Official Documents Surface
For the first time ever, official documentation of the 743rd Tank Battalion, attached to the 30th Infantry division, has been found
This documentation is the “After Action Report” of the 743rd Tank Battalion, which has been furnished to us by Mrs. Karen Moretti, daughter of Lt. Col. W.D. Duncan, the C.O. of the 743rd.

This “AAR” gives a very brief account of the actual Liberation of the Holocaust Survivor’s train at Farsleben, Germany, on 13 April 1945, by Company “D” of the 743rd Tank Battalion, as part of a task Force, headed by Maj. Clarence Benjamin.
Although we have found very brief mention of this event in a few of our history books, and some undocumented stories by some of the surviving victims of the train, this is the very first official document to surface, giving any official actual details, although very brief, of the Liberation of the train of 2,500 Jews at Farsleben, Germany.

Following is a ‘copy’ of these documents, re-copied from the original documents, as the originals are extremely difficult to read and copy, due to the deterioration of the paper and print.

12 April 1945

ACTION:
With BRAUNCHWEIG  (BRUNSWICK) taken, our sweep moved on once again.  We were now making a dash for the ELBE River.  The enemy’s defenses appeared completely overrun.  Our flying columns were catching him by surprise in towns and villages.  Some of our tanks even overran an enemy airfield, knocked down one of the fighter planes as it tried to escape take-off from the runway.
DETAIL REPORTS:


HQ and HQ CO:  The rear elements moved out at 1000 hours and halted on the main road just west of BRUNSWICK where a 5-hour wait was made.  The green light was finally given and the column moved through the center of the capitulated city and moved on, letting the ogle-eyed German civilians of the towns and villages eat our dust as we raced through.  After darkness fell, a halt was made on the road west of MAGDEBURG.  It was decided to wait for daylight before moving on, as there was some confusion as to the correct route.  A guard was set up and the men slept beside the vehicles by the road
ASSAULT GUN PLATOON:. Left for LEHRE  (Rd001186), before rest of  task column in order to fill in a tank trap on the way with one of the dozers.  This job accomplished, a wait was made  in LEHRE for other units to catch up.  At 1500 hours, we were on the move again to BOSDORP where tanks were serviced.
“A” CO.:  Sgt. MASON’s platoon remained in BRAUNSCHWEIG ( BRUNSWICK), to clean up an area with infantry in an area missed by the main task force.  With LT. JONES’s platoon leading, LT. FOLKESTAD’s platoon, bringing up the rear, the Company road marched to take 2 towns and 35 PW’s.  C.P. was set up at CALVORDE (R84208), at 1800 hours.  LT. JONES”s platoon proceeded to ANGERN, cleaned out town, and set up road blocks.
“B” CO:  Infantry mounted the tanks at 0700 hours to attack ?EDDEL, (Rc970120).  COL. PURDUE, (C.O. of 120th Inf. Reg’t), stopped the column at (Rc953097) where the mission was changed and tanks were instructed to push east as far as they could go.  The L.D. was at this point.  With 2 light tanks of “D” CO and the 1st Platoon leading, the jump-off was made at 1000 hours.  The flying column passed through VL SCHOPPENSTEDT (?), and held up at CREMLINGEN (Rc983096) where about 100 PW’s were taken.  A convoy of enemy vehicles escaped to the northeast just before we entered the town.  The 1st Platoon moved out after the convoy to overtake them, but the enemy vehicles escaped.  The 1st Platoon moved back to CREMLINGEN.
A task force was assembled at this point – the 1st Platoon along with one M8 and 2 peeps from the 125th Cav. To precede the main body.  At 1200 hours we pushed off through ABBENRODE, BOORNUM and KONIGSKUTTEN.  This latter town was surrendered to us by an official on a bicycle who pedaled out to meet the column with a white flag.  The German PW parade was still a big one.  Now on the roads were many American and British PW’s liberated from overrun prison camps.  The column moved on against scattered opposition, mostly small arms. Just before we reached SCHICKELSHEIM, a column of enemy was spotted moving north from the town into GR. STEINUM, but the enemy got into the town a few minutes before we got there.  As the lead vehicle approached the first group of houses, it was fired on by an enemy infantryman with a panzerfaust, narrowly missing.  The tank-mounted infantry quickly dismounted and rounded up 50 German prisoners. There were more enemy around but the task force was called back to continue its mission before the town could be completely cleaned out.  Three infantry guards walked the PW’s back to SCHICKELSHEIM, but enroute two of the Americans were picked off by snipers left in the town of STEINUM.  Between SCHICKELSHEIM and SUPPLINGENBURG the 1st Platoon knocked out 2 enemy trucks, one halftrack and a 40 mm AA gun.  The column then moved on to BARNIKE, crossed the autobahn, then went to MARIENTHAL.
At (Rd230135) the 1st Platoon overran an enemy airport.  Planes and vehicles were dispersed in the woods.  Some German air corps personnel were captured.  One of the enemy fighter planes tried to escape by taking off.  S/Sgt FAWCETT, who was covering the runway, shot it down with the 50-caliber turret-mounted machine gun just as the plane succeeded in rising off the airstrip.  The plane crashed.

Anti-aircraft guns were captured intact.  Friendly engineers came up to demolish the guns.  At the airport, the roads through the woods were found to be impassable, so the column turned around and went south to HELMSTEDT, then turned north to NALBECK, HODINGEN, BOHNSDORF and FLECHTINGEN.  Our objective for the night was to establish a bridgehead across the WESER- ELBE CANAL and the OHRE River at WIFGLITZ (Rd444238).The bridges were intact but German PW’s reported they were set for demolition at any time.  The plan for establishing a bridgehead was this: the point of the task force, the 1st platoon, was to make a dash for the bridge, all tanks firing, and then, if possible, make the crossing.  As we neared WIEAGLIT and reached (Rd405239), a big explosion was heard.  The column was stopped by the task force commander and recon was sent out to reconnoiter for another bridge. The column again turned around and  moved south to HASSELBURG  (Rd408200) for the night.
“C” CO:  At 0900 hours the company started to move forward from BODENSTEDT (Rc777067), with residue to a new area.  On the route, the company was attached to 2nd Bn. 117th Inf. Regt. As part of the task force.  The company met the infantry at BRAUNSCHWEIG  (BRUNSWICK). and the route to be used was given here.  Infantry mounted on the rear decks of the tanks.  The company, as lead element of a task force, met light resistance until arriving at the town of CALVORDE.  Several prisoners were taken in the small villages preceding CALVORDE, (Rc416277) and the latter town was reached at 1700 hours. There were four 7.5cm AT guns set up as road block just east of the WESER-ELBE CANAL.  The 2nd Platoon knocked out 2 of the AT guns.  The company moved on in town and had the bridge secure by 2000 hours.  A total of 53 miles was covered in the march.

“D” CO:  A CP was set up in CALVORDE.  The 1st Platoon marched with Assault Guns.  The 2nd Platoon worked with “B” CO, this Bn, and the 120th Inf. Reg’t.  In the march column, 2 light tanks were ordered up front.  These two tanks had the job of leading the entire column over a distance of several miles into CREMLINGEN.  Here the leading light tank proceeded cautiously, followed at 100 yards by the second light tank and the support made up of the 1st Platoon, “B” CO.  Just outside CREMLINGEN, Tank 12, (in the lead), called back for infantry to go into the town with it.  After a short wait, Tank 12 proceeded without infantry, which failed to come up.  SGT. GROSS, the tank commander, advanced without Inf. protection because he could see signs of a withdrawal. Tank 14 followed at its 100 yard interval, giving supporting fire. Tank 12 raced through town in an attempt to halt an enemy command car and other enemy troops from escaping at the other edge of the place.  The command car was destroyed by machine gun fire from Tank 12.  Both light tanks then went into position at the edge of town to cut off the enemy escape route.  Inf. was again called for and at this time, entered the town and cleaned it out.  The medium tanks of “B” Co went into the flanks to cut off the enemy’s escape from the town.  Over 160 prisoners were taken.  Before the infantry arrived, SGT. GROSS and his bow gunner, PFC WALLERIDEN, from Tank 12, checked the houses near the tank positions.  Enemy fire here was limited to sniper and sporadic small arms.  Many panzerfausts were found at road blocks, in houses, and in the command car, but none were used.  The enemy was apparently completely taken by surprise at the suddenness of his entrapment.
After the town was cleared, the column moved on, with Tank 12 again at the point.  However, there were now 2 recon peeps ahead of the tanks.  This order was maintained for several miles without incident.  The light tank section was then relieved by the 1st Platoon, “B” CO, and the march resumed.

STRENGTH OF THE COMPANIES:  Hq. Co.  143 EM, 14 O; Svc. Co. 107 EM, 5 O; “A” Co. 100 EM, 5 O;  “B” Co. 97 EM, 4 O;  “C” Co. 104 EM, 5 O;  “D” Co. 100 EM, 4 O;  Med 17 EM,. 2 O.
CASUALTIES: ) 0  MIA;  0  KIA;  0  WIA.
CLAIMS  “B” Co.
1 enemy 40mm AA Gun




2 enemy trucks




1 enemy halftrack




1 fighter plane (shot down)


    “C” Co.
2 AT Guns (7.5cm)

   “D” Co.
1 enemy command car

13 April 1945

ACTION:
Our units reached the west bank of the Elbe River.  In sweeping through and clearing out many towns on the way.  3 enemy tanks were knocked out, and the list of enemy equipment destroyed included 9 trucks, 2 self-propelled guns and 1 halftrack.  But there was also a big human interest story.  A unit of the 2nd Platoon, “D” Co. in mopping up our flank near the ELBE, came upon a railroad siding and there found 2500 sick and starving Jewish internees who expected to die at the hands of Nazi SS guards.

DETAIL REPORTS:
HQ AND HQ CO:  Mounted up and moved from roadside at 1000 hours.  On road all day moving towards MAGDEBURG and the ELBE River.  Bivouac was made about 1800 hours, a few miles from the ELBE River and north of MAGDEBURG at MOSE.  The bivouac area was a large farm.  At about 2300 hours, 1st Lt. FLOYD MITCHELL and PFC PAUL H. SEAMES were slightly injured when the Liaison peep collided with a German automobile, driven by 2 German medics on the road near MOSE.
ASSAULT GUN PLATOON: Left BOSDORF for GRIEBEN (Ry875350), at about 0930 hours.  On the way, a battalion of German paratroopers who wouldn’t give up was encountered.  These were bypassed.  Arrived at GRIEBEN on the ELBE River at 2000 hours.  The tanks were again set up as road blocks, serviced and camouflaged before dark.
“A” CO:  The C.O. and 2nd Platoon moved to ANGERN in the morning.   LT. MASON’s  Platoon remained in the vicinity of BRAUNSCHWEIG (BRUNSWICK), cleaning up.  One MARK V was claimed and one enemy tank, unidentified.
“B” CO.  Company moved at dawn before 0600 hours and resumed march.  The order within the company was 3rd, 2nd and 1st Platoons.  Crossed the Canal at UTHMODE (Ry466234), without opposition.  At (Ry495268) the 3rd Platoon met with a convoy of German vehicles, knocked out 5 trucks and took 15 prisoners.  The column moved through BORN, DOLLE, then south to COLBITZ, WOLMIRSTEDT and then to BARLEBEN (Ry655077) where a halt was made.  The 3rd Platoon destroyed 2 more German trucks enroute to (Ry659130) where an enemy halftrack was knocked out.  A previous mission of the company (to captured FRIEDEN (Ry873530) and BITTLAN (Ry877324) on the ELBE River, was changed.  New  mission:  to seize the autobahn bridge across the ELBE River, (Ry715106).
The company with infantry on tanks was to move south to the autobahn highway, turn northeast on it and with all tanks firing, make the crossing and establish a bridgehead at HOHENWARTHE (Ry715106).  While the column was halted at BARLEBEN (Ry659061) it drew enemy artillery fire from the east. The enemy guns were firing from short range.  The plans for a crossing were changed and the company was assigned the north end of town to defend.  Positions were set up for the night.

“C” CO:  Company left CALVORDE (Ry425280, at 0730 hours with the 3rd Platoon inn the lead.  Its objective was the town of TANGERMUNDE on the Elbe River.  The company was within about 6 miles of TANGERMUNDE when plans changed and the task force, of which the company was a part, turned south to take the town of ROGATZ (Ry750260)  The 3rd Platoon knocked out an enemy self-propelled gun in the town of ANGERN and killed several enemy infantry.
Tank 16 was put out of action by direct fire from a MARK V  tank located at (Ry745222).  This fire knocked a suspension unit from the left side of Tank 16.  Tank 17 pulled around to the right and knocked out the MARK V tank.

The 1st Platoon led the attack into ROGATZ.  The 2nd Platoon went around to the left of town and knocked out one self-propelled gun and 2 trucks.  Several prisoners were taken.  ROGATZ was cleared by 2230 hours.

“D” CO:  1st Platoon with the Assault Gun Platoon, and 2 tanks of the 2nd Platoon were used to escort German prisoners to the IPW cages to the rear.  Collected from various points, the 2 tanks delivered more than 900 prisoners.  Two other tanks were taken out of the column to help in clearing out the town of LOITSCHE, ZIELITZ, FARSLEBEN and the surrounding areas.  Maj BENJAMIN led this force on the flank in his peep.  The towns were cleared without incident, many prisoners being waved back to the highway.  There were 8 infantrymen on each of the two tanks.
Outside of FARSLEBEN, the unit encountered some 200 civilians, looking half starved, sick and very wretched.  They were overjoyed to see Americans and said they were Jews who had just escaped from a German concentration camp train halted on a siding.  The Major took doughboys, scouted the area, and found the train.  The 2 tanks set up a base of fire while Maj. BENJAMIN  led the doughs towards the train.

The photograph inserted below was taken by MAJOR BENJAMIN at the moment the first of the refugees at the train became aware of their liberation, and started to move up the hill towards our troops.

[image: image1.jpg]



Photography by Maj. Clarence Benjamin, 13 April 1945
There were 12 German military guards including the train commander, who gave up without a fight when they saw our tanks.  

There 2,500 pitiable, oppressed people from all over Europe, starved, beaten, ill, some dying, but all of whom were wildly happy and grateful to their “liberators”.  The tank crews passed out what food and cigarettes they could to help the sufferers.  These people, mostly Jewish political prisoners, had been until recently kept at a concentration camp near HANOVER.  When the Allied breakthrough at the RHINE River occurred, they had been loaded into old railway cars – as many as 68 in one car – and brought to this location at the ELBE River, where apparently an argument by the German trainmen caused the cars to be placed on a siding, waiting to be picked up and taken across the ELBE River, deeper into Germany.

The people were happy at their liberation, but were fearful that the Germans would return.  They had been guarded by a large force of Nazi SS Troopers, most of whom had disappeared during the night, and were yet unaccounted for.  There were known to be many German army stragglers in the area.  Therefore, MAJOR BENJAMIN decided to put  Tank12, with its 8 accompanying doughboys, into position at one end of the train by a crossroad, to protect the people.  Tank 12 held this position until relieved 24 hours later.
During this time, MAJOR BENJAMIN returned to the 30th Div. Hq. to report the plight of these people, and Tank 13 returned to its unit.

Through the afternoon, the people of the “horror train” streamed about the American soldiers, crying and laughing their thanks, and telling their stories of slavery, oppression, torture, imprisonment, and death.  Many of these people were dying right there in front of us.  6 cases of Typhus were reported later.  Several died while the tank was there.  The train received some badly needed food that night, were promised more food to be gotten from the German farms and homes near the area, and efforts were begun by the government to find quarters to which they could be moved away from the filthy, jammed, evil-smelling railroad cars.  So the day was indeed a very joyful one for those who had been living for so long without hope.
After scouting the area, the squad leader of the doughs, the tank commander of Tank 12 (SGT. GROSS), and the camp leader of the internees, got together to set up a guard.  The civilians were very cooperative, and an efficient guard system was set up around the train and the tank positions.  The civilians were posted in vital points, unarmed, to warn the troops of any trouble.  A strong and alert guard was set up on the tank.  During the next 24 hours, several uniformed prisoners were taken at the position, and 3 Nazi SS Troopers in civilian clothing, were apprehended due to the alertness of the soldier and civilian guards.

Just at dusk, a German civilian came up to report that 26 German Enlisted men and 2 Officers were at his farm and would surrender to an officer.  MAJOR BENJAMIN  had returned.  He organized a party comprised of Tank 12 crew and 3 doughboys, led by himself.  This unit proceeded to the farm houses (Ry697152), deployed and advanced.  The German soldiers surrendered readily in a group and were relieved of their weapons and marched back to the train.  Here they were held under guard until picked up by our Recon. Unit.  This bag totaled 26 EM and 2 Officers.

The night was quiet except for strafing by an enemy plane which was shot down for its trouble by a nearby AA unit.  No soldiers or civilians were injured by this action.  Later in the night, several German stragglers were taken prisoner.

The day’s action by this unit of the 2nd Platoon, “D” CO, resulted in the liberation of 2,500 Jewish internees who had expected to die, and who were half starved and in a pitiful condition.  Their gratitude was touching.  Several ex-officers of the Dutch and Jugoslav armies complimented the unit on its action.  The action also resulted in the capture of approximately 40 German soldiers and the seizure of a good amount of enemy equipment.

STRENGTH OF THE COMPANIES:  Hq. Co.  141 EM., 13 O;  Svc. Co. 107 EM., 5 O;  “A” Co. 100 EM., 5 O;  “B” Co. 97 EM., 4 O;  “C” Co. 104 EM.,  5 O;  “D” Co. 100 EM., 4 O;  Med. 17 EM.,  2 O

CLAIMS
:”A” Co.:1 MARK V, 1 enemy tank (unidentified)

.

“B” Co.:  7 enemy trucks, 1 halftrack



“C” Co.:  1 MARK V, 2 SP Guns; 2 trucks.



“D” Co.:  Jewish internee train of 50 cars with 2,500 prisoners (overrun).

14 April 1945


ACTION:
The battle of pursuit was finished.  Drawn up at the ELBE River, units of the 743rd Tank Battalion maintained road block positions.  The Assault Gun Platoon went into position to do some firing across the River, but was shelled out of one location, but went into another to fire about 50 rounds into a German town on the east bank.

DETAIL REPORTS:

HQ AND HQ CO::  At MOSE.  Area policed.  PFC W.D.SMITH, 32058471 left for a furlough to the United States.

ASSAULT GUN PLATOON:  Went into a firing position on the edge of GRIEBEN (Ry8734) in the morning to fire on enemy personnel unloading a barge on the ELBE River.  However, before we could fire, the enemy shelled us out of our position. T4 MILLER, driver of the HQ Tank C-3, was wounded in the right hip by an air-burst and was evacuated. Later on in the morning we withdrew to a firing position1500 yards west of town. (Ry850350) and proceeded to shell enemy positions on the east side of the ELBE River.  Approximately 50 rounds fired.  Unobserved fire was put on the town of FERCHLAND (Ry9035).  We pulled out of firing position late in the afternoon and went back into town to set up road blocks for the night.  We were notified that at 0800 hours the next morning, we were to be relieved from the 125th Cav. Sq. and return to residue at MOSE. The following is a partial list of the enemy personnel and equipment captured by the 125th Cav Sq. while the Assault Gun Platoon was with them:  More than 3,000PW’s; one chemical warfare plant; one airfield with many planes; one Allied PW Camp in which there were some 2,500  Officers; one German PW Camp for political prisoners – more than 3,000 here; one radio station, (sub-station of Radio Berlin),  one electric power station; two RR Guns; one supply train; one ammo dump.
“A” CO:  Company stayed in ANGERN (Ry7225) with road block positions.  LT. MASON’s 1st Platoon still continued to mop up in BRAUNSCHWEIG, (BRUNSWICK).

“B” CO:  Units remained in defensive positions.  Sporadic enemy artillery fire fell in the platoon areas.  One crewman injured his hand accidentally while taking cover from one of the close artillery barrages.  Positions were in the vicinity of BARLEBEN (Ry656081).  Road blocks were: 1st Platoon with Hq:  (Ry656081; 2nd Platoon (Ry695122); and 3rd Platoon (Ry655085).
“C” CO: Company remained at ROGATZ (Ry750208), in defensive position.  1st Platoon set up a road block at (Ry749205) to guard highway from the southwest and also the area of the ELBE River bank. The 2nd Platoon had its 1st section at (Ry750209)  in a road block, and the 2nd section with its guns pointing across the river at (Ry753207).  The 3rd Platoon was at (Ry747204).  The company was on an alert status for a move south, but this move failed to materialize.

“D” CO:  The CP continued at ANGERN.  Tank 12 of the 2nd Platoon was relieved of its guard position near FARSLEBEN (Ry6715)  at 1200 hours.  The Military Government took responsibility for the 2,500 rescued Jewish political prisoners at the railroad siding.  The 1st Platoon held down the road block about 1,000 yards from the ELBE River.  The2nd section, 1st Platoon, fired direct fire on targets across the river in the afternoon.  Some enemy airbursts were received.  3rd Platoon was with HQ. CO. residue at MOSE (Ry6515) with necessary maintenance being performed.

STRENGTH OF THE COMPANIES;  Hq. Co.  1141 EM, 14 O;;  Svc Co. 107 E.M.,  5 O;  “A” Co. 99 E.M.,  5º;  “B” Co. 96 E.M., 4 O;  “C” Co.  104 E.M., 5 O;  “D” Co.  100 E.M., 4 O;  Med., 17 E.M.,  2 O.

CASALTIES:  0  KIA;  1 WIA;  0 MIA  
End of Excerpt of AAR Report, 743rd Tank Battalion, 30th Inf. Div.
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