barracks. 
An inspection of Landsberg by Major General Arthur 
A. White, 71st Infantry Division, in late December de-
scribed the sanitation situation there as “deplorably 
bad—human excreta spotted the entire area surround-
ing the four wooden barracks, housing 300, of which 
most were children.…In shower rooms, the inmates 
defecated on the floor…. Garbage is still inadequately 
handled, being spilled and thrown about the grounds. 
Kitchen floors are littered with cans and waste food.” 
In general, camp residents showed “disregard for camp 
rules and regulations.”40 Army officers evinced little 
sympathy for the Jewish DPs. The overcrowding in the 
camps, one colonel told the Landsberg camp leaders, 
was “brought on by their own people coming into the 
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area voluntarily and often illegally”—not, that is, by 
continued persecution of Jews. The colonel told camp 
leaders that the Germans could not be forced to give up 
their homes “because the Jews were here only tempo-
rarily and two wrongs don’t make a right, etc.…I told 
them that they must help rehabilitate themselves.”41 
One officer from the Third Army surgeon’s office, 
downcast by the sanitation problems in Landsberg, 
chalked it up to the “liberation complex” that so many 
military officials used to describe DP behavior: “ They 
have been liberated, have freedom, and with it appar-
ently expect freedom from restriction or regulation…. 
They should be made to realize that certain regulation 
of individuals and modification of so-called private 
rights is necessary for the welfare and proper sanita-
tion of groups of individuals living together in a com-
mon society.” The memo concluded, with no evident 
sense of irony, that the “need for regulatory control” in 
the camps “must be instilled even, if necessary for the 
common good, by coercive or disciplinary action.”42 
Yet again, American military officials failed to see the 
larger context: the Army wanted order, tidiness, and 
rules. Jews in camps, half a year after the end of the 
war, could not accept continued regulation, continued 
hardship, waiting, privation, delay, and incarceration 
with equanimity. All the goodwill in the world could 
not reconcile these positions.
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As conditions in the camps deteriorated, and as U.S. 
Army officers continued to berate camp leaders for 
their failures in running clean, orderly, and happy in-
stallations, camp leaders’ spirits sank. Dr. Zalman Grin-
berg, the chairman of the Central Committee of Liber-
ated Jews in Bavaria, gave voice to his distress when 
meeting in Munich with representatives of American 
Jewish organizations in mid-November. After making 
due acknowledgment of the gift of survival that Ameri-
can soldiers had given Jews in April 1945, he did not 
hide his disappointment. “ We had hoped that the time 
after liberation would be quite different,” he said. The 
American military was slow to address the crisis of sur-
viving Jews, American relief organizations were dis-
persed and ill equipped; the Central Committee had to 
fight to win recognition as the representative body for 
Jews in Bavaria; General Eisenhower’s directives or-
dering significant improvements in camp conditions, 
he said, were not followed and Jews still lived in squal-
id conditions. In such an environment, Jews struggled. 
“ The average Jew in the camps,” Grinberg said, “is de-
pressed. The reasons for that are: the bitter yesterday, 
the bad today, and the hopeless tomorrow…. That is 
how things are six months after the liberation.”43

* * *
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BETWEEN THE FALL of 1945 and the spring of the 
following year, the overall picture of the Jewish 
DPs worsened due to a sudden influx of Jewish 

refugees, mainly from Poland, but also from the Soviet 
Union, Hungary, and Slovakia. This new population 
presented a serious challenge not only to the military 
and relief organizations that were charged with deal-
ing with them, but also to the Jewish DP community, 
whose minimal resources would be stretched beyond 
the breaking point. Placed alongside the deeply dispir-
iting British refusal to allow increased immigration to 
Palestine, the surge in the camp populations toward 
the end of 1945 worsened the morale of Jewish camp 
residents and exacerbated tensions between the mili-
tary and the Jews. As winter settled over Europe, there 
were more Jews in camps in Germany than there had 
been in April 1945, when the Allied armies first arrived 
to rip down the barbed-wire fences.

Who were these newcomers, and why did they seek to 
gain entry into Germany? Historian Yehuda Bauer has 
devoted careful attention to this movement of Eastern 
European Jews. In the two years after the war, perhaps 
250,000 Jews traveled westward, into Austria, Germa-
ny, and Italy. Most were Poles, and they came because 
their homeland had become uninhabitable, its anti-
Semitism in no way diminished by the defeat of the 
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Nazi regime. On the contrary, the political turmoil in-
side Poland at the end of the war, as right-wing nation-
alists fought the Soviet-backed Communists for control 
of Poland, placed the Jews in an especially vulnerable 
position, and resulted in their renewed persecution 
and dispossession. Even Poles who had returned to Po-
land from Soviet Russia or indeed from Germany itself 
at war’s end now felt obliged to take to the roads again. 
Many took advantage of the secret network of Jewish 
operatives known as the Brichah to secure false pa-
pers, arrange convoys, and deliver them to the relative 
safety of occupied Germany, Austria, or Italy, with the 
distant hope that they might from there travel to Pales-
tine. The British army cut off the routes via Austria into 
Italy by September, however, thus channeling the flow 
of refugees into occupied Germany. In the fall of 1945, 
these underground caravans carried over 30,000 Jews 
out of Poland and their numbers continued to rise in 
1946. According to Bauer, this was good news to Jewish 
leaders in Palestine, especially Ben-Gurion, who saw 
the Brichah effort as serving both a humanitarian and 
a political purpose; Jews were being moved to safety, 
but they were also being used to place more pressure 
on the Allied occupation authorities.

The military and UNRRA officials who oversaw the DP 
camps, already struggling with the problems of hous-
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ing, feeding, and providing for the Jewish remnant, 
met this new influx with hostility and befuddlement. 
With the Harrison report still fresh in the public eye, 
and President Truman and General Eisenhower’s com-
mands to improve the conditions of Jewish DPs, offi-
cials on the ground knew that they could not forcibly 
turn away these new arrivals. Even so, Army officials 
complained that these new refugees were not, strictly 
speaking, displaced persons but “infiltrees” with all the 
criminal connotations that word implied; they assert-
ed that because many of them had survived the war in 
Soviet-occupied Poland or in the USSR itself, they had 
not been persecuted by Nazis, but were instead oppor-
tunists seeking to flee westward simply to find a better 
life under the shelter of the U.S. Army. And the Allied 
authorities were dimly aware of the secret organization 
at work moving Jews westward, a fact they resented 
and that certainly contributed to the icy reception the 
Jews received in Germany and Austria. Under duress, 
the American Army agreed to let them into their zone 
in occupied Germany, swelling the numbers of Jewish 
DPs and complicating an already difficult problem in 
liberated Germany.44

Although Yehuda Bauer has calculated that almost 
10,000 Jews were spirited out of Poland by the Brichah 
in August, and another 6,475 in September, it was not 
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until October that relief officials began to perceive this 
new influx as the start of a new pattern of migration 
and resettlement. Joseph Levine of the Joint Distribu-
tion Committee, stationed in Schwandorf, northeast of 
Munich and fairly close to the Czech border, wrote to 
Moses Leavitt, executive vice chairman of the JDC in 
New York, to fill him in on broad outlines of the new 
influx of Jews. Levine noted that “everyone reports 
murder and pillage by the Poles and that all the Jews 
want to get out of Poland.” Levine’s sources had told 
him, for example, that some Jews had attempted to re-
turn to Lódć after the war, only to find that the Polish 
police were terrorizing Jews and expelling them from 
the city. The same, Levine heard, was true in Radom 
and Lublin. Polish Jews had thus started to flee, some 
to Romania, some to Austria and Italy, and if possible 
across Czechoslovakia into southern Germany. Levine 
also reported that many of the Jews were coming from 
Russia as well. “How large a number will arrive from 
Poland here and elsewhere in the American zone I 
don’t know. I do know that the problem here is going to 
be a difficult one.” Eli Rock, the senior field represen-
tative of the JDC in the Third Army area, also reported 
in October that “in the last six weeks, on the heels of 
the growing anti-Semitic outbreaks in Poland, a steady 
flow of Polish Jews to Czechoslovakia [and] to Bavaria 
has taken place.” Because their movements were ille-
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gal and furtive, they usually arrived in Bavaria in a bad 
way, short of food, clothing, and blankets, and in need 
of medical attention. “Of a recent large group,” Rock 
said, “it was found that 40% were tubercular and 90% 
had scabies.” Rock noted that the Army did not con-
sider them “legally DPs” and so was loath to care for 
them. They were now in dread of the prospect of being 
forcibly sent back to Poland. Rock was right to insist to 
his JDC superiors that these new refugees must first 
have their status as legitimate persecutees clarified so 
the Army and UNRRA bureaucracy would treat them 
properly. In November, Jacob Trobe, the head of the 
JDC operation in Germany, wrote to the Army’s chief 
liaison for Jewish affairs, Judge Simon Rifkind, that as 
of mid-November the rate of new arrivals was increas-
ing and that the Army’s unwillingness aggressively to 
requisition German homes would leave thousands of 
Jews without shelter in the coming weeks.45

The midlevel Army commanders who faced the addi-
tional logistical burdens of the new arrivals were ini-
tially skeptical and indeed hostile. A memorandum for 
the War Department, prepared after a meeting held in 
Berlin on November 19 between Army, JDC, and UNRRA 
officials, makes the exasperation of the military plain. 
The memo stated that “Jews were seeping into Berlin at 
average rate of 200 daily,” and “ninety percent of them 
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are Polish or Baltic. Most appear to have been victims 
of Nazi persecution or profess to be victims of Polish 
persecution.” But the memo also insisted that “nearly 
all admit to leaving their homes voluntarily [under-
scored in original] now, several months after cessation 
of hostilities, and set Berlin as their objective because 
from this point westward they assume aid will be giv-
en.” Lieutenant Colonel Harry Messec, representing 
the Office of Military Government for Germany at the 
meeting, declared that “the whole problem gave every 
indication of an organized and directed movement de-
spite an attempt to make it appear otherwise.” Messec 
was right, of course, as these Jews had certainly passed 
into Germany with the aid of the Brichah. Messec 
clearly felt the Army was being manipulated and lied 
to. “It is believed here,” his memo concluded, “that 
these people are not being displaced by any internal 
policy of the Polish government or organized persecu-
tion and that all movements are recent individual deci-
sions, and therefore that the United States Government 
has no moral responsibility toward such persons.” Yet 
Messec knew this could be an explosive issue. “It ap-
pears,” he wrote in a cover letter to the memo, “that in-
sufficient specific guidance has been given this office in 
the matter, and that the problem is of such magnitude 
and implications that advice on a governmental level is 
desirable.” The Army, quite clearly, was at a loss.46
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Part of the problem lay in getting a clear picture of 
what was going on. The fluidity of the overall situation 
must be stressed: there was very sketchy information 
about the new arrivals, and often the reports that were 
available were contradictory. The number of Jewish 
“infiltrees” was infinitesimal compared to the mas-
sive flows of ethnic Germans who were being expelled 
from Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia at just the 
same time. There was also an important change in the 
military occupation structure: in November, General 
Eisenhower returned to the United States. His position 
as commander of U.S. forces in the European Theater 
and of the occupation forces in Germany was taken over 
by General Joseph T. McNarney. Eisenhower, through 
the Harrison report, had become personally invested 
in the Jewish DP problem and had made sincere efforts 
to improve their lot; McNarney had little background 
or awareness of the issue, and was reluctant to make it 
one of his priorities. Through the late fall, command-
ers on the ground had no clear directives from Wash-
ington or from the occupation authorities about how 
to handle the new Jewish refugees. Without clear guid-
ance, a gentleman’s agreement took hold between Jews 
and the Army: Jews from Poland and the east would be 
let into the U.S. zone and treated humanely, but they 
would have to manage within the existing camp sys-
tem, as no major new effort on their behalf would be 
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made.

The result, predictably enough, was that existing DP 
centers quickly became overcrowded. According to a 
JDC report, the conditions in Landsberg had shown 
“marked deterioration” after October; “overcrowding 
is serious, sanitation is deplorable; clothing supplies 
are extremely short.” At Föhrenwald, “the situation has 
deteriorated to such an extent that problems there are 
of a graver character today than in any other camp in 
the American zone.” The housing shortage at Zeilsheim 
was also acute and the military refused to requisition 
any more German homes; camp residents were packed 
into damp barracks, sleeping on concrete floors, while 
facing an extreme shortage of coal.47 Yet these condi-
tions, bad as they were, did not unduly alarm American 
military authorities. In early December, Leo Srole, the 
educator and UNRRA official in Landsberg, announced 
his resignation and sent a strongly worded protest to 
Judge Rifkind and, via Abraham Klausner, to the news-
papers, about the overcrowded conditions and lack of 
comforts in Landsberg. Immediately, General Walter 
Bedell Smith conducted a tour of inspection and de-
clared the camp adequately supplied. This report was 
given added credibility by the presence of Judge Rif-
kind, who soon cabled to the World Jewish Congress 
headquarters in New York that hyperbolic assertions of 
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epidemics, starvation, and misery inside the DP camps 
were “irresponsible stories.” Conditions were not per-
fect, he readily acknowledged, but in his estimation the 
Army was making a great effort on behalf of the Jewish 
camp residents, while providing minimal shelter and 
aid to newcomers.48

If the camps continued to provide for a rudimentary 
level of existence, the infiltrees nonetheless antago-
nized Army and UNRRA officials. Numerous observers 
were struck by officials’ steadfast refusal to undertake 
major requisitions of housing, in part because to do so 
would displace Germans and so create a new aggrieved 
population of homeless, and partly because there re-
mained deep skepticism about the motives of the 
newly arriving Jews. U.S. military officers cast doubt 
on the claims of persecution. Messec made a tour of 
three assembly centers in Berlin on December 19, and 
after interviewing dozens of recently arrived residents, 
concluded that “the stories of persecution [by Poles] 
do not stand up under interrogation.” Instead, Messec 
claimed that “as a group, they are congenital psycho-
pathic liars” and dismissed them with contempt: the 
“real cause” of the migration of Jews out of Poland was 
simply that they did not wish to engage in “the hard 
work to reestablish a war wracked nation.”49
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This was a view apparently shared by British command-
ers, who encountered Jewish refugees in the British 
zone of Austria. As early as October 2, Lieutenant-Colo-
nel O’Dwyer, deputy director of the Displaced Persons 
division in the Allied Commission for Austria, declared 
that the arrival of Jews at the Austrian DP camps in Graz, 
Trofaiach, and Judenburg was the result of “a highly or-
ganized racket.” The new arrivals, he said, were “well 
clothed, well shod, full of money, and prosperous look-
ing; they are fat, greasy, and arrogant. Their story is 
that they have been in concentration camps in Poland 
and elsewhere. This may be so, but if so, they must have 
been very comfortable camps…. They are obstruc-
tive, undisciplined, and thoroughly uncooperative.” A 
month later, Major General W. H. Stratton, chief of staff 
in the British headquarters in Austria, also reported to 
London his conclusion that Jewish movements were 
the result of “an organized move into the British zone 
by refugee Jews, directed by Jewish agencies.” These 
newcomers stood out because “they arrive generally 
better fed and clothed, have more money, move more 
freely and are less well-behaved” than other DPs. And 
again, a few weeks later, British headquarters in Aus-
tria complained that the Jewish refugees “have been 
difficult to handle since their arrival and have openly 
avowed their intention of making a nuisance of them-
selves until they are allowed to proceed to Palestine.”50 
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Given that these views were fairly widespread among 
the British commanders on the ground in Europe, it 
was perhaps not surprising that another senior British 
general, Sir Frederick Morgan, the head of UNRRA’s DP 
branch in Germany, should have aired similar senti-
ments. Following a press conference in early January, 
Morgan casually told reporters that he suspected that 
Jews were being aided by a secret Jewish organization, 
and that new arrivals were “well dressed, well fed, rosy-
cheeked, and with their pockets bulging with money.” 
These Jews “all have the same monotonous story about 
pogroms,” but their stories were unsupported by fact.51 
This seemed to be a widespread view, despite growing 
evidence of atrocities in Poland against Jews. Not until 
the especially bloody murder of forty-one Jews in the 
town of Kielce on July 4, 1946, would the doubters fi-
nally be silenced.

With that pogrom, the exodus out of Poland gained still 
greater momentum: in the summer of 1946, accord-
ing to Bauer, over 90,000 Jews from Eastern Europe 
made their way westward, there to join a fragile, tenta-
tive population of camp-dwelling Jews, suspended be-
tween liberation and freedom. It is a sordid truth: for 
thousands of Jews in Europe, the promise brought by 
the Allied armies in April had turned sour by the end 
of 1945. For most of them, this awkward limbo would 
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endure until 1948, when at long last the final leg of 
their journey ended on the shores of an independent 
Israel. For Jews, then, the war’s end was no end at all 
but an intermediate stage on a longer path toward 
survival and regeneration. Their long wait appears in 
retrospect an unconscionable delay, another tragedy 
in a landscape already crowded with tragedies. Even 
so, this Jewish passage through postwar Europe con-
tains within its complexity and messiness something 
of the miraculous. Here, among blackened bricks and 
bleached bones, small bands of Jews faced their future 
with grim determination; and alongside them stood, 
often uneasily, American soldiers who had defeated 
the Nazi regime, and now provided shelter and protec-
tion for its victims. There is ample evidence to show 
that many Army officials were slow to realize the scope 
of the Jewish catastrophe, and reluctant to take up the 
cause of these survivors. Yet as Judge Simon Rifkind 
stated in an address to an audience of American Jews 
in April 1946, “were it not for the [American] Army, 
there would not be any Jews in Central Europe today to 
constitute a Jewish problem. The survival of the rem-
nant of Israel is the result of the courage and devotion 
of American soldiers of all creeds and colors.” Rifkind 
was right to salute the efforts of the U.S. Army, which 
had done so much to secure Jewish liberation. Yet it 
fell to the Jews alone to transform this liberation into 
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freedom, and here is where the real heroism lay. After 
a decade of genocide and persecution, Jews in Europe 
remained focused on renewal and regeneration, and 
they did so, as Judge Rifkind put it, “as a brigade of free 
men, united by common memories and fired by a com-
mon aspiration to live again as a people.”52
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10: Belsen and the British

AT THE CLOSE of the Second World War, the sur-
viving Jews in Europe believed that the suffering 
they had endured at the hands of the Third Reich 

now entitled them to a state of their own: a home that 
would be built in Palestine. The Jews of Europe had 
tried integration; they had even tried segregation; and 
still they had been persecuted and slaughtered. Sure-
ly now, in the wake of the Holocaust, the world would 
make every effort to hasten the Jews on their passage 
to Palestine, where they might pursue the lives and 
hopes that Europe had so cruelly denied them.

The British government did not see things the same 
way. Britain in 1945 controlled Palestine under a two-
decade-old League of Nations mandate, making Pales-
tine a colony at one remove. Yet for Britain, it was also 
a piece of an informal empire, a wide sphere of influ-
ence that stretched the length of the Mediterranean 
Sea, from Gibraltar through Greece to the Near East 
and down to Cairo and Suez. Palestine was an impor-
tant foothold in a strategically vital part of the world 
through which the routes to India ran, and whence 
came Britain’s oil supplies. Britain had long held to a 
policy of limiting Jewish immigration into Palestine 
and had done so throughout the 1930s, claiming that 
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the interests of the region would be served by main-
taining an Arab majority there. Jewish immigration, 
this argument ran, could only upset this balance, cause 
civil strife, and require a more muscular British police 
role there. In 1945, a weakened and financially insecure 
Britain did not have the resources to police its empire 
in this manner, making it all the more imperative that 
Jews not be allowed to go to Palestine in large num-
bers. To defend this indefensible position, the British 
frequently resorted to a convenient formulation. Jews, 
British officials stated repeatedly, did not constitute a 
separate people or “race.” Indeed, to assert their dif-
ference was only to play into the hands of the anti-
Semites who had persecuted Jews all these years. Jews 
had suffered, but so had others; they deserved only the 
same treatment and rights as other DPs in liberated 
Europe. Unlike, say, Poles or Czechs, this argument 
went, the Jews did not constitute a distinct “nation,” 
and they certainly could make no special claim to a 
Jewish state that rested solely upon their persecution 
at the hands of the Nazis. The positions staked out by 
the British government and the Jewish survivors were 
diametrically opposed. The stage was set for a violent 
clash, and it occurred in Germany, in a highly charged 
setting: the camp of Bergen-Belsen.1

In the American zone of occupation in Germany, the 
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Jewish DPs were spread out in a dozen main camps 
and many smaller groupings. In the British zone, how-
ever, most Jewish DPs congregated in one place: the DP 
camp that was built on the ruins of Bergen-Belsen. This 
concentration camp occupied a central place in the 
British popular mind. On April 15, Belsen was liberated 
by British soldiers of the 21st Army Group. Grotesque 
images of this sprawling camp complex, in which were 
imprisoned 60,000 people, saturated the British press 
in the months of April and May. At the moment of its 
liberation, the camp was in a state of indescribable filth 
and desolation. More than 10,000 bodies were strewn 
about the grounds. In the British vernacular about 
World War II, “Belsen” became the standard term to 
refer to the evils of the concentration camp system and 
the depravity of the men who had designed it.2

As the spring yielded to summer and fall, however, the 
reality of Belsen changed. The bodies were buried. The 
army evacuated the pestilential huts of the camp and 
burned them; on May 21, a solemn ceremony was held 
as the last hut was torched. A giant portrait of Hitler 
was placed atop the structure, and the flames soon ren-
dered it into ashes. The camp inmates, most of whom 
were ill and emaciated, were transferred to other parts 
of the camp with more substantial barracks that had 
been used by the German soldiers and by the panzer 



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

training facility nearby. By midsummer, the British 
forces had set up an efficient and well-supplied hos-
pital to serve the camp, and named it after the deputy 
director of the medical service of the Second Army, 
Brigadier Llewelyn Glyn Hughes, who led the relief ef-
fort in the camp just after its liberation. Belsen became 
a displaced persons camp, and the British authorities 
renamed it Camp Hohne, after a nearby village. But for 
its Jewish inhabitants—and Jews made up about two-
thirds of the residents of this DP camp—it was always 
Belsen.

In the months following liberation, the Belsen DP camp 
became the site of an acute political struggle between 
Jews and the British authorities in occupied Germa-
ny. For the British, relief work inside liberated Belsen 
possessed a certain nobility. Army officers and relief 
workers often conceived of Belsen as a stage on which 
a certain kind of British decency and justice was on 
display. As the British occupation forces described it, 
their mission at Belsen was to heal these victims of the 
Nazis so that they could return to their lives inside a 
liberated, and tolerant, Europe. In addition to feeding, 
clothing, and sheltering over ten thousand desperately 
needy Jews, the British initiated a vigorous war crimes 
trial of Belsen’s former commandant, Josef Kramer, 
and over forty guards who had turned the camp into 
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such a hellhole. In the British mind, Belsen was a case 
study of liberation and the restoration of order.

The Jews of Belsen saw the camp in a very different 
light. They devoted single-minded focus to an objective 
that Britain steadfastly opposed: their release from the 
blood-soaked soil of Europe and the pursuit of a new 
life in a Jewish state in Palestine. For these survivors, 
there could be no question of remaining in Europe, or 
indeed of returning to a now-lost prewar Jewish life. 
In this line of reasoning, Belsen served not as a place 
of healing and recovery so much as a staging point for 
the battle ahead—a battle directed principally against 
Britain. As part of this struggle, Jewish camp residents, 
often through intermediaries in London and New York, 
strategically deployed an image of an unfree Belsen—a 
place where illness and hunger still stalked Jews, where 
barbed wire confined Jewish freedom, where British 
guards had taken over the persecution once practiced 
by Germans. Leaders in the camps knew that such ex-
plosive images could undermine the British defenses 
that still enclosed Palestine. Belsen, then, was no mere 
way station for the ill and the homeless; it was a tinder-
box of competing hopes and aspirations, a dangerous 
mixture of anger, pride, and determination.

The conditions that the British soldiers encountered as 
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they entered Belsen on April 15 were carefully, meticu-
lously documented by the British medical personnel 
who arrived in the camp in late April.3 An investigation 
carried out by Lieutenant-Colonel F. M. Lipscombe 
of the Royal Army Medical Corps reported that camp 
inmates had been subsisting since January on a daily 
diet of 300 grams of rye bread, watery soup, and a root 
vegetable called mangold wurzel, a cousin of the beet 
and normally used as cattle feed. As in all concentra-
tion camps, “what each individual actually received 
depended mainly on his ability to obtain it”—that is, 
the weak and feeble went without. “ The great majority 
of the internees had received no food or water for some 
five days before the camp was uncovered.” The inmates 
suffered from scabies, dysentery, sepsis of sores and 
wounds, typhus, tuberculosis, and the debilitating ef-
fects of prolonged malnourishment. The psychiatric 
scars were also visible. According to Lipscombe, “the 
loss of moral standards and sense of responsibility for 
the welfare of others was widespread,” and the nor-
mal human “fear of death and cruelty was blunted by 
repeated exposure—this especially noticeable in chil-
dren.”4

Military reports that account for the conditions inside 
Belsen adopted a somewhat callous, even contemptu-
ous tone, reflecting the fact that the army found the 
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prisoners difficult, awkward, and repellent. Their very 
survival raised the suspicions of the officers, as is evi-
dent from one summary report.

The internees were from every strata of society, of ev-
ery race and nationality in Europe and in all stages of 
mental, moral and physical degeneration. From the 
highest type of intellectual and member of the Maquis 
[underground resistance] to the lowest habitual crimi-
nals, homosexuals and murderers. Those who survived 
at the time of our arrival did so for one or more of three 
reasons: 1) recent arrival 2) the holding of some posi-
tion on the staff of the camp under the Germans and 
3) through being above the average unscrupulous cun-
ning evaders of the rules. Then it is to be remembered 
that their sanitary habits had had to be perforce of the 
most animal…. It was very difficult to find internees 
with both the physical capacity and the moral fibre to 
perform even a light days work or undertake responsi-
bility with any degree of reliability.5

A medical officer, after examining the worst of the pa-
tients in the field hospital, painted an unspeakable pic-
ture: All of the “seriously ill were incontinent of feces 
and their beds were continually soiled, as there were 
insufficient orderlies to change them and in any case 
many of them had no sheets but simply lay on covered 
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palliasses. Almost every patient when first seen had di-
arrhea, although this varied from 2–3 loose stools a day 
to an almost continuous production of watery stools. In 
the latter, a movement of the bowels invariably followed 
after taking anything by mouth, so that the patient 
was afraid to eat or drink.” The bodies of the patients 
were grotesque: “ The eyes were sunken and the cheek 
bones jutted out. These extreme changes made all the 
patients look alike so that it became quite difficult to 
distinguish one from another. This difficulty was ac-
centuated by the fact that all patients had had the bulk 
of their hair shaved off. The skin of their arms legs and 
anterior-abdominal wall was often very rough, dry and 
scaly. There were large bed sores on the buttocks and 
the lower part of the back. The ribs stuck out…. The 
average weight of 18 males who were strong enough to 
stand upright on scales was 44 kilos [97 pounds]. 11 fe-
males averaged 35.3 kilos [78 pounds].”6 At the moment 
of liberation, according to one estimate, the death rate 
in the camp was running at about 300–400 people per 
day. The British medical teams took pride in reporting 
that by May 15—one month after the liberation of the 
camp—the death rate had fallen to 88 per day.7

The challenge of restoring order and basic hygiene to 
this appalling place proved difficult. The camp had no 
food, the meager water supply was contaminated—
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bodies were floating in the concrete water tanks—the 
camp was littered with corpses, and there were no 
medical supplies. Of the 60,000 in the camp upon lib-
eration, nearly 14,000 died within days. While some 
17,000 able-bodied prisoners were repatriated quickly, 
after receiving a dose of DDT and perhaps a rudimen-
tary bath, the British army still faced the task of pro-
viding shelter and medical aid to some 29,000 camp 
inmates, half of whom were desperately ill. Although 
precise records were not kept, it appears that after fur-
ther repatriation of inmates and various transfers both 
in and out of the camp, by June the camp contained 
about 18,000 people, 12,000 of whom were Polish, 
Hungarian, and Romanian Jews.8

The British army moved quickly. The Eighth Army de-
livered a convoy of food and water within a day or so of 
the camp’s liberation. Just down the road from Belsen, 
the Germans had built a large panzer training school, 
complete with ninety concrete barracks, recreation 
and medical facilities, and well-stocked supply de-
pots. As the British soldiers began to transfer Belsen 
inmates there, they found in the storerooms tons of 
canned foods and supplies, locked away, untouched. 
These were gradually distributed, though many pris-
oners could not yet eat solid food. A bakery and a dairy 
nearby were mobilized on behalf of the camp—actions 
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the Germans had notably failed to undertake—and the 
requisitioning of food from the nearby villages also 
commenced. Within two days of the camp’s liberation, 
a British medical unit arrived on the scene; by April 
18, typhus patients were transferred to an improvised 
quarantine area among the former German military 
barracks. The full-scale evacuation of the camp to 
the panzer school and other nearby barracks began 
on April 24. This was a massive project, as the chief 
nurse in the camp, Muriel Knox Doherty, described in 
her letters home during this period. All inmates, she 
wrote, “were taken to a large building, all their cloth-
ing removed and burned and their bodies cleansed of 
the gross filth and deloused. A colossal undertaking, 
dusting some 30–40,000 people with DDT powder!” A 
cleansing station—termed the “human laundry”—was 
set up to wash patients. Here, “British Tommies super-
vised German nurses and attendants, who were obliged 
to cleanse, wash and dust these poor naked and ill 
creatures, cut their hair and wrap them in three fresh 
blankets.”9 Within a matter of weeks, the former rec-
reational facilities of the German soldiers were trans-
formed into a makeshift hospital sufficient for 14,000 
patients—and this at a time when the war had not yet 
terminated, and supplies were short across Germany 
and Europe.
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A nurse in Belsen sprays a freshly washed and clothed 
camp resident with DDT powder to kill typhus-bearing 

lice. Imperial War Museum

Conditions in the new camp remained awful, howev-
er. As Doherty recalled, there were not nearly enough 
doctors or supplies to handle such a flood of patients; 
many died, or lay in stinking cots amid patients with ty-
phus and dysentery. Even in the new medical facilities, 
“nursing conditions were primitive and over-crowded. 
There were insufficient bed-pans, practically no spu-
tum mugs, and drugs were in hopelessly short supply 
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in the early days.…Thousands of patients were in the 
advanced stages of tuberculosis and it was impossible 
at first to separate them from the typhus cases; others 
were still dehydrated and exhausted.” Among the beds 
that crammed every room and lined every corridor, “an 
army of flies had taken possession; they were every-
where in millions, thriving on the food hoarded by the 
prisoners. They occupied the wards and swarmed over 
everything. There were no mosquito nets and the weak 
were unable to protect their faces.”10

In all, it took almost a month to empty Belsen and trans-
fer the former prisoners to better facilities in the pan-
zer school barracks, and in the meantime, many pris-
oners remained in Belsen amidst the filth in which the 
Germans had imprisoned them. Yet the British soldiers 
and doctors and nurses worked tirelessly in wretched 
conditions to save lives. They did so, by the thousands. 
And the survivors of Belsen knew that what had been 
accomplished there was worth protecting. In late May, 
the British authorities tried to transfer a thousand Pol-
ish Jews to another DP camp located in a former SS 
camp at Lingen, near the Dutch border. As the Jewish 
chaplain Leslie Hardman told it, “they were taken in 
army trucks, traveled over bad roads, and arrived at 
Lingen after dark…. On arrival they did not want to 
leave the trucks, and implored to be taken back. The 
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authorities had not sufficient notice of their coming 
and, although a meal was hastily prepared, it was dif-
ficult to distribute the food. People stumbled about in 
the darkness and there was great confusion. The chap-
lain who went with them reported that everything was 
below the standard of life already reached in liberated 
Belsen. The accommodation consisted of wooden huts, 
many rooms of which were unfit for habitation, since 
there were holes in the sides and roofs; there was no 
electricity, and the sanitation arrangements were inad-
equate.” A Quaker relief worker in Lingen confirmed 
that the camp lacked “paper, pencils, furniture, bed-
ding, clothing,” and faced “gross overcrowding.” New-
comers, including the 1,117 Jews from Belsen, were ex-
pected to provide their own utensils and bedding. The 
Reverend I. Richards reported to the Jewish Chronicle 
that the transport to Lingen of Belsen Jews was a fias-
co, and that “everything is so far below the standard of 
the past few weeks at Belsen that many did not wish to 
leave the trucks and implored to be sent back.” Within 
a few days, many of these survivors began to flee Lin-
gen on their own, gradually making their way back to 
the camp at Belsen. Here is a vivid example of the para-
doxical world of 1945: in late May, Jews seeking safety, 
security, and a minimal standard of living and medical 
care wished to get into the camp at Bergen-Belsen.11
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* * *

NOT ONLY DID the British seek to restore the 
bodies of the freed Belsen survivors, they also 
believed it was their duty to restore their “char-

acter.” This posed an awkward challenge. Derek Sing-
ton, the intelligence officer who spent most of May and 
June in Belsen, felt it was imperative that the camp 
authorities make the inhabitants “feel, think, behave, 
and react as people in a normal moral society. For in 
the inferno they had come out of, corruption, supe-
rior physical strength, cunning, evasion, plunder and 
illegal action had been the only means of survival…. 
Who can be astonished that these thousands of human 
beings who emerged from these years of terror were 
amoral and unsocial?” Consequently, “British troops 
were faced with a problem of mental and moral recon-
ditioning.”12 Indeed, the leading Jewish newspaper in 
London, the weekly Jewish Chronicle, agreed: “no peo-
ple,” its editorial page wrote, “who have lived through 
such an ordeal can possibly be normal.…Their sick-
ness is no less real because it is of the mind.”13 But as a 
practical matter, how was such “moral reconditioning” 
to be undertaken? And who would guide it, along what 
lines?

For Sington and other British camp authorities, reha-
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bilitation meant recivilization: “ There remained the 
task,” he wrote, “of re-accustoming 15,000 people to 
enjoyment in work, of teaching many of them to trust 
and respect authority rather than defy and outwit it, 
of persuading them to regard regulations and rules 
as benevolent and not diabolical.” To do so, efforts 
were made to create some sense of culture: a reading 
room was arranged and two hundred volumes were 
made available, including incongruous works such as 
“Macaulay’s Essays and the novels of Galsworthy, Os-
car Wilde, Alphonse Daudet and Warwick Deeping.” 
There were, however, no Polish or Hungarian books, 
and as most DPs at Belsen could not read English, “the 
library was not used a great deal.”14 More successful 
was the staging of cabarets, featuring Polish dances, 
a choir of Russian girls singing partisan songs, a Yu-
goslav women’s choir (“tough and Amazonian in blue 
slacks and white pullovers”), and violin and piano con-
certos, staged under a great tent in the panzer training 
school grounds. The first of these debuted on May 24, a 
mere six weeks after the liberation of Belsen. A Quaker 
relief volunteer, Hugh Jenkins, recalled that after that 
evening’s concert, a dance was held, and the camp 
residents danced under the lighted tents for hours. A 
“bonny lass” reminded him that a month earlier, he 
had given her aspirin in a first aid post just days after 
the camp’s liberation. Jenkins danced with a Romanian 
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girl who had sung in the performance. “I never thought 
I’d know how to dance, sing, and be happy again,” she 
told him. Small comfort, perhaps, but evenings such 
as these, with their ability to suspend the unpleasant 
realities of camp life, became a constant feature in 
Belsen.15

In the Belsen hospital, which was run by UNRRA wel-
fare staff, patients were urged to undertake needle-
work, sculpture, and crafts of all sorts; in October, their 
work was put on display in UNRRA’s London headquar-
ters. Ms. Erica Fischova-Gachova, the hospital’s chief 
welfare officer, explained the project in these terms: 
“a large percentage of the former slave laborers and 
war victims were not merely diseased skin and bones 
physically, but were like animals in temperament and 
action. Our welfare policy, however, called for treat-
ing them from the first as if they still had the dignity, 
health, and mental balance of cultivated people…. I 
try to act with each one of them just as I would with 
English aristocracy or with the President or First Lady 
of the United States.” Ms. Fischova, herself a Czech Jew 
whose family was murdered in the gas chambers, be-
lieved that working with their hands would give Belsen 
patients a chance to show their creative powers while 
also restoring to them a sense of self-worth and dig-
nity.16
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But for the Jews of Belsen, politics mattered more than 
the kind of cultural and intellectual self-improvement 
that seemed to preoccupy the British authorities. 
Within days of the liberation, Josef Rosensaft, a thirty-
four-yearold Polish survivor of Auschwitz and a former 
left-wing Zionist organizer, headed up the formation of 
a leadership committee of Jewish DPs in Belsen; this 
remained provisional until September, when the Cen-
tral Committee of Liberated Jews in the British Zone 
was founded. (Rosensaft remained its chairman until 
1950).17 Rosensaft operated in an atmosphere of con-
flict and rivalry with the British military authorities in 
the camp. No sooner had the provisional committee 
been formed than it made demands upon the British 
authorities: unrestricted emigration of Jews to Pales-
tine; prompt improvement of living conditions, includ-
ing improved cultural, educational, and vocational ser-
vices; recognition of the committee as the legitimate 
representative of the Jews in the British zone; and the 
creation of Jewish-only camps. Grateful though they 
were for the humanitarian aid the British had delivered, 
Jewish leaders knew their priority lay in breaking this 
dependence upon the British and in redressing the bal-
ance of power within the camps. The committee lead-
ers in Belsen wanted to be self-governing, and wanted 
British authorities and regulations kept to a minimum. 
The committee supported the publication of what was 
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really at first an underground Yiddish newspaper, Un-
zer Sztyme (Our Voice), which the British authorities 
did not officially recognize until May 1947. Rosensaft 
used “devious” and “illegal” means, according to one 
Joint official, to help subvert British control of the 
camp, especially in registering Jewish camp residents, 
operating an unofficial tracing service, and running a 
mail service that circumvented the military.18 In further 
defiance of British regulations, on September 25–27, the 
committee hosted a meeting in Belsen of Jewish lead-
ers from across the British zone; 210 delegates, includ-
ing representatives of international Jewish aid organi-
zations, convened and uniformly called for the prompt 
opening of Palestine to Jewish emigration.19 Certainly, 
any effort by camp authorities to encourage Jews to 
“respect authority rather than defy and outwit it,” as 
Sington had hoped, appeared hopelessly naïve.20

With such unequivocal Jewish demands, there could be 
little prospect of any easy Anglo-Jewish cooperation in 
the camp once the crisis of the liberation period had 
passed. The degree of antagonism between Jews and 
the British increased steadily as the summer changed 
into fall. The reason for this lies in the intransigence of 
the British government with respect to Palestine. Re-
peatedly pressed by Jewish survivors to allow the cre-
ation of Jewish-only camps, and Jewish self-govern-
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ment in the British zone, the British army refused, fully 
aware that to relent would only make it easier for Jews 
to organize and exert greater pressure for emigration 
to Palestine. British officials opposed Jewish emigra-
tion to Palestine and the creation of a national Jewish 
state because it complicated their colonial and strate-
gic position in the Near East. Therefore, Britain refused 
to sanction the creation of any Jewish political institu-
tions in Germany. The language that was used to state 
this policy is striking in its frank defiance of Jewish as-
pirations. When Leonard Cohen of the Jewish Commit-
tee for Relief Abroad in London sent an urgent letter 
to the British military government in early July asking 
that Jews be allowed to congregate in Jewish camps in 
order to find solace, community, and fraternity, his re-
quest was dismissed in the following peremptory tone 
by Major-General B. V. Britten of the British military 
government in Germany: “segregation would result in 
a large body of Jews of many nationalities who would 
probably refuse repatriation and constitute a continu-
ous embarrassment. It is considered that the policy 
should continue to be to emphasize a Jew’s political na-
tionality rather than his race and religious persuasion. 
Preferential treatment of Jews would be unfair to the 
many non-Jews who have suffered on account of their 
clandestine and other activities in the Allied cause. It 
would also cause irritation and anti-Jewish feeling on 
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the part of the non-Jewish DPs which might well have 
far reaching results and give rise to persecution at a 
later date…. The cruelties and hardships to which the 
Jews in Germany have been subjected are appreciat-
ed but the Jews have not been the only sufferers and 
a balanced view is necessary.”21 General Britten’s atti-
tude was consistent with a widely shared view at the 
time within British official circles that Jews deserved 
nothing less but nothing more than other Europeans 
who also were struggling to rebuild their lives after the 
war. At the very least, this comment reveals a striking 
ignorance of what Europe’s Jews had experienced in 
the preceding twelve years, and how those experiences 
might condition Jewish demands.

General Britten was not alone in his sentiments. The 
British official records are permeated with this tone of 
irritation, annoyance, and downright hostility to the 
idea of treating Jews at all differently from any other 
group of displaced or distressed persons. The idea that 
Jewish DPs ought to have a special Jewish chaplain 
serve as a liaison to the Allied armies was considered 
by General A. V. Anderson in the War Office “to in-
volve the creation of special preferential treatment for 
the benefit of a particular religious sect,” and there-
fore unacceptable.22 When General Eisenhower an-
nounced, in the wake of Earl Harrison’s visit, that Jews 
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in the American zones would now be housed together 
in Jewish-only camps, the Foreign Office denounced 
the policy in these terms: “ We are strongly against the 
idea, sedulously fostered by many Jewish organiza-
tions, that Jewry enjoys a supranational status, and it 
would indeed be disastrous for the Jews themselves if 
they were accorded special treatment on this basis in 
comparison with the people of the country where they 
live.”23 Major-General G. W. R. Templer, the army’s 
chief of staff in the British zone of occupation, believed 
that “segregation of Jews as a special race…would be 
in accordance with the theory propounded by the Na-
zis and all other organizations which have persecuted 
Jews in the past.”24 The cabinet agreed with this view, 
and the Foreign Office conveyed its displeasure to the 
United States government: “ To accept the policy ad-
vocated by Harrison is to imply in effect that there is 
no future in Europe for persons of Jewish race. This is 
surely a counsel of despair…. Indeed it would go far by 
implication to admit that Nazis were right in holding 
that there was no place for Jews in Europe.”25 The Brit-
ish seemed eager to take the moral high road, arguing 
that segregation of Jews in camps was a policy against 
which the Allies had fought and one that should not 
now be practiced in occupied Germany. But at the heart 
of the British policy lay a profound and shocking denial 
of the realities and the scope of the Jewish catastrophe 
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that had just unfolded in Europe. The British opposed 
both a Jewish homeland in Palestine and Jewish camps 
in Germany. The future for Jews, it seemed, could be 
secured only if Jews ceased to be Jews, and simply 
melted away into the landscape of postwar Europe.

An example of this official self-satisfaction is evident 
in an exchange of letters between the Marchioness of 
Reading, head of the British section of the World Jew-
ish Congress, and British military officials. Lady Read-
ing wrote to Field Marshal Montgomery in late Septem-
ber, beseeching him for help in improving conditions 
for Jews still in Germany. “I feel sure,” she implored, 
“you cannot be cognizant of the conditions that still 
exist in the camps today,” such as “lack of bedding, 
overcrowding, insufficient diet, an atmosphere of im-
prisonment, total lack of occupation, breeding a spirit 
of despair among the captives who hoped for so much 
from their liberation.” She concluded: “I find it difficult 
to write with restraint when I think of these things, for 
I can so vividly imagine all the hopes that were focused 
on the liberation during the hell these people passed 
through: of their intense desire to leave the scene of 
their anguish forever, to walk out into the world free 
men and women.”26

Lady Reading received a detailed reply and memoran-



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

dum from General Templer, thanking her for her let-
ter but refuting entirely its contents. “In no case are 
camps quite as bad as your letter might lead one to 
believe.” Admittedly, the army had focused initially on 
repatriation, “possibly at the expense of the welfare 
of DPs who could not be repatriated,” in other words, 
Jews. Yet since the summer, housing, food, clothing, 
and quality of life in the DP camps had all improved, 
he asserted. Postal links between camps had been set 
up, a tracing service begun, educational facilities put 
in place; DPs were even getting a weekly ration of ciga-
rettes “greater than that of British troops.” An attached 
memorandum sent to Lady Reading underscored these 
broad points, insisting, among other things, that Jews 
were not living in Belsen, which had been burned, but 
in a new camp called Hohne; that levies had been made 
upon German citizens to provide blankets, food, and 
clothing for DPs; that DPs were now accommodated in 
“German barracks…or in wooden huts properly wa-
terproofed and with heating arrangements.” Above all, 
DPs in the British zone were assured of 2,000 calories 
per day in foodstuffs. As to claims of an atmosphere of 
imprisonment, the memo stated that the barbed wire 
that encircled camps was “purely to prevent any Ger-
man civilians wandering around the camp.” The real 
problems that camp authorities faced were due to the 
inclination of DPs to sell their clothes, cigarettes and 
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rations to Germans on the black market, and to the 
unwillingness of Jewish camp residents “to work and 
help themselves.” In short, the British occupation au-
thorities had persuaded themselves that Jews, like all 
other DPs, were being treated fairly, and what troubles 
did arise were largely due to their own impatience and 
frustration.27

Lady Reading’s anxious letter was but one in a chorus 
of voices in Britain and the United States that raised 
pointed and embarrassing questions about the Brit-
ish government’s handling of the DP problem, and 
by the fall of 1945 it became increasingly difficult for 
British officials to dispel such criticism. Whereas the 
Americans after Harrison’s visit had embraced the idea 
of Jewish-only DP camps in their zone, the British oc-
cupation authorities resisted it, and Jewish leaders 
kept up a barrage of criticism that soon turned into a 
bitter standoff. The Jewish Chronicle kept up a steady 
drumbeat about the fate of Jewish DPs. Belsen featured 
prominently in its pages in May and June, as report-
ers, Jewish chaplains, and relief workers toured the 
camp. Reports stressed the grave humanitarian crisis, 
the deplorable conditions, and the need for concerted 
Jewish action in Britain to provide food, medicines, 
and supplies to the camp. The early editorials stressed 
common cause with the military authorities—”the Al-
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lied authorities in charge of this problem are doing 
their best, and may be sure of the widest gratitude in 
return,” said the Chronicle editorial page on June 1. 
But by mid-June, the newspaper began to run sharply 
worded pieces about the administrative malfeasance 
in the camps. “Sufferers Still Suffer,” “Jewish Victims 
of Official Bungling,” “Jewish Survivors’ Hopeless-
ness,” blared headlines on June 15. On July 13, an edito-
rial titled “ They Are Being Allowed to Die!” excoriated 
the Allied policy in the DP camps and focused on what 
was becoming an obvious, and powerful, argument: “is 
it reasonable to forbid them [the Jewish DPs] access 
to that soil to which alone they turn their wistful eyes 
in their distress, their only possible home, their own 
home, the Jewish National Home?…It is not to be be-
lieved that this appeal will be callously rejected.”28 On 
July 15, the Board of Deputies of British Jews issued an 
appeal to the great powers, then meeting at Potsdam, 
to open Palestine to Jewish immigration in order to 
address the “desperate position” of the stateless Jews. 
The World Jewish Congress followed suit, and released 
a report on July 20 decrying the “callous and shameful 
neglect by Allied Military Control authorities,” and cit-
ed the wretched state of Belsen in particular. This led 
to an investigation by British military authorities with 
the predictable outcome that the British army absolved 
itself of the charges.
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The calls for linking the DP crisis to the Palestine ques-
tion only increased. The World Zionist Conference, 
meeting in London on August 1, featured Dr. Chaim 
Weizmann’s plea to the Labour government to open 
Palestine to Jewish survivors. Is it possible, Weizmann 
asked, that after the catastrophe of the Nazi genocide, 
the world would now “read over the gates of Palestine 
‘No Jews need apply’?” In late September, the Inter-
national League for the Rights of Man added its voice 
to these calls for emigration of Jews in camps to Pal-
estine; the same week, leaders of the American Jewish 
Committee, which had not been pro-Zionist, met with 
President Truman and urged him to pressure Britain to 
open up Palestine as a humanitarian measure to ease 
the crisis of the camps. The argument for doing so had 
become irresistible by late September, and was deftly 
summarized by Lady Reading herself in a letter to the 
London Times: the Jewish survivors had nourished the 
hope for twelve years that one day they would make it 
to Palestine. “ What dreadful lack of imagination con-
demns them to exist amid the daily remembrances of 
past brutalities while holding out no prospect for the 
future?” She summarized sharply: “ The Nazis broke 
their bodies. The United Nations are breaking their 
spirit.”29

It was just at this moment when the Harrison report 
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was released to the public, triggering President Tru-
man’s rebuke of Eisenhower for the condition of the 
DP camps in the American zone and leading to a sharp 
shift in American policy. Harrison’s report also gave 
Truman the moral advantage to press Britain for a simi-
lar change of policy on Jewish DPs. Naturally, President 
Truman was sensitive to the domestic political implica-
tions of the Jewish DP crisis, but he was also genuinely 
aggrieved by the problem and now brought sustained 
pressure on the British government to ease immigra-
tion restrictions for Jews who wished to go to Pales-
tine. Truman in fact had already sent his views to Prime 
Minister Attlee in late August, asking Attlee to consider 
revising upward the numbers of Jews allowed to emi-
grate to Palestine—set at 1,500 per month—as set out 
in the 1939 White Paper on Palestine that still formed 
the basis of British policy. Attlee simply refused, reply-
ing that 100,000 Jewish immigrants in Palestine would 
vastly complicate Britain’s position in the Middle East 
and India by inflaming Muslim opinion. But the public 
campaign in the press had reached into the U.S. Con-
gress, and a debate on October 2 in the Senate revealed 
an emerging consensus there that Britain’s immigra-
tion policy was wrong and must be changed. Senator 
Edwin C. Johnson of Colorado charged that Britain has 
“made the Jew a political football,” a comment that no 
doubt the British government would have had trouble 
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swallowing. Not to be outdone, Senator James E. Mur-
ray of Montana declared British rule in Palestine to be 
“a black chapter in English history,” and full of “eva-
sion and duplicity.” Robert Taft of Ohio, a perennial ri-
val of Truman’s, also called for the prompt transfer of 
100,000 Jews “who survived the horrible persecution 
and tortures of the Nazis.”30

Ernest Bevin, the embattled British foreign secretary, 
proposed to deflect American criticism by creating a 
joint Anglo-American committee to investigate the en-
tire Jewish DP problem as it related to Palestine pol-
icy, thereby buying time and engaging the Americans 
in finding a solution to the problem. The Americans 
agreed. But Bevin’s announcement of the new com-
mittee did nothing to ease the barrage of criticism the 
government faced. Indeed, Bevin sadly mishandled the 
announcement, burying it inside a House of Commons 
statement that also reiterated the policy of the govern-
ment to abide by the terms of the 1939 White Paper. 
Bevin reiterated the government’s “dual obligation” to 
Jews and Arabs, and in any case declared that immigra-
tion by Europe’s Jews to Palestine would not solve the 
problems that European Jewry now faced. What Jews 
in Palestine and in Europe had been hoping for—a new 
departure, and a revision of immigration quotas—had 
not materialized. Instead, there was to be a committee 
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to investigate a problem that had been in full-blown 
crisis for over six months. Bevin, while speaking to re-
porters after his Commons speech, said that the great 
problem with the Balfour Declaration, which in 1917 
had promised the Jews a national home in Palestine, 
was that it had been “unilateral” and had “not taken 
account of the Arabs.” They had “their fears of Zion-
ism” which must be taken into account, Bevin said. He 
hoped “the Jews in Europe shall not overemphasize 
their racial position…. If the Jews with all their suf-
ferings want to get too much at the head of the queue, 
you have the danger of another anti-Semitic reaction 
through it all.”31

The reaction to Bevin’s House of Commons speech 
among Jews was furious. In Palestine, on November 14, 
Jews went on a twelve-hour strike; a crowd set fire to 
British government buildings in Tel Aviv and clashed 
with military police, resulting in seven deaths and 
twenty-seven wounded. The British 6th Airborne Divi-
sion turned Tel Aviv into “an armed camp.”32 In Lon-
don, the Board of Deputies of British Jews denounced 
Bevin’s speech, as did Chaim Weizmann, the president 
of the Jewish Agency, who was in Atlantic City, New 
Jersey, to address the convention of the Zionist Or-
ganization of America. Some members of the House 
of Commons dismissed Bevin’s idea for a committee, 
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and called the immigration quota of 1,500 Jews per 
month “a meager contribution towards the desperate 
need of the people still living in concentration camp 
conditions in Germany.” Barnett Janner, a member of 
Bevin’s party, said “the White Paper ought to be swept 
aside and the gates of Palestine opened at once.”33 The 
reactions among the DPs in Germany was especially 
anguished. In the British zone, a number of scuffles 
with British military police took place, including one 
incident in Hannover (just a few miles from the Belsen 
camp). There, four hundred Polish Jews from the DP 
camp at Vinnhorst staged a protest of British policy, 
and waved banners reading, in English, “ We want the 
gates of Palestine opened,” and “ We demand a Jewish 
country.” A military policeman, one Corporal Cooper, 
ordered the banners taken down, resulting in a clash 
and a thrashing of Corporal Cooper by the protestors. 
Ten arrests were subsequently made. (In December, 
eight protestors were convicted of promoting an un-
authorized gathering and resisting British police forc-
es.)34 In the American zone, Jews were equally outraged 
and announced a twenty-four-hour hunger strike. In 
Landsberg, Samuel Gringauz, in the Landsberger La-
ger-Cajtung, wrote that Bevin’s decision “not to open 
the gates of Eretz Israel for the survivors is one of the 
greatest betrayals that a democratic and socialist body 
has ever committed.” In a scathing editorial, Gringauz 
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called Bevin’s message “a fivefold betrayal.” It was a be-
trayal of the sacrifices made by the thousands of Jews 
who fought under arms alongside the Allies in the war; 
a betrayal of the Balfour Declaration; a betrayal of the 
historical reality of the Nazi war on the Jews; a betrayal 
of the moral purpose of the war against Nazism and 
brutality; and a betrayal of the socialist ideals of the 
Labour Party. The break between Britain and the Jew-
ish DPs appeared complete.35

What did Bevin achieve by his delaying tactics and his 
prevarication? Underground Jewish organizations in 
Palestine now opened up a sustained campaign of vio-
lence against the British presence there that would lead 
to increased deaths of British soldiers. Bevin’s Anglo-
American Committee of Inquiry backfired: once it got 
under way, its members became increasingly convinced 
of the need to relent and allow Jewish immigration to 
Palestine, if only to relieve the horrible conditions they 
found in DP camps. The committee’s final report, to 
Bevin’s everlasting fury, called for the immediate immi-
gration of 100,000 Jews from DP camps to Palestine.36 
Truman left Bevin hanging by indicating that he still 
supported prompt immigration to Palestine, whatever 
the committee might conclude. And in a remarkable 
coincidence, the New York Times ran a critical story 
on November 20, just a week after Bevin’s speech, that 
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quoted unnamed UNRRA officials and the leader of the 
Belsen Jewish committee, Josef Rosensaft, to the effect 
that conditions in Belsen were “appalling.” There was 
no heat, inadequate clothing, and shortages of medi-
cine; worse, Rosensaft said, the British censored the 
camp newspaper and prohibited any expressions in fa-
vor of emigration to Palestine. The British ambassador 
in Washington, Lord Halifax, saw this as a deliberate 
effort to embarrass the British government, and asked 
London “for some clear public statement…on what we 
are attempting to do to improve conditions for Jews in 
the camps in Europe.”37 Halifax also had secured a copy 
of an especially damning report sent (via telegram) by 
Joint chairman Edward Warburg to Truman’s adviser, 
White House counsel Sam Rosenman. While praising 
the job done by Judge Rifkind in the U.S. zone, War-
burg leveled a serious charge at the British. “Seven 
months after Liberation, conditions British zone most 
alarming…. No winter clothes, no desperately needed 
shoes, no coal or wood, inadequate housing…threat of 
epidemic alarmingly real. Corrective action still lack-
ing. Urge consideration highest levels.” The response 
of the British army to these allegations—which were 
real enough—typified the general attitude of the mili-
tary authorities to the Jews at the close of 1945. “ This is 
the last straw,” seethed the British Control Commission 
in its reply to headquarters. “Jews seem to be using 
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Belsen as a focal point for world agitation to emigrate 
to Palestine.” One solution, recommended here, was 
simply to transport all the Jews out of the Belsen camp 
and break them up into smaller groups, thus squelch-
ing such agitation. “If we move Jews from Belsen they 
will not be able to use the magic word ‘Belsen’ in con-
nection with this propaganda.”38

The Jews had indeed become “a continuous embarrass-
ment” for the British: the entire encounter with Jews 
in liberated Germany cast a harsh light on an ill-con-
ceived, illogical, and self-defeating policy of curtailing 
Jewish emigration while incarcerating Jews in German 
camps. How far from the heady days of April, when 
those young, startled Tommies at the gates of Belsen 
had brought with them liberation and the promise of a 
new beginning.

* * *

THIS SAD TALE of deteriorating relations between 
the British and the Jews, starting from a high 
point in April and running down to the low of 

Bevin’s November speech, has long obscured one sig-
nificant achievement of the British occupation author-
ities. Just when the British government was coming in 
for heavy criticism both from Jews inside DP camps 
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and from around the world for its policy on Palestine, 
the British army opened up a two-month-long war 
crimes trial of the Belsen commander, Josef Kramer, 
and his subordinates.39 The “Belsen trial,” as it became 
known—though in fact it included crimes commit-
ted at both Auschwitz and Belsen by Kramer and the 
others—ended in the hanging of Kramer and ten other 
defendants. It charted important new legal ground, be-
ing the first war crimes trial in occupied Germany, and 
it was carried out with thoroughness and careful at-
tention to judicial norms. More than this, the trial was 
obliged to carry a heavy burden, for it was set up as a 
kind of noble project, a showcase of the rule of law, the 
restoration of order, and the fulfillment of the promise 
of liberation. The trial might offer a counterargument 
to those Jews clamoring for “special treatment.” Brit-
ish law, the trial declared, could serve out justice fairly, 
with evenhandedness and moderation, and so provide 
a kind of benchmark for other nations aspiring to civi-
lization. As we shall see, in the highly charged atmo-
sphere of the time, the trial failed to meet these high 
expectations. What accounts for the failure?
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Josef Kramer, styled the “Beast of Belsen” in the British 
press, shown in a mug shot while awaiting trial. He was 

hanged in December 1945. Imperial War Museum

Since the liberation of the camp, the British public had 
clamored for swift justice for Josef Kramer, Belsen’s 
commandant, who was caricatured in the British press 
as the “Beast of Belsen.” His evident disdain for the dy-
ing prisoners who surrounded him, his effort to deny 
any knowledge or responsibility for the camp and its 
state of desolation upon its liberation, had outraged 
British soldiers and the public, and he was generally 
portrayed by the press as a sullen, dull, brutal criminal. 
Kramer was described in the London Illustrated News 
as “a typical German brute—a sadistical, heavy-fea-
tured Nazi. He was quite unashamed.”40 News reports 
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just after the camp’s liberation recounted that “Britons, 
revolted by the daily disclosures from the newly liber-
ated torture camps, were bitterly tired of the niceties 
and legalities surrounding the treatment of Kramer and 
other brutal Nazi jailers. In a flood of letters to newspa-
pers and in the comment that ran through all discus-
sion of German atrocities the British people made it 
clear this week their feeling that they wanted swifter 
justice for war criminals.” “How will you kill Kremer 
[sic]?” was the cry of liberated inmates, according to 
the New York Times.41 One Londoner concurred: “I 
wish the Russians had got in there and started hanging 
them.”42 Raymond Phillips, a barrister and the editor 
of the trial’s official published transcript, concurred, 
writing in 1949 that “to many it seemed superfluous 
that there should be a trial at all, and the popular cry 
was for a summary identification and execution of the 
offenders.” This view was never completely dispelled 
from the proceedings, and indeed, for many, the trial 
itself, with its emphasis on protecting the rights of the 
accused, seemed “an insult to those who had died at 
Belsen, and to those who had died to liberate it.”43

The British authorities, however, were determined 
to follow the practices being laid out by the U.N. War 
Crimes Tribunal, and it was not until early June that 
a clear division of labor had been established: while 
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“arch criminals” would stand trial under the Interna-
tional Military Tribunal being established at Nurem-
berg, “ordinary war criminals” in the custody of Allied 
military authorities could be dealt with by military 
courts. Kramer and his subordinates fell into the ordi-
nary category, and so faced a court made up exclusive-
ly of five British military officers. Although the British 
government wanted to move speedily, it also wished 
to establish a process that would do credit to British 
legal traditions, so as to make the contrast with the 
Nazi regime all the more clear. The army painstakingly 
gathered evidence, produced witnesses, provided the 
accused with defense counsel, allowed the defense to 
answer the charges against them, and treated the pris-
oners with a degree of respect and dignity that they 
had no moral right to expect. Just five months after the 
liberation of Belsen, the trial of forty-five war crimi-
nals began, and it was concluded in fifty-four days. By 
contrast, the Nuremberg trials—against twenty-two 
defendants—lasted almost a year. Raymond Phillips 
ended his analysis of the Belsen trial by praising the 
government’s refusal “to be stampeded into the wild 
justice of revenge and, at the end of a war, in bringing 
to the trial of its enemies…a cool, calm, dispassionate 
and unhurried determination.”44

If the British had hoped to impress world opinion by 
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this demonstration of evenhanded justice, however, 
they failed miserably. Wartime allies, especially the 
Russians but also the French, criticized the trial pro-
ceedings as unnecessarily attentive to the rights of 
the defendants. The Soviets saw this as evidence of 
the West’s unwillingness to eradicate fascism.45 More 
surprising, Jewish organizations and Jewish survivors 
paid the trial little heed. Partly this had to do with coin-
cidence: the trial reached its critical stage just as Bev-
in’s November speech on Palestine so inflamed Jews 
around the world. But there is also another factor—the 
absence of Jews at the heart of the Belsen trial. British 
prosecutors, though diligent in ferreting out details of 
the criminality of the Belsen guards, refused to place 
Jewish victimization in the forefront of their case. For 
the British military and civil administration, the Jewish 
wartime experience was not unique, or even qualita-
tively different from that of other victims of Nazi op-
pression. The Belsen defendants, in the charge laid 
out by the British military court, were not on trial for 
crimes against Jews, nor indeed for genocide, but for 
mistreating and abusing Allied nationals. This latter 
was a broad category and one that certainly included 
Jews from Allied nations like Poland and the Soviet 
Union. But the fact that Jews as a distinct people, with 
a destiny now marked by unique tragedy, did not oc-
cupy a central place in the trial only underscored Brit-
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ain’s failure to address the realities of the Nazi geno-
cidal war on Europe’s Jews.

Jewish victimization did not frame the Belsen trial, and 
for some scholars this absence has been enough to con-
demn the proceedings as seriously flawed.46 Yet suffer-
ing there was aplenty in the exposition set out by the 
prosecution, and it is worth noting the detailed record 
that the prosecution amassed in drawing a portrait of 
life inside Belsen and Auschwitz. Indeed, the British 
undertook the investigative work with enormous zeal. 
Almost immediately upon entering the camp, British 
soldiers diligently set out to gather evidence that would 
help convict Belsen’s camp commandant, Josef Kram-
er, and officers, guards, and kapos who were arrested 
in Belsen upon its liberation. (The kapos were notori-
ously brutal prisoners who, in exchange for some privi-
leges, collaborated with the camp authorities in polic-
ing the camp.) Given the enormous press coverage of 
the ghastly conditions uncovered in Belsen, the army 
felt it imperative to begin judicial proceedings against 
those responsible without delay. On April 27, just two 
weeks after Belsen’s liberation, the 21st Army Group 
sent to Belsen a team of war crimes investigators con-
sisting of two majors, a captain, and a few noncommis-
sioned translators. This small team was supplemented 
by about fifteen personnel in mid-May. Thus, some two 
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dozen investigators were allotted to a camp of nearly 
60,000 potential witnesses.

The difficulties of gathering evidence in the circum-
stances of a newly liberated concentration camp were 
extreme, and throughout the trial, the defense cast se-
rious doubts upon the methodology of the war crimes 
investigators. The largest body of evidence presented 
at trial were affidavits gathered by these investigators. 
The war crimes team simply walked through the camp 
grounds with a stack of photographs of guards and 
kapos, and asked witnesses to come forward to make 
statements about them. These statements were taken 
down and sworn by the deponents. The accused were 
seldom if ever present when the statements were sworn, 
and by the time the Belsen trial opened, in September, 
the great majority of witnesses had either been repa-
triated or disappeared. In short, few witnesses were 
produced in court, and the prosecution had to rely on 
what amounted to hearsay. Such a proceeding would 
not have been accepted in an ordinary courtroom. This 
did not unduly concern the military court, however, 
which briskly dismissed requests by the defense to 
throw out such questionable documentation.47

The trial therefore opened on September 17, 1945—Yom 
Kippur, as it turned out, and the very day that Gen-
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eral Eisenhower was visiting the Feldafing DP camp. 
The defendants were sixteen male members of the SS, 
including Josef Kramer, commandant of Belsen; Dr. 
Fritz Klein, camp doctor in Belsen; and Franz Hoessler, 
commandant of Camp 2 at Belsen. Also accused were 
sixteen female SS guards, including Irma Grese, who 
commanded a compound, and Elisabeth Volkenrath, 
who acted as a camp overseer. Grese, who while work-
ing in Belsen had sported two long blond braids, high 
leather boots, and a short whip, became an irresistible 
target of the more lurid press accounts of the trial. In 
addition, twelve former kapos were also accused of 
mistreating their fellow prisoners. (The case against 
three other defendants was dropped.) The prosecution 
team was composed of four officers of the legal staff 
of the British army of occupation, led by Colonel T. M. 
Backhouse; the accused had a larger defense coun-
sel made up of eleven British regimental officers and 
one Polish officer, all of whom had legal training.48 In 
all, forty-four accused were arrayed in rows in a spe-
cially built dock in a gymnasium on the outskirts of 
Lüneburg, a small city about forty miles northeast of 
Belsen. While seated in the courtroom, each defendant 
wore a number pinned to his or her shirtfront.

Expectations in some quarters were high. Alex Easter-
man, the political secretary of the British Section of 
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the World Jewish Congress, was in attendance as an 
official observer, and after the opening day sent WJC 
headquarters in New York a perhaps hyperbolic tele-
gram that depicted the trial as a “significantly dramatic 
moment in the story of civilization,” as these “beasts in 
human form” would be “brought to justice to answer 
for their crimes.” The trial, Easterman claimed, was 
recognition “that the crimes by Nazi Germany against 
Jews of Europe bear their own distinctive significance 
in character, in purpose, and in extent.” Easterman re-
layed his sincere disappointment that the British mili-
tary had not placed the “colossal crime against Jews” 
at the center of the indictment, but once the prosecu-
tor began to detail the crimes of the accused, Easter-
man’s hopes were raised that the trial would give suf-
ficient publicity to this “drama of perfidy.”49 The Jewish 
Chronicle was also pleased with the first day of the 
trial: “it is fully expected,” the paper reported, “that 
even in its limited form, this, the first war crimes trial, 
will be a powerful indictment of Fascism, Nazism, and 
anti-Semitism.” The Times described the testimony in 
the opening days as “worthy of Dante” and a “night-
mare.”50

After such a buildup, the trial itself came as a disap-
pointment. The charges were twofold: first, that the ac-
cused had, in violation of the laws and usages of war, 
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mistreated Allied nationals in Bergen-Belsen; and, 
second, that some of the accused had done the same in 
Auschwitz. This double charge stemmed from the fact 
that twelve of the accused, including Kramer, Klein, 
Hoessler, Grese, and Volkenrath, had all worked in 
Auschwitz before being transferred to Belsen. As Colo-
nel Backhouse, the lead prosecutor, made clear in his 
opening statement, “we are not, of course, concerned 
in this trial with atrocities by Germans against Ger-
mans.” This distinction was vital in placing the case on 
the plane of international law: this was no mere inter-
nal German police matter but a question of violating 
previously accepted laws of war, namely, the Hague and 
Geneva conventions (of 1907 and 1929 respectively, to 
which Germany was a signatory), which governed the 
care and protection of prisoners of war and civilians. 
The Allied nationals were mistreated by the Germans, 
Colonel Backhouse stated, “because of their religion, 
or their nationality, or their refusal to work for the en-
emy, or merely because they were prisoners of war.” 
Jews as a group were only occasionally singled out by 
the prosecution as having any particular status as vic-
tims of the Nazis. Backhouse declared that the defen-
dants had shown “a complete disregard for the sanctity 
of human life and for human suffering,” and that the 
conditions in Auschwitz and Belsen were “caused by 
deliberate starvation and ill-treatment, with the mali-
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cious knowledge that they must cause death.” In light 
of the later Nuremberg trials, in which prosecutors had 
a difficult time showing specific acts of war crimes on 
the part of each individual, it is instructive that at the 
Belsen trial the prosecution could show “personal acts 
of active and deliberate cruelty and, in many cases, 
murder.”51

Backhouse spent much of his opening statement deal-
ing with the conditions in Belsen that the liberating 
troops had encountered on April 15—”its abominable 
smell, the filth and squalor of the whole place which 
stank to high heaven.” Backhouse also zeroed in on Jo-
sef Kramer, who from December 1944 had been in com-
mand of Belsen, and was “primarily responsible for ev-
erything that happened in that camp.” But Kramer had 
a long and horrifying personal history that predated 
Belsen. Kramer had spent his entire career in camps. 
Born in 1906 in Munich, Kramer had volunteered for 
the SS in 1932 and was immediately sent for duty in 
a concentration camp, and within this ghastly secret 
world he remained for the next thirteen years, moving 
from Dachau in 1936 to Sachsenhausen in 1937, to Mau-
thausen in 1939, and to Auschwitz in May 1940, where 
he served briefly as adjutant to camp commandant 
Obersturmführer Rudolf Höess. In April 1941 he was 
named commandant of the camp at Natzweiler, where 
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he remained until May 1944. He was then reassigned 
to Auschwitz, and took charge of the camp complex of 
Birkenau; in December 1944, just as the death march-
es were getting under way, Kramer was sent to Belsen 
to take command of that camp—a target destination 
for many of the death marches. Kramer was therefore 
present at—and at times in command of—some of the 
worst charnel houses of the Second World War.52

Colonel Backhouse also highlighted a number of the in-
dividuals in the dock alongside Kramer. Dr. Fritz Klein, 
a Romanian by birth, had joined the Waffen-SS in 1943, 
and while in Auschwitz conducted selections of Jews 
for the gas chamber. Franz Hoessler, a member of the 
SS since 1933, had served at Auschwitz and also at the 
notorious Dora camp. The prosecutors, along with the 
press, laid particular emphasis on the cruelties perpe-
trated by some of the female defendants. Juana Bor-
mann, Elisabeth Volkenrath, and Herta Ehlert had all 
allegedly enjoyed beating prisoners, depriving them of 
food and clothing, and setting dogs on them. But twen-
ty-one-year-old Irma Grese, who with her custom-
made whips and calf-high boots fit perfectly the cari-
cature of a sadistic dominatrix, occupied a particularly 
prominent role in the demonology of the Belsen trial. 
Grese had served as a camp guard at Ravensbrück from 
July 1942 to March 1943; then was at Auschwitz until 
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January 1945, when it was evacuated; she was then 
sent to Ravensbrück again and finally Belsen for the 
last month of its existence.53 Throughout the trial, the 
press commented on the “defiant, contemptuous look 
that marred her undeniable good looks.” The WJC’s 
representative, Alex Easterman, reported that “the 
attention of all in court has been riveted on her” and 
commented on her “savage beauty—she has the cruel-
est eyes and tightly drawn mouth ever seen in woman.” 
At Auschwitz and Belsen, Backhouse said, Grese was 
known as “the worst woman in the camp.” Raymond 
Phillips in his account of the trial seemed unable to 
comprehend how so “striking” a young woman “with 
her youth, her blond hair, broad forehead, firmly mod-
eled nose, and blue defiant eyes” could have carried 
out such atrocities.54

During the first eighteen days of the trial, the prosecu-
tion laid out their case using witnesses and previously 
gathered depositions. There were a few star witness-
es, such as Brigadier Llewelyn Glyn Hughes, who gave 
precise and detailed descriptions of the medical crisis 
in the camp upon its liberation, as did Captain Derek 
Sington. Sington, who had been among the very first 
British soldiers in the camp, told the court that when 
he encountered Kramer, the commandant was wholly 
unmoved by the death around him, and merely “sat 
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back in his arm-chair, tilted his hat back, and was gen-
erally confident. He expressed no emotion about the 
camp.” Sington said that Kramer described the prison-
ers of Belsen as “habitual criminals, felons and homo-
sexuals.”55 In addition to watching a film made by the 
British army that showed the state of the camp in April, 
the court also toured the camp grounds. There was 
moving testimony from a number of Jewish survivors; 
the courtroom was electrified by the testimony of Dr. 
Ada Bimko (who later married Josef Rosensaft), a Pol-
ish doctor who had survived both Auschwitz and Bels-
en. On September 20, she recounted—with tears run-
ning down her face—how her father, mother, brother, 
two sisters, husband, and six-yearold son were among 
the dead of Auschwitz. Given the chance to identify her 
tormentors, she walked slowly along the dock, point-
ing out fifteen of the defendants by name, and said she 
had seen Kramer and Grese both participate in beat-
ings and selections in Auschwitz.56 Two dozen other 
witnesses gave similar testimony alleging Kramer and 
the others to have participated in beatings, deliberate 
starvation, selections, and murder.

The defense strategy was predictable. First, they ques-
tioned the charges, bringing in a professor of interna-
tional law from London University, one Colonel H. A. 
Smith. He argued that concentration camps in Ger-
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many had existed before the war and were legal under 
German law; therefore what went on in them could 
not be considered a war crime. He also suggested that 
many of those who were killed or mistreated in these 
camps were not, strictly speaking, Allied nationals, be-
cause once parts of Poland and various other swaths 
of Europe had been annexed to the Reich, the citizens 
there fell under German law, and the competence of 
the court did not reach into internal German affairs. Fi-
nally, Colonel Smith pointed out that all the defendants 
were acting under superior orders. These points carried 
little weight with the court, and indeed the prosecu-
tion dismissed the first two as “nonsense” and assert-
ed that superior orders alone was no defense for acts 
of inhuman cruelty. Thus, the defense was obliged to 
pick apart the various allegations piece by piece, look-
ing for factual inaccuracies in the affidavits, of which 
there were many, and trying to raise reasonable doubts 
about the charges. It was a difficult task, especially in 
the case of Josef Kramer. Major T. C. M. Winwood, who 
had the unenviable task of defending Kramer, made a 
rather ham-fisted effort. He asserted that at Auschwitz, 
it was Hoess, not Kramer, who gave orders; Kramer was 
merely a supernumerary “confined to the administra-
tion of people inside” the camp—he had no involve-
ment with gas chambers. Yes, there may have been 
beatings, Winwood said, but “the Court should take 
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into account the many difficulties there were and the 
scarcity of personnel to cope with them.” After all, he 
said, “the language of a concentration camp is blows.” 
At Belsen, Winwood contended, Kramer encountered a 
tragic situation not of his own making, and no evidence 
had been produced to show that he pursued a deliber-
ate plan to starve and mistreat prisoners. The mess at 
Belsen was laid at the doorstep of Kramer’s superiors in 
Berlin, Richard Glücks and Oswald Pohl, for it was they 
who ordered the transports of ill prisoners to Belsen 
in the first place. And after all, Belsen was simply “an 
example of what was happening to Germany as a whole 
country—order changing into disorder, disorder into 
chaos.” In short, Kramer bore no personal responsibil-
ity for the circumstances either at Auschwitz or Belsen. 
Much the same defense was used for other defendants, 
although in the cases of alleged specific acts of cruelty, 
the defense tried to raise doubts about the use of un-
corroborated affidavits.57

The prosecution had something of an easier time of 
it. No one disputed that the accused were present in 
Auschwitz and Belsen, or that they played a role in the 
administration of the camps. Kramer himself did not 
deny his membership in the SS, or his career history in 
the camp system. Naturally, many of the accused dis-
puted specific allegations of brutality or murder. Kram-
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er said he never beat anyone or mistreated anyone; he 
also denied that there was a gas chamber at Auschwitz, 
or that there were mass executions or beatings. The 
only people who died in Auschwitz, Kramer said, did 
so from natural causes. Kramer acknowledged that 
prisoners at Belsen were dying in large numbers, but 
was unable to show that he did anything to ameliorate 
the conditions.58 Others, like Klein and Grese, were 
unrepentant. Klein admitted his role in the selections 
at Auschwitz and acknowledged that he thereby con-
demned thousands to death. Grese too admitted using 
her specially made whip on prisoners at Auschwitz. At 
Belsen, she said, “although I carried a whip and beat 
people at Auschwitz, for some reason I never did it at 
Belsen. I always used my hands at Belsen.” Colonel 
Backhouse tried to avoid the question of precisely who 
did what to whom; instead, he asserted that the ac-
cused knew that the camps were wrong and contrary 
to every law and custom of war. In his closing summary, 
he went carefully over the details of what happened in 
Auschwitz: the transports, beatings, shavings, tattoo-
ing, forced labor, starvation, selections, gassings, cre-
matoria. He asserted that Belsen, though it had no gas 
chambers, was an extension of the same horrors and 
indifference toward life as was evident in Auschwitz. 
The accused, he said, took part in this world of brutal-
ity and murder, and so “participated in a conspiracy to 
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ill-treat the persons who were under their care.” How-
ever small their part, they must be found guilty if they 
played any role at all in contributing to this machinery 
of death.

Backhouse could certainly have done more to frame 
the trial around the determination of the Third Reich 
to destroy Europe’s Jews. In his emphasis on Allied na-
tionals, he seemed unnecessarily constrained by the 
need to link German actions to violations of specific 
laws concerning treatment of POWs and civilians. Yet 
it would be wrong to suggest that Backhouse ignored 
the Jewish catastrophe altogether. He stressed that 
“in Auschwitz alone, literally millions of people were 
gassed for no other reason than that they were Jews.” 
In his closing argument, he made a point of emphasiz-
ing that, while he as a prosecutor had to be concerned 
“with minor matters” about “whether this person did 
this or that,” he urged jurors to consider the larger 
picture: those on trial had knowingly participated in 
“an attempt to destroy the whole Jewish race.” Using 
language quite unusual in official British parlance, he 
stated that “the martyrdom of the Jews…was a war 
crime which has never been equaled.”59 What appears 
to have most angered contemporary Jewish observers 
was not chiefly the absence of Jewish victimization at 
the trial, but rather the callous manner in which the 
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defense was obliged to make its case. When Major 
Winwood said that the concentration camps contained 
merely “the dregs of the ghettoes of Central Europe,” 
his statement was denounced by the Board of Deputies 
of British Jews as “besmirching the memory of millions 
of men, women, and children who died amid unspeak-
able horrors or were murdered for no fault but that 
they were Jews.” (Remarkably, Winwood apologized 
to the court during his closing arguments for making 
offensive statements; he had been merely the “mouth-
piece of the accused,” he said.) Major Cranfield, the 
defense counsel appointed to Irma Grese, also came 
in for sharp criticism because he made the argument 
that his client could not be aware that her actions were 
wrong because concentration camps were common in 
Europe during the war; and Cranfield went on to draw 
parallels between the Nazi genocide and the forced de-
portations from Poland of ethnic Germans then being 
undertaken by Britain and its allies, and of the use of 
chain gangs of prisoners in the United States. These 
were the laws in place in Germany, Cranfield argued, 
and it was normal that they would be obeyed by the 
defendants. These sorts of lawyerly pirouettes were la-
beled “cowardly slander against the dead” and eroded 
support among Jewish observers for the whole trial.60

On November 16, 1945, the court adjourned; a mere six 



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

hours later, it reassembled and delivered the verdicts. 
Thirty of the forty-four defendants were declared guilty 
on one or both counts of mistreating Allied nationals 
at Auschwitz and Belsen. The degree of their personal 
responsibility was indicated by the varying sentences 
they received. Eleven defendants—Kramer, Klein, Hoe-
ssler, Grese, Bormann, Volkenrath, and five others were 
sentenced to death, and were hanged on December 12, 
1945. Nineteen others received sentences ranging from 
life in prison to a mere one year of jail time. Kramer 
evidently went to his death feeling much aggrieved. As 
he wrote to his wife while in prison, “all the time I am 
asking myself why this misfortune came over me. How 
have I deserved this? What have I done that one has to 
treat me like a criminal? That so many people died in 
Belsen—I could not alter that anymore. It is all fate and 
maybe I shall even be punished for that. My father used 
to say sometimes I was not lucky. Today I believe it only 
too well.”61

The press reports of the verdicts reflected a sort of 
weariness with the whole thing. The London Times 
concluded that the trial revealed “an almost exagger-
ated desire to accord fair play to the accused,” but took 
some pride that in the end British justice had triumphed 
over mere vengeance. By late November, many Jews 
had lost interest in the trial. Bevin’s speech on Pales-
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tine had seized the headlines, and Jewish fury toward 
the British had reached a boiling point. And survivors 
themselves expressed reservations about the very idea 
of a trial. Hadassah Rosensaft, who had testified at the 
trial (as Dr. Ada Bimko), “was glad the trial was over,” 
and later refused to testify at the Nuremberg trials or at 
the trial of Adolf Eichmann in 1961. “I just couldn’t take 
part in any more ‘fair play’ for the Nazis. At that point 
in my life, I couldn’t understand why someone caught 
in flagrante committing the most brutal acts of mur-
der and torture could possibly be found innocent, or 
why he would be entitled to what was considered a ‘fair 
trial.’”62 As if reflecting the same sentiment, the Jewish 
Chronicle devoted only a single paragraph of an inside 
page to the conviction of Kramer and the others. His 
death by hanging was allotted one sentence.63

For the Jews of Belsen, like the Jewish DPs elsewhere 
in occupied Germany, liberation did not arrive in 1945. 
The year that had begun with such tragedy in the death 
marches of the east had of course seen the soaring joys 
of the arrival of Allied armies in the camps in Western 
Europe; it had seen the extreme kindness and devo-
tion of humanitarian interventions by soldiers and 
civilians alike in the care and treatment provided to 
Jewish survivors, and certainly 1945 had brought about 
an end to that awful era in which Jewish lives across 
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Europe could be snuffed out by the merest whim of 
a German officer or functionary. The year closed out 
with a sober, careful judicial proceeding against the 
Belsen guards that completely repudiated and defied 
the Nazi worldview. Yet this vexed year of 1945 had not 
marked in any sense an endpoint or a coda to Jewish 
travails. To the Jews of Europe, 1945 was only one stop 
in a passage away from the daily struggle for survival 
and toward a new struggle to build a future. The later 
months of 1945 brought profound disappointment, bit-
ter recrimination against the liberating armies, confu-
sion and frustration over the question of emigration, 
and repeated denials of what seemed to be the true 
meaning of liberation: the freedom to live and to settle 
in one’s homeland, free of fear, of hunger, of persecu-
tion. The triumph of Allied arms in 1945 did not fulfill 
these long-cherished hopes of European Jewry. Such 
rewards lay in the distant future, across a long stretch 
of anxious years and the roiling backwash of war.



The Bitter Road to Liberation -  William I. Hitchcock

Conclusion: The Missing Liberation

IT HAS LONG been a habit in the United States to 
narrate the history of the liberation of Europe in a 
heroic register, stressing the selfless sacrifice of or-

dinary soldiers as well as the talented generalship of 
American military leaders. The story is usually told in 
three acts. It opens with the daring cross-channel inva-
sion of France in June 1944, the stalwart fighting from 
the beachheads, and the bold breakout and pursuit of 
August; in this initial stage, the world dares to hope 
that the war might be over by Christmas. In act two, the 
Allied forces are briefly thrown back on their heels by a 
still lethal German war machine; a chastened alliance 
girds itself for the bitter struggles of the winter of 1944. 
In act three, dogged soldiering and the preponderance 
of American power finally break the German defenses; 
with spring comes the dash into central Germany and, 
at the end, the total victory of May 8, 1945. It is a story 
that places Americans and their military achievements 
at center stage.

By contrast, this book has drawn upon the testimony 
of many ordinary people, civilians as well as soldiers, 
to offer an alternative way of looking at the events of 
1944–45. These voices have spoken of the indetermi-
nate nature of liberation, its paradoxical joys and mis-
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eries, and the heavy toll that liberation and its after-
math took upon the liberated peoples themselves. For 
them, the liberation was truly a time of limbo, a time 
without structure or form, a time of uncertainty, fear, 
and loss. The untold joy of seeing the war come to an 
end was diluted by the almost unbearable sufferings 
that so many had endured. No one has described these 
contradictory emotions more clearly than Primo Levi, 
who in October 1945 finally made it home to Turin, Ita-
ly. Arrested and deported in December 1943, Levi spent 
thirteen months in Auschwitz, then another ten months 
trying to get home. This return journey, along miles of 
railways, in countless boxcars, carried him through 
Poland, the Ukraine, Belorussia, Romania, Hungary, 
Germany, Austria, and finally into Italy. On the last leg 
of his trip, through the Brenner pass between Austria 
and Italy, Levi traveled with two companions, the only 
survivors of his original cohort of 650 Italians sent to 
the Nazi camps. “ We knew,” he wrote about this home-
ward journey, “that on the thresholds of our homes, for 
good or ill, a trial awaited us, and we anticipated it with 
fear.” On October 19, Levi arrived in Turin. He brought 
the war home with him. “No one was expecting me. I 
was swollen, bearded and in rags, and had difficulty in 
making myself recognized. I found my friends full of 
life, the warmth of secure meals, the solidity of daily 
work, the liberating joy of recounting my story…. But 
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only after many months did I lose the habit of walking 
with my glance fixed to the ground, as if searching for 
something to eat.”1

Levi was not alone in finding his liberation a time of 
trial. As we have seen, thousands of French and Bel-
gians paid for their liberation with their lives, and 
many Dutch people dropped dead in the streets in the 
last weeks of the war while Allied war planners dith-
ered over sending airborne food drops behind enemy 
lines. We have seen that living with the liberators pre-
sented its own difficulties; American, British, and Ca-
nadian soldiers could be both cruel and kind in equal 
measure to the civilians they freed from Hitler’s grasp. 
For millions of Europeans, liberation came in the form 
of displacement. Long after the guns fell silent, forced 
laborers, prisoners of German camps, as well as ethnic 
Germans from Eastern European lands, tramped the 
roads of liberated Europe, victims of renewed hostil-
ity, stalked at every turn by hatred, hunger, and illness. 
Meanwhile, liberated Europeans watched, bemused, 
as the German people, who perpetrated unspeakable 
crimes for over a decade, wallowed in self-pity and 
condemned the violent bombing that had devastated 
their citadel-cities. And the Jews of Europe—those few 
who managed to escape Germany’s genocidal war—
found little freedom on the morrow of their liberation. 
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Many survivors remained in camps for months and 
even years, safe from extermination to be sure, but 
compelled to dwell inside temporary shelters in the 
land of their tormentors, far from a home they could as 
yet only dimly imagine.

These are the grim realities of liberation. Why have 
they gone missing from the historical record of World 
War II and postwar European history? Americans and 
Europeans share the blame for sanitizing the history 
of liberation. In the United States immediately after 
the war, political leaders and the public took justified 
pride in having defeated Hitler and restored sovereign-
ty to Europe. Americans came to see great nobility in 
their war against Nazi Germany. There was no place in 
the national story for awkward questions about civil-
ian deaths, or mass bombing of cities, or looting and 
sexual assault by occupying troops, or a too-swift rec-
onciliation with unashamed Germans, or Jews still liv-
ing in camps in Germany. The liberation of Europe had 
been a great crusade, in General Eisenhower’s words. 
And so it was. Yet its tragedies and paradoxes proved 
too dangerous to find a secure place in postwar Ameri-
can thinking about the war. By 1946, Americans began 
to mobilize for a new global contest, a battle of ideolo-
gies with Soviet Russia, and they had little inclination 
to dig deeply into some of the darker dimensions of the 
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recent victories over Nazi Germany and imperial Ja-
pan. For half a century, therefore, the American public 
has been fed a steady diet of triumphalist narratives in 
which great generals and visionary politicians placed 
the burden of freedom onto the willing shoulders of 
the anonymous American GI, who carried out his du-
ties with determination and honor. In the early cold 
war, Americans needed a story about World War II that 
stressed the essential purity of the fight, the decency 
of American men at arms, and the inevitability of vic-
tory. These themes, made secure through decades of 
cinematic treatments as well as popular historical ac-
counts, have resulted in a kind of American myopia that 
only sees a select portion of the war, while the broader 
view has become fuzzy and indistinct. This book has 
offered a new perspective for American readers, one 
that brings into focus the European experience of lib-
eration. It has shown that for every triumph at arms, for 
every act of heroism on the battlefield, there was also a 
home set alight, a child without food, a woman cower-
ing in an unheated barn amid filth and squalor. This is 
the human face of war and liberation in Europe.

Europeans too have done their share of cleansing the 
history of their own liberation, though not out of nos-
talgic reverence for the “good war.” Rather, Europeans 
did not wish to emphasize that they owed their free-
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dom to others. The embarrassing truth is that few of 
the European resistance movements had been able to 
inflict much damage on the occupying Germans; only 
the Yugoslavs and perhaps the Greeks had done much 
to free their own soil. Yet in the immediate aftermath 
of liberation, European states needed to restore their 
own legitimacy, and this required founding new na-
tional myths. In the first postwar decade in Western 
Europe, the sordid history of wartime collaboration, 
the participation in Germany’s New Order, the military 
weakness of underground resistance movements, all 
this was deliberately obscured. With it went the brutal-
ity of the liberation itself. Instead, a new set of ideas 
took root. These stressed widespread, popular resis-
tance to Germany, the solidarity of Allied nations in 
war, a large role for resistance movements in the liber-
ation, and the triumphant restoration of order and de-
mocracy. The needs of the moment called for simplic-
ity. At a time of fragile national unity, with contending 
political parties vying for power, in a climate of sim-
mering hatred between former collaborators and their 
victims, any emphasis on the personal, human losses 
of the war, or on the violence that the liberators had 
visited upon Europe, could find no traction. Whereas 
local communities ravaged by war had emphasized 
their own martyrdom at the hands of the liberators, the 
image that the national governments wished to proj-
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ect in 1945 was of unity and a stalwart common effort 
of reconstruction. “Retroussons nos manches,” blared 
posters pasted up by the new French government: “Let 
us roll up our sleeves.” Beneath this slogan, a brawny, 
smiling laborer grasped his tools and strode forward. 
The message was clear: victims make poor heroes.

The nations liberated by Soviet arms had no choice in 
the matter of public memory. Their national memories 
were prepared for them in Moscow. The party line was 
straightforward: the Red Army liberated Eastern Eu-
rope from fascism and offered a new antifascist, Com-
munist order to the peoples of the liberated eastern 
states. Local peoples were depicted as victims of Ger-
many’s rapacious imperialism, which they had been, 
but other elements of the war in the east were excised 
from public memory: the Hitler-Stalin pact of 1939 that 
had divided Poland between Germany and the USSR; 
the massive local collaboration in Eastern Europe and 
indeed inside the USSR itself with the German occupi-
ers; the Soviet Union’s open war against noncommu-
nist local resistance movements in eastern and south-
ern Europe; and of course the atrocities committed by 
Red Army “liberators” as they swept through eastern 
Germany. In the new postwar Communist mythology, 
all war crimes were committed by Fascists, all East-
ern Europeans had opposed German occupation, all 
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had wished for and welcomed liberation by the Soviet 
Union. Remarkably, this nonsense was deployed even 
in East Germany, where it was used to suggest that Na-
zism had been imposed by a capitalist, elitist clique 
upon the socialist workers of Germany. For obvious 
political reasons, then, there was to be no room in the 
Communist bloc for a discussion about the paradoxes 
and brutality of the liberation era. Liberation instead 
was depicted as the first act in a new era of freedom 
and renewal.

Not all Europeans shied away from discussing their 
own suffering. Postwar West Germany readily adopted 
an exculpatory identity of victimhood. The reasons are 
easy to divine. In the last stages of the war, the German 
people, who had mercilessly persecuted others, came 
to experience themselves the genuine horrors of war. 
The extensive bombing of Germany, the heavy fight-
ing across the country, the Soviet onslaught in East 
Prussia and the uprooting of millions of eastern Ger-
mans as well as Volksdeutsche from Eastern Europe, 
all contributed by the end of the war to an atmosphere 
of chaos and suffering. But context is all, and Ger-
mans in 1945 proved unwilling to accept the relation-
ship between cause and effect. Instead, the people of 
western Germany who fell under U.S. or British occu-
pation used their evident suffering as a shield against 
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further punishment. Germans also sensibly deployed 
their own anticommunism as a bridge to the Allies, 
knowing full well that this shared ideological fixation 
would serve to bind victor and vanquished. The results 
worked better than anyone could have predicted. Even 
before the war was officially over, Allied occupation 
in the western part of Germany had softened, soldiers 
were making friends with Germans, and the occupiers 
committed themselves to shelter, feed, and clothe the 
once-despised enemy. In the German case, the defeat 
opened the way to pity and self-pity, and laid the foun-
dations for a paternalistic relationship between the 
United States and West Germany that has survived for 
half a century.

Nor did the war crimes trials, held with considerable 
fanfare across Europe soon after the conclusion of hos-
tilities, help matters much. Despite the genuine and 
earnest efforts of military and civil authorities, post-
war trials tended to serve the interests of the prosecu-
tors, not the plaintiffs. As we have seen in the case of 
the Belsen trial, Jews who had survived Auschwitz or 
Belsen cared little about Josef Kramer’s fate; they felt 
their suffering could not be made good by the convic-
tion and hanging of one man. Yet the British authorities 
used the Belsen trial as a stage on which to exhibit Brit-
ish “fair play” and the rule of law: the trial was about 
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their own eagerness to denounce Nazism, establish the 
moral righteousness of the war, and then put the war 
away. The same dynamic defined the postwar purge tri-
als in France and Italy. There, the new postwar demo-
cratic states put on display a small number of leading 
malefactors, condemned them in most cases to light 
punishment for injuring the interests of the state, and 
quickly shut down the proceedings. The brief outbursts 
of anger in 1944 and 1945 that had led to drumhead jus-
tice and considerable bloodletting in France and Italy 
were suppressed. In the end, only a very few Fascist or 
Vichy leaders were punished; the rest were encouraged 
to slip quietly into obscurity.

In Germany, war crimes trials briefly played a visible 
and important role in illuminating and condemning 
the actions of the Third Reich. Opened in November 
1945 and presided over by the four major Allied pow-
ers—the United States, Britain, the USSR, and France—
the International Military Tribunal held in Nuremberg 
charged twenty-two defendants with a variety of hate-
ful acts, from criminal conspiracy to crimes against 
humanity. The Allied prosecutors presented millions of 
pages of detailed evidence and eyewitness testimony 
to make their case that the German leaders bore per-
sonal responsibility for atrocious crimes, including the 
genocide of the Jews. Eleven of the accused, including 
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Hermann Göring, Joachim von Ribbentrop, Wilhelm 
Keitel, Ernst Kaltenbrunner, Alfred Rosenberg, Hans 
Frank, and Arthur Seyss-Inquart, were condemned to 
a death they richly deserved. Twelve additional trials, 
focusing on other institutions inside the Third Reich, 
from industry to banking, the courts, the foreign min-
istry, and the military, all unearthed mountains of doc-
umentation and left no doubt about the facts of Ger-
many’s culpability for war crimes. Finally, further trials 
of camp commanders and guards, like the one held at 
Belsen, led to further convictions. These proceedings, 
which continued until 1949, burnished the reputation 
of the occupiers and made them feel that they had de-
livered a stern verdict on Nazism. Yet Nuremberg and 
the associated trials also closed the books on the war. 
The defendants in these trials were saddled with the 
crimes of all Nazis, all Fascists, even all the collabora-
tionists and opportunists across Europe who had in 
some way aided and abetted the German wartime im-
perium. The number of those punished was tiny: in the 
end, only 5,025 persons were convicted of war crimes 
or crimes against humanity by the three Western occu-
pying powers. The trials, in rendering verdicts on this 
handful of big fish, released millions of small fry from 
culpability, who swam away on the warm currents of 
anonymity and forgetting.2
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Instead of guilt, German people preferred to stress 
their own suffering and the troubled fate they now 
faced—their nation shattered, occupied, and divided, 
their people hungry and worn. The new Federal Re-
public of Germany embraced the task of reconstruc-
tion with a certain manic zeal, as if to clean up the 
wartime rubble might also lead to a rapid healing of 
the diseased German soul. The Americans lent a hand, 
scaling back the once-bold denazification efforts and 
economic dismantling of Germany in favor of restora-
tion and forgiveness. By the start of 1946, American 
policy openly embraced the task of restoring to “liber-
ated” western Germany its freedom and its sovereignty 
once some semblance of democratic rule could be es-
tablished. In this environment of reconciliation and 
the shared geopolitical aim of German recovery, there 
was no room to discuss the tragedies of the war itself, 
and certainly no desire to return to the bloodied fields 
of Normandy, or the shattered ravines of the Ardennes, 
or the hunger-ravaged streets of Amsterdam and the 
Hague, or the blackened fields of East Prussia, and ask 
for a detailed accounting of why liberation had taken 
so many civilian lives and left such a devastating legacy 
of destruction. The war years were allowed to slip away 
into the past, willfully forgotten.

And so the postwar era closed off inquiry instead of rais-
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ing questions. After so much bloodshed and violence, 
Europeans and Americans welcomed a period of col-
lective amnesia about the realities of war. Fortunately 
for posterity, the scholarship on the Second World War, 
and especially on the ways that we remember the war 
years, is burgeoning. More than half a century later, 
we now have the evidence, and perhaps the critical 
distance, to develop a richer, more complex history of 
the “good war” that incorporates both its glories and 
its misfortunes. The liberation of Europe will always 
inspire us, for it contains a multitude of heroic and 
noble acts, and was at its core an honorable struggle to 
emancipate millions of people from a vile and barbaric 
regime. But this book has suggested that when con-
sidering the history of Europe’s liberation, we not lose 
sight of the human costs that this epic contest exacted 
upon defenseless peoples and ordinary lives. There is 
surely room enough in our histories of World War II for 
introspection, for humility, and for an abiding aware-
ness of the dreadful ugliness of war.
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