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To Bertram Cohen 
and to the memory of Charles Guggenheim

Pain and love—the whole of life, in short—cannot 
be looked on as a disease just because they make us suffer.
—Italo Svevo, The Conscience of Zeno

CHAPTER ONE
———————
The Devil Quotes Scripture
A HEAVILY PADLOCKED steel door, topped by a barred vent, swings open, and from the depths of the tunnel a current of cold air is released into the summer haze. All is quiet. The White Elster River flows lazily, flies hovering at its eddying surface. On the far bank, visible through the trees, lies the small eastern German town of Berga. The tranquillity seems real. But it is an illusion.
Germany must be seen in space and in time. To see what is there, it is necessary to see what is hidden. At this spot, the tunnel extends about 150 feet into the tree-covered hillside. Water drips, some of it close by, some deep in the bluff. A few boulders and scattered rocks lie around small pools of water. The shaft, with its jagged walls of black slate, is still and damp.
But beyond the peace lies something else. The sound wells from the depths of the tunnel, advancing across the years. A sound of rending and blasting, of screeching and booming, of screams and pandemonium fills this confined space. The tunnel, perhaps twenty feet high and fifteen feet wide, is peopled now with bedraggled men, their faces blackened with dust, drilling and shoveling and heaving and loading as explosions turn the air into a lacerating gale of fine shards. The fragments penetrate the unprotected mouths of American and European prisoners of the Nazis, cutting their throats, devouring their lungs, weakening them day by day.
The Americans are young, most of them no more than twenty years old, from Ohio and Virginia, New York and California. They have been sucked into a place they cannot comprehend. It is March 1945, the war is almost over, but these GIs are dying at a rate unknown among American prisoners of war elsewhere in Europe. Each day they are herded into the tunnels. They have scarcely been fed, they have no protective clothing, and their cuts are infected, but still they must hold the heavy pneumatic drills against the rock face and bore a hole sufficiently large for the German engineers to insert dynamite.
When the explosion comes, they are pushed back deep into the tunnels. They must pick up the rocks, some of them large and unwieldy, and load them onto small carts that run on a narrow-gauge railroad track. They have no gloves. Their hands are a mess of scratches and wounds. They push the carts down to the river and empty them. If they slow down for a moment, they are beaten by the guards.
One of the Americans is Sanford M. Lubinsky of Lima, Ohio, captured by the Germans at the Battle of the Bulge and brought here because he has been identified as a Jew. Lubinsky, a private in the 28th Infantry Division, has to maneuver the drill. But sometimes his strength gives out: “My arms were coming down slowly. And so it happened that when that SS guy came through inspecting with his whip and his stick, hateful, strutting in, at that time my arms gave way and that drill came falling down. Oh, was he mad! ‘You damned Jew,’ the SS guard said.”
The SS man grabs a shovel. He hits Lubinsky in the back, crushing part of it. He kicks him when he goes down, then takes out his whip. Lubinsky curses the German; he is now beyond caring about his fate. “I didn’t care. I thought I was going anyway. The heck with him. What kept me going, I guess, was a fighting hate. I wanted to get out of there. I was going to get out somehow and kill those dirty sons of bitches.”
Every afternoon when the sun shines, four or five old women gather on a bench in the main square of Berga. The town is quiet today, too quiet. A flag flaps. Children’s voices carry from distant gardens of roses and sunflowers. An air of abandonment pervades the neighborhood. The plasterwork of the town hall is crumbling. The textile factory that once produced kit for the doped and indomitable East German Olympic team is a ghostly sprawl. A new clock scarcely uplifts a redbrick train station that has not been refurbished in decades.
In the west of Germany, after World War II, the past was quickly swept away. All the putrescent ruins of war were removed to make way for shopping centers and slabs of abstract art and homes with geranium-filled window boxes, places so anodyne, so lulled by prosperity, they speak only of a placid existence and the rewards of striving. But the east of Germany is another land. Its postwar Communist rulers could not afford to neuter history with new construction. German pain and the secrets that produced it lie closer to the surface.
Even in summer a brisk breeze may descend from the hills that cradle and conceal this somnolent town, so the women, white-haired but disarmingly vigorous, wear pale cardigans. In their bags they have cushions that they carefully place on the bench when they arrive and carefully fold away upon leaving. Habits such as this are comforting: for them, German twentieth-century life proved unpredictable. The square is also frequented, at times, by spiky-haired punks with folding aluminum scooters, but most of Berga’s youth have departed to seek work in the West. Politics here is increasingly the painstaking politics of managing pensioners.
Before Germany was unified in 1990, the men of this region worked in nearby uranium mines that provided raw material for the Soviet nuclear industry; the women worked for the textile plant. Three shifts a day kept people busy around the clock. But both industries, deprived of their markets, collapsed soon after unification, leaving a pall of gloom that the promise of capitalism has scarcely lifted.
The older people here, like these women, lived under a dictatorship, Nazi or Communist, from Hitler’s rise to power in 1933 to the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. The compliant habits of mind of more than a half century are not easily overcome. The charm of this new Germany of elbowing consumers, Turkish-owned kebab joints, Thrilling Drilling body-piercing stores, and widespread unemployment tends to elude them.
For the old women, the story of Berga is principally about work—its presence or absence. Now many people are idle. But there used to be jobs in the town, even before the war, when the textile factory was in private hands and more than a thousand people worked there. At the time, the business belonged to a family named Englander—Jews, the women note in passing, who disappeared from Berga around the time of World War II. An unhappy thing, the war. But say what you like, one woman remarks, Hitler took people off the streets and put them to work. A generation of Germans had money in their pockets for the first time. They wanted to enjoy it, they wanted to live.
It seemed possible for a time. At first Hitler’s war consisted principally of the inebriation of victory, but then came the slow encroachment of a defeat never admitted by the Führer. “Victory or Siberia” said some of the last slogans as Russian and American forces closed in on Berga: desperate bravado. It was in this latter phase, in the final spasm of Nazi rule, as things fell apart, that the war visited Berga in a particular way, one that would mark these women who were witnesses.
The first indication of unusual stirrings came in the late summer of 1944, with the arrival of SS administrative staff led by Lieutenant Willy Hack, who requisitioned the central Ratskeller Hotel as headquarters. Engineers, mining experts, and land surveyors came to Berga, too, inspecting the hills on the far side of the Elster—their topography, their rock formation, their potential to conceal a production facility in a planned underground complex of tunnels and chambers. With the onset of a bitter winter, the rumbling thunder of dynamite charges detonating in the hills could be heard as tunnels were bored.
Such a flurry of activity had been unknown in the town before then; naturally it aroused curiosity. But asking questions—the old women sigh—was dangerous. The notorious Buchenwald camp was less than sixty miles away, and ending up there was easy enough. Still, in so intimate a town, it was impossible to overlook the construction of a concentration camp, on the site of part of the textile factory, between the Elster and its tributary, the Mühlgraben.
The first prisoners destined to work in the tunnels arrived in Berga on November 12, 1944, pitiful, emaciated creatures in striped, pajama-like uniforms, their faces hollow, eyes haunted, movements halting. The women learned later that most of them were European Jews dispatched from Buchenwald. The appearance of these frail figures, aged between thirteen and sixty and barely alive, was shocking. Some of the prisoners stuck newspapers in their pants for warmth. Others put papers around their necks. As a slave-labor force brought to Berga to dig tunnels into the hills, these men left much to be desired because they were so weakened. Still, their number grew to more than one thousand by the end of 1944.
In the vast complex of Nazi camps, the great sprawling labyrinth of detention and death, Berga, code name “Schwalbe 5,” amounted to a detail. It was dwarfed by the Buchenwald camp, which held 84,500 prisoners at its Weimar complex by the fall of 1944. The Berga camp did not appear on most World War II maps; its activities were secret and its existence little known. After the war Berga was subsumed into the Soviet-controlled part of Germany, and nobody asked too many questions about its ephemeral little hell. But the camp lived on in these old women’s minds, a discomfiting memory shoved aside, awakened only occasionally, perhaps by a wartime photograph of a lighted swastika in the main square of Berga glowing among trees heavy with snow.
A memory, as these women like to describe it now, of helplessness. “Man muss alles mitmachen”—“One must participate in everything.” The prisoners were behind barbed wire or cordoned off by guards and dogs as they marched. It was impossible to talk to them, let alone help them. When shifts changed they could be seen crossing the Elster, trudging slowly out toward the tunnels being mined in the hills. If ever they passed nearby, the prisoners would put their hands to their mouths, a silent shriek for food. When they could, they would pick from the streets oats intended for the horses or a discarded piece of potato peel or an eggshell. Some local women, like Marie Scheffel, would spill buckets of oats as the prisoners passed. But that sort of impetuous gesture—the women shake their heads—could get you in trouble with the Nazi authorities.
The explosions punctuated the night as the seventeen tunnels were mined. Hundreds of the prisoners died during the brief existence of the Berga camp. The dead, often enough, could be seen as they were trundled through town on wheelbarrows, half covered with pieces of cloth, a frail limb, already stiff, protruding here or there. Better not to look too closely: war makes you mute in the end.
Most of the corpses were dumped in a mass grave in the woods on the other side of town, a place still known as the Jewish cemetery. The old women do not know if all the dead were Jews; the place simply took, and kept, that name. But when asked, they say they do know that many Americans GIs were among the imprisoned at Berga and among those who died here.
In fact, Berga’s little secret is that it was perhaps the most intense killing field for American prisoners of war in Europe. To this little town, Jewish American soldiers, U.S. POWs deemed to resemble Jews, so-called troublemakers, and GIs unlucky enough to be picked at random were sent by the Nazis soon after their capture, most of them at the Battle of the Bulge, which began on December 16, 1944. Arriving here on February 13, 1945, three months after that first trainload of starving prisoners from Buchenwald, many of these Americans, too, were worked to death in the last months of World War II.
Stronger on arrival than the European Jewish captives sent from Buchenwald, the Americans were appalled by the pajama-clad concentration-camp prisoners they saw, so disembodied did they seem, so unseeing, so skeletal. Some Americans said they could hear the bones of these prisoners rattling. But the GIs, too, quickly learned the inexorable arithmetic of Nazi Vernichtung durch Arbeit—destruction through work. When day after day the outlay of energy exceeds that consumed, the body wastes away. In the end, survival comes down to calories; calories and, in some measure, the mysteries of the mind.
So it was that beside the gently flowing Elster, as virtually nowhere else in Europe, the fate of captured GIs and persecuted European Jewry intersected, middle America and Mitteleuropa briefly joined in a dance of death. Here, as nowhere else, American Jews understood the fate of European Jews under Hitler. For a period of fifty-two days at Berga—from February 13 to April 5, 1945—and during a death march southward lasting more than two weeks after that, the lot of hundreds of American GIs and hundreds of Jewish survivors of Auschwitz and Buchenwald largely coincided.
To almost all Americans, the Holocaust was an idea that only coalesced after 1945, when the Nazi crime against European Jewry could be seen in its full proportions. But to this group of 350 American soldiers brought to Berga in Hitler’s last months, the crime was an immediate, agonizing reality, even if they could not grasp its scope. Of those 350 men, more than 20 percent would die in a little over two months, an attrition rate unknown among American prisoners of war elsewhere on the European continent.
These American soldiers selected for extinction did not know they were part of a last-ditch Nazi effort to offset relentless Allied bombing of German fuel facilities by building underground synthetic-fuel production centers, one of the most important of which was to be at Berga.
On May 30, 1944, in an attempt to stabilize fuel production, Hitler appointed Edmund Geilenberg as Generalkommissar für die Sofortmassnahme, or general commissar for immediate measures, at the Reich Ministry for Armament and War Production. Geilenberg’s most urgent task was the reconstruction of fuel-production factories destroyed by bombing. By June 22, 1944, German production of airplane fuel had fallen to 632 tons daily, compared with 5,645 tons on May 1. Hitler’s order called for “unrelenting energy” in the pursuit of recovered production.
Geilenberg, who had earlier been the manager of a steel factory and head of a special commission for ammunition, presented his program for the decentralization and underground production of synthetic fuel—the so-called Mineralölsicherungsplan—on August 1. It was a hugely ambitious project, given the Nazis’ plight on both the western and the eastern front by this stage of the war.
The plan called for numerous underground facilities, many with the code name Schwalbe (“swallow”), and gave the highest priority to Schwalbe 5, Berga, where jet-fighter fuel was to be produced. The tunnels were to converge on a central production facility housed in a vast underground chamber. October 1, 1945, was set as the completion date, with the last of eight Schwalbe facilities to be operational by July 1, 1946.
Hitler gave the order for thousands of concentration-camp prisoners to be used in pursuit of this fantastical plan and gave the SS the central role in the selection and exploitation of the prisoners and in the organization of construction. The SS had “full authority” to seek workers for the Geilenberg program in every concentration camp. The contractors for the project at Berga included several mining companies from the region; a firm called Brabag Zeitz was chosen to handle the future fuel production. But the SS was in charge of building the underground Berga facility and finding the workforce to do it.
A problem, as events at Berga would show, was that by late 1944 concentration-camp prisoners were in such a pitiful state that they could scarcely work. The vast Nazi death factory in Poland, doing its murderous business at camps including Sobibor and Treblinka, had largely shut down by this time. Indeed, in the latter part of 1944, only Auschwitz was still operating at full capacity.
By November, Heinrich Himmler, the head of the SS, had decided that the “Jewish question” was essentially solved. The evacuation and destruction of Auschwitz began well before Soviet troops reached the camp on January 27, 1945. The result was that, with the Polish killing centers gone, former Auschwitz prisoners, many of them Hungarian Jews, were dumped into concentration camps in the Reich. Tens of thousands of Jews poured into Buchenwald alone between May 1944 and March 1945. Often they had survived death marches to get there. Some were then moved yet again, to Berga. Their skeletal state helps explain why the SS turned to American GIs to get the job done in the Berga tunnels.
Because speed was of the essence in mining the tunnels that would converge on Berga’s central underground production area, Lieutenant Hack, the SS commander, was impatient with the quality of the European Jewish prisoners sent from Buchenwald in November 1944. So shriveled were they, so incapable of productive effort, that Hack busied himself sending many of them back to Buchenwald and demanding replacements.
Before doing so, according to one witness at his postwar trial, Hack would sometimes amuse himself by setting his dog on the prisoners or beating and kicking them. It was in the same spirit that he greeted the Americans who arrived soon afterward, prisoners of war destined to become his slaves.
Hack was thirty-two years old when he came to Berga in 1944. He was born in the southern German town of Reutlingen, near Stuttgart, on March 26, 1912, and had studied building engineering at a technical school in Stuttgart before joining the SS on March 1, 1934. By 1943, after being injured on the eastern front, he was in charge of a major construction project for the SS in the central German town of Ellrich. It was from there he was transferred to Berga to direct the tunnel project.
Ups and downs had marked Hack’s SS career. Soon after joining, he applied for a marriage permit but did not receive approval from the SS Race and Settlements Department. He married anyway, on July 20, 1935, causing consternation and an increasingly testy correspondence.
On October 19, 1937, Hack wrote to the Race and Settlements Department, again demanding his marriage permit. His irascible, impatient nature, widely noted at Berga, was already apparent. The letter, with several passages underlined, says: “I do not understand why such a small affair can cause so many problems. I was married three years ago and already have a two-year-old son. If a belated permit should nevertheless be denied me, then I ask to be immediately removed from the SS.”
The reply, on October 29, was brusque. “Since you married on July 20, 1935, without receiving permission from the SS Race and Settlements Department, we do not see why your present application should receive any preferential treatment. Your last letter indicates that in spite of four and a half years of belonging to the SS, you still lack any understanding of the duties of the SS Race and Settlements Department in general and for the importance of blood cleanliness in particular, the checking of which is the duty of this department.”
Apparently Hack was able, in the end, to satisfy his superiors of his family’s “blood cleanliness,” that is, the absence from their blood of any Jewish trace. The Berga job was far too important to go to any official about whom suspicions of racial impurity lingered. For it involved putting those whose blood the Nazis deemed less than pure to work in relentless fashion.
Edward Gorinac, from Port Huron, Michigan, a private in the 110th Infantry Regiment, was part of the pandemonium in the tunnels. He had been captured at the Battle of the Bulge on December 18, 1944, and, in the company of the other Americans, had arrived at Berga on February 13, 1945, a young man of thirty-two from the Midwest in reasonably robust health. By March 22, just over a month later, he was dead. Until March 19 Gorinac kept a diary, which was recovered by a fellow American prisoner and eventually sent to his family. The diary captures the Americans’ gradual descent into an abyss at Berga they could not at first comprehend.
Like the whole group of 350 GIs, Gorinac had first been held at the Stalag IX-B prisoner-of-war camp at Bad Orb, near Frankfurt. He quickly perceived that, hard as conditions at Bad Orb were, Berga represented another level of horror, one exactly equivalent to that being endured by the European “Jews and political prisoners.” This entry in his diary reflects the shocked realization of one American soldier that he has become part of a process without a name that later became known as the Holocaust.
Gorinac was not Jewish. He evidently had no idea why he was marched out of Bad Orb on February 8, 1945, and put into a boxcar for transport to Berga. Eight days later, on February 16, he began work in the tunnels, as he recorded in his diary:


February 16, 1945: We were called at 4:30 a.m. Started to work digging out a tunnel. We had to shovel stone. The dust is bad. We work eight hours, 6 till 2. We have no dinners and only a cup of coffee and what bread we can save from supper, which isn’t very much.
February 17: We were called 10 minutes to 4. Worked in same tunnel. The fellows are too weak even to walk out there.
February 18: Called at 4 a.m. We have to work today (Sunday). Won’t even let us go to church.
February 19: I had cup of tea and about one-and-a-half slices bread, on which I have to work until 2 p.m. Start at 6 a.m., work till 2 p.m. Seen Jerry officer hit Jew with a stick.
February 20: Was put on the afternoon shift. I will start work at 2 p.m. and work till 10 p.m. On this shift the night foreman is a bastard. They hit Young with a shovel and others with rubber hose. Oh yes I got hit above right eye.
February 21: Had coffee with milk in it. This place is worse than Bad Orb. They treat us as slaves. We are even on slave rations like [European] Jews and political prisoners. And to think how we treat their prisoners. Here we do not even have cards or letters to write home. Nothing on Red Cross packages. We are not represented by the Red Cross.
February 22: Heard our armies crossed the Rhine. Russians have Berlin. The bosses are beating hell out of our GIs. It’s really a shame to be treated this way. Some of the fellows have to be helped to the mines. Couple bad cases of pneumonia.
February 23: Still on afternoon shift. Have a terrible cold. Hope I can keep from catching pneumonia. The fellows are getting weaker every day. Right now I am nothing but skin and bones and so are the rest. Every day at least five fellows faint. The bosses on the job sure beat hell out of us. One boss even carries a hose to beat us with. To think I married into a German family.
February 24: We had the best soup since we came here, it was potatoes, carrots, turnip and a few noodles. Today at work, Nagel, I and three others were knocked off the scaffold. I hurt my leg and knee. I was told to go back to the barracks by our medic. On way our foreman met us and made us go back to work. He even kicked Nagel. For supper we had two spoonfuls of sugar.


As he grew weaker, but was still forced to work on the drill for eight hours, Gorinac remained observant. He saw his fellow GIs reduced to “fighting a lot about chow.” On February 27 he noted: “Last night we had a new boss and he hit me across the back because I couldn’t understand he wanted a board.” On March 1 he wrote of “daily beatings,” and the next day, for the first time, he gave a name to the place he was imprisoned: “Still at the Slave Camp at Berga (Elster).”
By March 10, 1945, less than four weeks after his arrival, Gorinac scarcely had the strength to write. The entries become grimmer, more laconic.


March 10 to March 12: Rogers died today. We are getting skinnier every day.
March 13: Fred from Lansing died today. I was moved to Barracks No. 2. The infection is getting worse.
March 14–15. Nothing new. Still working on 2 to 10:45 shift. We were cut on our bread. Now it’s 5 men to a loaf instead of four.
March 16. I have an awful sore throat. Tried to stay from work but was driven out.
March 17: Another man died today which makes three.
March 18: I was sent to barracks 6 which is used as a hospital with my sore throat (strep).
March 19: Still in barracks 6. Throat is sore as hell. Another man was brought in this morning. He died hour later. Making it 4.


That is the last entry. On March 20 four American medics imprisoned at Berga, in the company of two guards, were ordered to take several acutely ill prisoners, including Gorinac, to a hospital attached to Stalag IX-C, a prisoner-of-war camp about thirty miles to the northwest. This is one of the very rare instances of the Germans allowing American prisoners at Berga to be taken to a hospital.
But for at least two of them, Gorinac and Private George Snyder, the gesture came too late. Gorinac died on the train, Snyder soon after arrival. The cause of Gorinac’s death was given by the Germans as diphtheria. All the American medics could say with certainty was that he could no longer breathe; the slate dust, the relentless work, the filth, the cold, and hunger had destroyed him. In short, and in short order, he had been worked to death.
The German government reported Gorinac’s death to the United States government through the International Red Cross. For no other American’s death at Berga is there evidence of such information, required by the Geneva Conventions, being provided. But it proved of little help or solace to the Gorinac family, which spent the next several years trying to establish the whereabouts of his body and the circumstances of his death. Their travails are a reflection of the scant attention events at Berga received from U.S. authorities after the war, when those who had been there were encouraged, or even obliged by signed oaths, to remain silent about their experience. The postwar world was one of new political realities.
Today the Berga prison in which the Americans were held captive is a miserable, derelict place. When they emerged on February 13, 1945, from their packed boxcars after a five-day journey across Germany from Stalag IX-B, the Americans marched up a hill on the south side of Berga, past the textile factory that once belonged to the Englander family.
Their little camp, about a mile from town, consisted of four one-story barracks filled with triple-decked bunks; each barracks was equipped with a single latrine (one cold-water tap and a wooden bucket) and a single potbellied stove. Between the barracks was a slit trench where the men could relieve themselves during the day; at night, when the barracks were locked, they used the bucket. The 350 soldiers were crammed into the barracks, scarcely fed, taunted by their guards, and often made to stand at attention outside for many hours as they were counted and recounted.
On the way up from the barracks to the tunnels, some of the Americans went past the Berga concentration camp holding the mainly Jewish European prisoners from Buchenwald, many of whom had survived Auschwitz. Private Sidney Lipson of Boston, a rifleman with the 28th Infantry Division who had been captured at the Battle of the Bulge, recalled the scene this way: “They were right up against the fence, holding the wires, looking at us as we came in. Quiet. Didn’t say a word. Just looked gaunt, beat up, skinny. I mean, hollow-looking eyes. In other words they could see right through you. They didn’t see you. How else can you describe it? They were an entity that really wasn’t an entity. They just weren’t. They were standing. They were looking at you. But they just weren’t . . . I remember thinking: Is that going to be us? I knew I had been singled out for transport to Berga because I was a Jew, but I don’t believe I put it together with the Jews of Europe.”
From the outset the Americans worked in the tunnels, just as these European concentration-camp prisoners did. Within days of arrival, their physical condition began to deteriorate, providing an answer to Lipson’s question: Is that going to be us?
Before the American prisoners arrived, the collection of buildings that housed them was used in the 1930s as a camp for young Nazi volunteers, workers brought there to build roads. Then, after World War II, the refurbished site became, in the words of Sabine Richter, a Berga municipal employee, “a holiday camp for young Pioneers,” the youth of East Germany who were sent every summer to camps such as this one to imbibe country air and acquire Communist convictions. When the Berlin Wall fell and East Germany collapsed in 1989, ethnic Germans from Russia were invited back to a united Germany and the refugees, many of them boasting “German blood” but unable to speak a word of German, were housed here on their arrival.
Little vestige of this tumultuous history remains. One of the wooden structures in which the American soldiers were held is intact, flanked by gray concrete buildings put up during the 1945–1989 Communist period. Weeds grow waist-high on the gravel. Among them a few wild roses persist. Rusting flagpoles bear no flags.
Almost overgrown with juniper bushes, a memorial stone is visible, inscribed to the memory of Ernst Thälmann, the prewar German socialist leader imprisoned and killed by the Nazis at Buchenwald. Every government chooses its heroes: Thälmann was selected by Communist East Germany as a symbol of leftist opposition to Hitler. At the southern end of the little complex, hidden behind long grass, is an empty swimming pool once used by the youthful East German Pioneers, its bottom filled with weeds. Inside the buildings, just visible through dirt-spattered glass, are strewn buckets, clothes, mops, pipes, tires, worn-out mattresses, and other bric-a-brac.
Lubinsky, Gorinac, Lipson, and the countless others who suffered or died at this spot are not honored here. What has triumphed is chaos, as if the whirlwind of German twentieth-century history has blown aside any attempt at ordered consideration.
The abandonment is complete. Time passes. Old women, like those on the central Berga square, forget precisely what they have seen. Whole countries, like East Germany, disappear from the map. Files get lost. Events churn, turning and turning like the modern windmill turbines on the hills around Berga. Memory can be a cheap umbrella held up to the gusts of time: it can bend, twist, crumple, and it can even disintegrate.
A nation of perpetrators can gradually become a nation of victims, wondering how their forebears could inflict on them the pain of living with what Hitler’s Germany did, wondering why the ethnic Germans who were persecuted and evicted from homes across central Europe after World War II have no memorials dedicated to them. Young Germans, let it be stated, bear no guilt. But inevitably, they are conscious of guilt, that of their forebears.
That guilt, those crimes, still weigh on Joe Littell of the 106th Infantry Division, a former Berga prisoner who is stuck with his memory of the place. What haunts him is an old dilemma: “How can all those trim little houses that many of us have seen, with their quaint window boxes filled with cheery bright flowers, have been the homes of human beings who gave the world such grisly new perspectives on the outer reaches of malignity?”
Stephen Spender, the British poet, visiting Germany at war’s end in 1945, was struck by the same paradox as he gazed at houses that remained intact near the northern German town of Lubeck. “The houses,” he wrote,


look as if you could eat them, they are all so sweet, so icing-colored and creamful, striped with beams which look like bars of chocolate. Often they have written on them, like Happy Wishes, good thoughts charmingly lettered, painted round the outside walls under the eaves or carved on the eaves. These Sprichwörter are characteristic of German seriousness, German piety, German good intentions, German self-congratulation, the desire to label every environment with a few inches of thought sliced out of the Bible or the Poets of the Classics, the desire at the same time to reduce thought to a common denomination of banality, the desire, at the worst, of the devil to quote scripture.


German good intentions and German proverbs are also evident in the small Berga museum. No reference to the camp is made in it, but the story of the Englanders, the Jewish textile entrepreneurs who did not come back after World War II, is told, at least in part: how Ernst Englander started the silk business in 1899, how there were more than four hundred automatic sewing machines functioning by the next year, how he gave money to the town to build a hospital that was never completed.
Illustrating the now defunct local production, a silk towel is on display with the embroidered figure of a happy Hausfrau mouthing the words “Ordnung erfreut”—“Order is pleasing.”
But there was no order, pleasing or otherwise, on that hill in Berga where Americans were imprisoned. To gaze at the neglected mess is to find the puzzle of Germany as intractable as ever. In the space of just over six decades, these buildings had housed Nazi volunteers, starving American prisoners of war, Communist youth, and Volga German refugees. These events amounted to an encapsulation of German turmoil. Yet at the end of all this upheaval lay only dereliction, advancing weeds, things scattered helter-skelter. No doubt the little complex would soon be reduced to rubble. Before that happened, and the wind or the river took everything, it seemed necessary to sift through the debris stained with American blood.

CHAPTER TWO
———————
Sucker Punch
WITHIN DAYS, the gruesome became commonplace. Private William J. Shapiro would watch from a distance as shells slammed into foxholes and know, before he got there, what to expect: body parts all over the place, intestines spilled, blood seeping into the earth. He would look for movement, signaling life. Without it, or a sound, however faint, there was no point hanging around. To do so was to invite being hit by the next round. In combat he had learned quickly that the most important thing was to keep moving no matter what.
As a frontline medic with the 28th Infantry Division, Shapiro, aged nineteen, had to look out for the living. It was not his job to tag the mounting American dead—more than eleven thousand of them in Normandy within four weeks of D-day, June 6, 1944. But life could be hard to discern in the carnage. Chest wounds were often invisible because the blood did not always soak through uniforms, with the result that the injury was betrayed only by gasping. Morphine was the standard treatment. Shapiro carried the drug in tiny needle-tipped aluminum tubes. After giving the injection, he would tag the injured soldier to ensure that another dose was not administered too soon by somebody back at the battalion aid station. If a GI was hit in a limb, Shapiro would give the shot and apply a tourniquet. Then word was sent with a rifleman or runner for the litter bearers to come and collect the wounded and the dead. Triage was done back at the aid station by the medical officer, but Shapiro could not help doing his own. He found that he involuntarily distinguished those who would survive from those who would not. Death did not advance unannounced; it clouded the eyes before occupying them entirely, a sudden blankness.
As for his own mortality, in combat Shapiro scarcely gave it a thought. Through the French hedgerows, he would follow fifty yards behind the riflemen of his platoon. If one was hit and shouted, “Medic!” he would rush forward to see what had happened. That movement, into a position where a fellow soldier had just been hit by shrapnel or a bullet, became automatic.
Shapiro, through a mysterious process, was subsumed into his unit. An unspoken pact existed: the riflemen protected him until they no longer could, whereupon he tried to save them. His individuality, his life itself, had ceased to have much meaning. All that was left was what had to be done: provide relief where possible.
The fear that haunted him on arrival in Normandy and preceded battle evaporated, and the rules of his existence became simple: shoot or be shot, tag the injured and move on, feel nothing because in feeling may lie hesitation. What the GIs had been taught in the United States seemed almost quaint, a bloodless imitation of battle where you took aim from more than a hundred yards. Here men were cut down by shots fired from ten feet away. You watched them die, in detail, the blood seeping from the mouth, arms thrown back, eyes shocked, then expressionless. You got very cold after a while.
A few GIs could not take it. They saw a lead scout or two killed and they cracked, crawled back to the rear on their stomachs, eyes wild, muttering that they had to get out, get back, get home. You lived with that for the rest of your life. Perhaps it was better to die. But not slowly. One young soldier, hit in the chest, cried for his mother all night long. Sometimes, under fire, there was nothing that could be done to move the injured.
Names became a blur, as indistinguishable as the icy forests through which the GIs sometimes trudged and fought. Dark forests always seemed to be waiting, to be pregnant with malevolence. What they bestowed was death. It seemed to Shapiro that death was easy to come by. The difficult thing was staying alive. At night, on patrol in the forest, it was so dark that the only way not to get lost was to cling to the ammunition belt of the soldier in front: the blind leading the blind.
Shapiro would be introduced to first sergeants and lieutenants, and in the first battle thereafter they would be wounded or killed and others would come in as replacements. That was how it was. Lives amounted to names noted then deleted in the master sergeant’s roster and were no more commented on than a change in the weather.
One name, however, he did remember: Norbert Schramm. A Pole from Chicago, Schramm was a fellow medic. After their unit left France, they went out together one day in November 1944 to pick up the injured in the fifty-square-mile Hürtgen Forest, which straddles the Belgian-German border. The Battle of Hürtgen Forest was an appalling one. German artillery slashed the trees, it was impossible to see, and Shapiro’s division took 6,184 casualties before the battle was won in late November. A German bombardment began. Shapiro took cover, losing sight of Schramm and the other medics, and in the snow he quickly got lost, blinded by the whiteness, deafened by the insistent shelling. Only much later, when he found a communication wire and followed it back, was Shapiro able to make his way to the battalion aid station, where he was told that Schramm had been shot in the head and killed instantly. That one death, alone among the tens of thousands, marked Shapiro. It resisted deletion. But he suppressed his pain, buried it deep inside himself, in order to go forward, in order not to stop. It was useless to reason. He dealt not with why but with how. His father had told him: “If you do a job, do it right.”
There had been little respite for Shapiro since he was drafted in September 1943, at the age of eighteen. He received basic military instruction at Camp Grant, Illinois, before being sent to Walter Reed General Hospital in Washington, D.C., where he trained as a surgical technician from December 1943 to May 1944. At Camp Grant Shapiro had found himself the butt of occasional anti-Semitic comments from a corporal with a marked southern accent. This came as a shock to Shapiro, who had grown up in the overwhelmingly Jewish Pelham Parkway neighborhood of the Bronx.
His father, Jacob, had come to the United States in 1903 from the Minsk area of what is now Belarus, part of the great wave of Jewish immigrants fleeing hardship, exclusion, or persecution in Europe. He found employment in Manhattan as a garment worker, married, and had five sons. Shapiro was the last of them, born in 1925, late enough for his first clear memories to be of the Great Depression. His father lost his job, the older boys were sent out to find whatever employment they could, the evening meal often dwindled to potatoes, and Shapiro himself was put to work at the age of twelve.
Whatever pay he received for toiling in a drugstore, with the exception of tips for delivering prescriptions, was given to his mother, who used the money in part to provide the family’s weekly indulgence, a chicken that she contrived to cut into seven “quarters.” In ways such as this, ingenuity filled the gaps left by scarcity. The Shapiros pushed their sons to look beyond their two-room Bronx apartment and educate themselves. Assimilation and advancement were bywords. Their Jewish identity was lightly worn; visits to synagogue on High Holy Days were secondary to the immigrant quest to become integrated Americans. In his father’s corner of Europe, Judaism had been synonymous with danger. Rather than Jews who lived in America, the Shapiros sought to be Americans who happened to be Jewish.
The past had a name—Europe—and they wanted to put it behind them. Like most American Jews, Shapiro had little awareness of the mass murder of European Jews, even when he was drafted. This despite the fact that in the previous year, 1942, an estimated 2.7 million Jews had been killed by the Nazis as the apparatus of the Final Solution became fully operational.
He had heard about concentration camps, but only as places of indiscriminate atrocities; the very notion of a systematic attempt to annihilate the Jews of Europe was unthinkable to him. In the prewar years, reporting of the anti-Semitic rampages of the Nazis, including Kristallnacht in November 1938, had been intense: these acts were immediately verifiable, as was the Jewish suffering. But once the war started, American newspapers published little about the Holocaust—indeed, the word had no meaning in this context—because the reports of it were fragmentary and hard to verify, and because their appetite to uncover the story was limited. Indeed, the coverage became insignificant as the horror grew larger and the conflict wider.
So wide, in fact, that by 1943 the Pacific war, with its clearly identifiable onset in the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, was for many Americans of much more immediate interest than the fighting in Europe. As for Shapiro, he had heard nothing from his family to link himself to the beleaguered European Jews. Indeed, the four decades since his father’s arrival in the United States had served precisely to establish a separation from Jewish European life that amounted to a form of amnesia, one shared by many Jewish American families bent on assimilation.
“I wasn’t a Jew when I went to war,” Shapiro said. “I was an American soldier.” Like other Jewish GIs, he wore the H dog tag, for “Hebrew,” around his neck. But this, to Shapiro, was worn in the same spirit as Catholics wore a C and Protestants a P. Religions were equally respected, appropriate ministrations to the dead or injured important.
Shapiro sailed for Europe from New York harbor on June 16, 1944. It was harder than he had imagined to say good-bye to his family and his girlfriend, Betty. He landed at Liverpool in early July. Shortly afterward, he was assigned to the 110th Infantry Regiment as a combat medic. Shapiro’s landing in Normandy at Omaha Beach later that month, on July 24, coincided with an intense bombardment by Eighth Air Force B-17s of the area around Saint-Lô, about fifteen miles inland. The ground shook as he burrowed into a foxhole. Fear gripped Shapiro then, for this was the beginning of his indoctrination in war. His education proceeded rapidly. As his unit worked its way through Normandy, Shapiro’s fear subsided in pace with his own absorption into the labyrinth of conflict. He stopped asking questions. He injected morphine; he applied tourniquets; he tagged people.
There could even be pleasant surprises. On August 25 Shapiro’s unit was transported by truck to Versailles. Three days later, he found himself bivouacked in the Bois de Boulogne beneath the leafy plane trees with orders to shave and clean up for the victorious Allied march through Paris the next day. The summer air was sweet, roses bloomed, people cheered. But the joy of that moment was to prove ephemeral; Shapiro would soon be advancing eastward, and would suffer the persecution his father had escaped.
At the age of seventy-nine, six decades after he was feted as a young soldier in Paris, Dr. William J. Shapiro is a measured man. Methodical by nature, disciplined in what he eats, he keeps his affairs ordered, his body trim. His airy house, built upon his retirement from a career as an obstetrician, is set beside a Florida golf course, and every now and again a ball comes through a screen. But there are few other disturbances or surprises. He and his wife, Betty, live in one of the gated “communities” that fan out across the flatness of Florida. The streets are quiet and secure. In the garages, electric golf carts flank sport utility vehicles with Global Positioning Systems.
The old strive to stay active. At dawn and at dusk, when the heat is not so overwhelming, slim figures may be seen trundling in their golf carts through the streets bordered by lawns of prickly Bermuda grass, blue plumbago bushes, and hibiscus trees. The very old, in wheelchairs, are accompanied by black nurses. They look timorous, these almost diaphanous Jews; their mouths are pinched, their skin waxy, their bones brittle. The journey has been long to this air-conditioned existence beneath the palms and beside the fairways: from the tenements of New York to these plush bungalows, from chicken soup to seared salmon with arugula, from the struggle to make it to the difficulty of spending it. Here, at last, beneath a cloudless sky, all is in order.
But Dr. Shapiro has been having nightmares. They are predictable enough. He is running, he is trapped, he is being pursued. Orders are being barked at him. When he awakens, his wife asks him: “Are the Nazis still chasing you?” They try to laugh about it. It has been a long time, after all. But for much of that time, the memory was repressed. Dr. Shapiro did not want to think about the experiences of Private Shapiro. He did not want to tell the story because to tell it, he would have to relive it.
He was an American GI who was captured by the Germans and had a hard time of it, but that was not a big deal, or so he told himself, and so he told his children when they asked, which they stopped doing after a while because they knew the questions would be met with evasion or silence. To get on with life meant to move forward, and that was what he had done after the end of the war. It was possible to push a season in hell so far back it seemed not to have existed. But then a car door slams and it sounds like a rifle shot and you already have one knee on the ground, moving by instinct. The bitter season’s harvest is perennial, after all. It returns now, and Shapiro tries, but fails, to stifle a sob.
The atmosphere is suddenly more brittle in this high-ceilinged Florida room. The ceiling fans still turn, smoked salmon and herring are still arrayed on the table, and, beyond the screens, the sprinklers on the golf course still glint in the sunlight. But Germany is now present, casting its shadow, and the doctor’s eyes have filled with tears.
Six decades on, many Germans clamor for closure on the Holocaust, a final accounting, a resolution. If they do not say “Enough,” they think it. They bite their lips to stop the word from coming out; they know that if they raise their chins even an inch, someone will push them down again. But is it not reasonable to demand this Schlussstrich, this closure, now that the Nazi perpetrators are already dead or will be soon? It may seem reasonable, but memory is not linear and reason has little purchase on it. The crimes of the Germans have taken a tortuous course through the psyches of survivors and their descendants. As Primo Levi observed, “A person who has been wounded tends to block out the memory so as not to renew the pain.” But in this moment, the pain inhabits even this Florida bungalow.
They were young Americans, most of them eighteen or nineteen, many of them promising students recruited under the Army Specialized Training Program. Established in 1942, the ASTP was the largest education program in the nation’s history, sending more than 200,000 young men who were deemed gifted to colleges to study engineering, science, languages, and other courses. Most of those recruited expected to become officers or to be assigned to technical units, but the war changed that. Pressure for replacements in Europe became so intense that most ended up as infantrymen. In general, they had little preparation for war.
By 1944, when most of these young soldiers went to Europe, the word from the generals was that the conflict was going America’s way. Although the progress across France to the Siegfried line and Germany was hard, it was steady. For the GIs, there seemed little reason to question that the advance toward Berlin and the Nazi surrender would be uninterrupted.
But Hitler, gambler to the last, had decided on a last roll of the dice, an attempt, against all odds, to reverse the situation on the western front with a decisive thrust. To this end, he rapidly amassed more than 1.3 million troops by mid-December 1944, in preparation for what became known as the Battle of the Bulge. It was a fight that, over the course of a little more than a month, would result in the death, injury, or capture of 81,000 American soldiers before the German advance was repulsed and reversed. The toll on the 28th and 106th Infantry Divisions was devastating. Some of the GIs involved had been in combat in Europe no more than two months.
Sonny Fox, a member, like Shapiro, of the 28th Infantry Division, had arrived at the front in October, after “chasing the war” eastward through France. The chase was swift now that the coastal cliffs and inland hedgerows no longer presented any obstacle, and he wondered at the sacrifice of those before him who had secured such formidable terrain. By December, he was patrolling close to the Our River between Luxembourg and Germany. It had been quiet at the front—“We were still licking our wounds after the Hürtgen Forest”—so the sound of artillery shells shrieking overhead early one morning came as a surprise.
“It was 5:20 a.m. on December 16, 1944, and I ran out of the farmhouse we were in to where we had our slit trenches, a few yards away,” Fox recalled. “And I asked them how long this had been going on. They said about twenty minutes. So I ran back to the house to get the rest of my squad out and into their positions. We sat and waited, and pretty soon the assault started.”
Benefiting from surprise and superior numbers, the Germans cut through the American lines to the north and south of Fox’s outpost near Hosingen, Luxembourg, eventually driving more than thirty miles westward. But he knew little or nothing of this at the time. As an infantryman, he dealt with what was in front of him. Nothing much else existed.
In the afternoon, Fox heard tanks coming down the road from behind him; he was not sure if they were German or American. “They turned out to be ours,” Fox said, “and I thought we had beaten them off, but the captain said no, the Germans were behind us and the fighting was going on well behind our lines.”
Fox was ordered to hold his position with his squad—eleven men and himself. A ranger squad and two tanks were sent to his position just outside Hosingen. “Here’s a skinny Jewish kid from Brooklyn, and I was now in charge of two tanks, a ranger squad, and my squad,” Fox said. “I felt like I had an army. And I was deploying my tanks and I was deploying my troops and having a great time thinking we were in good shape.”
They were not. The next day, about midmorning, two German Tiger tanks appeared about four hundred yards away. Fox was standing in front of one of the two American Shermans when the Germans opened fire. A shell struck the turret of the tank behind him, but fortunately it hit at enough of an angle to ricochet and explode about a hundred yards away. Concluding that they were outgunned, the American tank drivers immediately took off, with Fox in hot pursuit yelling, “Come back, come back!”
Nobody heard him, of course. For Fox, this ended what he calls “the shortest tank battle of World War II.”
Marooned without his tanks, Fox sent a message to the command in Hosingen saying he would withdraw by evening if he did not hear word to the contrary. There was no response. Fox pulled back. By the middle of the next morning, December 18, no more than four houses in the middle of Hosingen were still in American hands and ammunition was running low. The captain decided that they should come out with their hands up. Two captured Germans were sent out to deliver the message of American capitulation.
Fox and the other men walked out, arms raised, into an uncertain captivity. Some attached pieces of white sheet to the ends of their guns as a sign of surrender. The Germans rounded them up in a staging area on the outskirts of town; a machine gun facing them suggested their end might be immediate. But after a few hours the GIs, in steadily growing numbers, were marshaled into a long line and ordered to start moving down the road toward Germany, past the farmhouse that Fox had occupied, past several German corpses that prompted in Fox an impulse—restrained—to boast of his squad’s prowess, past German officers congratulating one another on their victory. It was the start of a three-day march to Gerolstein, Germany.
There was nothing heroic about capture. Numbed and stunned, drained by three days of almost sleepless combat, Fox felt very little. That he was a Jew in the hands of the Nazis and so perhaps in special danger scarcely occurred to him. Captivity was like a serious injury whose full extent takes time to reveal itself. He was relieved at not being summarily shot; he was cold in this bitter European winter; he was bone tired. His nerves, it seemed, had gone dead on him. Germans jeered at him and the other prisoners as they passed through villages; he hardly noticed. Through the dull fog of exhaustion a vague sense of shame at having surrendered and a nagging disquiet at the uncertainty of his fate percolated, but dimly. War is lived day by day just like the rest of life, frequently in drudgery and despondency, rather than in the stirring emotion and swift action with which it is often depicted.
The first night, already in Germany, the GIs slept in a church, where they were allowed to slide into pews, sitting, heads slumped, on the straight-backed benches. It was freezing. A hayloft provided shelter on the second night, and the prisoners were allowed to sleep for three hours. The next day they arrived at the railhead. Fox was handed a shovel and told to clean out the manure from the boxcars that were to be used to transport the American soldiers to prison camp. This job completed, the GIs were herded onto the train, as many as seventy-five men to a car, enough to ensure that they could not all lie down at the same time, even in the fetal position. The cars were then locked.
The American prisoners were each given a can of headcheese, their first real nourishment in days. “I had never eaten headcheese before,” Fox said. “I have never eaten headcheese since. And if you ask me what headcheese is, I’m not sure I could tell you. But we had it and we ate it. That was it.”
As the sealed boxcars lurched out of the station, Fox, like his fellow captives, had scant notion of the myriad doomed loads already transported across Europe in this way by the Nazis. All they knew was the darkness, the cold, and the occasional flicker of ever scarcer and more coveted cigarettes.
Edwin Cornell of Rochester, New York, was also in the vicinity of Hosingen in mid-December 1944. After instruction under the Army Specialized Training Program at Fort Benning, Georgia, he had been destined for medical school. But destiny was a particularly fickle thing in 1944. His plans, like those of countless others, were abruptly put on hold as the demands of the war against Hitler intensified. The program folded, and he was sent to the 86th Division in Louisiana, and from there on to Europe as a replacement. He, too, joined the 28th Infantry Division, survived the haunting combat of the Hürtgen Forest, and moved on to Luxembourg.
On December 16 Cornell, like Fox, was in a farmhouse a few miles outside of town. He remembers searchlights illuminating the initial thrust of the German attack. His platoon had two machine gunners; they took care of the first wave of the Nazi offensive, and Cornell watched the German soldiers falling one after the other, forms keeling over like bowling pins. After that came a lull, and it seemed the short battle had been won.
But the next day the German attack resumed in earnest, accompanied now by mortar fire, and the fifteen GIs in the house, cut off from the rest of their outfit, were running out of ammunition. The sergeant in charge called them together and declared the situation hopeless. There were only two courses: certain death or surrender.
They chose the latter, walking from the house behind a soldier with a piece of white cloth attached to his gun, and were lined up on the road. But one GI refused to give up, firing shots in the direction of the Germans and the newly taken American prisoners, hollering “Cowards!” at the other members of the platoon. It took some time to capture the holdout; he was severely beaten by the Germans. “It’s a wonder they didn’t kill us all because of this one guy,” Cornell said.
Shortly after he was captured, Cornell began to worry about being Jewish. He had been raised in a middle-class family, the son of an insurance agent. His father was religious, his mother not, and as a child he attended an Orthodox temple. Like most other Jewish GIs, he had heard only vague accounts of the Nazi persecution of European Jewry. But even these accounts seemed to him to warrant concern. Cornell’s immediate awareness of a specific danger appears to set him apart from most, but not all, other American Jews taken prisoner.
When he went to war, Cornell took with him a small Hebrew Bible that he carried in his breast pocket. He would look at it from time to time, in brief moments of respite, and he felt it gave him a connection to his childhood, his family, and God. Such links were not easy to establish in the mayhem of a war that came upon these young men suddenly. As he now began the march toward Germany, a prisoner of war, Cornell found his thoughts turning with growing insistence to this Bible, which had become disquieting evidence of his Jewish identity, a source of danger rather than comfort.
On the second day of the march, the prisoners were allowed to rest for a moment by the side of the road. Cornell noticed that the soil at this spot was soft. “I thought to myself, I’ve got to get rid of this Bible; it’s evidence of my being a Jew,” he said. He dug a small hole, surreptitiously removed the Bible from his pocket, kissed its cover, said a prayer, and buried it in the dirt of Germany.
Soon afterward Cornell was locked into a boxcar and transported across Germany to an unknown destination. Crammed against other American soldiers, he overheard a group of four discussing the fact that they were Jews and might be vulnerable. Cornell remained silent.
“I did not say anything to them because my feeling was, the less people knew about what I am, the better,” he recalled. “I knew I was in enemy territory. But the conversation got me thinking about what it must have been like to be a Jew in Germany at that time.”
Gerald Daub of the 397th Regiment of the 100th Infantry Division happened to know a lot about the fate of German Jews. Born and raised in Brooklyn, he was of German Jewish descent, and the family had friends and relatives in Germany. Unlike the Jews of Poland and other European states that fell under Nazi control, German Jews had several years to observe the growing ruthlessness of Hitler’s assault on them. For years after the Nazi ascension to power in 1933, it remained possible for German Jews to escape, albeit with growing difficulty, and a majority of the prewar population of just over 500,000 did. Among them was a young man named Siegfried Kahn, a friend of the Daubs, who was able to obtain an American visa through the family’s efforts on his behalf.
Kahn told Daub of the portrayal of the Jews as vermin draining the lifeblood of the Germans, infecting them with moral and physical disease. Daub heard of Heinrich Himmler’s definition of the Jews as “bacteria,” and that the Nazis uniformly viewed the Jews as criminal and parasitic. Kahn described the progressive exclusion of the Jews from German society, the assault on their businesses, the quashing of their rights as citizens. What Kahn did not know, and Daub only discovered later, was that all this was but a prelude to Hitler’s ultimate design: the physical elimination of the Jews through the organization of an industrial-scale system of gas chambers and crematoria designed to bring, for the first time, the efficiency of the assembly line to the business of murder.
Daub became a soldier in 1943 under the Army Specialized Training Program, studying in Charleston, South Carolina, before being assigned to the 100th Infantry Division at Fort Bragg. The division was filled with eighteen- and nineteen-year-olds like himself whose studies had been interrupted and whose knowledge of war was slight. He remained in Fayetteville, North Carolina, for a few months, then sailed on the USS George Washington for Europe, through the Strait of Gibraltar to a landing in southern France, near Marseilles. A rifleman—the first scout of the second squad of the first platoon of F Company—Daub moved up the Rhone Valley before seeing combat near Épinal, where he was injured by a rifle shot. By early January 1945, he had recovered and was in Alsace-Lorraine, in the town of Remling, as it came under German attack.
Most of the division’s armor had pushed on northward the previous month to reinforce the American lines at the Battle of the Bulge, so Daub’s unit found itself vulnerable to German tanks. Attacking at night to avoid Allied bombing, the German 17th SS Panzer Grenadier Division encircled the American position on January 8, 1945.
“I don’t know exactly what time of night it was when a German tank appeared with a squad of infantry around it,” Daub said. “The flares went off, and there was machine-gun fire and bullets whizzing up and down the street, and I was at the window of the house with a buddy named Howard Hunter and we were firing at the tank and the infantrymen. Eventually, they rumbled the tank up to our window and put their 88-millimeter cannon right in the window. It was at that point that we decided it was time to leave the house because they were about to blow it up.”
Daub and Hunter took off, jumping over a retaining wall to find themselves in the midst of a squad of German soldiers. Hunter, moving swiftly, smashed his rifle butt into the first German they encountered, and they dashed into an adjacent house. Their intention was to get out one of the windows and move as fast as possible to the American command post in the center of town, but they found all the windows boarded up and sealed.
The Germans followed them in. Daub and Hunter could hear their footsteps advancing. They flipped the kitchen table on its side and just had time to duck behind it before the Germans opened the door and tossed in a hand grenade. Fortunately it was a concussion grenade that momentarily stunned the two men but did no greater damage.
Hunter suggested to Daub that they surrender.
“Not me, Howard,” Daub replied. “I’m Jewish. I’m not going to surrender to them.”
A few minutes later there were more footsteps and the two Americans heard a machine pistol being cocked at the door. Daub began to reconsider his decision. “I said to Howard, I don’t think this is a good situation. Perhaps you are right. Perhaps discretion is the better part of valor.”
With that, Daub and Hunter threw down their guns and walked slowly out. The Germans grabbed them and dragged them up onto a tank.
Daub was worried. While recovering from an injury in the station hospital at Épinal, he had heard about the December 17, 1944, Malmédy massacre, when, on the second day of the Battle of the Bulge, about 150 GIs from the 7th Armored Division were captured and rounded up in a field. The Nazis opened fire on them, killing about eighty on the spot—an instance of organized murder of prisoners of war that remained unique in its scale during the Ardennes battle. Word of the killing spread very fast, with three immediate results: a number of SS troopers who surrendered were shot by American forces, some GIs considering surrender thought better of it, and those who did surrender and knew of Malmédy had new cause for alarm, especially if, like Daub, they were Jewish.
The day after they were captured, Daub and Hunter were placed on the front of a tank with a severely wounded German soldier and told to try to keep the man comfortable. The soldier screamed as the tank’s movement jolted him. When the soldier suddenly went quiet, Daub’s first thought was that the German had died and he and Hunter would now be shot. Instead, the Germans stopped the tank, handed the two Americans a shovel, and told them to bury the dead man.
The ground was frozen hard as concrete. The best Daub and Hunter could do was to scrape out a shallow trench in the snow. But the German tank commander declared this adequate. They rolled the dead man into the furrow and covered him with snow; German dead were clearly too numerous by this stage of the war to merit much ceremony. Then the American prisoners were hauled back onto the tank and taken across the nearby German border to a village where the panzer division was headquartered. Daub was struck by how young many of the German soldiers jeering at him appeared. They looked no more than sixteen
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