
[image: image]


WORLD WAR II
 Victory In Europe

DEFEATING THE NAZIS:
 A TRIUMPH OF COURAGE, MILITARY 
STRATEGY, AND ENDURANCE
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Allied soldiers and French civilians in Paris celebrated victory in Europe, May 8, 1945.
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VE DAY 1945 Celebrating Victory in Europe in Piccadilly Circus, London

“This is a solemn but glorious hour. General Eisenhower informs me that the forces of Germany have surrendered. . . . The flags of freedom fly all over Europe.”

—President Harry Truman, May 8, 1945



1 THE WESTERN FRONT

AS 1945 DAWNED, MOST GERMANS KNEW THAT THEIR COUNTRY WAS ON THE BRINK OF COLLAPSE. FOR MANY, SURVIVING THE ALLIED ONSLAUGHT WAS THE ONLY THING THAT MATTERED. 

The New Year: 1945

AS THE YEAR BEGAN, GERMANY FOUND ITSELF FACING AN INSURMOUNTABLE FOE.
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Allied soldiers and sailors arrived in England in 1945 following a tour of duty. They would soon be deployed back to the continent to wage war against Nazi troops.

The Allies had much to cheer about as they celebrated the New Year in January 1945. The invasion of Normandy, France, the previous summer had finally put the Nazis on the run, and the Allies—the United States, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union—could see that Germany was on the brink of collapse. Along both the Eastern and Western Fronts of Germany, though, there were brutal battles to wage and to win if the Allies were to succeed. Nazi leader Adolf Hitler believed that his country could still triumph, but many of his generals no longer shared this optimistic view.

In Berlin, Allied bombing raids—American during the day and British at night—took a heavy toll. People crowded into air-raid shelters and basements. They wrote messages on walls of gutted buildings to sons and husbands returning from the front, letting them know their families were safe, at least for the moment, and living elsewhere. Berliners were short on food, water, and sanitation facilities. “Heil Hitler!” had been the prevailing everyday greeting and rallying cry; now, Berliners declared, “Bleib übrig!”—Survive!

The Russians compounded Germans’ misery as they advanced north from Hungary and west through East Prussia. The Red Army showed no mercy to captured military or to civilians. Murder, rape, and looting became common tactics of the Soviet forces. Germans faced their untenable situation with a dark humor: “Be practical,” they quipped at Christmastime. “Give a coffin.”

Europe 1945
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When World War II began, Axis powers lined up behind the Nazis, but by 1945 Germany was surrounded by enemy forces. 

Axis Powers: Germany, Italy, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, Japan

Allied Powers: United States, Britain, USSR, Australia, Belgium, Canada, China, Denmark, France, Greece, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Poland, South Africa, Yugoslavia, Brazil


Path to the End

As 1945 dawned, six long years of war was ending. The Allies squeezed Germany from two sides, while the fighting in the Pacific became even more savage from all sides.

JANUARY
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JANUARY 17 Soviet forces liberated Poland’s capital city, Warsaw, opening the path for the Russians to move south into Germany.

JANUARY 25 The Battle of the Bulge, Hitler’s last major offensive on the Western Front, ended in a decisive victory for the Allies.

FEBRUARY
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FEBRUARY 4 Allied leaders met at Yalta, a city on the Black Sea, to discuss the surrender of Germany and Japan and to plan for the postwar world.

MARCH
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MARCH 7 U.S. troops crossed the Rhine River at Remagen in western Germany, paving the way for soldiers to move into Germany’s heartland.

MAY
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MAY 7 Germany surrendered to the Western Allies.

MAY 9 Germany surrendered to the Soviets, bringing the war in Europe to a close.



The Battle of the Bulge

WITH THE ALLIES SQUEEZING GERMANY FROM THE EAST AND WEST, HITLER PROPOSED A DARING PLAN.
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Germany’s prized Panzer tanks played a key role in the Battle of the Bulge, December 16, 1944, to January 25, 1945.

In the fall of 1944, Hitler developed a strategy that he hoped would turn the war in the western regions of Europe to his favor and halt the advancing American and British troops. He wanted to seize Antwerp, Belgium, a key port city on the Atlantic coast, which would split the American and British armies fighting in the heavily wooded Ardennes Forest in Belgium. He named the plan Operation Autumn Mist, but it became known as the Battle of the Bulge for the effect the maneuver had on the Allied front lines. If the plan succeeded, Hitler believed American president Franklin Roosevelt and British prime minister Winston Churchill would be forced to the negotiating table.

Hitler’s military advisers complained that the scheme was overly ambitious. The Nazi army lacked fuel, tanks, replacement parts, guns, and artillery shells for such an aggressive campaign. In addition, they noted that German soldiers had begun to surrender en masse and that five years of heavy combat had so depleted the rank and file that most of the fighting was being done by young boys and old men. Hitler was unswayed by these arguments and pushed preparations forward.

A cornerstone of the offensive strategy was the creation of a new armored tank group, the Sixth Panzer Army, which was placed in the hands of Josef “Sepp” Dietrich, Hitler’s friend and adviser. The Fifth Panzer Army, led by General Hasso von Manteuffel, who had gained fame for his battle strategies on the Eastern Front and in North Africa, also played an essential role. The offensive’s success hinged on the element of surprise.

Allied code breakers, however, were one step ahead of the Germans. They intercepted a message sent by the Japanese ambassador in Berlin to government and military officials in Tokyo. The missive described the massing of “a million” Nazis on the Western Front. The Allies also learned that the Luftwaffe, the German air force, was stockpiling fuel and ammunition in the west and that Nazi officers were seeking soldiers who spoke “the American dialect” to disrupt Allied troop movement and spread confusion among the ranks.

But instead of providing the Allies with a strategic advantage, this information made Allied commanders overconfident. The deadly battle began early on December 16, 1944, when artillery guns lit up the winter sky in what would be one of the last great German offensives of the war. 
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Winter challenged U.S. troops advancing to counter German forces in the Ardennes Forest in Belgium.
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In the first days of fighting, Nazi soldiers, part of the SS, moved quickly through the Ardennes Forest.

Penetrating Allied Lines
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Wary American troops fighting in St. Vith, Belgium, watched for German snipers as they sought to capture the village.

German field marshal Gerd Von Rundstedt, assigned to lead the attack in the Ardennes, was a trusted, experienced commander who had served in World War I. Although he was pessimistic about the offensive and knew he did not have enough troops for a decisive victory, he lined up his men along a 60-mile front that stretched from southern Belgium to Luxembourg. “Your great hour has struck,” he told his men. “You bear in yourselves a divine duty to give everything and to achieve the superhuman for our Fatherland and our Führer.” 

As the assault began, 250,000 German soldiers, accompanied by infantry and tanks, charged rapidly through the Ardennes. Within nine days, the Germans had penetrated the American and British front lines, splitting their armies and creating a 70-mile-wide and 50-mile-deep “bulge” in the Allied defensive positions.

The Allies were caught unprepared, and their 80,000 soldiers were facing the enemy for the first time. For many American troops, it would be their first battle and their last. As the stunned Allies retreated, the advancing Germans captured thousands of soldiers. The Nazis executed many of them and held others as prisoners of war. Germans disguised as American GIs moved behind the Allied lines, cutting communication lines and seizing vital bridgeheads.

Hardened Troops
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American soldiers used occasional lulls in the Battle of the Bulge to recover from the bitter cold. 

By December 20, four days after the start of Operation Autumn Mist, the Germans had surrounded American forces stationed in Bastogne, Belgium, a strategically important town where the Ardennes region’s main roads converged. Running short on ammunition, besieged U.S. troops fought valiantly but gave up ground hour after hour while sustaining heavy losses from enemy bombardment. Still, they managed to hold on, and when the Germans demanded that the Americans surrender on December 22, the U.S. commander refused. 

Finally, on December 26, the U.S. Third Army, led by General George Patton, broke through the German lines and relieved Bastogne’s beleaguered defenders. When the Nazis were running out of fuel and ammunition, and unable to push Patton’s troops back, Fifth Panzer Army general von Manteuffel asked for permission to withdraw. Hitler denied the request, and the Panzers remained mired in the conflict.

In the days after Bastogne, the battle for the Ardennes continued, but the tide of war had changed. Patton moved his men north, successfully attacking the southern German lines. British field marshal Bernard Montgomery and his soldiers, moving south on January 3, struck on the northern flank of the “bulge.” Four days later, U.S. troops cut off a main German supply road, depriving the Nazis of an important route to transport ammunition and other crucial equipment. With the Battle of the Bulge lost, the weary German soldiers retreated to the east, toward the German heartland.

While Churchill called the Battle of the Bulge “undoubtedly the greatest American battle of the war,” troops paid a heavy price for the victory. Close to 21,000 Allied soldiers were killed. Another 43,000 men were wounded, and over 23,000 were captured or reported missing in action. German losses were horrific as well: 15,000 killed, 41,000 wounded, and 27,000 captured or missing. The Germans also lost 600 tanks and 1,600 aircraft. In the end, Hitler’s costly grand scheme only delayed the Allied march into Germany by about six weeks. Moreover, the Allies had destroyed the Germans’ ability to hold a line in the west.

Driving a Wedge Between the Western Allies
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German forces pierced the American and British front lines in the Ardennes region of Belgium and Luxembourg.


Moving on the Western Front

A handful of key events forced Germany to its knees and wreaked havoc on the country.

1945

JANUARY

JANUARY 1  Germany conducted a raid against Allied airfields, destroying more than 450 planes.

JANUARY 25  Battle of the Bulge ended.

FEBRUARY
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FEBRUARY 3 Allies began bombing Berlin.

FEBRUARY 13 Dresden bombing created a firestorm that reduced the city to ashes.

MARCH
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MARCH 7 U.S. forces crossed the Rhine River at Remagen, Germany.

APRIL
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APRIL 12 President Franklin Roosevelt died, and Harry Truman became president.

APRIL 26 American and Soviet armies met at the Elbe River in Germany.

APRIL 30 Adolf Hitler committed suicide.




Old Blood and Guts
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General George Patton (1885–1945) was as audacious as he was abrupt, a soldier who always kept his men moving across the battlefield. Patton also relished combat. He earned the nickname “Old Blood and Guts,” prompting his troops to joke, “Our blood, his guts.” He helped lead Allied troops in their successful invasion of Sicily, the island off the southern tip of Italy, and later led the Third Army as it swept across France in 1944. He was never a diplomat, however, and his bosses, especially General Dwight Eisenhower, the supreme commander of the Allied forces in Europe, were often critical of him.



	


One-Word Reply: Nuts!
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When U.S. Army general Anthony McAuliffe (1898–1975) received a written demand from the Germans on December 22 ordering him to surrender at Bastogne, the U.S. position was dire. McAuliffe’s troops had been surrounded for days and had sustained heavy casualties. Nevertheless, McAuliffe’s now-famous response was “Nuts!” Officers under his command tried to come up with suitable, official language to rephrase the answer, but in the end decided to let the one-word reply stand. It would become one of the most famous quotes of the war.

On December 30, 1944, McAuliffe received the Distinguished Service Cross, the second-highest military award that can be given to a member of the army. 




Germany’s Tiger Tanks

THESE ARMORED VEHICLES WERE THE PRIDE OF THE NATION AND THE BACKBONE OF THE NAZI MILITARY.
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The huge, fearsome German Panzer tanks provided excellent protection for infantry troops as they advanced on the battlefield.

In less than a decade, German engineers and plant workers designed and turned out over 25,000 tanks, each version larger, more sophisticated, and more deadly than its predecessor.

SERIES I The Nazis developed the first Panzer tank, the Pz. 1, for training in 1934. The German army used over 1,400 Pz. 1s, small but mighty tanks no taller than a man, in the battle for France.
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SERIES I Panzer 1 or Pz. 1

Introduced in 1934
Number built: 830*

SERIES II By the start of the war, German factories were turning out the Pz. 2 for combat duty. 
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SERIES II Panzer 2 or Pz. 2

Introduced in 1935
Number built: 1,850*

SERIES III When the Soviets began manufacturing tanks that outgunned the 10-ton Pz. 2, the Germans created the more heavily armed Pz. 3. This tank, covered in 2- to 3-inch armor, was armed with a 50 mm gun, weighed 20 tons, carried a crew of five, and was used both in the Soviet Union and southern Europe. 
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SERIES III Panzer 3 or Pz. 3

Introduced in 1936
Number built: 5,775*

SERIES IV The Pz. 4 weighed 25 tons and came with two 75 mm guns and two machine guns. It was engineered to match improving enemy designs and was produced between 1936 and 1945. 
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SERIES IV Panzer 4 or Pz. 4

Introduced in 1936
Number built: 8,800*

SERIES V Many historians believe that the Panther, the Pz. 5, was the best tank any country built during the war. Though it weighed 45 tons, this vehicle was still highly mobile in rugged terrain. And, with its 75 mm gun and over three inches of armor at the front and nearly two inches on the back and sides, it was an effective weapon on the battlefield.
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SERIES V Panther or Pz. 5

Introduced in 1942
Number built: 5,000*

SERIES VI The Pz. 6 Tiger was much bigger but slower and less agile than the Panther, and the Germans used the Tiger most often in defensive operations. At 70 tons, it was the heaviest tank produced by any country during the war. And armed with an 88 mm gun, it decimated its lighter foe, the U.S. Sherman tank.
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SERIES VI Tiger I or Pz. 6

Introduced in 1942
Number built: 1,350*

*All numbers are estimates.




Heinz Guderian: German Tank Mastermind
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German commander Heinz Guderian (1888–1954) revolutionized the way in which armored vehicles were used on the battlefield. 

Prussian by birth, Guderian served with the German army in World War I, remained in the German military, and in 1934 became chief of staff of Motorized Troops Command. In 1938, Hitler named Guderian to the new position of chief of Mobile Troops. He became a student of mechanized warfare and published a number of papers describing how tanks should be used in battle, including his famous work Achtung–Panzer! (Attention, Tank!). Guderian went on to pioneer the use of a variety of systems for tank troops to communicate with each other during battle. This tactical advantage led to much of Germany’s early success in World War II.

In 1941, Hitler dismissed Guderian for criticizing his decision to withdraw and hold his tanks at the outskirts of Moscow instead of pushing forward into the Russian capital. But after the Russians humiliated the Nazis at Stalingrad in February 1943, Hitler again turned to Guderian, elevating him first to inspector-general of Armored Troops and then to chief of staff of the army in 1944. American forces captured Guderian in May 1945, and he remained a prisoner until his release in 1948.





Operation Lumberjack

THE BATTLE OF THE BULGE WAS OVER, BUT CROSSING INTO GERMANY WAS NOT EASY.
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When the Germans failed to destroy the railroad bridge at Remagen and the first U.S. forces crossed, a sign appeared: “Cross the Rhine with dry feet. Courtesy of the 9th Armored Division.”

Following their January victory at the Battle of the Bulge, the Allies continued their slog toward Germany. Their goal was to capture the west bank of the Rhine River and three strategic German cities: Cologne, Bonn, and Remagen. Allied leaders agreed that while resistance would be fierce, enemy forces would not be able to stop the campaign code-named Lumberjack. 

The 21st Army Group, composed of British, Canadian, and American divisions, closed in on the Rhine in the north, while the U.S. First Army headed for Cologne and Koblenz. 

In the face of the opposition, the German military stood its ground. In an attempt to slow the Allied advance, Hitler ordered the bridges over the Rhine destroyed. One of the few spans left intact was the Ludendorff Bridge, 15 miles south of Bonn, which crossed the Rhine at the ancient Roman town of Remagen. Named for General Erich Ludendorff, who had led the final German offensives on the Western Front during World War I, this strong railway bridge dominated the town and provided passage to retreating German soldiers and escaping refugees.

On March 7, the U.S. First Army began its advance to Remagen, led by Lieutenant Karl Timmermann, commander of Company A of the 27th Armored Infantry Battalion. Timmermann believed that the Germans, who were stationed on either side of the river, would destroy the Ludendorff before he arrived. But when the lieutenant put his field glasses to his eyes and looked toward the Rhine, he saw that the bridge was still standing. The Germans were planning to destroy the bridge as soon as their soldiers crossed. 


A Bridge Too Far
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After crossing the Rhine, Americans planted the U.S. flag on the towers of the Ludendorff Bridge at Remagen.

At around 2 PM, just as the Americans were about to advance toward the bridge, a dark torrent of earth, paving stones, and iron exploded on its western ramp. The Germans had blown a 30-foot crater in the roadway leading to the bridge. Bullets then rained down on the advancing GIs from the bridge’s towers. “I’ll see you on the other side,” one of Timmermann’s men said as the troops pressed forward. Company A was then rocked by another tremendous explosion. When the smoke cleared, the soldiers expected once again to see that the Ludendorff had collapsed into the Rhine.

Instead, the bridge was still standing. Two of Timmermann’s men raced up the girders to cut the wires leading to the remaining German demolition charges, while the rest of Timmermann’s men fought their way to the other side. Before the German captain in charge of the Nazi efforts surrendered, he sent this message to his superiors: “. . . the demolition of the bridge was unsuccessful . . . the Americans have crossed.”

The capture of the Ludendorff, dubbed the “Miracle of Remagen,” allowed Allied armies to stream across the river. Within the first 24 hours, more than 8,000 soldiers had passed over the last natural barrier to Germany’s heartland. An attempt by the Nazis to retake the bridge failed. Ten days later, the bridge had been hit by nearly one dozen German-fired V-2 rockets, and the heavily damaged span collapsed, taking 24 Americans to their death. The Ludendorff, however, had served its purpose. For the Allies, it was a one-way, eastbound street. They were now poised to push into the interior of Germany.
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 U.S. Army engineers worked to repair damage done by Germans to the Ludendorff Bridge. 

Moving Across the Rhine
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Following their victory in Belgium, the Allies’ next objective was to cross the Rhine and seize Germany’s heartland. 


FACES of WAR

OMAR BRADLEY

[image: ]

“In war there is no second prize for the runner-up.”

The commander of the U.S. First Army, General Omar Bradley was one of the first to receive word that the bridge at Remagen had been taken by the Americans. By the end of the war, Bradley had cumulatively commanded more troops than any other general in American history. His modest style made him a favorite of the GIs. Eisenhower called him “the master tactician of our forces . . . America’s foremost battle leader.”



Into the Heartland

ONCE THE ALLIES HAD CROSSED THE RHINE, EISENHOWER’S ATTENTION SHIFTED TO THE RUHR VALLEY.
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German troops who fought in the Ruhr Valley were held in a prison camp following their surrender on April 17, 1945.

Once they crossed the Rhine River, the Western Allies began a determined drive into the Ruhr Valley, an area bordered roughly by the Rhine to the west, the cities of Dortmund and Hagen to the east, the Ruhr River to the south, and the Lippe River to the north. This strategic area was rich with coal and iron deposits, and it was the Third Reich’s primary industrial center. 

The plan called for British field marshal Bernard Montgomery to march toward the Elbe River in the north, while the Americans pushed south toward the Ruhr. The goal was to encircle and eliminate the German forces that remained in the region. 

General Dwight Eisenhower’s strategy surprised other Allied war planners, who presumed the commander would continue the advance on to Berlin. Montgomery and Churchill were unhappy. “Berlin remains of high strategic importance,” Churchill wrote to Roosevelt. “The Allied armies of the north and center should now march at the highest speed towards the Elbe.”

Eisenhower, unmoved, won the dispute and proceeded, dismissing Berlin as “nothing but a geographical location.” On April 1, the Americans finished surrounding the Ruhr Valley and cut off about 500,000 Nazi troops.
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Allied air attacks targeted German industries in the Ruhr Valley. Survivors of the bombings surveyed the damage to their streets and homes. 
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Despite the danger, on March 25, 1945, Winston Churchill crossed the Rhine accompanied by several U.S. and British generals.

The Germans, led by Field Marshal Walther Model, tried unsuccessfully to counterattack, first in the north, then in the south. Model also balked at orders from Hitler to destroy the industries in the area. “All fear comes from the Devil,” he wrote his wife, as the Americans closed in. “We must all die at some time or other.”

When American general Omar Bradley ordered more troops to squeeze the Ruhr Valley from both the north and the south, Model gave his men the option of trying to go home or fighting their way out of the Ruhr. Most soldiers decided to surrender. “What is there left to a commander in defeat?” Model told his officers, “In ancient times, they took poison.” And on April 21, Model, one of the Third Reich’s best commanders, committed suicide.

“My purpose is to destroy the enemy’s forces and his powers.” 

­—Dwight Eisenhower


Eisenhower the Diplomat
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General Dwight Eisenhower (right), supreme commander of the Allied forces in Europe, conferred with British field marshal Bernard Montgomery about Allied battle plans.

Managing the personalities  of his commanders and of the Western leaders—on top of day-to-day military problems—was often a challenge for Eisenhower. To relieve the stress, he read stories of the Wild West at night. That way, “I don’t have to think,” he said. 

Eisenhower was especially irritated by some decisions by Montgomery. In one well-known incident recorded by photographers (see far right, above), after the Americans had captured the Ludendorff Bridge in Germany, Montgomery allowed Churchill to commandeer a river launch and cross the Rhine River. The British leader, who had been visiting Montgomery, took several members of the Allied forces with him, and spent about 30 minutes in enemy territory. No harm came to the group.



A Cultural Center Is Flattened

IN THE MOST DESTRUCTIVE BOMBING RAID OF THE WAR, THE ALLIES INCINERATED DRESDEN, KILLING NEARLY 135,000 PEOPLE.
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An Allied bombing raid created a firestorm in Dresden, Germany. It reduced much of the city to ashes and killed more people than any other Allied bombing raid.

“It seems to me that the moment has come when the question of bombing of German cities simply for the sake of increasing the terror, though under other pretexts, should be reviewed.”­

­— Winston Churchill, March 28, 1945

The northern German city of Dresden, nicknamed the “Florence of the Elbe River,” was filled with museums and historic buildings that dated from medieval times. Because it had not been a military target in the early years of the war, Dresden escaped the fire bombings that decimated other German cities, and it became a magnet for refugees fleeing the advancing Red Army. By February 13, 1945, Dresden was teeming with people, far more than the city’s official population of 350,000. Over the next 48 hours, an estimated 135,000 would be killed, the greatest loss of civilian life of all Allied bombing raids during the war. 

The campaign, which was conducted by 800 American and British aircraft, unleashed more than 3,400 tons of explosives on the beleaguered city. Incendiary bombs ignited a firestorm that burned for days and destroyed eight square miles. Some citizens were lucky enough to escape the inferno and ended up with only burned feet. A few people tried to find refuge in the city’s reservoirs, only to drown. Those hospitals left standing were overwhelmed with the injured.

Why was Dresden targeted so late in the war? Some argue that Dresden was a major communications center, and destroying the city prevented the German army from sending messages. Dresden may have been selected because Churchill and Roosevelt had promised Russian Premier Joseph Stalin that they would bomb eastern Germany. Or, the city may have been chosen to warn Stalin not to stray from the agreements made earlier in the war. The United States and Britain hoped that their display of fearsome firepower would discourage the ambitious Russian leader.
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Elderly people lent a hand in the rebuilding of Dresden, but there was little they could do. The process would take decades.

“I would have destroyed Dresden again. The bombers kept over a million fit Germans out of the German army.”

­—British air marshal Sir Arthur “Bomber” Harris


Bombers: A Key to Victory
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B-24 Liberator
Wingspan: 110 feet
Length: 68 feet
Engines: 1,200 horsepower
Ceiling: 28,000 feet

The military use of aircraft became widespread during World War I. Early fighter planes were equipped with machine guns and built for maneuverability, which enabled them to engage in aerial combat and strafe enemy ground positions. Bombers were designed to carry heavy weapons and inflict serious damage on the ground, but their targeting technology was limited. A two-man crew manually ejected single bombs as best they could.   

World War II triggered a rapid evolution in the design of combat aircraft. Bombers and fighters were produced rapidly to meet war needs, and numerous changes were made to improve them. America’s first long-range bomber, the B-17 Fortress, was introduced in 1938; it went from design board to aerial flight testing in less than one year. This plane was soon followed by the B-24 Liberator and then the B-29 Superfortress. These new planes were faster and could reach altitudes unattainable by World War I–era aircraft. They delivered powerful explosives to level military and industrial sites and to destroy essential war resources. 

The B-17 was used by the British during the first years of the war. Designers of the B-24 Liberator, which went into production in 1941, made improvements: Engineers successfully extended the range by 100 miles, increased the weight of bombs the planes could carry to 8,000 pounds, and equipped the aircraft with ten defensive machine guns. The newly designed Liberator was used to carry out the more damaging air assaults on Germany and other Axis targets in Europe; its longer range and greater speed were also used to advantage in the Pacific. 

Several American companies including Consolidated, Ford, and Douglas Aircraft produced the Liberator, and their workers struggled to keep up with demand. Sometimes, the flight crew even stayed at the factory so they could get used to the new plane as soon as it came off the production line. Nicknamed the “Flying Boxcar” due to its flat-sided fuselage, the B-24 Liberator became the most produced U.S. bomber during the war. In all, more than 18,000 B-24s were built; the plane was retired in 1945.



The Capture of Hanover

WHEN AMERICAN SOLDIERS REACHED THE CITY, THEY SAW THAT ALLIED BOMBS HAD REDUCED IT TO RUBBLE.
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Hanover’s railway station was destroyed during the Allied assaults on the city.

The road through the heart of Germany was paved with bombed-out buildings and ruined cities, the results of repeated aerial assaults. One of the hardest-hit metropolitan areas was Hanover, an important railroad junction and industrial center.

The British had begun their aerial missions over the city during the summer of 1941, attacking rail yards, oil refineries, metal works, and other strategic targets. In September 1943, the Allies dropped over 2,100 tons of bombs on Hanover, followed by another 1,600 tons in October of that year. Still, the Allies were not done. On January 5 and 6, 1945, they blanketed the city with 2,300 more tons of explosives. The raids left 90 percent of the inner city in ruins. Residential areas were nearly obliterated, and some 6,000 civilians were killed.

Still, the Allied ground advance on Hanover was slowed by pockets of German resistance, mostly by determined SS detachments. It wasn’t until the second week of April 1945 that the Americans, led by Major General Alexander Bolling and his 84th Infantry Division, reached the city’s outskirts. They took two days to capture the city, and when it fell on April 10, the 84th Infantry was ready to push through to Berlin. Three days later, Bolling and his men reached the Elbe River. There, the American troops received orders to stand their ground and halt their advance.

The Fall of Nuremberg

HAND-TO-HAND FIGHTING MARKED THE DEMISE OF THE SPIRITUAL CENTER OF THE NAZI PARTY.
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Allied bombing raids pounded Nuremberg and its factories into rubble, opening the way for U.S. troops to enter the city.

Berlin may have been the political center of Nazism, but Nuremberg was its spiritual hub. A city with historical ties to the Holy Roman Empire, Nuremberg was chosen by Nazi officials to host the party’s annual rally, a ritualized spectacle designed to energize the faithful. The rallies became so huge that Albert Speer, the Third Reich’s chief architect, designed a vast complex of buildings and parade grounds, dubbed the Zeppelinfeld, on the edge of the city to accommodate the crowds.

The assemblies included military parades, mass callisthenic classes, music, and singing. The dramatic high point came on the evening of the “Day of the Political Leaders,” an homage to the party’s “martyrs” who had been killed in the failed 1923 Munich “Beer Hall Putsch,” Hitler’s attempted coup d’état. 

In 1935, the Nazis used the rally to announce the infamous Nuremberg Laws, which stripped Jews of their citizenship and deprived them of many political rights. 

Destroying the Old City

During the war, Nuremberg became a significant site for the manufacture of aircraft, submarines, and tank engines. In January and February 1945, the old city suffered its heaviest rounds of bombing by Allied planes. These systematic raids by the British Royal Air Force and the U.S. Army Air Force destroyed most of the city’s center including medieval walls, a castle, and two historic churches. In addition, manufacturing plants in outlying areas were demolished. In the raid that took place on January 2, nearly 2,000 people were killed in just one hour. The following month, in February, another bombing raid killed another 1,000. In all, about 6,000 residents of the city lost their lives in the air raids and 100,000 were left homeless.

Door to Door

On March 28, the U.S. Seventh Army crossed the Rhine and began its march toward Nuremberg. They reached the city by April 16 and began their attack from the north and south. Hitler ordered his troops to defend Nuremberg at all costs, and the Nazis trained their antiaircraft guns on the American invaders. For the next four days, U.S. troops fought hand to hand, block by block, one building at a time. When the Americans breached what remained of Nuremberg’s medieval walls, troops quickly over­whelmed about 2,000 enemy soldiers; on April 21, the Allies officially took the city and installed the American flag high above Adolf Hitler Platz. 

Much of Nuremberg lay in ruins, and legions of residents had fled. Ancient landmarks had been destroyed or were badly damaged. A handful of dead Nazi loyalists remained where they had fallen in the streets.

Soon thereafter, on the southeast edge of the city, an American Army rabbi arrived at Speer’s immense Zeppelinfeld to offer a prayer of thanksgiving. Later, reporters watched as the Americans blew up the infamous, large statue of the swastika that had loomed over the parade grounds. 

The Germans rebuilt Nuremberg after the war. While architects and workers did their best to restore the city to its former glory, many of the city’s ancient buildings were beyond repair or reconstruction.

The Fall of Berchtesgaden  

HITLER’S FAMOUS MOUNTAIN RETREAT WAS A PRIME TARGET AS THE ALLIES SQUEEZED GERMANY.
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On May 4, U.S. Army soldiers ripped down the Nazi flag that was flying over Hitler’s retreat at Berchtesgaden. British bombs had damaged the complex, and retreating SS troops had set fire to it.

As early as the fall of 1943, Eisenhower had worried that Nazis would entrench themselves in heavily fortified strongholds in Bavaria in southeastern Germany. Now, as the end of the war loomed, the general began to focus on Nazi Party diehards who he thought would either withdraw to Bavaria’s rugged mountains and make a desperate last stand or hole up there and wage a guerrilla-style war.

One of the region’s prime strategic targets was Berchtesgaden, a remote village 80 miles southeast of Munich. It was here, on the bucolic slopes of a mountain retreat, the Obersalzberg, that Hitler had come after his failed 1923 “Beer Hall Putsch” and where he had written the second volume of Mein Kampf. The chalets and lodges of top Nazi leaders, including Hermann Göring, head of the Luftwaffe; Martin Bormann, Hitler’s private secretary; and Speer, were located on the Obersalzberg. The area also held a large consignment of troops from the SS that provided security.
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The mountaintop Eagle’s Nest was built for Hitler’s 50th birthday. 

The Dash to Berchtesgaden

Allied troops, both Free French and Americans, raced to capture Berchtesgaden. At first, they targeted the enclave from the air, hoping to destroy both Hitler’s home and the Eagle’s Nest, the chalet where Hitler entertained dignitaries and guests. On April 25, a group of British Royal Air Force planes dropped an estimated 1,400 tons of bombs, designed to destroy underground bunkers that the Allies believed existed beneath the Obersalzberg complex. The homes of Bormann and Göring and the Eagle’s Nest all sustained heavy damage. After the raid, local Germans raced up the mountain to loot the contents of the buildings. They stole valuable pieces of furniture as well as Bormann’s prized collection of watercolors. 

On May 4, departing SS troops set fire to Hitler’s home, and it was still smoldering later that day when two Allied infantry battalions, including the U.S. Army’s Third Infantry Division, marched on the village. The soldiers tore down the Nazi flag and ripped it into souvenir shreds. Finally, the Americans made their way to the Eagle’s Nest. There they found wine, teacups, and spoons etched with “A.H.” Göring’s house yielded 18,000 bottles of wine and liquor, thousands of cigarette lighters and cameras, and two dozen suitcases stuffed with clothing.
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In 1933, Adolf Hitler bought a house on Obersalzberg Mountain at Berchtesgaden near the Austrian border. He eventually expanded the site into a large complex of buildings.

Allies Free the Netherlands

THE LIBERATION OF ARNHEM, NETHERLANDS, WAS NOT EASY, AND BOTH GERMANS AND THE WESTERN ALLIES FOUGHT HARD FOR THIS STRATEGIC TOWN.
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On April 14, 1945, the Allies routed the Germans from Arnhem, the first step in liberating the Netherlands. Here, troops work to stabilize damaged buildings.

As the Western Allies crossed the Rhine and advanced slowly into Germany, they were simultaneously fighting to liberate Arnhem in the Netherlands from its Nazi occupiers. The initiative, dubbed Operation Cannonshot, was led by the Canadian First Army and launched April 11, 1945. As Canadian troops crossed the IJssel River and began to attack Arnhem, the Royal Air Force provided cover, targeting and destroying German positions within the city. A separate assault was mounted from the south, but those soldiers encountered such strong German resistance that the Allies relocated their forces and continued the battle from the east. Over the next several days, Allied progress was slowed by mines and demolished bridges, but in the end the Nazis could not hold Arnhem. By April 14, the Canadians had secured most of the city, with mop-up operations taking another two days. It was a victory that paved the way to liberate the Netherlands. In early May, German forces surrendered the country. 
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Arnhem, some 20 miles west of the German border, was the scene of a major battle for the Netherlands.
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Allied troops faced stiff resistance from Nazis in Dutch cities. These British soldiers took cover from sniper fire during a battle.

A City in Ruins

The liberated city of Arnhem was a shell of its prewar self. The occupying Nazis had taken almost everything of use, and the damage from multiple bombing runs and artillery barrages had left most buildings empty skeletons. Homes that were still standing had no furniture, no windows, and no doors. Bridges had been destroyed, and temporary, movable spans were the only means to travel from west to east. One war reporter described the city as “a deserted, burning shell.” Allied casualties during the battle were fairly small; about 60 Allied soldiers lost their lives and over 130 were wounded. No exact counts exist, but the number of injured and dead Germans is estimated to be in the thousands.
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Liberation in Italy gave rise to strong emotions in those who had suffered during the war. An elderly woman gave an American soldier a welcoming kiss.

The Allies Move North Through Italy

HELPED BY ITALIAN RESISTANCE FIGHTERS, THE ALLIES ADVANCED FROM SOUTHERN EUROPE.
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Throngs in Bologna, Italy, gave an exuberant welcome to Italian resistance movement members who freed their city on April 21, 1945.

In 1943, following its surrender to the Allies, Italy had officially changed sides in the war. But German forces still occupied the northern part of the country, and the region had its own puppet Fascist government, which was led by Il Duce Benito Mussolini. As 1945 proceeded, the Nazis stationed in Italy were determined to prevent the Allies from using the country as a base for attacks against northern Europe and the Balkans to the east. 

To unseat the Germans, the Allies planned a spring offensive. They started on April 6 with two diversionary attacks on the coasts, a ploy to draw the German defenders away from the main planned thrust through the country’s center. By April 19, British and American troops had surrounded the northern city of Bologna. Two days later, another group of Allied fighters entered Bologna and secured the city. American troops continued moving north and on April 23 crossed the Po River. They were roughly 250 miles south of the German border. As they proceeded to Salò, the small town where the puppet government was headquartered, they encountered less and less resistance.

Italians Join the Battle

As the Allied forces pushed north, an Italian political group representing resistance forces opposed to the Fascist regime, the partisans, organized a general strike and armed uprising in the major cities of Genoa, Milan, Turin, and Venice. The partisans intended this “Day of Uprising,” scheduled for April 25, to demonstrate that the Fascists no longer controlled the country. The strike also freed partisans from their day jobs so they could participate in the battle against the remaining Germans and Fascists. The uprising was successful, and some historians believe that it saved key industrial sites in northern Italy from destruction by retreating enemy forces.

Total Surrender

Over the next few days as the uprisings continued, Fascist governments in northern cities began to crumble. Some were ousted even before the Allied troops arrived. On April 25, anti-Fascists forced the Nazis out of Turin and Milan. On April 27, General Reinhart Meinhold, the commander of German forces in Genoa, found himself surrounded by anti-Fascist forces and surrendered—one of the few times in history that military forces capitulated to civilians. The next day, German troops in Venice were also forced to cede to the partisan groups.

In the wake of these Nazi capitulations, some confusion ensued over the surrender agreement in Italy. Secret negotiations for a settlement had been underway in Switzerland since March. But on May 1, General Albert Kesselring, commander of German forces in southern Europe, voiced his opposition to the agreement. However, on the next day, he consented, allowing the surrender to take effect. Approximately one million German soldiers finally laid down their arms. 

At war’s end, Allied troops in Italy had fought their way over 1,000 miles. More than 300,000 U.S. and British troops and 430,000 German troops had been killed, severely wounded, or were missing.

Nazi Occupation in Northern Italy Ends
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As the partisans, supported by Allied forces, united in Italy’s northern cities, Benito Mussolini’s Fascist government came to an end. The dictator himself, trying to escape, was caught near the Swiss border. 


Partisans: Civilian Resistance to the Axis
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Partisans were finally free to walk the streets of Milan after its liberation on April 25, 1945.

The civilian resistance to German occupation in northern Italy was organized by the Committee of National Liberation, a coalition of anti-Fascists known as partisans. There were as many as 200,000 of these men and women, and they managed to kill enemy soldiers, destroy communication lines and transportation centers, and disrupt Axis supply lines. The Allies supplied the partisans with arms and other goods, usually by parachute drop from the Royal Air Force or the American Office of Strategic Services. German and Fascist forces did their best to suppress any resistance activity and often executed partisans and made a public display of the bodies to dissuade others from joining the group. Over the course of the war, nearly 50,000 partisans lost their lives in the fight to free Italy.



The Final Days in the Führerbunker

LIVING UNDERGROUND IN BERLIN, HITLER ISSUED HIS FINAL ORDERS.
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The debris left behind in the Führerbunker, where Hitler and Eva Braun committed suicide, included a 16th-century painting that had been looted from a Milan museum.
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At war’s end, the Führerbunker was still intact. However, on December 5, 1947, the Soviets tried to demolish it completely. In 1959, the area was leveled and turned into a park.
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Following the capture of Berlin, American soldiers examined the remains of the Reich Chancellery.

In January 1945 , Hitler relocated to Berlin and took refuge in the Führerbunker, a self-sufficient underground air-raid shelter that had 18 rooms and its own water and electrical supply. The heavily fortified bunker was adjacent to the Reich Chancellery in the city center, and it was to be the final home of the Nazi regime. 

When Hitler first moved into the Führerbunker, his days followed a certain pattern. In the afternoon, he came to an undamaged wing of the Chancellery building, where he consulted with his top military advisers and aides. Following these meetings, he had tea with his secretaries and other officials. He then retreated underground and spent the nights in the bunker. This routine soon gave way to another. Hitler emerged to take his dog, an Alsatian named Blondi, on short walks in the Chancellery gardens and then spent the rest of his time underground. Hitler continued to confer with his top advisers, including Göring, Heinrich Himmler, and Joachim von Ribbentrop, in the bunker, usually meeting them at night. 

In March, amidst desperate, last-ditch fighting and with the Allies closing in on Berlin, Hitler issued this order: “All military transport and communication facilities, industrial establishments and supply depots, as well as anything else of value within Reich territory, which could in any way be used by the enemy immediately or within the foreseeable future for the prosecution of the war, will be destroyed.” 

Hitler demanded that Albert Speer, Minister of Armaments and War Production and the primary planner of the country’s war economy, oversee the destruction. Speer refused to obey what has become known as the Nero Decree, believing that the German people would need the infrastructure and supplies after the war’s end. Speer was able to persuade generals to ignore the order. Soon thereafter, he traveled to Berlin and told Hitler of his actions. By that time it was too late to countermand Speer’s decision, and, as a result, at least some of Germany’s industrial base survived the war.

In April, Hitler’s mistress, Eva Braun, and Joseph Goebbels and his family joined Hitler in the Führerbunker. Later that month, on April 20, Hitler came up to award Iron Crosses to members of the Hitler Youth. It would be his last trip to the surface, for on that day Berlin was hit by Soviet artillery fire. Just two days later, Hitler was forced to admit that the Nazis could not win the war. He blamed his generals for the loss and stated that he would stay in Berlin until the end. 

By the 27th, Berlin had lost all secure radio communications and the staff that remained in the bunker were forced to rely on telephone lines to send instructions and orders to those still in the field. Events progressed quickly, and public radio became the main source of news and information about the war.

On the 28th, Hitler learned that Himmler, head of the SS, had been trying to arrange surrender terms to end the war, and Hitler ordered Himmler’s arrest. The next day, when Hitler was told of Mussolini’s capture and killing, the Führer vowed he would never become a similar spectacle. On the 29th at 4:00 am, Hitler signed his will, in which he stated that he chose suicide over capture and that he wanted his body to be burned at the Chancellery. To ensure the cyanide pills that the SS had given him were effective, he tested one on his dog. 

On April 30, Hitler was informed that Berlin would fall before the end of the day. That afternoon, Hitler and Braun went into his study and killed themselves. Braun bit into one of the cyanide pills and died. Several minutes later, Hitler shot himself in the head. In accordance with  his orders, soldiers took the two bodies up to the Chancellery and burned them. Guards then concealed the charred remains in a shell crater next to the building.


FACES of WAR

EVA BRAUN
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“From our first meeting I swore to follow you anywhere—even unto death—I live only for your love.”

Eva Braun once described Hitler as “a gentleman of a certain age with a funny moustache.” She would become his mistress and devoted companion, then the wife who would die within just a few hours of her marriage.




FACES of WAR

These men, very different in background and leadership style, rallied their countrymen to war. Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin brought victory and honor to their nations and citizens. The brutal reigns of Hitler and Mussolini ended in defeat.

WINSTON CHURCHILL

A statesman and inspiring orator, Churchill inspired the British during their darkest hours. “I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat,” he told the House of Commons in his first speech as prime minister.
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Born into a life of privilege, Winston Churchill entered politics at age 25, when he successfully ran for Parliament. In 1904, he switched allegiance from the Conservative Party to the Liberal Party, realizing that his beliefs fit better with the Liberals. When the Liberal Party won the 1905 national election, Churchill assumed the post of under-secretary of state at the Colonial Office. He continued to rise in the government and in 1911 became First Lord of the Admiralty, in charge of the British navy. He applied his energies to strengthening the navy, but during World War I, he lost this position due to naval failures.

After the war, Churchill served in various administrative government positions, eventually shifting back to the Conservative Party. In 1929, he turned his energies to writing articles, speeches, and biographies, and became one of the highest-paid British writers of the 1930s. As the Nazis came to power in 1933, Churchill became a persistent voice speaking out about the perils of German nationalism.

When Hitler invaded Poland in September 1939, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain was swept from office due to his policy of appeasement toward Hitler; Churchill took Chamberlain’s place in 1940. Churchill’s leadership inspired the British people and helped keep his country strong as it sought to stymie Nazi Germany. In late 1940, Churchill and Roosevelt signed what became known as the “Lend-Lease” agreement, under which the United States would “lend” war supplies to Britain, in exchange for long-term leases to territory for air and naval bases. As prime minister, Churchill also worked closely with Soviet premier Joseph Stalin to create a unified campaign against the Axis.

“We shall not fail or falter; we shall not weaken or tire. . . . Give us the tools and we will finish the job.”

FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT

Born to a wealthy family, Roosevelt led America out of the Depression and through World War II. He became a champion of everyday Americans and a staunch supporter of the nation’s military troops. 
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When Franklin Delano Roosevelt became president in 1933, the Great Depression was in full force, and throughout the country, Americans were suffering. Within his first 100 days in office, Roosevelt pushed through Congress his signature “New Deal” legislation creating 42 new agencies designed to produce jobs, regulate banks, and provide unemployment insurance.

Roosevelt also led the nation through World War II, managing the war effort as an active commander in chief. He became known for working closely with his military advisers to develop wartime strategies and for choosing field commanders. When FDR passed away in April 1945, victory in Europe had not been achieved, and the United States still faced months of fighting in the Pacific.

Roosevelt was one of the most beloved, and also one of the most hated, presidents in American history. Some called him a savior of the nation for his efforts during the Depression and World War II; others criticized his expansion of the federal government and limitations on free-market capitalism. His legacy as one of the nation’s great presidents endures.

“We can gain no lasting peace if we approach it with suspicion and mistrust or with fear. We can gain it only if we proceed with the understanding, the confidence, and the courage which flow from conviction.”

JOSEPH STALIN

He marshaled his citizens to defeat the Nazis and helped modernize Russia. He also conducted a reign of terror against his own people.
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Joseph Stalin, born Iosif Dzhugashvili, ruled the Soviet Union for 25 years and led the country in its transformation into a major world power. While in his 30s, he took the name Stalin, meaning “man of steel,” from the Russian word stal, and during his years as general secretary, he earned a reputation as one of the most ruthless and brutal dictators in history. His regime would be remembered for the arrests of millions of Soviet citizens, many of whom died in custody.

The son of a cobbler, Stalin studied at a theological seminary before reading the works of revolutionary Socialist Karl Marx. Inspired by those writings, Stalin became one of the key players during the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution and quickly rose through the ranks of the Communist Party, building support that would be useful after the death of  Soviet leader Vladimir Lenin.

Stalin was, at least initially, Lenin’s protégé and outmaneuvered his rivals upon Lenin’s death. By the late 1920s, he had consolidated his power and become the country’s virtual dictator. When Germany invaded Russia in June 1941, the Russians were initially overwhelmed. Under Stalin’s leadership, the Soviets regrouped and launched major counterattacks. After the war, Stalin retained an iron-fisted grip on the country, overseeing the reconstruction of the Soviet Union and the buildup of its military forces and armaments. He died in 1953.

“Ideas are far more powerful than guns. We don’t let our people have guns. Why should we let them have ideas?”

ADOLF HITLER

A charismatic leader, Hitler easily built a following of loyal citizens and soldiers. He founded Germany’s Nazi Party, led the country into World War II, and caused the deaths of millions of innocent civilians.
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Adolf Hitler served in the Bavarian army during World War I carrying messages between German units and was awarded the Iron Cross for his bravery in action. Following the war, Hitler returned to Munich and became involved in nationalist and Socialist politics. In 1923, he took part in an attempt to overthrow the government, the “Beer Hall Putsch,” and was jailed. He wrote his plan for transforming Germany, Mein Kampf, while serving his sentence.

Hitler returned to politics after his release and found success in Germany’s 1930 election, when the Nazi Party won 107 seats. Two years later, the Nazis secured 230 seats and became the largest party in the Reichstag. Hitler was then named chancellor of Germany in January 1933. The next month, when a fire severely damaged the German parliament building, the Nazis claimed a Communist revolution was underway and passed the Enabling Act, effectively making Germany a dictatorship and Hitler its sole leader. He assumed the title Führer, meaning “Leader,” in August 1934. Over the next few years, Hitler ordered the buildup of Germany’s military power. He began to annex neighboring territory in order to fulfill his dreams of Aryan lebensraum (“living space”) and an expanded German empire, thus setting in motion the Second World War.

“It is not truth that matters, but victory.”

BENITO MUSSOLINI

The Fascist dictator’s reach for power and empire ended in failure and disgrace.  
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Known as a man who possessed remarkable oratorical skills, Benito Mussolini often referred to himself as a “man of the people.” Mussolini served in World War I, and when he returned home, he began pushing the idea that it would take a dictator to lead Italy out of its economic and political problems. As his ideas gained popularity, Mussolini gained support, and fascism was born.

In the early 1920s, Fascist groups inspired and supported by Mussolini began to gain control of the country. These groups known as Black Shirts used tactics that included terrorizing local populations and attacking government institutions. In 1922, Mussolini was named prime minister, the youngest prime minister in the nation’s history. In 1925 he became Italy’s dictator and took the title “Il Duce,” the leader.

Mussolini may have understood that peace was in Italy’s best interests and that the country could not carry out a long war, but he allied himself with Hitler and signed the Pact of Steel in 1939, thus creating the Rome-Berlin Axis. While Germany and Italy were linked militarily and politically, Italy was definitely the junior partner. As the war went badly for Italy, Italians became more and more disenchanted with their leader. And, when Mussolini was forced to retreat and establish a new Fascist government in northern Italy, even the Il Duce himself knew it was only a puppet government and that the end was at hand. During an attempt to reach Switzerland, Mussolini was captured by resistance fighters, and on April 28, 1945, he was killed.

“Let us have a dagger between our teeth, a bomb in our hand, and an infinite scorn in our hearts.”




	
2 THE EASTERN FRONT

THE SOVIETS HAD MILLIONS OF TROOPS TO DEPLOY AGAINST THE GERMANS, AND THEY WERE DETERMINED NOT JUST TO WIN, BUT TO RETALIATE

Poland: A Key State on the Eastern Front

THOUSANDS OF POLES JOINED IN THE CAMPAIGN TO LIBERATE WARSAW, BUT THE ADVANCING RED ARMY LEFT THEM ON THEIR OWN.
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Following the defeat of the Polish Home Army in 1944, German soldiers rounded up members of the resistance movement. Members were guaranteed prisoner-of-war status in a capitulation agreement.

As August 1944 approached, Soviet troops leading the drive into Nazi-occupied Poland closed in on the Vistula River, just east of Warsaw. Encouraged by the advancing Red Army, residents in the capital revolted against the Nazis. An underground resistance group of some 40,000 ill-trained and poorly supplied Polish soldiers formed their own army and planned to take control of Warsaw before the Soviets arrived.

The Home Army, as it was called, was strongly anti-Communist and had close ties to the Polish government-in-exile in Great Britain. For Soviet premier Joseph Stalin, members of the Home Army were not heroes but traitors, and their revolt constituted a criminal act. Instead of ordering Russian general Konstantin Rokossovsky and his swiftly approaching troops to aid the resistance fighters, Stalin issued a command forbidding it. He also rejected calls by the British to air-drop supplies to the Home Army and to the city’s starving residents. Elite Nazi units began crushing the uprising, battling ferociously from street to street, and they showed no mercy to any who opposed them. An estimated 150,000 Polish partisans were killed.

On October 2, 1944, a shattered Polish Home Army surrendered to the Germans. Over the next several months, the Nazis exercised complete control over Warsaw, decimating the city’s remaining population and deporting thousands of civilians to concentration camps. During these months, the Germans also destroyed what little remained of the once vibrant and beautiful capital, including residences, public buildings, schools, and scientific institutions, as well as farmland, mines, electrical power plants, and other crucial industrial facilities. 
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Polish civilians carried what belongings they could when Germans deported them to either forced labor camps or extermination camps. 


Events on the Eastern Front

The Soviet Union battled German forces in a relentless drive through Prussia, Poland, and Hungary to capture Berlin.

1945

JANUARY
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JANUARY 17  Soviets captured Warsaw, Poland’s capital. 
	
FEBRUARY

FEBRUARY 13  Soviet ground forces captured Budapest, Hungary, a Nazi stronghold.

MARCH
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MARCH 6 The Germans launched their last major offensive to hold the oil fields in Hungary, but were defeated within a month by the USSR.

MARCH 12 An Allied air raid on Vienna decimated the city. By early April, it was in Allied hands.

APRIL

APRIL 16 Soviet forces crossed into Germany and began a bombardment of Berlin.

APRIL 30 Adolf Hitler committed suicide to avoid capture.

MAY
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MAY 2 Soviets hoisted their flag over the Reichstag in Berlin.



  
The Soviets Push from the South and the East

THE USSR PLANNED A PINCER MOVE TO SURROUND GERMAN FORCES.
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The Red Army displayed its military might as it advanced through the cities of eastern Europe.

By early 1945, the Allies were squeezing Adolf Hitler’s Reich, poised to enter Germany from nearly every direction. The Red Army was beginning its move west through Poland and Prussia, south from the Baltic states, and north from Hungary. The Western Allies were pushing east from France’s Normandy coast and north through Italy. 

As the Allied vice tightened, the Nazis were forced to fight on several fronts at once, and they did so in spite of critical shortages. Germany’s manufacturing facilities had been devastated, and the country could not replace planes for its depleted Luftwaffe. Crude oil and fuel for its remaining Panzer divisions were in short supply. Troops were running out of ammunition. So many soldiers had been lost that the military had to use young boys and old men to fill the gap.

In the east, where the Nazis had been engaged in a defensive struggle for two years, it had become increasingly difficult to keep the Soviet forces at bay. Red Army troops, with their eye on Berlin, seemed to be everywhere, advancing in one place, and at the same time, deploying thousands of fighters to battle in other locations. Much of the fighting converged in Poland and around its borders.

A Strange Kind of Liberation 

The New Year opened with the Soviets, led by Russian general Georgy Zhukov, in a strong position to capture Warsaw, the Polish capital. Zhukov’s troops crossed the Vistula River and converged on the city from the north and the south. Then, on January 17, the Red Army finally overcame the remaining resistance from the German troops and marched into the capital to officially liberate it. 

On their arrival, the Soviets discovered that there was little left to set free—much of the city had been reduced to rubble. Still they moved quickly, rounding up surviving resistance fighters to prevent them from rising up against their new occupiers. The Soviets designated dissenters “enemy agents” and treated them accordingly—deporting, imprisoning, or executing them. Once entrenched in Warsaw, the Russians would not leave the city for 45 years.

The fighting in Poland took a heavy toll: By war’s end, the country would lose 30 percent of the buildings; 60 percent of its schools, scientific institutions, and public administration facilities; about 35 percent of its agricultural regions; and one-third of its mines, electrical power plants, and major industries.

The Eastern and Western Fronts 1945
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The Soviets pressed Germany from the east in their drive toward Berlin as the Western Allies pushed from the west.


FACES of WAR

GEORGY ZHUKOV
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“It is a fact . . . that large-scale battles and whole wars are won by troops which have a strong will, clear goals, high moral standards, and devotion to the banner under which they go into battle.”

Georgy Zhukov had a reputation for being both outspoken and stern, and he was often at odds with Stalin. Even so, he became the most successful Russian general of World War II and achieved recognition as “the man who did not lose a battle.”

In the summer of 1943, Zhukov led the Red Army in the Battle of Kursk, some 300 miles south of Moscow. There he routed Hitler’s armies in one of the greatest tank clashes of the war. In 1945, he would triumph once again at the Battle of Berlin, when after a hard-won siege, joyous Soviet troops raised the Soviet flag over the German capital.




The Königsberg Offensive

AS RUSSIA CONTINUED ITS MOVE EASTWARD, THE NAZIS WERE INCAPABLE OF STOPPING THE ONSLAUGHT.
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Fighting in the city of Königsberg was fierce, with snipers in nearly every building.

Even as the Soviets liberated Warsaw, much of the rest of Poland was still under German control. By mid-January, East Prussia, a German province, was brimming with thousands of troops that the Nazis had brought to the front lines, hoping to slow the Russian advance. They were intent on defending the East Prussian port city of Königsberg, on the Baltic Sea. 

The population around Königsberg, which was predominantly ethnic German with a small minority of Poles, had been decimated by the war. By 1945, most of those who were left were women, children, and elderly men. They had received no warning and were surprised by the approach of Soviet troops. On January 21, in an attempt to flee the advancing Russians, the people of Königsberg began a mass evacuation. 

Their efforts were cut short by the Red Army, which blocked all routes out of the city, including the road to Pillau, a port that had become the main evacuation site for those hoping to escape. About 200,000 civilians remained trapped in Königsberg during what turned out to be one of the coldest winters in history. The Nazis who had arrived to defend the area, including the Third Panzer Army, also found themselves penned in by Soviet forces.

The Battle for the City

Königsberg had strong defenses. Three rings of fortified barriers with towers, fortresses, and moats surrounded the city. Realizing that it would be difficult to seize the city, the Red Army stationed troops to encircle it, while others were ordered to continue their march toward Germany. This tactic benefited the Germans who were able to reopen a safe passage from Königsberg to Pillau, where a number of ships were waiting to help evacuate the remaining population.

By March, the Soviets had made capturing Königsberg a priority, and in early April, the Russians launched an air offensive to take the city. They bombed the town for four days, strafing it day and night. On April 6, the Soviets followed up with a ground assault. Within just a few days, the Russians had crushed German resistance. Thousands who had been unable to evacuate died during the battle. 

The fate of Königsberg’s defenders became clear. General Otto Lasch radioed Hitler asking for permission to surrender. The Führer refused the request and ordered Lasch to fight to the last man. A large group of civilians tried to escape to Pillau, but Russian troops mowed them down as they ran. Two days later, with over 80 percent of the city in ruins and no hope of reinforcements, Lasch disobeyed Hitler and surrendered his troops. Russian soldiers then swept into Königsberg. 

Polish Forces Helped the Allies Win 
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Polish pilots flew with Britain’s Royal Air Force.

Soon after Germany invaded and occupied Poland, Polish leaders who had escaped formed a government in exile, first based in France and later in London. This group provided direction to the Polish Home Army and other units of the Polish resistance.

Polish escapees also included thousands of soldiers, sailors, and airmen. These men joined the Allied forces in the campaigns in North Africa, Italy, and France, and participated in the Normandy invasion. Polish pilots served in special British air force squadrons and fought the German Luftwaffe to help defend Britain.

During this time, Polish intelligence cryptographers discovered how to unscramble military messages created by the German coding machine, Enigma, and shared the information with the British. The Poles’ work led to the Allies developing a decoding device. By 1945, the Allies had intercepted thousands of German communications, one of the keys to winning the war.


A Watery Grave: Torpedoes Sink the German Evacuation Ship
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Adolf Hitler attended the 1937 launch of the Wilhelm Gustloff, a cruise ship that was later converted into a hospital. 

Operation Hannibal, the evacuation of Germans from East Prussia, successfully moved more than two million troops and civilians from the area by the end of January 1945. With thousands of civilians still on the run, German admiral Karl Dönitz ordered a thousand ships into operation, many of them civilian, to help relocate the throng of refugees crowding into nearby port cities. 

One of the largest vessels called into service was the Wilhelm Gustloff, a cruise ship that had been converted into a hospital at the start of the war. The craft had also served as a floating barracks for naval personnel stationed in Gdynia, Poland. 

The Wilhelm Gustloff set sail from Gdynia on January 30, overloaded with some 10,000 people—more than four times its capacity. Its destination was Kiel, a northern German port about 60 miles north of Hamburg. Shortly after leaving the dock, the ship was hit by three torpedoes fired by a Russian submarine. Just 40 minutes later, the vessel sank, taking with it an estimated 9,000 passengers, including more than 4,000 children. It was the largest loss of life in history from the sinking of a single ship.



The Germans Lose Their Grip on Poland

THE NAZIS TRIED TO HOLD A STRONG FRONT LINE, BUT THEY WERE NO MATCH FOR THE SOVIETS.
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Bridges across the Vistula River ferried both men and equipment into Poland.

While the Red Army was battering the Nazis along the northern fronts of Poland, the German army still held a vise-like grip on most of the country. Hitler’s military knew, however, that the Russians were approaching from the south and from the east, and that the Soviets had millions of men to pour into the offense. German intelligence reported an immense enemy buildup along the eastern front: 225 Soviet infantry divisions and 22 armored corps, all assembled and ready to attack.

To prepare for the confrontation, the Germans established defensive lines in eastern Poland that stretched from the Narew and Vistula Rivers in the north to the Carpathian Mountains in the south. German soldiers had strict orders to hold the line and give no ground to the Russians. A loss would give the Red Army a clear path to the German homeland. 

On January 9, Heinz Guderian, chief of the German general staff, made his third trip in three weeks to see Hitler. He discussed the severity of the threat, reviewed the possible consequences of losing the battle, and requested that Germany send in reinforcements to counter the Soviet assault. 

The general’s efforts were unsuccessful. Hitler had already ordered that some tanks leave the Vistula region and move to Hungary, in hopes of retaking that country’s valuable oil fields. He dismissed Guderian’s concerns about the massive Russian buildup and insisted that the Soviet troops and tanks were a deceptive snare designed to divide the German forces. Left with only 12 armored and 50 infantry divisions stretched over 700 miles, Guderian knew his troops were no match for the Russians.
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Polish people welcomed Soviet forces that had crushed German defenses in January 1945.

Early on the morning of January 12, the Red Army, under the direction of Rokossovsky, the Soviet general who had led the assault on Warsaw, launched an attack along the Vistula River in southern Poland. Ignoring Guderian’s recommendation to allow the Fourth Panzer Army to retreat to more defensible positions, Hitler instructed that the tanks advance into battle, putting them within range of the Russian artillery. In only a few hours, the Soviets destroyed most of the division and continued their deadly barrage north of Warsaw. The well-armed Russian forces easily broke through the German lines, creating a huge breach nearly 200 miles wide.

“The Eastern Front is like a house of cards. If the front is broken through at one point all the rest will collapse.”

—Heinz Guderian to Hitler, January 9, 1945

The Eastern Front, 1945
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Soviet forces battled across the Vistula River and forced a German retreat. This offensive pushed the Eastern Front closer to Berlin.

Fighting in the Baltics

HITLER IGNORED A WARNING ABOUT THE DANGEROUS SOVIET MOVE IN THE NORTH. 
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Armed German ferryboats on the Baltic Sea transported troops and equipment.

The Soviets embarked on their Baltic offensive to retake the strategically important states of Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia in September 1944. Their goal was to conquer the region, bounded on the west and north by the Baltic Sea, on the southwest by Poland, and on the southeast by Russia, in order to open another corridor south into Poland and to deny the Nazis an important route to port cities.

The assault should not have been a surprise to the German occupiers. Hitler’s generals had repeatedly warned that the Soviets would strike in the east. What they had not planned on was the vengeance that the Russian troops would wreak on the civilian population.

Russia had suffered horribly from German aggression—some 20 million Soviets would lay dead by the end of the war—and in the waning days of the conflict, Red Army soldiers behaved as if the time had come for retribution. As they moved through the Baltics, Soviet troops raped and murdered women and girls and looted shops and homes. They often targeted noncombatants of German ethnicity and those whose allegiance had changed, usually by force, to support their German occupiers. Russian soldiers dragged Nazi officials into the streets and executed them. Soviet airplanes gunned down refugees who were trying to escape. Panic-stricken civilians and Nazi soldiers alike rushed to the Baltic ports in an effort to flee the rampaging forces of the Red Army. The Soviets suffered their own losses: Some 60,000 men were killed.

The Baltic Offensive
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A victory in the Baltic region offered the Soviets an avenue into Poland and a means to block German access to ports. 

The Siege of Danzig

THE RUSSIANS PUSHED ALONG A 165-MILE FRONT, CAPTURING THE PORT CITY WHERE THE FIRST SHOTS OF THE WAR HAD BEEN FIRED.
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Civilians in Danzig hurried to leave the city as the battle loomed.

Danzig, now known as Gda´nsk, is one of the oldest cities in Poland, and it holds an important location directly on the Baltic coast. Under German occupation, Danzig suffered the same disastrous fate as Warsaw. Civilians who did not conform to the so-called purity of the Aryan race were shipped to extermination camps.

As the Red Army approached in January, Danzig’s German occupiers began evacuating their people, just as they had from Königsberg. They were determined not to give up this key port without a fight and set out to inflict as much damage on the advancing Soviets as they could. The Nazis scuttled ships in the harbor and blew up buildings and equipment. Members of the SS, the elite German military corps, roamed the streets, killing those whom they believed had failed in their duty to protect the city. They hung the corpses from trees, often with a sign dangling around the neck: “I was too cowardly to fight.”

By March 13, Red Army soldiers were stationed on the outskirts of Danzig, ready for battle. Three Soviet armored columns, followed by motorized infantry, converged on the city from the west, east, and south. Two days later, on March 15, the siege began. Ferocious battles raged in all areas of the city as the remaining residents tried to escape to safety. 

The Germans held out for two weeks, but they could no longer fend off the well-armed Soviet troops. On the night of March 27, German soldiers received orders to complete an evacuation. When the remnants of the Nazi forces withdrew on March 28, the city fell. Losses were high: The Soviets had killed some 39,000 Germans during the battle and captured roughly 10,000 more.
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Red Army troops entered Danzig after defeating German forces.
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The battle left much of Danzig in ruins.

Poland’s Changing Borders
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By the fall of 1939, Poland was occupied on the west by Germany and on the east by the Soviet Union, and the country’s borders shifted. Poland would not regain its lost territory until May 1945.

Continuous Bombardment

EVEN HISTORIC CITIES LIKE VIENNA WERE VULNERABLE TO ALLIED ASSAULTS.
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Austrian children explored the ruins that were left in Vienna after the Allied assaults.

Known for its rich history and culture, Vienna, Austria, was a vital cog in the Nazi war machine. The city had been occupied by the Germans since March 1938 and was home to the Floridsdorf oil refinery, which was essential to the Nazis. Moreover, the Danube River, just east of the city center, served as a major transportation artery used by German ships to move supplies and essential equipment. 

Due to its position in central eastern Europe, just outside the range of American bombers that struck many Nazi targets, Vienna initially escaped destruction. But in late 1944, the Allies established an air base at Foggia in southern Italy, and Vienna became a prime target. In February and March 1945, American and British aircraft executed an intensive aerial campaign to bring the German-occupied city to its knees, and working together, they soon set Vienna ablaze. 

The British preferred to fly at night under the cover of darkness. This was safer for the men, but night flights made for less accurate targeting. American crews, who were escorted by fighter planes, chose to attack during daylight hours. This made for more precise targeting, but cost a higher percentage of American aircraft and airmen. As a result of the two-pronged assault, Vienna endured the threat of raids around the clock. The only defense left to the city was its antiaircraft guns. 

The most extensive air raid on Vienna was conducted on March 12, when 747 bombers, escorted by 229 fighter planes, blasted the city for nearly 90 minutes. While the main target, the Floridsdorf oil refinery, survived, the air raid severely damaged or destroyed such renowned sites as the Albertina Museum, the Messelpalast Fair Palace, and the Vienna State Opera.

When the two-month campaign was over, the Allies had dropped 80,000 tons of bombs and nearly 30,000 people had been killed. Much of Vienna’s infrastructure and many of its homes had been demolished. Bridges were unusable, and the shelling left more than 3,000 craters in the once beautiful city. 
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After the bombing raids ended, residents of Vienna tried to return to their normal, daily activities.

Allied Access to Vienna
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The Allied victories in Italy enabled them to establish an air base in Foggia. From there, Allied bombers were in range of Vienna and its oil refinery that supplied German forces.

Vienna Falls to the Russians

SOFTENED BY AN AERIAL BOMBARDMENT, THE AUSTRIAN CITY WAS UNABLE TO FIGHT OFF A GROUND ATTACK.
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Red Army soldiers overpowered the weak German defenses in Vienna.

Vienna, now weakened by the Allies’ spring bombing campaign, was high on Stalin’s list of European targets to seize or “liberate” as part of his plan to maximize his postwar influence. On April 2, he dispatched Red Army ground troops to surround the crippled city, which was defended by severely depleted Nazis forces. Scrambling to make due with the manpower available, the German forces focused their resistance on the most strategic locations, leaving other sections undefended. But the effort failed. Within a week, the Nazis had surrendered the western section of Vienna—an important goal because that part of the city housed the main railway station. Then, on April 13, 1945, they handed Vienna over to the Red Army. Just as at Königsberg and Danzig, Soviet forces exploded in a wave of violence and looting.

The Siege of Budapest

THE BATTLE FOR THE HUNGARIAN CAPITAL TURNED INTO A FEROCIOUS, BLOODY CAMPAIGN.
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Soviet troops fought for control of Budapest.

Hungary was Germany’s last ally in Europe, as well as a gateway to southern Bavaria and the location of the Nazis’ last remaining crude oil plant. Hitler did not want to see Budapest, the city known as the “Pearl of the Danube,” fall, especially to the Russians. He hoped that a muscular defense of Poland, punctuated by strong counteroffensives in Hungary, would keep the Soviets at bay. 

It was not to be. In October 1944, Russian and Romanian forces launched a major offensive against Budapest, hoping to capture the Hungarian capital, isolate and eliminate German troops in southern Europe, and carve a corridor north to Germany. By late December, the Russians controlled large areas of southwest Hungary and had cut the last link between Budapest and Austria. The offensive left some 67,000 Axis soldiers and 800,000 civilians surrounded.

Still, the Germans were not willing to go down without a fight. On December 29, Nazi forces fired on two groups of Russian diplomats who had been negotiating the surrender of Budapest. Although the emissaries were all traveling under white flags, some of them were killed. The Soviets’ response was rapid, ferocious, and relentless, and they redoubled their efforts to take the city.

Germans fought tenaciously and reinforcements poured into Budapest, helping the troops already there launch a series of counteroffensives. The soldiers attempted several times to fight their way out of the city but failed, and nearly 190,000 German and Hungarian troops were trapped. After four months of brutal combat, Budapest finally surrendered on February 13. In a now well-established pattern, Soviet troops began a period of looting, mass rape, and random executions.
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An American soldier in Budapest photographed the famous Budapest suspension bridge, which was destroyed during the fighting for the city. The royal palace in the background was practically gutted.
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Hungarian Nazis shot Jews beside the Danube so their bodies fell into the river. This memorial includes 60 pairs of cast-iron shoes made in a 1940s style. 

The Siege of Budapest
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The cost of the Soviet capture of Budapest was extreme on both sides: 80,000 Soviet troops, 38,000 German and Hungarian soldiers, and 38,000 Hungarian civilians died.


One Final Push

RUNNING SHORT ON FUEL, GERMANY ATTEMPTED TO RECAPTURE HUNGARY’S OIL FIELDS.
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German soldiers fired antiaircraft guns on Soviet troops during the Hungarian offensive.

Germany by this point was running short of fuel to power its tanks, trucks, and airplanes. In order to continue fighting, the country needed to capture dependable fields that held this valuable asset and establish secure supply lines. The most logical targets were the oil-producing fields in Hungary’s Lake Balaton region, about 50 miles southwest of Budapest. 

In March, German forces launched Operation Spring Awakening to seize the area. They also had a backup plan: If the initiative failed, they would destroy the fields to keep them out of Soviet hands. The offensive turned out to be Germany’s last major initiative of the war.

Neither side in Operation Spring Awakening had a huge numerical advantage. Strategy and tactics would rule the day. The Germans and Hungarians sent 465,000 men into battle against the Soviets’ 431,000. Hitler also ordered the Sixth Panzer Army to the area. The German battle plan called for a surge around the north end of Lake Balaton through to the Danube River. The Nazis planned a second thrust around the southern end of the lake, hoping to encircle and trap the Russian defenders. Anticipating Nazi moves, the Soviets created a series of traps and antitank ambush points.

Forcing the Nazis into Retreat

As the German Panzers began their strike on March 6, they made very little progress and sustained serious losses. Ten days later, the Russians struck back, forcing the Nazis to retreat. In just 24 hours, the Germans gave up ten days of gains. The Nazis failed to capture the prized oil fields, and by the end of the month, Russian forces had chased the remains of the Sixth Panzer Army back into Austria. Germany and Hungary had lost over 12,000 men and more than 30 of their prized tanks. The Russians suffered losses as well: nearly 8,500 killed and another 24,000 wounded.

Lake Balaton
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One of the resorts near Lake Balaton

Hungarians call Lake Balaton the “Hungarian Sea,” possibly because it is the largest lake in central Europe. It measures 48 miles long and 9 miles across at its widest point and reaches a maximum depth of 37 feet. Lake Balaton was formed when erosion crumbled the ridges that divided a cluster of five smaller lakes. 

Agriculture plays an important part in the area around the lake, especially vineyards on the north shore that were first established by the Romans. Nearby spas feature medical baths that attract thousands of Hungarian and foreign tourists each year. 

Germany’s Eastern and Western Fronts
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The Allies squeezed Germany from the east and the west. Soviet forces made quick work of driving German troops further west.

On to Berlin

STALIN HAD ONE GOAL—TO REACH THE GERMAN CAPITAL BEFORE HIS WESTERN ALLIES.
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Until 1933, the German Reichstag was the home of the nation’s parliament. Allied bombings, street fighting, and the Battle of Berlin left the building in ruins.

American and British forces were pressing toward Berlin from the west and the south, but Stalin’s armies were closest to the German capital, and they were moving in from the southeast, the east, and the north. For the Soviet leader, this was a race against his allies, and he was determined to win. He ordered generals Zhukov and Ivan Konev to reach the city by April 22, ahead of the Western Allied troops.
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A Polish mother who had sought refuge in Berlin found the city under siege and in ruins.

The Russians committed overwhelming troops and firepower to the effort, their first foray into Germany. They sent in 1.5 million soldiers, about 3,300 tanks, and 28,000 artillery, dwarfing Nazi forces. Konev’s men were the first to arrive, crossing the Oder River into Germany on April 16. Zhukov was not far behind, and the two armies unleashed a terrifying artillery blitz against the Nazi fortifications. As the Soviet troops advanced, they were pushed by their generals, who wanted the glory of capturing the German capital. The Russians found the Germans in full retreat, even as they tried to repel wave after wave of Russian attacks.

Still, for Zhukov, the pace of the Russian advance was too slow. On April 22, the day the Soviets were supposed to enter Berlin, he complained that the Red Army had only reached the outskirts of the city. The soldiers picked up their pace and within three days broke through the German defensive lines protecting the capital. The Soviets moved in with tanks and blanketed Berlin with rocket fire, paving the way for more than 500,000 Russian troops to begin attacking the center of the city on April 26.

During the next three weeks, the Soviets moved through the city’s rubble-strewn neighborhoods. Fighting was fierce and progressed street by street. When a German sniper inside a building aimed at a Soviet soldier, the Russians simply destroyed the entire building. The strategy proved successful, but as the battle dragged on, Russian casualties mounted quickly: 80,000 men were killed and 275,000 were injured or declared missing. On the German side, 150,000 men lost their lives and thousands more were taken prisoner. The fighting came to an end on May 2 when Red Army infantry soldiers triumphantly raised the Soviet flag on top of the Reichstag.
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On May 2, Soviet soldiers triumphantly raised their flag onto the Reichstag in Berlin, signaling that the city was in their hands.

End Game

The battle for Berlin forced civilians out of their homes, and during the final clashes for the nation’s capital, some sought shelter in the Anhalter Bahnhof, Berlin’s most important train station. 

With its underground bunker and walls that were nearly five yards thick, the station seemed to provide the ideal refuge. It was stocked with canned food and also had emergency supplies, but the conditions inside were appalling. Up to 12,000 people crammed themselves into 11,811 square feet. One woman spent six days standing on the same step. Berliners knew it was suicide to leave the bunker, but many did, hoping to find fresh water or food. Those trying to escape the city fared no better. Nazi soldiers set up antitank barricades along major intersections and summarily executed deserters, no questions asked.

Stalin and his Red Army had won the race to Berlin, but his Western Allies were not far away. With the capital in the hands of the Allies, the war would soon be over.
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German civilians in Berlin tried to flee the Soviet onslaught, but there was no place to find safety.
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A German soldier sat among the ruins of the Reichstag in Berlin after the Russian army entered the city in 1945.

Meeting at the Elbe  

SOVIETS AND ALLIES CONVERGED IN GERMANY, SPLITTING THE GERMAN ARMY.
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American and Soviet troops met on a damaged railroad bridge at Torgau, Germany, on April 27 and exchanged congratulatory handshakes.

“We meet in true and victorious comradeship and with inflexible resolve to fulfil our purpose and our duty. Let all march forward upon the foe.” 

–Winston Churchill, April 27, 1945

On April 25, the Germans suffered another terrible defeat when Soviet and American soldiers converged at the Elbe River near Torgau, some 70 miles south of Berlin, effectively splitting the German army. For the Germans, it was another death knell.

For the Allied troops, it was an occasion for exuberance. For the first time, Western and Eastern Allied soldiers were able to join hands. They exchanged vodka and chocolate and posed for photographers who recorded the formal handshakes. In addition, statements were issued simultaneously in Washington, London, and Moscow. Each of the announcements proclaimed the same goal: The Allies were determined to destroy the Third Reich.

American general Omar Bradley commented on the occasion, praising Soviet troops for their determined efforts on German soil, and lauding his American forces, saying, “In ten months you have advanced 1,120 kilometers (696 miles) from the invasion beaches. All this has been attained thanks to your courage, your spirit and initiative and thanks to your comrades who died in order to achieve this.”
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American general Emil Reinhardt shook hands with his Russian counterpart, General Vladimir Rusakov, as they celebrated the meeting of their troops.

“This is not the hour of final victory in Europe, but the hour draws near, the hour for which . . . people have toiled and prayed so long.”

—Harry Truman, April 27, 1945
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On April 25, a smiling American Lieutenant William Robertson exchanged greetings with Russian Lieutenant Alexander Sylvashko.

“Our task and our duty are to complete the destruction of the enemy. . . . The Red Army will fulfill to the end this task and this duty to our people and to all freedom-loving peoples.”

—Joseph Stalin, April 27, 1945
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Russian and American military commanders met at Torgau on April 26, 1945, one day after the historic meeting of the troops.


3 LIBERATING THE CAMPS

THE ALLIES DISCOVERED THE INCONCEIVABLE ATROCITIES AND MASS MURDER SPAWNED BY NAZI RACIAL IDEOLOGY.

The “Final Solution”

PUTTING HIS ANTI-SEMITIC IDEAS INTO ACTION, HITLER LAID PLANS TO ERADICATE EUROPE’S JEWISH POPULATION.
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Starving, sick, and emaciated, survivors of the concentration camp at Buchenwald, Germany, struggled to the infirmary following the camp’s liberation in April 1945. General Louis Audibert, a member of the French Resistance, is at the front. His wife died at Ravensbrück, a women’s camp in northern Germany.

Adolf Hitler, who had begun expressing ultra-nationalistic and anti-Semitic ideas as early as 1919, believed strongly in the superiority of the German, or “Aryan,” race. Elected chancellor of Germany in 1933, he began the government-sponsored persecution of Jews. He warned like-minded people of the supposed danger that Jewish people would take over the world.

Initially, official racism was limited to the passage of anti-Jewish laws and economic boycotts of Jewish businesses. German shops and restaurants posted signs barring Jews from entering. The government also spread its anti-Semitic ideology in newspapers, speeches, posters, and in schools. Then in November 1938, the Nazi Party instigated two days of violent attacks against Jewish homes, businesses, and synagogues throughout Germany and Austria. Eventually, those attacks would escalate into mass murder.

The Concentration Camp System

Almost as soon as the Nazis seized power in 1933, they began building camps of varying sizes and purposes to hold their enemies prisoner. There were 23 main facilities, each of which could have dozens of satellites, for a total of nearly 20,000 camps by the end of the war. Some locations were primarily used for mass executions, while others served as forced-labor centers or temporary stops on the way to the death camps. Only a small percentage of the millions of prisoners sent to the camps survived the ordeal. 

After Germany invaded Poland in September 1939, the Nazis began forcing Jews to live in ghettos, separated from other civilians. These areas were often in the poorest, run-down neighborhoods, and many more people were crowded into them than there was room for. The first ghetto was established in Poland, in PiotrkÓw Trybunalski, followed by many others in towns across the country. Soon, the Germans built walls or barbed-wire fences around the ghettos to ensure that Jews were isolated.

In many cases, Jews and other “undesirables” such as Roma (Gypsies), Jehovah’s Witnesses, dissenting priests and pastors, the disabled, and homosexuals were transferred to the system of concentration camps established around Germany and in the occupied territories.  There, prisoners were either forced into relentless labor or exterminated, usually by poison gas. Bodies were burned in large crematoriums. This system was the centerpiece of the Third Reich’s “Final Solution,” which resulted in the deaths of 11 million people.  
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Soldiers from the Sixth Armored Division spoke with some of the survivors about the conditions in the camps. Buchenwald, shown here, was one of the largest.
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Prisoners at Dachau, like this Hungarian surgeon, were liberated on April 29, 1945. At the time the Allies entered the camp, a typhus epidemic was raging; an estimated 2,500 former prisoners died from the disease in the weeks between May 29 and June 16.

Nazi Concentration Camps
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During World War II, the term concentration camp referred to a compound where ethnic minorities, political opponents, and other noncombatants were confined under harsh conditions.

The Death Marches

MORE THAN 250,000 PRISONERS PERISHED IN FORCED EVACUATIONS OF CONCENTRATION CAMPS. 
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This statue commemorates the 7,000 prisoners who were forced to walk 70 miles from Dachau to Tegernsee, both in Germany. Those who could not keep up on the six-day march, which began on April 26, 1945, were shot. Many died of hunger, illness, or exhaustion. After the first monument was erected at Dachau, 22 identical statues were placed along the route that stretched south to Tegernsee. 

In July 1944, Soviet forces arrived at the Majdanek camp in eastern Poland and liberated its survivors. The stories of the prisoners’ suffering and Nazi atrocities quickly spread, and at other camps, SS officers began to destroy evidence of Nazi barbarity. In late 1944 and early 1945, as the Allies squeezed Germany from the east and west, the Nazis began to relocate prisoners from concentration camps located near the front, forcing them to travel on foot to camps farther inside Germany. These one-way trips became known as death marches.

The evacuation marches were brutal. Prisoners, clad in nothing more than rags or threadbare blankets, were often roused with little notice and forced to move at a ferocious pace to keep ahead of the approaching Allied forces. They marched in bitterly cold weather. With very little food and few places to take shelter, many captives died from starvation, exposure, or exhaustion. Those too ill or frail to keep up were shot by guards. 
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 These men survived a death march and were freed from the camp at Neuengamme, Germany.

One by one, the camps at Auschwitz in Poland, Buchenwald, Dachau, and others in Germany were emptied of many of the prisoners as the Allies drew closer. The death marches, during which an estimated 250,000 prisoners died, lasted until Germany’s surrender in May.

In January 1945, with the Soviets closing in on Auschwitz, almost 60,000 prisoners were forced to walk 35 miles west to rail lines. Nearly all perished along the way. Those prisoners who did survive were put into boxcars and transported to other concentration camps.

In another death march that occurred in late January, 7,000 prisoners were forced to walk from the East Prussian city of Königsberg to Palmnicken, some 31 miles away. Nearly half of the prisoners died during the journey. Most of the survivors were slaughtered by Nazi officers on a frozen Baltic Sea beach.

To this day, no one is sure who gave the order to evacuate the camps. No evidence exists that Hitler or Heinrich Himmler, the leader of the SS, wanted the camps liquidated or even gave the order to do so. Most historians suspect that as the end of the war approached, there was a gradual administrative breakdown, which led to the massive slaughter.
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The Nazis confiscated all prisoners’ belongings, especially those that might have some value. Allied troops liberating Buchenwald concentration camp in Germany found these wedding rings along with watches, precious stones, and gold fillings.


FACES of WAR

ADOLF EICHMANN
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“I will leap laughing into my grave because the feeling that I have five million people on my conscience is for me a source of extraordinary satisfaction.”

Adolf Eichmann, one of the major organizers of the Holocaust, was born in Germany in 1906. He joined the Nazi Party in 1932, became a member of Heinrich Himmler’s SS, and in 1938 was put in charge of removing Jews from Vienna. 

As chief of the Jewish office of the Gestapo, the Nazi secret police, Eichmann implemented Hitler’s “Final Solution” to exterminate Europe’s Jews. He not only organized the convoys that brought Jews to the death camps, he also designed the camps themselves and developed many of the execution techniques the Nazis used. 

The Americans captured and imprisoned Eichmann in 1945. A year later, he escaped and in 1958 fled to Argentina. On May 11, 1960, Israeli agents abducted Eichmann near Buenos Aires and brought him to Israel to stand trial. During his court hearing, Eichmann was defiant, claiming he was just following the orders of his superiors. He was found guilty of crimes against humanity and hanged in Israel on May 31, 1962.




The Holocaust Is Revealed

IN THE WANING DAYS OF THE WAR, THE WORLD BEGAN TO UNDERSTAND THE REAL MEANING OF THE CATASTROPHE.
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On April 12, 1945, General George Patton, General Omar Bradley, and Major General Troy Middleton visited a concentration camp at Ohrdruf, Germany, and witnessed the evidence of Nazi atrocities.

Holocaust is a word derived from Greek, meaning “sacrifice by fire.” The Holocaust is also called Shoah, a Hebrew word meaning “the catastrophe.” Soldiers liberating the camps discovered unimaginable atrocities: gas chambers for mass executions and humans who had been tortured, starved to death, and used as subjects in “medical” experiments.

Soviet troops, who were pushing westward toward Berlin through Poland, were the first to uncover the horrors when they entered the Majdanek camp in Lublin, Poland, on July 23, 1944. The Germans had already evacuated most of the prisoners to other camps farther west, so fewer than 500 weak and emaciated inmates remained. In their haste, the Nazis only destroyed part of the camp, leaving nearly intact the horrifying evidence. The Russians discovered the gas chambers, crematorium ovens, and human skeletons. Corpses, burned remains, and bones were found buried in pits at various locations in the camp and nearby woods. The Soviet troops uncovered stacks of passports and a death register listing those who had been killed—more than 100,000 total. Records showed that prisoners’ money and other valuables had been confiscated and sent to Berlin. 

In April 1945, as American troops began liberating Buchenwald and Dachau, they encountered scenes as disturbing as those the Soviets had found. Bill Barrett, a journalist with the U.S. Army, described the hideous conditions that he witnessed: “There were about a dozen bodies in the dirty boxcar, men and women alike. They had gone without food so long that their dead wrists were broomsticks tipped with claws. These were the victims of a deliberate starvation diet. . . .”

Allied troops tried to provide comfort to the survivors. Soliers gave their rations to the starving, only to find that many were barely alive, living skeletons too weak to eat or digest the food. Doctors and relief workers tried, mostly in vain, to save the incarcerated. Half of all prisoners the Allies discovered in Auschwitz in January 1945 died within a few days after liberation. 
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Red Army troops found skeletal human remains outside the crematorium ovens at the Majdanek camp where Nazis burned dead prisoners’ bodies.
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These shoes were all that remained of the men, women, and children annihilated in Poland at the Majdanek concentration camp. Nazis stored the shoes for sorting and salvage, but there were so many that they spilled out of the windows and doors of the building.


FACES of WAR

ELIE WIESEL
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“There may be times when we are powerless to prevent injustice, but there must never be a time when we fail to protest.”

Eliezer “Elie” Wiesel, who would achieve global renown for his memoir Night, about surviving the Holocaust, was born in 1928 in Sighet, Transylvania (present-day Romania). In June 1944, when Wiesel was 15, his family was deported to the Auschwitz concentration camp.

Wiesel’s mother and younger sister were sent to the gas chamber, and Elie and his father, Shlomo, were assigned to work as slave laborers. In January 1945, the two men were forced on a ten-day death march to meet a train for Buchenwald. Elie survived the ordeal and was liberated along with other prisoners on April 11, 1945. 

Among the many awards and honors Wiesel has received are the Nobel Peace Prize, the Presidential Medal of Freedom, and the U.S. Congressional Gold Medal.




FACES of WAR

RAOUL WALLENBERG
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“The road was straight, when Jews were deported to death. The road was . . . full of obstacles, when Jews were trying to escape . . .”

In 1944, Hungary’s leaders decided to seek a separate armistice with the Allies, but Hitler moved quickly to prevent it by putting SS officer Adolf Eichmann in charge of rounding up Hungary’s Jews and other so-called subversives. Alarmed Jewish citizens in Budapest reached out to the embassies of neutral countries for help. Sweden responded, issuing passes that identified Jews as Swedes. Raoul Wallenberg, a wealthy Swedish businessman, volunteered to help. He was appointed to the Swedish diplomatic staff and sent to Budapest.  

Wallenberg negotiated approval from the Hungarian government to issue 4,500 Swedish passes to the Jews, then proceeded to grant more than 15,000 of these identity cards. He also rented buildings that served as hiding places. 

Wallenberg’s assignment became more complicated in October 1944, when Germany accelerated the deportation of Jews. Wallenberg continued his work, trying to help those on death marches and the  remaining residents of the Budapest ghetto. 



Chronology of Liberation

ALLIED SOLDIERS FOUND THE SAME HORRID CONDITONS AT EACH CAMP. 
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Five days after the liberation of Buchenwald, Germany, Jewish survivors still slept in their barracks. American troops did their best to provide food and medical care for the former inmates. 
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Liberated Auschwitz inmates told Soviet soldiers what they had experienced at the hands of the Nazis.

Beginning in January 1945, as the Allies advanced into Germany from the east and the west, American, British, and Soviet troops were able to free thousands of prisoners held in Nazi concentration camps.

January 27: Auschwitz
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Several trains arrived at Auschwitz every day, each carrying more than 1,000 prisoners.

The largest camp complex in the Nazi system, Auschwitz, had three main locations near the town of Oswiecim in Germany and more than 40 subcamps. Auschwitz had held up to 150,000 prisoners and operated as a prison, extermination, and labor camp. 

The location called Auschwitz I housed prisoners and forced laborers, provided facilities for the camp’s chief doctor, Josef Mengele, to conduct “medical” experiments, and had a gas chamber and a crematorium for killing small groups. The second main location, Auschwitz-Birkenau, was primarily an extermination center, with eight gas chambers, 46 ovens, and four crematoria. Auschwitz-Monowitz served as housing for forced laborers who worked at a nearby factory.

By the time the Soviet troops arrived at the Auschwitz complex, the Nazis had already evacuated more than 60,000 prisoners. Seven thousand others considered too sick or already close to death were left behind. Russian soldiers found prisoners who were still alive between the bodies of prisoners who had already died. The stench they encountered from the decay was horrendous. It is unknown exactly how many people died in the Auschwitz camp system, but conservative estimates range from 1.1 million to 1.3 million.

April 11: Buchenwald

Buchenwald opened its doors in 1937 and was used primarily to house political prisoners. Within the year, the SS began sending Jews to the site, and by the end of the war, Buchenwald was one of the largest death camps in the Reich. It contained more than 80 subcamps and was designed to accommodate up to 11,200 prisoners; many were used as slave labor.

 In April 1945, the Germans evacuated some 28,000 prisoners from Buchenwald; those who remained seized control of the camp and waited for help to come. They would gain their freedom on April 11 when the U.S. Army arrived. The Americans were shocked at what they found. The camp reeked of excrement and of burning human flesh and hair.

“More than 3,200 naked, emaciated bodies had been flung into shallow graves,” remembered General Omar Bradley. Starving prisoners, Bradley said, “had torn out the entrails of the dead for food.” It is believed some 250,000 Europeans were imprisoned at Buchenwald during the war. Bradley’s troops found more than 21,000 survivors.  

April 15: Bergen-Belsen

Built in 1940 in northern Germany, Bergen-Belsen was designed as a prisoner-of-war camp that could hold up to 10,000 people, but three years later the SS converted part of the facility into a holding camp. Over the course of its operation, Bergen-Belsen housed Jews, political prisoners, Roma, homosexuals, and others. 
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Typhus, a disease spread by insects, was an ever-present hazard in the camps. One common precaution after liberation was to spray prisoners with the insecticide DDT, as British soldiers did at Bergen-Belsen.

As with all such camps, conditions were deplorable. There were few latrines, a grossly inadequate fresh water supply, and overcrowded barracks. Prisoners could go several days at a time without food and were ravaged by dysentery, typhus, tuberculosis, and other diseases. 

By April 1945, Bergen-Belsen was teeming with 60,000 inmates. On April 15, British forces liberated the camp. Most of the inmates were very ill. The soldiers were shocked to encounter prisoners who were still alive but so emaciated that they looked like living skeletons. They also discovered thousands of corpses scattered around the camp. The stench at Bergen-Belsen from disease, excrement, and death was overwhelming. Having survived the horrible conditions, more than 10,000 of those who had been liberated died because of their illnesses.

When the British left, they burned Bergen-Belsen in order to stop the spread of disease. The last building was ceremonially destroyed on May 21, 1945. 
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British soldiers made German civilians from the nearby towns of Bergen and Belsen carry the bodies of concentration camp victims to municipal cemeteries for burial. The British also forced the civilians to tour the camp, where a British officer told them, “What you see here is such a disgrace to the German people that their names must be erased from the list of civilized nations . . .”
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American troops passed candy and cigarettes through the fence to prisoners when Dachau was first liberated.
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Two Dachau prisoners secretly wrote “Dachau Song” about the motto “Arbeit Macht Frei” (“work makes you free”). It began with these words: “Barbed wire, loaded with death, is drawn around our world. . . . But we have learned the motto of Dachau and it made us as hard as steel: Be a man . . . for work, work makes you free!”

April 29: Dachau

Dachau was the first camp that the Nazis opened, in March 1933, just five weeks after Hitler was elected chancellor of Germany, and it became the model for the others that followed. 

Located near Munich, Dachau had a main camp with 32  barracks; one of them was often used for gruesome medical experiments. In addition, there were approximately 30 subcamps where prisoners were forced to work on armaments.

When the Americans entered Dachau on April 29, they found 30 railroad cars crammed with corpses that had arrived from other death camps and thousands more dead inside the facility. There were 30,000 survivors, most of whom were malnourished and riddled with disease. Some GIs were so aghast that they machine-gunned 30 SS guards who had been captured. 

It is unknown exactly how many people were interned in the Dachau system, but it is estimated that between 160,000 and 190,000 people were imprisoned in the main camp. An additional 90,000 prisoners passed through the subcamps, many through a series of relocations from camp to camp. The estimated number of deaths associated with Dachau is 32,000.
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Survivors of a subcamp of Neuengamme helped one another into a transport truck after the camp was liberated.

May 4: Neuengamme

The Neuengamme camp, located at an abandoned brickworks factory outside Hamburg, Germany, was known for working prisoners to death. Among other jobs, inmates produced bricks, mined clay, made armaments, and removed rubble from cities bombed by the Allies. They were starved, beaten, kept in filthy conditions, and made to work regardless of weather. 

Nazi medical researchers used the inmates at Neuengamme, including children, to test drugs intended to combat a variety of diseases including malaria, typhus, and tuberculosis. As the British approached in early May 1945, the Nazis evacuated nearly 10,000 prisoners and placed them on three ships in the Baltic Sea. The British arrived on May 4, but tragedy followed the liberation.

Pursing the Nazis, the British accidentally attacked two of the ships holding the prisoners during an air raid, killing some 7,000 people aboard. Only about 500 were rescued.
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While the sign over the entrance to Theresienstadt declared “Work Makes You Free,” Nazi propaganda described the camp as a “spa” where elderly German Jews could “retire.”
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Imprisoned artists stole paper and other items to record their experiences, and they shared the paper with children in the camp. Liberating forces discovered hidden artwork and poems by thousands of children, most of whom did not survive.

May 8: Theresienstadt

Theresienstadt was a walled ghetto located in what is today the Czech Republic. The Nazis planned to use the ghetto to house European Jews who were privileged and famous, but it ended up serving many purposes. Czech Jews in transit to forced-labor camps in Poland, Belorussia, and the Baltic countries were interned in Theresienstadt; the ghetto also became a labor camp and a holding area for thousands in poor health.

In the last weeks of the war, the Nazis forced between 13,500 and 15,000 additional prisoners from other camps into Theresienstadt. Most, although not all, were Jewish, and Himmler and Security Police Chief Ernst Kaltenbrunner planned to use the inmates as a way of opening peace negotiations with the Western Allies. On February 5, they released 1,210 prisoners from Theresienstadt as a token of good faith. All reached Switzerland safely, and the Swedish Red Cross was soon able to truck another 423 out of the camp.

On May 3, as the commandant and SS guards fled, the International Red Cross took over Theresienstadt. On May 8, Soviet troops entered the camp and liberated the 19,000 prisoners who had been left behind.


Josef Mengele: Medical Horrors
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Josef Mengele in his SS uniform

Josef Mengele (1911–1979) became known as the “Angel of Death” for the notorious experiments he performed on prisoners at Auschwitz. 

After completing doctorates in medicine and anthropology, Mengele began working for a scientist known for his research on twins, a job that led to Mengele’s own interest in the subject. In 1943, he was named chief doctor at Auschwitz, and along with the other medical staff, he met incoming prisoners to select test subjects, while sending others to their deaths in the gas chambers. 

Mengele performed thousands of unimaginable experiments on inmates. He was particularly fascinated with twins; most were children and many of them died during the experiments. Often the surviving twin was slaughtered in order for Mengele to compare the condition of the bodies postmortem. 

As Allies approached Auschwitz, Mengele fled and went into hiding, eventually making his way to South America. He died by drowning on February 7, 1979, in Brazil, after suffering a stroke while swimming. He was buried under the pseudonym “Wolfgang Gerhard.” His death was confirmed in 1985 by Brazilian forensic scientists, and in 1992 DNA evidence proved conclusively that it was Mengele.



Dachau Transformed

THE SITE OF INFAMOUS NAZI ATROCITIES HAS BECOME A SOMBER MEMORIAL.

[image: ]

The text on the memorial wall at Dachau reads, “May the example of those who were exterminated here between 1933–1945 because they resisted Nazism help to unite the living for the defense of peace and freedom and in respect for their fellow men.”

When American GIs liberated Dachau on April 29, 1945, they found, in the words of Colonel William Quinn, “. . . sights, sounds, and stenches horrible beyond belief, cruelties so enormous as to be incomprehensible to the normal mind.” They were shocked by the thousands of decomposing corpses and the pale, skeletal survivors staring at the liberators in disbelief. Some hardened battle veterans cried at what they saw; others raged as the magnitude of the death, deprivation, and suffering began to sink in. 

To commemorate those who were imprisoned or died at Dachau, a group of survivors began planning a memorial in 1955. They received financing from Germany’s Bavarian state government and began construction in 1962, opening the site three years later.

Today, visitors to the memorial can inspect some of the original structures, including guard towers, inmate barracks, the camp prison, and the crematorium. There is also a museum with exhibits that focus on the prisoners’ biographies, their eyewitness accounts, and the camp’s history. A two-mile “Path of Remembrance,” the road that captives had to walk from the railroad station to the camp, features information displays set up at various points along the route.


Paying Tribute
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Angela Merkel and Holocaust survivor Max Mannheimer at Dachau, August 2013

In August 2013, Angela Merkel became the first German chancellor to tour Dachau, the former concentration camp. She laid a wreath at the site and said she wanted her visit to be “a bridge from history to the present and into the future.” Max Mannheimer, a 93-year-old survivor of the camp, accompanied the chancellor and commented, “It is a great honor and an historic event for us survivors.” 




4 MOVING TOWARD PEACE

WITH THE ALLIES IN FIRM CONTROL OF EUROPE, NAZI LEADERS BEGAN SEARCHING FOR WAYS TO END THE WAR.

Peace Overtures

WITH THE ALLIES BATTERING GERMANY ON TWO FRONTS, NAZI GENERAL HEINZ GUDERIAN HOPED A FAVORABLE ACCORD COULD BE ACHIEVED.
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Nazi leader Heinrich Himmler inspected a prisoner-of-war camp that held captured Russian soldiers. Under Himmler’s policies, the men were kept in deplorable conditions and under strict guard, so there was little chance of escape or of repatriation.

[image: ]

General Heinz Guderian, a frequent critic of Adolf Hitler’s military plans, was dismissed for urging a peace settlement with the Allies.

In the summer of 1944, Nazi military commander Heinrich Himmler attempted to initiate peace talks with the United States, but President Franklin Roosevelt, who wanted to end the war unconditionally, refused the offer. Just six months later, as the Allies began their advance toward Berlin, the Germans once again raised the prospect of establishing peace talks with both the Americans and the British. 

It started on January 25, when General Heinz Guderian, the German army’s chief of staff, asked his country’s foreign minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop, to approach the Western Allies and ask for a negotiated settlement. Instead, von Ribbentrop reported the conversation to Adolf Hitler, who then accused Guderian of treason. The Third Reich leader did not discipline Guderian, but warned that anyone saying the war was lost would be punished as a traitor.

The general did not give up. Hoping that a peace settlement would save the German army from being completely destroyed, Guderian spoke to Himmler on March 21, telling him that the war was already lost and that they should “put an end to the senseless slaughter.” Over the next week, Guderian continued to argue with Himmler and Hitler over military strategy. On March 28, Hitler dismissed Guderian from office.
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Germany suffered devastating losses throughout 1945, which would also affect its postwar development.

From Ribbentrop to von Ribbentrop

In German, the word von means “of” or “from,” and when it is part of a family name it usually denotes nobility. In 1925, 32-year-old Joachim Ribbentrop was adopted by a distant relative, Gertrud von Ribbentrop. At that time, the young man was able to add the aristocratic title von to his name.


Joachim von Ribbentrop: Ambition and Zeal
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Joachim von Ribbentrop

Joachim von Ribbentrop (1893–1946) was Hitler’s minister of foreign affairs from 1938 until the end of the war in 1945. 

The son of an army officer, von Ribbentrop attended schools in Germany, Switzerland, France, and England, and then served with the German army during World War I. He married the daughter of a wealthy champagne maker, a match that made him financially independent. He met Hitler in 1932 and became one of the first members of the Nazi Party.

Ambitious and zealous, von Ribbentrop quickly rose through the ranks of the Nazi hierarchy. As minister of foreign affairs, he negotiated Germany’s nonaggression pact with the Soviets, which allowed for the division of Poland. Von Ribbentrop was captured by the Allies in June 1945, tried at Nuremberg, and sentenced to death. Von Ribbentrop was executed on October 16, 1946.



The Yalta Conference

THE BIG THREE MET AT THE CRIMEAN RESORT TO DISCUSS THE UNCONDITIONAL SURRENDER OF GERMANY.
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At Yalta, President Franklin Roosevelt and Prime Minister Winston Churchill talked privately about the future of Europe and also about how to bring the Soviet Union into the war with Japan.

With the war in Europe winding down, the time had come for Roosevelt, British prime minister Winston Churchill, and Soviet premier Joseph Stalin to decide the continent’s postwar fate, and they agreed to meet at the Black Sea port of Yalta to discuss the plan. 

Each man arrived on February 4, along with an entourage of diplomats, military officers, soldiers, and aides. Among those attending for Great Britain were Alexander Cadogan, under-secretary for foreign affairs, and Anthony Eden, Britain’s foreign secretary. Stalin was accompanied by his minister of foreign affairs, Vyacheslav Molotov, and the Soviet ambassador to the United States, Andrei Gromyko. Roosevelt brought his secretary of state, Edward Stettinius, and Averill Harriman, U.S. ambassador to the Soviet Union. The president, who had been recently elected to a fourth term, also brought along his daughter Anna who served as his personal assistant, instead of his wife Eleanor.
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Roosevelt was in failing health and brought his daughter Anna to help care for him during the conference. 
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Yalta, a resort city on the northern coast of the Black Sea, was a holiday destination for Russians and gained worldwide fame when it was selected as the site for a “Big Three” meeting.

Three Different Agendas

Aside from agreeing to demand the unconditional surrender of Germany, the agendas of the three men could not have been more different. While Stalin wanted to expand the USSR, Roosevelt and Churchill were focused on the war in the Pacific. They hoped to get Stalin to declare war on Japan once Germany surrendered. Unbeknownst to Churchill, Roosevelt secretly secured the Soviet dictator’s cooperation by agreeing to grant the Soviets a sphere of influence in Manchuria once Japan had capitulated.

The Allied leaders also discussed dividing Germany into zones of occupation. Each of the three nations, as well as France, would control one zone. Churchill and Roosevelt also agreed that all future governments in eastern Europe should be “friendly” to the Soviet Union. In exchange, Stalin agreed to allow free elections in each of the liberated eastern European countries. 

The Future of Poland

The status of Poland had been a contentious issue among the Allies throughout the war. Churchill, a stalwart anti-Communist, met with Stalin in October 1944 to discuss the Russians’ treatment of the Polish Home Army during the Warsaw Uprising. By early 1945, the Soviets were well positioned within Poland’s borders, and Churchill feared that within just a few months, Communist forces would occupy all of eastern Europe.

Now, at Yalta, Churchill was determined to try to keep the Soviets out of Poland’s internal affairs. Stalin disagreed: “For the Russian people, the question of Poland is not only a question of honor but also a question of security. [It] is a question of life and death. . . .” 

Despite their different viewpoints, the Allied leaders agreed that the Soviets could keep eastern Poland and make it part of the USSR. The Allies would compensate Poland with German territory in the west. The three leaders also agreed that the Communists would have a role in Poland’s future national government; that free elections should be held as quickly as possible; and that anti-Communist Poles living in exile in Great Britain should have a place in a new Polish government.

With the Poland question settled, Stalin then consented to help with the establishment of the United Nations, which Roosevelt desperately wanted to create. The president believed this new organization would be able to step in when conflicts arose and help countries settle their disputes peacefully.
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The Big Three—Churchill, Roosevelt, and Stalin­—took time to pose for official photographs.

The Impact of Yalta

The initial reaction to the Yalta agreements was one of celebration, especially in the United States. It seemed as though the Western Allies and the Soviets would continue their wartime cooperation into the postwar period.

Historians continue to debate the impact of the conference, but one thing remains clear: By the spring of 1945, any hope of continued American and Soviet cooperation had been dashed. After Yalta, Stalin reneged on his promises concerning eastern Europe, especially the agreement to allow free elections in all territories that were liberated from Nazi control. As the USSR created an “iron curtain” and installed governments dominated by the Soviet Union in each of these countries, the one time allies found themselves on the path to another, more ideologically driven conflict—the Cold War.
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Soviet premier Joseph Stalin (right) consulted with his minister of foreign affairs, Vyacheslav Molotov. 


The Death of FDR

THE PASSING OF THE AMERICAN PRESIDENT SHOCKED THE WORLD.
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Churchill and his wife, Clementine (far left), traveled to Roosevelt’s home in Hyde Park, New York, to pay tribute to their friend and wartime colleague. Following her death in 1962, Eleanor Roosevelt (left of Churchill) was also buried at the family estate.

At 1:00 pm on April 12, Roosevelt was sitting in a chair at his cottage in Warm Springs, Georgia, signing documents at the same time an artist stood in front of an easel completing the president’s portrait. Roosevelt turned to the painter to remind her that there were only 15 minutes left in the session; he then grabbed his head and complained of a sharp pain. Within minutes he died from a cerebral hemorrhage. The nation’s war president was 63 years old.

Radio broadcasts and newspapers across the country quickly conveyed the news. “President Roosevelt is Dead, Truman to Continue Policies,” read the headline of the New York Times.  

The death was an unexpected and overwhelm­ing development. For many people, Roosevelt was the only president they had ever known. Even Vice President Harry Truman, who received word while visiting Sam Rayburn, the Speaker of the House, for an end-of-day libation, was surprised. Truman still had a drink in his hand when an aide asked him to call the White House. 
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Newspapers around the world announced that Roosevelt had died. These young sailors read the details.

[image: ] [image: ]

Grief-stricken and stunned, Americans crowded along streets in Washington, D.C., watching the funeral procession.

“Holy General Jackson!” Truman said as he put down the phone. He rushed to the president’s private quarters and met First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt  in the hall. Placing her hand on Truman’s shoulder, Mrs. Roosevelt broke the news again, going on to say the oft-quoted words: “Is there anything we can do for you? For you are the one in trouble now.” Around 7:00 pm that evening, Truman, who had served just 82 days as vice president, was sworn in as the nation’s 33rd president.
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Former First Lady Mrs. Roosevelt and President Harry Truman shared a private moment as they paid their respects to the former president.

“I felt like the moon, the stars, and all the planets had fallen on me.”

—Harry Truman, April 13, 1945


FACES of WAR

HARRY TRUMAN
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“America was not built on fear. America was built on courage . . . and an unbeatable determination to do the job at hand. ”

Harry Truman was born in Missouri in 1884 and as a young man helped his father run the family farm. He commanded a regiment during World War I, served as a judge, and in 1934, was elected to the U.S. Senate. As a judge and as senator, Truman gained prominence for his honesty and efficiency. In July 1944, he was nominated to run as vice president on the Democratic ticket with Roosevelt, and when FDR won his fourth term, Truman assumed his new post. Just 82 days later, on April 12, 1945, he was sworn in as president. During the next few months, this president would see victory in Europe and approve dropping two atomic bombs on Japan, bringing the war to an end.



Himmler’s Proposal

THE POWERFUL GENERAL WANTED TO SURRENDER AND DIVIDE THE ALLIES.

[image: ]

German soldiers were surrounded by American troops and forced to surrender.

“I admit that Germany is defeated.”

—Heinrich Himmler, April 23, 1945

At around midday on April 24, Truman went to the Pentagon for a private transatlantic phone call to London to speak with Churchill. The prime minister had important news: The Germans were finally willing to surrender. 

According to Churchill, Himmler had spoken with the head of the Swedish Red Cross and asked him to arrange an immediate meeting with American general Dwight Eisenhower. Germany was prepared to surrender all its troops in the west. The German military leader acknowledged to the Red Cross leader, Count Folke Bernadotte, that the Nazis had lost. Now Himmler wanted to try to drive a wedge between the Western Allies and the Soviets. “I have always been, and I shall always remain, a sworn enemy of Boshevism,” he told Bernadotte.

Facing Facts

Bernadotte, who had held many conversations with Eisenhower, suspected the general would balk at the idea, because Eisenhower had made it clear he would accept nothing less than the unconditional surrender of Germany to all of the Allies. Still, Bernadotte agreed to forward Himmler’s proposal to the Swedish government on the condition that the surrender of Nazi troops in Denmark and Norway was part of the package. Himmler agreed to the deal.
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Himmler (left) and Adolf Hitler worked together to establish most of the Third Reich policies. Here, they met to observe parading Nazi storm-troopers.

Truman rejected the suggestion out of hand, and the British reply to the Swedish government was equally blunt: Surrender would have to occur on all fronts. Moreover, if any Nazi resistance persisted after a final agreement had been reached, the Allies would continue fighting until they had won a total, decisive victory. 

Bernadotte relayed the information to one of Himmler’s aides on April 27, and the next day, reports about Himmler’s efforts appeared in the press. Upon hearing the news, Hitler, sheltered deep inside his Berlin bunker, accused his good friend and loyal soldier of betrayal, stripped him of all his titles, and ordered his arrest.


FACES of WAR

HEINRICH HIMMLER
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“One principle must be absolute for the SS man: we must be honest, decent, loyal and friendly to members of our blood and to no one else. ”

Born in 1900 to a middle-class family, Heinrich Himmler grew up a fervent German patriot. Like many German youth of the era, Himmler joined one of the right-wing soldier organizations that formed after World War I. He took part in the failed 1923 Beer Hall Putsch, when Hitler tried to seize power. In 1925, Himmler joined the Nazi Party and earned a reputation for strong nationalism and anti-Semitic views. In 1929, Hitler appointed him as Reichsführer SS, responsible for all internal security within the Third Reich.

Unopposed, Himmler became the chief architect of the Holocaust and developed the Nazi concentration camp system, which resulted in the ruthless massacre of millions of people. 

Following Germany’s surrender to the Allies, Himmler tried to escape, but was captured by the British. On May 23, 1945, he bit down on a cyanide pill hidden in one of his teeth and died.



The Potsdam Conference

THE BIG THREE MET AGAIN TO DECIDE THE FATE OF THE POSTWAR WORLD.
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At Potsdam, Stalin (left), Truman (center), and Churchill (right) frequently found themselves at odds, expressing differences that would lead to dissension after the war.

The day after the United States successfully tested the first atomic bomb at Alamogordo in the desert of New Mexico, the leaders of the Big Three nations gathered at Potsdam, a town just outside Berlin, to continue the planning begun at Yalta for a postwar Europe. The goals of organizing the administration of a defeated Germany, setting postwar borders in Europe, and determining war reparations took center stage.  

Truman, Stalin, and Churchill were joined by Clement Attlee, Britain’s deputy prime minister and a Labour Party member of Churchill’s Conservative Party’s coalition government. He and Churchill were waiting for results of the recent British election, an unexpected development given Churchill’s wartime popularity. When the results were announced on July 26, Attlee became prime minister, and Churchill left the conference.

Attlee, Truman, and Stalin each had  different goals regarding reparations. Stalin was focused on the monies promised to the USSR at Yalta, which was half of the total amount available. Truman and U.S. secretary of state James Byrnes sought to avoid a replay of the end of World War I when the Treaty of Versailles required extremely high payments, or reparations, from Germany, ultimately sowing the seeds of World War II. Attlee agreed with the American position. 

Though the USSR already controlled almost half of Germany and all of Poland, the Baltic states, Hungary, Bulgaria, and Romania, Stalin used the conference to push for an expanded sphere of influence in eastern Europe to serve as a defensive buffer along the USSR’s western border. In contrast, Britain and the United States sought to encourage new democratic governments. Attlee and Truman, representing Western democracies, felt a growing distrust of Stalin’s intentions in eastern Europe, and both feared further Soviet expansion.
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At some of the Potsdam meetings, Stalin wore his full military uniform as marshal of the Soviet Union. During Potsdam, a new military rank was created just for the Russian leader, generalissimus of the Soviet Union. Stalin refused to sign the decree creating it, later stating that the Soviet army had only marshal as its highest rank.

How to Handle Poland

One of the most contentious questions facing the Big Three was the future of Poland. How to resolve issues involving that country remained a major source of disagreement for the USSR, Britain, and the United States. In exchange for territory that Poland had lost to the Soviets during the war, Poland was to receive territory in the western portion of the country that had been seized and occupied by the Nazis. During their meeting at Potsdam, the three leaders established Poland’s provisional western border; the final demarcation was to be established at a later time. 
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The Potsdam Conference was held at the Cecillenhof Palace, originally built for royalty. The buildings are now open to visitors.

The Refugee Crisis

Another of the major difficulties to be resolved was the refugee issue: The Poles had already begun deporting several million Germans from the western territory, and other eastern European countries were repatriating German citizens as well. The British and the Americans feared the refugees would overrun—and potentially destabilize—the Western occupation zones.

By the time the conference ended, the Allies had not taken any action on the refugee crisis, saying only “any transfers that take place should be effected in an orderly and humane manner.” They also requested that Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary temporarily halt any additional deportations.

Postwar Germany

Despite their differences, one of the key accords reached by the Allies was that all aspects of German society were to be restructured. The country’s military and paramilitary forces were to be disbanded, war criminals tried, and all Nazi-era laws repealed and replaced with new, more democratic measures. In addition, all authoritarian influences would be removed from the judicial and educational systems, and the involvement of political parties in local and state governments would be encouraged. 

The Big Three agreed that Germany and its capital, Berlin, would be divided into four zones to be governed by the occupation armies of the United States, Britain, the USSR, and France. Each of the four nations would receive war reparations from its occupation zone.


5 V-E DAY

AFTER SIX YEARS OF WAR AND INCALCULABLE SUFFERING, THE ALLIES DEFEATED HITLER’S FORCES AND RESTOREd EUROPE’S FREEDOM.

Surrender to the Big Three

GENERAL DWIGHT EISENHOWER FORCED GERMANY TO CAPITULATE TO BOTH THE WESTERN ALLIES AND RUSSIA.
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Numerous German soldiers captured near the war’s end were kept in rural camps in Allied-occupied Germany.

“With this signature the German people and the German armed forces are for better or worse delivered into the victor’s hands. . . . In this hour I can only express the hope that the victor will treat them with generosity.” 

—German general Alfred Jodl, May 7, 1945

By April, both German civilians and the country’s military knew that they would be forced to admit defeat. The Soviets had captured Berlin, and Nazi soldiers still stationed along the Eastern and Western Fronts were surrendering daily. Axis forces in Italy and southern Austria capitulated on May 2, and just two days later German troops in Denmark and the Netherlands gave up the fight. The following day, the remaining German armies in Austria followed suit. For all these men, the fighting was finally over.
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An American soldier guarded German prisoners during the Allied advance into Germany.
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 On May 2, British field marshal Bernard Montgomery explained partial surrender terms for German forces in the Netherlands, Denmark, and northwest Germany. The next day, Nazi officers returned to Montgomery’s field headquarters near Hamburg and agreed to the surrender terms.

Germany Admits Defeat

Before Adolf Hitler committed suicide on April 30, 1945, he named German naval commander Karl Dönitz to succeed him as both president and commander of the supreme armed forces.

Dönitz, in his new role as president,  immediately began acting on his belief that the Americans and British would treat German troops better than Soviet premier Joseph Stalin. On May 7, he dispatched Jodl, a trusted commander who held a lead position in the German Armed Forces High Command, to meet with General Dwight Eisenhower in Reims, France. 

Negotiations were difficult. Eisenhower rejected Jodl’s offer that Germany would surrender only to the Western Allies and insisted that the Germans concede to both Russians and the Western Allies. The Nazis were out of options. Jodl radioed Dönitz, requesting permission to sign surrender documents. Four different versions were needed: English, French, German, and Russian. Government officials in London, Paris, and Moscow quickly approved the transcripts. By the end of the day, Dönitz had made Germany’s defeat official. 

Shortly before midnight on May 8, a second, slightly different declaration was executed with Russian officials, at Stalin’s insistence. Meeting in Karlshort, just outside Berlin, German field marshal Wilhelm Keitel formally conceded his country to Soviet general Georgy Zhukov. These final documents were signed on what was actually May 9 in Moscow, and this became the official surrender date for the Russians. 

The war that began in September 1939 had come to an end in Europe. American forces received a message from Eisenhower after the surrender, in which he said, “The route you have traveled . . . is marked by the graves of former comrades. . . . Our common problems of the immediate and distant future can be best solved in the same conceptions of co-operation and devotion to the cause of human freedom as have made this Expeditionary Force such a mighty engine of righteous destruction.”

“By command of Admiral Dönitz the Armed Forces have given up the hopeless struggle. A heroic fight that has lasted for nearly six years thus comes to an end . . . the German Armed Forces have succumbed to overwhelming superior strength. . . . To show obedience, discipline and absolute loyalty to our Fatherland, bleeding from innumerable wounds, is the sacred duty our dead impose upon us all.”

—Final order of the German Armed Forces, issued on May 9, 1945


General Alfred Jodl: Violating Rules of War

[image: ]

General Alfred Jodl, Chief of the Operations Staff of the German High Command

Alfred Jodl (1890–1946) was a German artillery officer during World War I and remained in the military service after the armistice. At the outbreak of World War II, Jodl joined the German army command staff, which was responsible for the overall actions of the army. 

As a member of the general staff, Jodl signed off on two of Adolf Hitler’s orders that were clear violations of the rules of war. The “Commando Order” directed German forces to immediately kill all captured Allies without trial. The “Commissar Order” directed that German troops immediately execute, again without any kind of trial, any Soviet political officer they captured.

At the war’s conclusion, Jodl was authorized by Chancellor Karl Dönitz to sign the surrender documents with the Allies and to agree to the unconditional surrender of German forces. Jodl was convicted of war crimes at the Nuremberg Trials and then hanged in 1946.




Karl Dönitz: Germany’s new leader
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Karl Dönitz, shown here, was wearing the Iron Cross, which was awarded for exceptional bravery and leadership on the battlefield.

Following Hitler’s death on April 30, and in accordance with the Führer’s will, Grand Admiral Karl Dönitz (1891–1980) became Germany’s new head of state, president of the Reich. A loyal, obedient, and zealous Nazi, Dönitz was known for his ruthless cunning and lack of respect for human life on the battlefield. In his memoirs, Dönitz recounted: . . . I did not for a moment doubt that it was my duty to accept the task . . . it had been my constant fear that the absence of any central authority would lead to chaos and the senseless and purposeless sacrifice of hundreds of thousands of lives . . . I realized . . . that the darkest moment in any fighting man’s life, the moment when he must surrender unconditionally, was at hand. I realized, too, that my name would remain forever associated with the act and that hatred and distortion of facts would continue to try and besmirch my honor. But duty demanded that I pay no attention to any such considerations. My policy was simple—to try and save as many lives as I could. At his 1946 war criminal trial at Nuremberg, Dönitz was sentenced to ten years in prison and was released in 1956.




The War in Europe Ends

Axis forces in Europe finally surrendered. As the news spread, joyful celebrations erupted around the world. Soon, American troops began their long-awaited trip home to reunite with loved ones.
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MAY 2 The remaining Axis forces in Italy and southern Austria surrendered.
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MAY 4 Nazi forces in Denmark and the Netherlands ceded to the Allies.
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MAY 5 All Nazi forces still fighting in Austria surrendered.
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MAY 7 Alfred Jodl traveled to Reims, France, and acting on behalf of the German government, signed an unconditional surrender with the Western Allies.
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MAY 8 V-E Day was announced, and celebrations began around the world. 

May 8 German officials met with Soviet military leaders and signed similar surrender papers.
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MAY 9 Russians joined the celebrations marking the end of the war.
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JUNE Soldiers stationed in Europe began coming home to the United States.



V-E Day in the British Commonwealth

THE EMPIRE SAVORED A SWEET MOMENT OF TRIUMPH.
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Thousands of civilians and military, including these members of the Women’s Royal Army Corps, filled London’s Trafalgar Square to celebrate V-E Day.

The announcement that Germany had officially and unconditionally surrendered was broadcast in Britain late at night on May 7, and on the following day, a sense of euphoria reigned throughout the country. People flocked to city streets to sing, dance, and celebrate. Others spent the day quietly at home and in church, reflecting on the events they had endured. For those who had fought, a commonly heard phrase was simply “I survived.”

In London, bands played, flags flew, and crowds gathered outside Buckingham Palace to cheer for King George, who came out on the balcony eight times. Princess Elizabeth and her sister, Princess Margaret, joined the thousands of citizens in the streets. Prime Minister Winston Churchill, who spoke from the balcony of the Ministry of Health, drew the loudest cheer of all when he reminded the elated throngs assembled below, “This is your victory.”
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Winston Churchill spoke to the cheering masses, which burst into a round of “For he’s a jolly good fellow.” 

In Toronto and throughout Canada, people gathered in the streets to celebrate, and in many cities, May 7 was commemorated with thanksgiving services. The Globe and Mail, Toronto’s newspaper, called the festivities a “carnival of joy,” marked with laughter and tears, blaring car horns, and open churches where people gathered to pray and give thanks. It was a day filled with exhilaration, flags, and official speeches, as well as with hymns and calls to remember those who had lost their lives during the war.

In comparison, the celebration in New Zealand was subdued. When V-E Day was announced, the country’s prime minister Peter Fraser insisted that no celebrations be held until May 9, when Churchill officially announced that peace had come. For New Zealanders, the day began with bells and sirens and then gave way to speeches by government officials, parades, and thanksgiving services. Citizens won compliments from the government for their “commendable restraint.”

The declaration of victory, however, was not shared throughout the British Commonwealth. In Australia, the Sydney Morning Herald led with the question, “Since when has it been customary to celebrate victory halfway through a contest?” For as servicemen and women recalled comrades lost and hardships endured, they may have also been wondering if they would be sent to fight the Japanese. Like their New Zealand neighbors, the Australians knew that the war was still to be won.

Victory Day in France

THE BELLS RANG OUT ANNOUNCING THE GOOD NEWS.
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Soldiers and civilians filled the streets of Paris to celebrate V-E Day and remember the 217,000 soldiers and 567,000 civilians who had made victory possible but not lived to celebrate it.

On May 8, Charles de Gaulle, leader of the Free French Forces, announced Germany’s surrender in a radio broadcast to his fellow citizens. Church bells pealed in the villages, towns, and cities throughout France, signaling the end of Nazi oppression and announcing that it was time to celebrate. An American airman stationed in France at the time wrote: “The people went mad. Mad with laughter and mad with happiness, mad with anything and everything. All up and down the streets the cheering populace let it be known that Hitler was KAPUT. . . .”
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A French victory leaflet featured Charles de Gaulle’s wartime promise, “France will live, and in the name of the French people, I swear to you that she will live victorious.”

De Gaulle’s address to the French people began simply: “The war has been won.” He continued, “. . . [T]he country turns its thoughts and affection first of all toward those who died for her and then toward those who in her service struggled and suffered so much. Not one single act of courage or self-sacrifice of her sons and daughters, not one single hardship of her captive men and women, not one single bereavement and sacrifice, not one single tear will have been wasted in vain. . . . Honor, eternal honor, to our armies and their leaders. Honor to our nation, which never faltered, even under terrible trials, nor gave in to them.”
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Jubilant Parisians paraded through the Arc de Triomphe and along the Champs-Elysées to celebrate Germany’s defeat.

In Paris, parading crowds took to the streets and filled the city’s center, kissing one another and singing the national anthem. One journalist reported that there was “. . . hardly any place to breathe and no place at all to move.” The sounds of bells and car horns joined the deafening blast of air-raid sirens. It was a day of glory, knowing that many of those who had collaborated with the Vichy government and the Nazis would be brought to trial for treason and other war crimes.

V-E Day in the United States

“OUR VICTORY IS ONLY HALF OVER.” —PRESIDENT HARRY TRUMAN
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Overjoyed V-E Day crowds jammed Times Square in New York City so tightly that neither streets nor sidewalks were visible.

In the United States, victory celebrations marking the end of the war in Europe were joyous and, as elsewhere around the world, filled with a tremendous sense of relief. The night sky of the East Coast, particularly in and around New York City, radiated with light as evening blackout conditions were no longer required. Jubilant crowds filled Times Square, flags flew high, church bells rang, car horns blared, and people danced in the streets. 

But the festivities lacked a sense of finality. The United States was still at war in the Pacific, and everyone knew the nation faced a deadly enemy.

In a radio broadcast to the nation on May 8, President Harry Truman added a somber reminder to the celebratory atmosphere: “For this victory, we join in offering our thanks to the Providence which has guided and sustained us through the dark days of adversity. Our rejoicing is sobered and subdued by a supreme consciousness of the terrible price we have paid to rid the world of Hitler and his evil band. Let us not forget, my fellow Americans, the sorrow and the heartache which today abide in the homes of so many of our neighbors—neighbors whose most priceless possession has been rendered as a sacrifice to redeem our liberty.”
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Americans filling Times Square and surrounding streets were so elated that the celebration extended far into the night, with city lights at full brilliance. During the war, businesses in New York had dimmed their lights to conserve electricity and coal.

He continued, “We can repay the debt which we owe to our God, to our dead, and to our children, only by work, by ceaseless devotion to the responsibilities which lie ahead of us. If I could give you a single watchword for the coming months, that word is work, work, and more work. We must work to finish the war. Our victory is only half over.”

Victory Day in Moscow

STALIN AND THE USSR CELEBRATED WITH GUNFIRE AND GUSTO.
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Happy crowds in Moscow packed Red Square edge to edge during celebrations of Victory Day, May 9. For a brief period, the war was over for the USSR, as it had not yet declared war on Japan.

“Eternal glory to the heroes who fell in the struggle against the enemy and gave their lives for the freedom and happiness of our people!”

—Joseph Stalin, May 9, 1945

The official notice that Germany had surrendered to Russia was made in the early morning hours of May 9. The chief announcer of Radio Moscow broke the news to the Russian people: “Attention, this is Moscow. Germany has capitulated. This day, in honor of the victorious Great Patriotic War, is to be a national holiday, a festival of victory.”

Even though it was the middle of the night, celebrations erupted throughout the city. People rushed outside to dance, pray, cry, and laugh, and impromptu festivities lasted throughout the day. The newspaper Pravda led with the headline “Triumph in the Capital” and followed with a glowing tribute to Stalin. That night, fireworks lit up the sky near Red Square, and thousands came to share their joy.

The observances in Russia and the rest of the Soviet Union were not confined to just one day. A major parade to mark the victory was held in Moscow’s Red Square on June 24, a date chosen because many war veterans had returned home and could participate in the military honors. Surviving Russian soldiers had reason to be thankful, for millions of Russians had been killed during the fighting, and several million more had been murdered by the Nazis after being captured during battle, amounting to a total loss of somewhere between 9 million and 13 million men.
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The Soviets put on a massive fireworks display in Moscow to mark the victory.
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Russian victory ceremonies included Red Army soldiers lowering captured Nazi banners toward the ground, signifying Germany’s defeat and surrender.

Operation Magic Carpet Begins

SHIPS BEGAN FERRYING TROOPS HOME FROM EUROPE.

[image: ]

Ecstatic crowds on the docks of New York City welcomed returning American troops on the British ship Queen Mary. 

American soldiers in Europe had finished their job, and the U.S. military could now focus on another Herculean task: bringing their men and women home. The job was not an easy one. Many of the navy’s ships were still deployed in the Pacific and unavailable to bring some three million men and women home. Also, there was the question of who should get to come home first. 

The government addressed the first issue by converting 300 cargo ships into troop transports. For the second, the army developed a complex system of points based on seniority and time overseas to determine the order of return. 

Starting in late June, the first transports began their journey, and over the next 14 months, more than 400,000 GIs a month traveled the Atlantic in an operation dubbed Magic Carpet. 

The fleet also included hospital ships, which brought back more than half a million wounded soldiers. On return trips to Europe, the ships carried 500,000 German and Italian POWs to their homes.
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Families felt both relief and elation as they embraced loved ones who returned.
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After the end of the war in Europe, U.S. soldiers boarded transport ships for the trip home.


6 THE POSTWAR WORLD

HAVING SECURED VICTORIES IN EUROPE AND JAPAN, THE ALLIED POWERS TURNED THEIR FOCUS TO REBUILDING SHATTERED ECONOMIES AND TO BRINGING WAR CRIMINALS TO TRIAL.

The Partition of Germany

THE ALLIES RESTRUCTURED THE COUNTRY’S GOVERNMENT AND TRIED NAZIS FOR WAR CRIMES.
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Signs marked the boundaries of the four sectors of Berlin. Military police patrolled the perimeters and guarded crossing points between the sectors.

Following Germany’s surrender, civil authority throughout the country broke down and the economy faltered, resulting in a lack of public services, widespread hunger, and homelessness. To restore order, the Allies established new administrative and economic systems. They also took steps to remove all elements of Nazism from political and social life, and prosecuted those responsible for the horrors of the Third Reich.

The Berlin Declaration

On June 5, American, British, French, and Soviet military commanders signed the Berlin Declaration of 1945 that split Germany into four occupation zones. Each of the Allies was assigned responsibility for administering one zone. An Allied Control Council, made up of military representatives, was formed and authorized to exercise joint governing power over the country. The council’s decisions were supposed to be unanimous, but in cases of disagreement, each zone’s military governor could take separate action. The capital city, Berlin, was also divided into quarters because of the way the zones were apportioned.
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Members of denazification commissions interviewed witnesses to decide who was punishable and who was eligible for clemency.

Conflict Among the “Big Four”

The joint administration of Germany soon deteriorated into irreconcilable differences. The USSR was supposed to supply food to the rest of the country in exchange for reparations from the other three zones. When the Soviets failed to meet their obligations, the United States and Britain began sending relief supplies to Germany at their own expense. The aid facilitated the country’s return to self-sufficiency.

The rift between the USSR and the Western powers continued to widen. Western occupation governments wanted to encourage democracy and allowed political parties to form in preparation for future German elections. By 1947, the Western powers combined the administrations in their three regions to further encourage economic growth. Russian premier Joseph Stalin, in contrast, wanted to safeguard his regime by controlling neighboring countries, including the Soviet zone in Germany. He and the Soviet occupiers pressured Germany’s moderate Social Democrats to merge with the Communists to ensure a Communist victory in elections held in the Soviet zone. Over time, these developments led to the evolution of two German nations.

Denazification of Germany

In September 1945, the Allied Control Council officially abolished the Nazi Party. Soon after, the group issued several directives designed to remove Nazis from positions of authority and to eliminate Nazi organizations and their ideas. The Allies also took control of the press, radio, and movies. The Americans closed German schools, destroyed textbooks, removed and retrained teachers, and created new curricula. The next step in the process was to prosecute Nazis who were classified as the war’s “major offenders.” 


Postwar Recovery

The Allies carried out their plans for the postwar world. They partitioned Germany, occupied Japan, and planned war trials while working to establish democratic governments. War weary but optimistic, 50 nations gathered to create the United Nations.

APRIL
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APRIL 12 President Roosevelt died of a cerebral hemorrhage, and Truman was sworn in as president thae same day.

MAY
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MAY 7 Germany surrendered to the Allies, ending the war in Europe.

JUNE
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JUNE 5 Germany and Berlin were divided into four zones controlled by U.S., British, French, and Soviet military.

OCTOBER
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OCTOBER 24  The United Nations was established.

NOVEMBER
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NOVEMBER 20  The Nuremberg Trials began.




The Berlin Airlift: Operation Vittles 
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West Berlin children eagerly awaited the planes bringing food and candy. 

When Berlin was partitioned, the Soviets took control of the eastern half of the city and the other Allies occupied the western sectors. By late 1947, the British, Americans, and French had merged their zones. This new Western coalition, and especially the prospect of a unified West Berlin, worried the Soviets. Starting June 24, 1948, the Soviets began sealing off all railway, highway, and barge access to West Berlin, creating a blockade.

The Allies began to ship supplies to Berlin by airplane. In the initial phase of the Berlin Airlift, Allied planes delivered about 5,000 tons of food and other goods daily. That amount soon increased to 8,000 tons a day. By the time the Soviets ended the blockade in May 1949, a total of 2.3 million tons of supplies had been airlifted into Berlin. The Allies continued to send food and other supplies to the city via plane until September, hoping to create a surplus in case the Soviets decided to reinstate the blockade.



The Nuremberg War Trials

JUSTICE WOULD BE SERVED, BUT IT WOULD NEVER MAKE UP FORE THOSE WHO LOST THEIR LIVES.
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Nazi leaders were tried in Room 600 of the Palace of Justice. Courtroom proceedings were recorded, and some were broadcast in radio reports. It was the first time most people learned of the Nazi atrocities, the concentration camps, and the gas chambers.

“The wrongs which we seek to condemn and punish have been so calculated, so malignant, and so devastating, that civilization cannot tolerate their being ignored, because it cannot survive their being repeated.”

—Justice Robert Jackson, November 21, 1945

Even before Germany surrendered, the Allies had planned to establish courts to try Nazi military and political leaders for their actions during the war. On May 2, 1945, President Harry Truman selected Associate Supreme Court Justice Robert Jackson to organize the proceedings and to represent the United States in them. 

Jackson started by developing the London Charter, which established the International Military Tribunal and the procedures for the trials. The Allied signatories agreed to hold the trials in Nuremberg, where the Nazis had staged their annual rallies, as the court of record. Much of the city was severely damaged, but the huge Palace of Justice and a prison remained intact.

On November 20, the Nuremberg War Trials began. In the first trial, 22 Nazis faced one or more charges of war crimes, crimes against peace, or crimes against humanity. The defendants included Luftwaffe commander Hermann Göring, Adolf Hitler’s deputy Rudolf Hess, and the Führer’s successor Admiral Karl Dönitz. Each morning, guards marched the men from the prison to the courtroom. Over the next ten months, prosecutors offered evidence that included German propaganda movies, films of concentration camp liberations, and physical evidence from the camps, as well as eyewitness testimony. The 250 journalists attending the trials were often heard weeping in the courtroom. On October 1, 1946, the court handed down the verdicts. Twelve high-ranking men, including Göring, were sentenced to death by hanging. Three received life sentences, four got prison terms of ten to 20 years, and three lesser political figures were acquitted. Between 1945 and 1949, more than 100 other defendants were tried at Nuremberg.
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Hermann Göring conferred with his German lawyer.
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Top Nazi leaders were the first to be tried in the trial of the major war criminals. Defendants seated in the dock were, front row (left to right): Hermann Göring (taking notes), Rudolf Hess, Joachim von Ribbentrop, General Wilhelm Keitel; back row (left to right): Admiral Karl Dönitz, Admiral Erich Raeder, Baldur von Schirach, and Fritz Sauckel.

These cases were notable because they attempted to administer justice for the Nazi atrocities and because they established universal standards of human rights and conduct during war. In 1945, the United Nations established the International Court of Justice to decide legal disputes between nations on a voluntary basis. In the years following World War II, the international community would also sign agreements on human rights, genocide, and laws of war. 


Robert Jackson: Work of a Lifetime
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In October 1941, Supreme Court Justice Robert Jackson posed for a formal photograph in his new judicial role.

Associate Supreme Court Justice Robert Jackson (1892–1954) was an eminent attorney and jurist who left a significant legacy as the architect of the trials at Nuremberg. He was born in Spring Creek, Pennsylvania, and soon moved with his family to Frewsburg, New York. After apprenticing to an attorney and attending one year of law school, Jackson passed the New York State Bar exam. He then pursued a successful legal career and became active in local politics. 

President Franklin Roosevelt named Jackson U.S. solicitor general in 1938, and three years later, U.S. attorney general. In 1941, Jackson was appointed to the U.S. Supreme Court, where he served until his death in 1954. Jackson later said that developing the International Military Tribunal and its legal precedents was the most important work of his life.



Hopes for a Peaceful World

THE UNITED NATIONS PROVIDED A FORUM FOR RESOLVING INTERNATIONAL DISPUTES.
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Gardeners at San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park created a special display of flowers to welcome the delegates to the conference.

After years of conflict, devastation, and privation, there was a shared determination to avoid another world war. Gradually, this determination evolved into action. The seeds of the effort dated to August 1941, when Roosevelt and Prime Minister Winston Churchill issued the Atlantic Charter, a statement that listed their postwar goals for international security. These goals appeared again in January 1942, when 26 Allied nations signed the United Nations Declaration, which bound them to a common purpose of victory over the Axis powers. It also resolved to protect liberty and human rights and to respect the self-determination of all peoples. In April 1945, with the end of the war in sight, representatives of 50 nations met at the San Francisco Conference to write a charter for the new organization.
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The title page of the Charter of the United Nations featured the organization’s emblem. It is a map of the world with the North Pole at its center, surrounded by a wreath of olive branches, a symbol of peace.

“. . . to save succeeding generations from the scourge of war . . . to reaffirm faith in fundamental human rights . . .”

—from the UN Charter
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Edward Stettinius, chair of the U.S. delegation to the United Nations conference in San Francisco, signed the UN Charter for the United States while President Harry Truman (second from left) and others looked on.

The charter established the structure of the United Nations and outlined its guiding principles: to prevent war, to affirm fundamental human rights, to facilitate international peace and security, to promote improved living standards, and to support social progress and economic advancements. The United States, Britain, and the USSR were the primary designers of the decision-making structure. The General Assembly consisted of representatives of all member countries. The Security Council, which was responsible for international peace and security, originally had 11 members, six of which were elected to two-year terms. Five—the United States, the United Kingdom, the Soviet Union, France, and the Republic of China—were permanent members, and each had veto power on Security Council resolutions.
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Secretary of State James Byrnes (right) watched as Truman signed the document by which he ratified the Charter of the United Nations.

Disagreements based on national interests plagued the discussions at the April conference, but they did not prevent the formation of the United Nations. The USSR insisted on individual memberships for each of the countries along the Soviet border in eastern Europe. Britain got assurances that due to the principle of self-determination, none of its colonies would be put under UN control. There also was considerable debate about the voting process and veto power in the Security Council. Finally on June 25, the delegates unanimously adopted the charter, and the next day they all signed the document. After the permanent members of the Security Council and most of the other members ratified the charter, the United Nations was officially established on October 24, 1945. The world had entered a new period of international collaboration.

Honoring Those Who Served

THE WORLD WAR II MEMORIAL IN WASHINGTON, D.C. IS A TRIBUTE TO ALL THE MEN AND WOMEN OF THE “GREATEST GENERATION” WHO SACRIFIED TO BRING VICTORY TO OUR NATION. 
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The Rainbow Pool in the center of the monument’s plaza opens to vistas of both the Lincoln Memorial and the Washington Monument.

“When it mattered most, an entire generation of Americans showed the finest qualities of our nation and of humanity. On this day, in their honor, we will raise the American flag over a monument that will stand as long as America itself.”

—George W. Bush, May 29, 200

Sixteen million Americans served during World War II, and on May 29, 2004, a memorial honoring their commitment and sacrifices was dedicated in the nation’s capital. The event featured a four-day celebration, with special museum exhibits and services in the National Cathedral.

Almost every feature and detail of the seven-acre memorial, situated in the National Mall, is symbolic. A ceremonial entrance is flanked by 24 bronze bas-relief sculptures that provide glimpses into the American experience at home and on the battlefield. Inside, the memorial is anchored by two pavilions— one proclaiming victory in the Atlantic Theatre, the other success in the Pacific. Fifty-six granite pillars represent the states, federal territories, and the District of Columbia. The columns are linked with bronze ropes to reflect the nation’s unity during the war and adorned with two bronze wreaths, one of wheat, representing the United States’ agricultural strength, and one in oak, signifying the might of a nation that supplied its own troops and those of its allies. 

The site also features the Freedom Wall decorated with 4,048 gold stars, honoring the military personnel who lost their lives during the war or who remain missing in action. Carved at the bottom are the words: “Here we mark the price of freedom.”
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Four million visitors come to the memorial each year to pay tribute to fallen comrades and to honor all those who sacrificed during the war. Many leave flags and flowers to commemorate the event.

Visitors can find hidden treasures in the site, including the famous “Kilroy was here” graffiti that is familiar to every World War II veteran. Also carved into the memorial are these words from President Truman: “Our debt to the heroic men and valiant women in the service of our country can never be repaid. They have earned our undying gratitude. America will never forget their sacrifices.”
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Four eagles sit inside the Atlantic pavilion. Each bird has a wingspan of 11 feet and is perched on its own 18-foot-tall bronze column. The four join together to hold a laurel victory wreath. Carvings at the base of the pavilions list many of the major World War II battlefields.


War Deaths by Country

Country: France

Military Deaths: 218,000

Total Civilian and Military Deaths: 568,000

Country: Germany

Military Deaths: 5.5 million 

Total Civilian and Military Deaths: 6.6 million–8.8 million 

Country: Italy

Military Deaths: 300,000

Total Civilian and Military Deaths: 457,000

Country: Soviet Union

Military Deaths: 8.8 million–10.7 million 

Total Civilian and Military Deaths: 24 million 

Country: United Kingdom

Military Deaths: 384,000

Total Civilian and Military Deaths: 451,000

Country: United States

Military Deaths: 417,000

Total Civilian and Military Deaths: 419,000
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Numerous German soldiers captured near the war’s end were kept in rural camps in Allied-occupied Germany.

“I admit that Germany is defeated.”

—Heinrich Himmler, April 23, 1945
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