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RECOLLECTIONS OF A LIBERATOR
or
OHRDRUF 2 BUCHENWA™.D CONCENTRATION CAMPS

APRIL L and 11, 15LS

Capt. Frederick B. Lea, Company Commander of Hqs. & Hqs. Cempany,
L6th Armored Medical Battaliem & Division Medical Supply Officer,
Fourth Armored Division with General Patton's Third U.S. Army, Eurepe.

On April L, 1945, the Fourth Armored Division liberated a
concentration camp called Stalag I1I, located in Dhrdruf, en the
autobahn between Gotha and Chemnits. It was swrrounded by a
barbed-wire fence, high and forbiddimg, with search lights and
machine guns mounted im watch tewers trained on the camp, Just
inside the main gate lay thirty or mere bedies im striped prisen
garb. As we stared in disbelief at the sickenimg scene of cold-
blooded murder of unarmed people, thi'ee figures came from the woods
nearby. They had survived by escaping when the German S5 guards
had marched the remaining inmatee eastward as the Americans had
approached. The fallen omes had been too sick or weak to walk;

80 they had received a bullet im the throat or the back of the head.
This was something new te us, different from the usuwal war scene;
and we were shecked by the sight.

We had been in constant combat for nine menths, from the
beaches of Normandy throuwgh France, Belgium, Luxembourg, and
Germany, as the leading or 'spearhead' Division of the Third Army.
Soldiers had grown accustomed te the sight of destruction of towns
and cities and the bloated corpses of herds in the fields killed
by artillery bursts or bembs. Familiar, too, was the sight of
enemy dead by their shattered tanks or machine gun emplacements,
often discolored by the summer's sun, awaiting burial, We had
experienced the less of comrades in the heat of summer, in the rain
and mud of fall in Alsace Lorraine, and en icy mowntain roads te
Belgium to relieve the troops surrounded in Bastegne. Finally, we
had entered Germany and cressed the Rhine, leaving behind fallen
friends at river crossings and in city streets, often in company
with civilian victims of the confldct. Death and destruction had
been owr companions, centinwally. We had beceme inured te death,
if that is ever possible. But we had not seen anything as savage
and heartless as this!

In a shed, stacked like cordwood, were dosens of skeleten-like
bodies, naked and sprinkled with lime, skin stretched se tight that
every bone could be counted. With empty stomachs and scarcely any
flesh remaining on their frames, there was little te reot. However,
despite the freesing cold, the stench of death was overwhelming.
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Receollections of a liberator (cont'd.)

A short distance back in the woods was a disposal pit - a
long trench about ten feet wide and eight feet deep. Cadavers
were stacked on pine logs placed on a grate of steel railimg;
the fires had been tanded by other immates. Rains had extinguished
the flames and the half-burned bodies presented a meost grotesque
scens. We were told that the crematory had besn shut down fer
lack of fuel; but that some LOOO had been murdered and burned in
pits since December. Ohrdruf was a work camp as well as an exter-
minatien camp. Inmates had built a huge underground communicatien
center fer the headquarters ef the German High Command, in prepar-
atien fer a retreat from Berlin. It was never wsed, as the Amer-
icans got there first.

News of the discevery of this first ceacentration camp by the
American Army caused shock and revulsien at all levels of autherity
in the field and all the way back te Washington. Generals Pattenm,
Bradley, and Eisenhower came te view it within twenty-feur heurs.
Town officials ef Ohrdruf were marched threugh the camp and all
denied having any knowledge of what had gone on there; but the
burgemeister and his wife hanged themselves. Seldiers net im cembat
at the time were taken te see how their ememy had treated innecent
people. Even hardened veterans were appalled at this Nasi slaughter,
a deliderate bestial murder. The camp, even theugh evacuated, pre-
vided sickening evidence of what had been perpetrated here. And
wWorse was yet te come - and soon!

But, first, let me digress fer a mement. Yhree menths before,
in early Janwary, right after the Battle of the Bulge, eur Divisien
had reassembled in Luxembeurg, where the people imvited us te
share their hemes - a rare treat and particularly welceme in winter,
A clese friend, Capt. Kleinman, was a guest in the heme of the
acting Mayer, whe had been taken prisener in December, during the
Ardennes Offensive, just as the elected Mayor had been during the
1940 invasion by the Germans. TYhe city was Dudelange, I believe.

As Capt. Kleinman and I viewed Ohrdruf, he recalled carrying
in his billfold the name and prisoner number of his hest's hushand
and his premise to look for him. Could he be one of the bodies
en the ground, in the shed, or in the pit? We could only hepe that
he had been transferred if, indeed, he had ever been here, Fortun-
ately,our duties required us being in a pesition favorable te carry-
ing eut our resolve to search diligently fer him.

As Division Supply Ofricers we usually travelled in the rear
ef the forward elements of the Combat Command. Battalien supply
vehicles, in an armored colummn, travelled to depots in the rear
daily and returned in blackout at night to the front, where the
various division supoly officers, familiar with the locations of
the frent line units, could direct the re-supply. Thus, when we
heard that a tank commander had come upon another camp, exactly
one week after Ohrdruf, we left the autobahn and were first to
arrive at this new one.
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Recollections of a liberator (cont'd.)

It was April 11, 19L5; and the camp was called Buchenwald,
northwest of Weimar, Capital of the German Republic and home of
Goethe and Bach. Opened in 1933 to eliminate the political
opposition to the Nazi regime, it was one of the more notorious
of the concentration camps. It was estimated that some 50,000
out of a capacity of 85,000 were still there, many having been
evacuated in recent days, particularly Jewa.

Approaching the wrought iron gate and the stockade-like fence
with superstructure and terrifydng sentry towers, we expected to
use our broken German and French; but we found that Eaglish was
all we needed. On the barest of hope, we asked how we might find
out if a certain person were in the camp. .Volunteers took the
number and had it called out over the public address system,
Unbelievable as it sounds, the man appeared and was positively
identified. We took him, immediately, to the nearest medical
clearing station for treatment and care, . .

Our special prisoner became a symbol of our liberating missiom.
He trevelled with us under constant medical attention until the
doctors were assured that he had no commnicable or infectious
disease, Then, dressed in an American wniform, he was sent in an
ambulance directly to his home im Luxembourg. A sincere but an
improbable promise had beem kept | His wife may mever have read
the biblical writer's exhortatiom: "Be not forgetful to emtertain
strangers, for thereby some have entertaimed amgels umawares."
(Hebrews X111,2) She received the reward ang 'good Samaritan'
deserves,

That's the good mews of Buckemwald. It is a story shared
previously only with family and close friends. Our actiom, by
Army standards, was highly irregular, but so too was much of what
happened durimg wartime,

We returned immediately to inspect the camp fully, joimed by
Capt. Gromer, the Division Dental Sargeon and his driver, A few
SS guards lay dead om the ground near the fromt gate, others had
escaped into the woods. Prisoners were attemptimg to get through
the wire to give chase. The infantry soldiers were trying to
dissuade them; others were clearing remaining Germans out of the
buildings and securing the area. The scene was one of utter chaos.
Lined several deep against the fence, the prisoners looked for all
the world like caged animals or inmates of a mental imstitution
staring vacantly at visitors. There was waving and shouting; but
it resembled nothing we had ever seen before,

We entered the camp and were led on a tour by a collection of
gaunt, emaciated figures in rag:ed striped prison clothing bearing
colored patches that identified their nationality - or Jew,




Recollections of a liberator (cont'd.)

It became more and more evident that the prisoners had been de-
humanized. Their body language was like that of neglected child-
ren or abused animals, Many were completely withdrawn, distant,
fearful, and remained apart; others were like pets wanting to be
close, to rub against as, lookimg for attention. Most were not
able to show normal emotions. There was not the ecstacy or joy
we had observed with normal subjugated people experiencing the
moment of liberatiom. Rather, there was disbelief, subdued
thankfulness, awe, bordering on worship. We were made to feel
like saviors, which, in fact, for many we were,

We soon learned that Buchenwald held a composite of all the
people Hitler and the Nazis considered inferior and thus deserving
only to be enslaved and eventually eliminated. There were polit-
ical prisoners, prisoners of war, educators, professional people,
intellectunals, from every European country, and, of course, Jews,
men, women, and children., Recently, thousands of Jews had been
marched eastward to prevent their liberatiom by the Americans.
While most prisoners were used for slave labor on various projects,
the Jews were brought here specifically for elimimatiom. Poles
and Russians were only slightly higher on the 'desirable list’',
The death toll depended om the capacity of the crematory ovens
which had been shut down fer lack of coke. -

As we approached the most prominent structure in the camp
area, a giant smoke-stack towering over the. crematory building,
most of the followars fell back and waited at a distance until
we had completed our inspection. A Yugoslavian prisomer, who
had been assigned to the work detail there and claimed te have
witnessed his own wife go to the ovens, explained its workimgs.

It was situated on sloping ground; and we appreached it from
the rear, entering an open yard protected on two sides by maseonry
walls. On the left were large wheeled carts with ome side lowered
to reveal a pile of corpses three or four deep. On the right was
a mound of ashes from the ovens. Nearby, on a crude table, rested
a heavy wooden mallet and a two-foot long cord looped at either
end. The guide explained that they were for beatings and hanging.
Facing us was the wall of the lower level of the building, with a
door on the left leading into a huge window-less room with walls,
ceiling and floor of concrete. A narrow-gauge railroad track ran
arocund the room near to the wall and entered an elevator at the rear.
On the walls, at about the sevem foot level, were large meat-hooks
about every eighteen inches. We were told that the cord we had
seen outside was used bo fashion a noose to hang those who were
still alive when they reached this point. The bodies would be
placed on steel litters mounted on trucks which rode on the rail
tracks and transported by slevator to the wpper level,
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Recollections of a liberator (cont'd.)

Upstairs, the tracks led through a series of rooms or directly
to a bank of six ovens, where the litters were transferred onto
steel tracks that suspended them and the bodies over the fire pits
of the crematory. Remnants of the half-consumed corpses remained
over the dead coals. This entire chamber was glistening tile,
spotlessly clean. The small rooms on either side were laboratory
like in appearance; where medical experiments or auwtopsies might
have been performed. It was apparent that teeth and gold fillings
were extracted in ome of them. Another contained urms filled with
ashes. A card bearing a mame and prisomer number of a former immate
was enclosed im each urn. The adjoinimg room was a shipping roocm
where the urns were packaged for mailing to a relative, perhaps,

We took pictures in this area; for it was something we wanted
& record of for proof. We didn't ever expect amyonre to believe our
description of what we had seem this day. We did net have the heart
to snap pictures of the pathetic looking prisoners and make them
objects of our curiosity. Their appearance was: se sickeningly de-
pressing that one refrained frem recording it out of consideration
for what little dignity they still pessessed, The world media was
not s0 moved, as everyone kmows; Life magazine and others deveted
entire issues to the depiction of the atrecities and stories of
the inmates. But pictures cannot begin to tell the story; ene had
to smell, feel, hear, experiemce the wnspeakable horror, the deselatiom,
the evidence of torture, starvation, and death. No ene word or
sentence can deseribe it and a thousand wowld still be an wnder-
statement. Exageration of the inhumanity of actions that took place
there is impossible. Dante's gdepiction of Hell comes elosest $o the
sense of doom these poor seuls lived with daily.

Others again joimed ws as we were led to a row of barracks where
the sick and dying lay on bare warehouse-like shelving four tiers
high on either side of a center aisle. Lying side by side were the
living dead, virtual skeletoms, scantily clothed, and with no blanket
material. Many were wnable teo 1ift their heads amd few could have
managed to crawl eff their death-beds. The only heat was what their
withered bodies couwld gemerate and share with the ones next to them.
It was bitterly cold; as one may jwdge from the pictures of us in
our warmest winter clothimg. My senses were numbed by the sight of
the conditions, the emaciated bodies, the stench of human waste,
and an awful feeling of hopelessness. Some mumbled what we tock to
be expressions of thanks; others made feeble attempts to reach out
to touch us as though to be reassured that it was not a nightmare or
2 vision. Eyes were lost in sunken sockets and glazed over and
expressionlass,

We barely made the doorway at the far emd of the barracks before
we were all physically sick. The prisoners who had led us through
this first one were bent on our following them to a second. It seemed
important that we let as many as possible know that they were free.
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Recollections of a liberator (cont'd.)

The sight of an American uniform was one way to convey the message.
We steeled ourselves and continued through a dozen or more similar
barracks, each holding four or five hundred ; though our insides
were convalsed with dry heaving. Preceding ws were a few inmates
with the simple announcement that "the Americans are here; we're
saved", We touched every outstretched hand we could reach; amd
those on the lower bunks strained to touch our wniforms. The
silence was frightenimg. The sense of depression was like nothing
we had ever experienced.

For four years I had hated the Nazis for disrupting my life
and exposing me to fear of violent death. But now my hate grew a
hundred-fold and I felt guwilty for my self=pity. I realized that
my sacrifice and suffering were as nothing compared with theirs.
Suddenly, I had a sense of being ene with them- a Jew, Pole, Czech,
Russian, whatever, After all, wasa't this what my American comrades
were ? Weren't most from European ancestry with relatives im all
the countries including Germany ?

Our Divisioen, the Fourth Armored, was formed in northern New
York state and was composed primarily of men from N.Y., N.J., and
the New England States, with a large percentage of Jewish soldiers.
This was a partieularly difficult time for them, as many had
relatives threughout Eurepe . We had known of Hitler's persecutiem
of the Jews and were well aware of the fear of being takem prisoner.
However, the words 'genocide' and 'holocaust' were mot in eur vecab-
wlary at the time. In fact, it was momths before we knew that what
we had seen was but the 'tip of the iceberg' - that there were

hundreds of similar camps and some a thousand times more hideous
and monstrous. oo

As we walked back teward the main gate, we passed the large
assembly area with the gallows. They told us about the twice-daily
rell calls and of standing by the hour wntil the weakest fell from
exhaustion and were carried off, net to be seen again. Havimg ene's
number called out meant beating, torture, or werse, It was hard
te comprehend that these wremgs were committed, net im a moment ef
passion, but methoedically, eruelly, and vicicusly, by eme man em
anether for ne valid reasem except hatred,

I have a vivid memory of the growing cluster of prisemers
that gathered around Capt, Kleimmam during owr tour. Imagine the
feelings of those condemned Jews knowing that they had beem saved
by an American Jew whe spoke Yiddish. Unfertwnately, many peeople
think of Jews enly as victims of the Holocaust during the time of
World War II. They were soldiers, sailers, and efficers in all
the Allied Armies and Navies and the Air Corps. They were wounded,
killed, heroes, and liberators, survivers and witnesses, Also,
avengers and victors over oppressiom.
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Recollections of a liberator (cont'd.)

Upon leaving the camp, I radioed my observations to the
Division Surgeon emphasizing the desperate need for medical help.
Within hours an Evacwation Hospital was set up inside the camp
area and a second ene a day later to mimister to the thousands
of desperately ill inmates. Many of them were saved from eertain
death by a few precious hours., The camp was elosed immediately
40 all but medical personnal for fear of the spread of typhus.

The exception was for members of Congress, the military authorities,
members of the world-wide preess.

A teen-age Humgarian Jew was lyimg on a bunk in eme of those
barracks we walked through that day. His name was Elie Wiésel;
he had heard his father breathe his last breath in the lewer bunk
and was not able to help him. He recovered his streagth and was
named the 1986 Nobel Peace Prisze Laureate. He is & werld remowned
writer and Professer of Philosephy at Beston University. He is
but one of thowsamnds of the survivors who have made tremendeus
contributions to society. While we celebrate this, we are also
aware of the imcaleulable loss of talent -scientifie, artistie,
masical, and philosophical- that the world suffered,

I call myself a 'liberator' simce that is the term used by
Holocaust historians to differentiate between witmesses: victims
or liberaters. It had been our good fortune to be the first troops
to enter literally humdreds of towns and cities and %0 experience
the initial jubilation of people who had been suppressed and were
now free, It was as exhilerating for us as: for them; but we soem
learned that 'liberation' and 'freedom' were multi-faceted terms.

If the town had not been defended and was largely wnscathed by
war, there was spontaneous demonstrations of joy and appreciationm:
hugs, kisses, bouwquets of flowers, flag waving, offers of food,
wine, ete, Liberation was jubilation, eestacy | Om the other hand,
if the town or city held a strategic location, a road jumetion, a
rail center, or an industrial complex, and had been defended, it
would be virtually empty. As we left, we would meet the evacwated
population returning homeward, pushing treasured possessioms on
makeshift wagons, baby carriages, carts, wheel-barrows and bicycles.
They were much less enthusiastic with liberationm,-subdwed, imn fact,
obviously suspecting what we already knew: their homes had been
destroyed in the action. They had freedom, but at what a pricel!l

Then there was the liberation of prisoners in concentration
camps, who had been enslaved and condemned to starvatiom and death.
There was little jubilation or joy, even though we could sense a
relief and hope reborn. But the conditions of existemnce, the
humiliation and debasement, the lack of hope had destroyed the
ability to express emotion. We had browght them hope and life
itself. The jubilation and joy was in our hearts. The ecstacy
was ours to know, This was truly a liberating experience for us.
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Recollections of a liberater (cont'd,)

Liberation day meant scmething quite different and sad for
these who had cooperated er cellaborated with the occupying
forces or the eppresser. They were identified immediately,
accused, publicly humiliated, threatened with retributiem, er
worse : frequently condemned te death. The same precedure was
carried out im cencemtratien and ether prisem camps, resulting
in summary judgment.

Fer many years, I ceuld net bring myself te discuss the war
in amy detail. Timally, when I felt comfertable I discevered
that mest peeple were net imterested in listenimg,- particularly
te a descriptien of the cencemtration camps, genecide, er the
helecaust. They claimed that they wished te 'ferget the past amd
ge om with 1ife', In fact, they did not knew the past; fer they
expressed doubt abeut the enermity of the atrecities cemmitted by
the NAZIS. T capitalised that werd wnintentienally; and I will
leave it that way. It seems that peeple tend te disbelieve what
is ugliest abeut human behavier wnless it happems te them, There
is a disinterest in decumentary films - even these filmed of the
camps by the Cermans themselves. Yet they will watech mevies im
which imagimary scemes are shewn and censider it emtertainment.

My memories are as vivid teday as though it all happened
yesterday. Scarcely a day passes that I am met reminded of seme
phase of that experience. Fer instance, this year at Sympheny
twe perfermances were particularly peignant and painful. TFirst,
we heard a symphenic werk emtitled 'Study fer Sirings' written
by a Csech, Pavel Haas, compesed while he was am immate alemg with
many ether Jewish musiciamns and artists at Yereseinstadt cencemiration
camp in Csecheslevakia. All were eventually semt te their deaths
at Auschwits, The camp was used for: prepaganda purpeses by the
Nasis, whe pictured it as an ideal cemmunity where the fimest
artists and musicians eof Eurepe were assembled for creative werk.
Recently, the Bestem Sympheny played 'Metamerphesen', a study fer
twenty-three sele strimgs, by Richard Strauss. Pregram netes
stated that he had lived as a recluse during the war amd, saddened
by the bembing of Dresden and ether cities, he wrete this as a
'memoeriam' te the cultural Germany that had been destreyed. The
scere was cempleted en April 11, 1945, the very day we were
liverating Buchenwald. We, whe bembed his cities, were just begin-
ning te get an understanding ef the tremendous less ef imnecent
lives caused by his countrymem. Indeed, all lesses were tragic
and umanecessary.

While I cannet say there was a 'defining moment' in my life
during the war, the mest memerable ene was at Buchenwald, when we
gave freedom te ene special prisener and breught hepe and medical
care te thousands of ethers. Second te this was the liberatien
of the last tewn, Strelske Hestice, Csecheslovakia, en May 8, 19L5,
V-E Day. On that day, we experienced cemplete release of all pent-up
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emotien and knew a sense of freedem and a realistic hepe fer a
future life. We had survived the war and were going heme !

It was especially gratifying te be on the scene fer the liber-
atiem of Csecheslovakia, the first victim eof Hitler and, irem-
ically, the last te be freed, Te me, the saddest eutcome of

the war has been the fate of that wemderful ceuntry amd peeple:
turned ever te the Russians im accerdance with the terms of the
Yalta Agreement amemg the Allied powers. They did net kmew free-
den again until their'Velvet Revolutien' in Nevember 1989 wreught
liberation after fifty years of foreign dominatioa. Umntil that
happened, 1 had a great ache in my heart and felt that the war
had net been won.

Almost fifty years later, as countries centinwe to make war
on other countries and even en their own countrymen at a cest of
tens eof thousands eof lives, it is ebvieus that soeme have not
learned frem the past. I am concerned that people will equate
ecurrent cenflicts with what Hitler and the Nasis engaged im against
the Jews in the Holecaust. That was cempletely separate and apart
frem his war fer power and pessessions, The werld must ackmewledge
that the deaths of six millien Jews in a planned genocide was a
distinct and wnique event in histery and that we cannet afferd ever
te ferget , lest it happen again.

The most difficult challenge that I have faced has been the
need to forgive. Semeone said eof Abraham Linceln, "His heart was
as great as the woerld; but there was no place in it te hold the
memory of a wreng". I have tried te understand and to forgive,
for my faith is founded en love and fergiveness. But I must bear
witness to what I have seen of man's potential for evil. Still
ringing in my ears is the plea we heard at Buchenwald, speken in
every Eurepean language, "Tell everyene what you have seen. Please
don't ever feorget".

When I have referred to war experiences as rewarding or satis-
fying, I meant it in a very limited sense. In total, they caused
me to alter my priorities and gave me a new measure by which to
evaluate 1ife. In order te salve our consciences for the tremendous
losses we have shared or caused others to suffer, survivers search
for redeeming qualities or compensations. Ameng these are the jey
that liberation brought to oppressed peeple and prisoners, hereic
acts witnessed, dangers faced, military geals attained, and, yes,
sacrificial service rendered to others. But all ef that is pure
rationalisatien and wishful thinking. Vioclence is never ever the
right answer. It is a denial of life's true meaning. War is the
ultimate vielence; and there are no winners - all are losers.

A survivor of Auschwits best summed up the lesson the world
should have learned: 'violence is in the end self-destructive,
power futile, and the human spirit unconquerabls',
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