Magdeburg  Revisited

Frank W. Towers, formerly a 1st Lt. of the 30th Infantry Division, the U.S. Army unit that liberated Magdeburg, Germany on 18 April 1945, pays a return visit to this formerly famous City.

It was 60 years ago that I last “visited” Magdeburg, Germany, the last City on the Elbe River, that my 30th Infantry Division captured on 18 April 1945.

At this point, the war was over for us, as we had reached the Elbe River, the final demarcation line, defining the line between the Allied Forces of the West, and the Russian Army, then on its way to the final destruction of Berlin, and the end of the war on 7 May 1945.

About 2 years ago, (2003), I was contacted by a young researcher, Miss Antje Villard, asking for information on the capture, (Liberation), of Magdeburg by the 30th Infantry Division and its attached units. I responded by sending her considerable material that I had on this phase of the war.

Since the end of the war, they had been under Russian domination, and were in the divided section of East Germany, under strict Communist rule for over 30 years.  Thus they had little contact with the outside world concerning the Battle of Magdeburg, 13-18 April 1945.

Under the control of the Russians after we left there, the citizens of the then “East Germany” were prohibited from speaking and teaching English, books and all documents were purged from the libraries, indicating that the Americans were the true liberators, and monuments were erected to glorify the deeds of the Red Army.

I never heard any more from Miss Villard until about two months ago, (January 2005), when I received an E-mail message from her, asking for more details on the ‘Liberation’ of Magdeburg, as they were planning the 60th anniversary of their liberation with a big celebration.  This was to coincide with the 1200th anniversary of the founding of Magdeburg, back in the Middle Ages.

During the course of my communication with Miss Villard, she extended an invitation to me, from the Lord Mayor of the City of Magdeburg, to be their guest during this celebration, which I accepted, and am now preparing to participate in this epic and emotional journey, in mid April 2005.
During the course of the capture of Magdeburg, we encountered strong opposition from the remaining garrison of the German Army still holding out in the City, under the command of Lt. Gen. Regener.  In spite of a meeting and discussing the terms of surrender with Regener’s Chief of Staff, Col. Cobalt, he stated that Lt. Gen. Regener did not wish to discuss such a matter.  Consequently, the battle and destruction of the City continued.

Due to the many previous bombing raids on the City, the center of the City lay in total ruins, but the German Commanding General, Lt. Gen. Regener, still refused our offer of surrender, and this brought about another, and final, aerial bombardment of the City on 16 April.  After this, the German troops saw the uselessness of trying to hold out any longer, and they began piecemeal surrender.

Magdeburg was a very important airplane manufacturing center, with many small airplane parts factories in the surrounding suburbs of the City.  In addition, there was a large ammunition plant there.  All of these were prime targets of the many air raids carried out upon the City in previous months, and particularly a large air bombardment on 16 January, 1945.
Unknown to us at the time of the beginning of the Battle of Magdeburg, was the fact that there was a substantially sized Slave Labor Camp housed in the outskirts of the City.  This Slave Labor Camp was actually liberated on 13 April 1945.  It held American and British POW’s, many of whom were air force crews who had bailed out of their planes as they were being shot down, as well as many Allied POW’s who had been taken prisoner during the preceding months.  Among them were many Displaced Persons from many of the surrounding overrun countries of the past several years.  Last but not least, was a large contingent of about 2,500 Jewish slave laborers, who had been spared a trip to the main ‘death camps’, due to the fact that they were young, strong and able to work hard and long hours in some of these factories, up to 18 hours a day.
This was the most pathetic group of humanity that I had ever seen!  Bodies, some a little more than skin and bones, hardly able to move, and clothed in ragged clothing and uniforms, made a frantic effort to reach out to greet us and to beg for food, water and cigarettes. They were so happy to see us, knowing that they had been liberated, finally, most were in tears of joy, and many were emotionally unable to speak.

Additionally, about this same time, near a small town of Farsleben, just west of Magdeburg, which had just been liberated by the 743rd Tank Battalion, (attached to the 30th Infantry Division),  a train was discovered which was well overcrowded with about 2,400 political prisoners, men, women and children, and most of them being Jews.

Many of these prisoners had gone for days without water, food or sanitary facilities, and they were weakened by exhaustion, sickness, hunger and disease.

After all of the joyous greetings following their liberation, there was a problem:  What to do with all of these people, who then numbered well over 4,500.  It was an immediate necessity to get them out of this area, as the final push of the battle and an air bombardment was about to take place the next day.
At this same time, the Russian Army was preparing to move across our front, on the east bank of the Elbe River, enroute to Berlin, only 80 miles, (about 130 km), away.  Not knowing the precise attitude of the Russians towards these Displaced Persons, and particularly the Jews, it was thought best to remove them far to our rear and away from the front lines. If they had made an attempt to cross the river and head eastward towards their own home country, we did not know how they would be treated by the Russians.

As rapidly as possible, all available 1 ½ and 2 ½ ton trucks were assembled and loaded up with these liberated prisoners.

At this time we were aware of a German Luftwaffe air base near the town of Helmstedt, not too far east of Brunswick, which we had just recently captured. There were a large number of barracks there which had recently been vacated by the German Luftwaffe personnel, and it was decided by the Military Government Section, to move them there.  At this point they could receive medical examinations and assistance, as well as given some available clothing, such as it was, and a feeding program was started, conducted by the local German citizens of the town, much against their will.  The German citizens “were ordered” to obtain whatever supplies they could gather, and start to prepare meals for these former captives.
In previous cases, where smaller slave labor camps had been over-run and liberated, the local German citizens “were ordered” to take some of them into their homes, and to care for them until the appropriate authorities were able to organize centers, where they would be processed and then attempts made to return them to their native homelands.

During the preceding months of the war, I had been a Liaison Officer relaying messages and orders between the Division Headquarters and the 120th Regimental Headquarters.  At this point, the Division Headquarters was located in a leather tannery in Wolmirstedt, and the 120th Regimental Headquarters was located in Barleben.  In this position, I was able to have access to the ‘big picture’ of what was going on in our battle zone, on a large scale.  So at this time, the war was basically over, and my duties were at a minimum level.

At this point, I was temporarily assigned the duty as ‘lead escort’ to guide this convoy of trucks back to Helmstedt, deposit the frail and sad group of humanity there, and then return for another load, over a period of the next two days.

Unknown to me then, among this group was a Jewish man from Riga, Latvia, by the name of Ernest KAHN. 
Magdeburg finally surrendered on 18 April, and this was the end of combat operations for the men of the 30th  Infantry Division, as we were not to be allowed to cross the Elbe River.  This was assigned to be Russian territory – all of the way to Berlin.  Our duties then changed from ‘combat’ to organization and operation of the City of Magdeburg, “Occupation Duty”, and we quietly waited for the Russians to proceed in front of us, to make the final thrust to Berlin, and then on 8 May 1945, the war ended. 

Through the years, and as yet unknown to me, is how this man emigrated to the United States of America, and settled in Boynton Beach, Florida, only 250 miles from where I live in northern Florida!

Recently, this man, Ernest KAHN, had been in contact with the authorities in the City of Magdeburg, and they in turn gave him my address, and he contacted me.  Since then, we have had a few E-mail contacts, and we have each come to learn and agree that he had been a Holocaust Survivor, who was among that group that I had escorted back to Helmstedt on 13-14 April 1945.  We also learned that we had a mutual friend in Vero Beach, Florida,  Lt. Col. W. Darien Duncan, but who had passed away just a few years ago.

Mr. KAHN, had also been invited back to the City of Magdeburg for the celebration on 17 April, and there we met for the 1st time in person!  It was a very unique and emotional meeting!  We both spoke to large audiences, giving our views as to what happened during those very dark days, but joyful days, for the liberated people of the City of Magdeburg.

We have come a complete circle after 60 years, by way of circumstances that neither one of us was responsible for, and had never dreamed of such an event ever happening.

In communicating with Mr. KAHN recently, he has agreed to be one of our speakers at the Memorial Day ceremony to be held at Camp Blanding, Starke, Florida, on 30 May 2005, at 2:00 P.M. on the grounds of the Camp Blanding 
Museum.


Now, backing up just a bit, on 15 April of this year, (2005), I left for Magdeburg, and upon arrival, I was confronted by a group of TV and newspaper personnel, as I had been the first combat veteran of their liberators to visit the City of Magdeburg.  The City has only been “free” since 1989!  Magdeburg had been in the Russian Zone of Occupation all of these years, and outside contact was very limited.


Magdeburg was not recognizable to me, as the last time that I had seen it, it was just a total pile of rubble.  However, I was escorted to a very modern Hotel Maratim, with all modern conveniences that could match any comparable hotel in the USA.

The most important highlight of the trip took place on Sunday, 17 April.  We were greeted by the Lord Mayor of the City of Magdeburg and given the symbolic ‘keys to the city’ after a hearty welcome.

I was scheduled to speak to an audience of about 1,000 people in the Magdeburg City Theater, with all eager to hear of the advance of the 30th Infantry Division to Magdeburg, and the final capture of the City on 18 April 1945.

I was followed by Mr. Kahn, who gave a summary of his early life, his being taken as a prisoner – just because he was a Jew – his life of incarceration and work as a Slave Laborer right there in Magdeburg, which was very compelling, and then finally his liberation by the 30th Infantry Division.

We continued a part of the next week together, having a complete tour of the City of Magdeburg, with the only thing that I did remember, which is the Dom Cathedral, although badly damaged at the time, has been almost fully restored to its previous greatness and beauty.  Mr. Kahn recognized almost nothing except the remnants of the camp building where he had been housed, and the Polte Ammunition Factory where he had worked as a Slave Laborer, now long ago abandoned.

On one of the next few days I was escorted to Barleben, where the 120th Regimental Headquarters had been located.  The building, now almost unrecognizable to me, had been totally renovated, and now housed a day-care center, sponsored by the City of Barleben.  Then a visit to Wolmirstedt, the location of the 30th  Division Headquarters during the Battle of Magdeburg.  The Division Headquarters had been located in a leather tanning factory, but unfortunately, it had burned down about 5 years ago.  On we went to Rogatz, our eastern most  position on the Elbe River by the 117th Infantry Regiment, then on to Colbitz, where we had previously liberated a large Allied Prisoner of War Camp.  At Colbitz, we had a very nice ‘red carpet’ reception and a tour of the local brewery. Samples were plentiful and Free!

On one of the days, we were invited to speak to another group of about 500 persons, in a cultural center, a building that had survived any severe damage, and was a national Historic site.  Then more visiting around the city.

Another highlight of the trip was a day trip to Berlin – a city that we had been ‘cheated out of’ by the Russians!  It too had been totally reconstructed.  We had a complete tour of the inner City of Berlin, viewing all of the most important buildings, including the Reichstag Building – comparable to our Capitol Building in Washington, DC.  We visited “Check Point Charlie”, the main crossing point between East Berlin and West Berlin, and saw a portion of the Berlin Wall of the Cold War era.  Next we visited the Allied War Museum, which covered the entire occupation period of Berlin, and then we had a nice leisurely cruise on the canals of Berlin, giving a different perspective of the modern architecture of the buildings.

Finally, but certainly not least, we visited the newly constructed Jewish Holocaust memorial, which was to be dedicated on 8 May 2005, 60 years after VE Day, in 1945.  It is quite ironic that this Jewish Holocaust memorial is situated in     downtown Berlin, in full view from the German Reichstag Building!  It is situated nearly on top of the former bunkers of Adolph Hitler and Joseph Goebbels, the two main architects of “The Final Solution”.  This was “The Holocaust”, in which over 6 million Jews and 5 million other political dissenters were murdered.

Following our return to Magdeburg, we were hosted by the family of our guide of the week, the Villard family, having a wonderful reception, and a great meal in a home – so much more down to earth than in a restaurant.  The family was so receptive and warm towards us, it made us have all the more faith in all humanity. These were not the “monsters” that we had envisioned during the war days!

The next morning I was up before the crack of dawn, to drive 130 km back to Hannover, to catch our flight home, then a long, long all day journey, arriving back in Orlando at 7:00 PM.

So ended this epic visit to Magdeburg, and a reception that I had never envisioned in 1945, and one that I can never forget.

Frank W. Towers

30th Inf. Div.
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