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NAME: GEORGE E. KING

INTERVIEWER: JERI GOLDBERG

CAMP: MAUTHAUSEN

DATE: 1979 or 1980

Q: We are gathering together the eyewitness accounts of many American

veterans who helped liberate the concentration camps. We are also

working with the President's Commission on  the Holocaust, and we are

establishing a source of information.  There’s not many schools like

Emory who are working on this project.

A:  Yes, I wondered about that. It is the first I heard about that.

Q:  It is entitled "Witness to the Holocaust" and let me just put this tape

recorder on the desk and [unintelligible] the photographs.  I have a

guide here to help me with the questions. First of all, I explained what

the "Witness to the Holocaust” Project is. I did bring with me a book

that has been put out by Emory University as part of our project.

A: What do you plan [to do] when you have all this information gathered

together?  Are you looking for some particular thing, or are you hoping

to find certain results, or what are you going to do with this?

A: I’m not sure that they’re looking for trends.  I think they are just

looking for the effect that the war experiences had on you and on your

family. And as coming home as an American how it might have

changed your perspective.

A: Okay.

Q: I understand that it is going back quite a few years.

A: Yes, more than I like to remember.

Q: It might be hard to think of the details of what all happened, but if we
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can just go back and see what we can find...I understand that it might

be difficult at times to talk about it. It was certainly quite an experience,

but the most important thing we are looking for is your own personal

viewpoint, and what happened to you, and how you feel about things.

Would you please state your full name.

A: George E. King.

Q: And your address?

A: Here at the University, you mean?

Q: Your home.

A: I live at 2010 N.W. 111 Terrace, Pembroke Pines, Florida.

Q: And your date of birth, please?

A: 18 January, 1919.

Q: And your age at the time of liberation would you say?

A: That was 1945.  I was still quite young.  Let’s see how our algebra is. I

was 26 years old.

Q: And what was your prospective profession at the beginning of the war?

A: Before I enlisted in the Army, I was an accountant.

Q: And your present occupation is?

A: I am retired from the United States Army, and I am an academic

advisor at the University of Miami.

Q: Were you a career officer?

A: If you want to say that when you're 21 years in service you're career,

yes.

Q: Would you call it career?

A: Very definitely, I guess it was.

Q: And during the Second World War, what was your military unit?

A: I worked with several but at the time in Europe, during the fighting and
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when I really got into this business of concentration camps, I was in the

11th Armored Division, Tank Unit.

Q: Was that part of Patton's Army?

A: Yes.

Q: What was your rank at the time of liberation?

A: I was a Major.

Q: And which camp or camps were you witness to?

A: This place was called Mauthausen. It's down in the southwest corner of

Germany, right close to the Austrian border, not far from Linz, as I

recall. It was a small, insignificant place, as far as a city is concerned.

But I had to hunt for it on the map. It's not something you could pick

off the map as easily as you can Dachau, which is very near the

environs of Munich.

Q: Okay.

A: I’ve been in Dachau.  I saw Dachau after the war was over.  It was all

sanitized by the time I saw Dachau, but the inmates were in

Mauthausen when I saw it.

Q: Did you see any other camps?

A: There was another one in the vicinity, a relatively small camp

somewhere in the vicinity of Mauthausen.  It was in a place called

Guzen.  I don’t recall the details of Guzen.  I do remember

Mauthausen.

Q: How was it that you first heard about the camps?

A: My unit ran over the the thing. The 1lth Armored Division moved

through that area and captured the camp.

Q: So you were fighting with German soldiers there?

A: Oh yes, sure.
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Q: What were your first impressions? What did you expect to see there?

A: Of course, we had all heard rumors and reports and intelligence reports

of what was taking place in these places, but the actual experience was

almost unbelievable. The sights, the sounds, the smells-- you could

smell the place for miles. And it was something that you were totally

unprepared for. You might be intellectually prepared for it.  You had

sufficient intelligence reports and you could accept intellectually that

the Germans were doing this or that, but to experience it is a totally

different thing.

Q: So it was one thing to hear it, another thing to see it.

A: Yes, when you see six million Jews, that's a statistic.  Six million is a

big figure.  That's a lot of people, but it doesn’t become personal.

Nobody really comprehends six million Jews.  But this inmate of this

concentration camp in this condition, this you comprehend.

Q: This individual.

A:  Yes.  Then it begins to be meaningful. And you see it.

Q: What was the mood of your unit as you approached the camp?  What

were your personal feelings upon approaching the camp?

A: Get it. Take it. Troops do run in moods. And it would be very

dangerous to be a German soldier in that area in that camp, as far as the

camp personnel. Your life expectancy would be quite low.

Q: Quite shortened.

A: Yes, the troops were in no mood for taking prisoners or anything of that

sort.

Q: Do you remember the day of your arrival at the camp?

A: No, somewhere along towards the end  March.  The war ended in May

officially.  It was probably March, somewhere along in there.
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Q: You were a Major.  That is a high rank, right?

A: No.

Q: But you had a lot of men under your command?

A: I was an Operations Officer.  I was a staff officer at the time.

Q: Were you aware of how they were feeling upon approaching the camp?

A: The men? Oh sure.  We talked to them.  In combat units you stayed

aware of the movement of the troops.

Q: Could you go back to describing how you saw the camp at first?  Your

first impression -- the sights, the sounds, the smells.

A: Unbelievable. Horrendous.

Q: What was it like? How would you describe it to me as a young person

who has never seen or experienced anything like that?

A: It was just a mess. It was a bloody mess.  The Germans knew we were

coming, and they made a maximum effort to cover up as much as they

could, but we were an armored unit.  We moved and moved and moved

fast, and they had no opportunity to evacuate the living, and they had

no opportunity to cover up the graves of the dead. There were trenches,

great trenches, stacked up like cordwood and they hadn't had a chance

to bulldoze earth on them.

Q: They were newly-shoveled trenches?

A: Yes, I wouldn’t say they were shoveled.  They looked like they had

been dug by machine.  The Germans do things up right.  It wasn't just a

gouge in the ground. It was a structured grave, mass grave that had

been dug. One was loaded with nothing but female bodies.  Here's a

picture of it.

Q: Would you like to show this to me and describe this to me?

A: These are just snapshots we took as we wandered through the camp.
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They were stacked up outside of the building on wheelbarrows,

wagons, on crude litters.  An oven.   A couple of living survivors. Here

is one of the trenches.  You can see how neatly it’s dug.

Q: A lot of people.

A: There is the gallows they had erected there. I mean this is madness.

They were still putting the dying...they  had to do something with them.

Some they had laid out ready for burial when we got there. They were

doing their best.  Here is an interior shot of how they lived, stacked up

in crude bunks.   We moved a hospital unit in there immediately to do

what we could for the living.

Q: It is hard to believe that these people are the ones who are standing up

and that they’re not on the ground.  As you entered the camp, what did

the prisoners do when they saw you and they knew that freedom was

coming?

A: Tears.  Some of then knelt, kissed your hands.

Q: What kind of feeling did that stir up within you?

A: It was embarrassment.  Why didn’t we get here yesterday or last week

or last month?

Q: You would have liked to have been there earlier.

A: Maybe we could have saved some more, I don’t know. They had a

terrible time.  These people were in the condition [unintelligible],

emaciation.  It appeared to be a deliberate death camp. They had been

worked out and there was nothing left. But you needed to take care of

those that were living. You could put food in one end and their powers

of digestion were no longer effective. We saved many, yes.  Doctors

worked around the clock.

Q: Did you have a medical unit right behind you?
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A: We had our own medics with us, and we went to work and they brought

in a hospital unit.  I think it was an evac hospital unit.  They set it up

there and, of course, there were more doctors and nurses and bigger

kitchen facilities.

Q: Could you tell me more about the actual camp conditions

[unintelligible] these people?

A: Filth.  Dark in the interior.  There were just shed-like structures, filled

with floor to ceiling crude bunks, wooden bunks to lie on.  Packed in

like sardines, every opportunity for any disease to spread from one to

another.  No washing facilities in evidence at all. No eating facilities in

evidence at all.  They probably ate out of pans and what they could

steal and out from hand to mouth.  They were fed a minimal amount,

apparently.  Mostly very poor quality bread.

Q: Were you able to share with them extra rations that you had?

A: We pulled rations in immediately, of course. Hundreds of thousands of

rations.  Good Lord,  Uncle Sam was missing rations there for six

months and never knew what  happened to them. We were out on the

road, and these people were released.  Many of them just wandered

away heading for home, and you'd see four or five or half dozen maybe

together walking along the road, and every time a GI vehicle would go

by, a soldier would throw a case of rations to them so they would have

something to eat, just to make sure. They would wave and they would

beg and point to their mouths.  They were hungry, so we would throw

them something to eat.

Q: Right on the road.  What was the exterior of the camp like?  Was there

great gates as you came in?

A: There were walls around the place.
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Q: And the outside of these bunk buildings, was it a great big place?  Was

it a very closed-in place?

A: Relatively close together; it was not a large place, as I recall it.

Q: How many people do you think they had at the time of liberation?

A: I don't know. I had seen a similar one.  I had no numbers, no statistics

on this camp. I saw a similar one in the vicinity of Innsbruck, Austria,

but they claim it was built for five thousand. You wouldn't put more

than 1/3  that many soldiers in it if you had set it up as a military

training camp.  They were just jammed in. There must have been 2,000

or 3,000 in there anyway, at least. If you really wanted to make a body

count from those photographs, you can get an idea.

Q: There sure were a lot then.  Did you talk to these people?

A: Yes, to some. There were all kinds of people in this camp. Some of

them were German. There were also Russians, Poles, Croatians,

Slovaks.  We had trouble with those.  I had a Lieutenant that was of

Polish extraction and he could speak some of the Slavic languages.  We

could speak some German so we could talk to some of the

German-speaking ones.

Q: What kind of exchange was there?

A: Very little, actually. These people were very far gone. And it was an

effort to talk. We didn't run around making like the Great White Father.

We tried to leave them alone to the essential care that they absolutely

had to have. Besides that, what was to be accomplished by speaking to

them?  We were a fighting unit.  We were not a historical unit, we were

not an information-gathering unit; we had duties to perform, we had to

move on from there. And actually I don't think anyone needed any

more exposure than he already had.
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Q: Did any of them come to you with a desire to talk?

A: A few, yes.

Q: Do you remember anything that was said between you?

A: Mostly it was this feeling of thanksgiving for seeing somebody who

was not of the German Army.

Q: How do you think they reacted to your uniforms?

A: They recognized it for what we were, and they were happy to see us.

Very happy.  The Americans had a reputation for kindness, taking care

of the unfortunate, our open shores and all that sort of thing. They

pretty well knew what to expect from us.

Q: Did their condition make it difficult for you to speak to them?

A: Yes. They were in very, very poor condition, and naturally their terrible

physical condition had a bearing on their mental condition as well.

These people were more dead than alive. I remember seeing one -- it

looked like a pile of rags on the floor -- but it actually was a man.   He

had been beaten to death.. I don't think he had a whole bone in his

body. These people were on the brink of death or madness or both.

Q: Did you have this reaction to pull back from them?

A: Yes, you had a slight reaction to withdraw from it because of their

physical condition and the possibilities of disease.  But it didn't really

have an effect. They were cared for.  The kind of care that they needed

was professional medical care. As I say, we were a fighting unit.  Our

medics could do something for them.  There was very little the rest of

us could do except  initially to get things organized and try to make

them as comfortable as possible. See what resources we had and share

what we had. I guess we got rid of an awful lot of blankets, and  our

own personal equipment was left to them and that sort of thing, but
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what they needed was immediate professional medical care which they

got. There was no delay in moving a medical unit in there.

Q: Do you think you saw it very much with different eyes being a military

person at the time than  you would see them today as a civilian?

A: How do you mean?

Q: Do you feel that you were regimented into a role, but you knew that

you were very task-oriented at the time?

A: You are talking about a premise that is not so. You used the word

regimentation.  The only regimentation that the military really is

concerned with is for your immediate response to danger so you can

react. You do not regiment American soldiers.  They are individuals

who learn to perform certain tasks in a certain way.  That you can say is

regimentation. It is done so that you can stay alive and do your job.

But these were all human beings that were there in American uniforms

who saw this camp.

Q: So you all saw it as individuals?

A: Of course we all saw it as individuals. How else could you possibly see

anything like that and be human? You do not lose humanity by being a

soldier.  As a matter of fact, if you can describe or define humanity,

you will find more of it the closer you get to the actual fighting. There

is more a sense of brotherhood of helpfulness, of cooperation, the

closer to the firing that you are.

Q: Thank you for enlightening me.  I am very unfamiliar with....

A: There is a general civilian dislike to military things even though your

father, your older brothers, your uncles, men whom you love and trust

and enjoy, whose company you enjoy and whom you have seen laugh

and weep, perhaps were in it.  But somehow the military, the U.S.



Special Collections - Woodruff Library - Emory University - This Material May be Protected by Copyright
Law (Title 17 U.S. Code).

Army, seems to be detached from the average American civilian. And it

isn't detached. They are you.   Your fathers, your brothers, your uncles,

your sons perhaps will be soldiers. They are what they were made by

their families, by their training, by their education.  They brought all of

that with them.  True, we all looked alike in a certain way, and we all

acted alike in certain times, but that did not stop us from being

individual  human beings. There wasn’t a man there that wasn’t

appalled or physically sick.

Q: Were you sick at all?

A: Sure.

Q: How did you react?

A: I have seen them actually physically sick at the sight. I’ve seen generals

actually physically sick at the sight.

Q: Of  the camps?

A: Yes, and of these people. These poor people. A man like George Patton

whom everybody thinks was really a monster would weep at a sight

like this and did.

Q: I am sure it is quite different to be there at the time than to look at the

photographs.

A: This was real, this was madness.  You heard about it, reports had

filtered out, intelligence reports had been secured, and you heard about

it.  But it is not quite the same as seeing it and  hearing it and smelling

it.

Q: Could you tell me more what it was like?

A: There you have it. Naked, emaciated bodies, stacked up like sides of

beef, the dead ones.

Q: Could you tell me more about how that made you feel?
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A: It  made you feel sick. It made you feel ashamed.  It made you feel

amazement that one human being could do this to another human

being. This being done by a nation that produced Bach, Beethoven,

some great surgeons, great art, Goethe, Schiller, Lessing, Herta.  The

more education you had, the worse it became, because you just didn't

equate this with a nation of healthy human beings, with beautiful

children of good education and so on. It was appalling, particularly

when so many of the German people didn't seem to know this was

going on. That's a big cop out whether it was true or not.

Q: How did you feel about the civilians?

A: They were the enemy. You had to remember that  They were the

enemy. We did what we had to do.

Q: Were there any guards still present when you reached the camp?

A: Oh yes.

Q: How were they dealt with?

A: Some of them rather died suddenly. A few were taken.

Q: Were there any orders that if there was German soldiers that they were

to be shot or captured?

A: Captured, yes. Killed out of hand, no.

Q: Were there people who broke orders at the time and were so

overwhelmed...?

A: I know of no specific case, but I wouldn't be at all surprised.

Q: Did you feel like taking your own hand against them?

A: It crossed my mind. But then you would have to remember that by

doing so, you reduce yourself to the same level. Besides which it would

be a court-martial offense.  To kill a prisoner is murder.

Q: Did you see any violence take place between the survivors and the
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guards?

A: Between the survivors and their guards?  No, because by the time

anybody could realize what was taking place, all the guards were under

our control.  Also, those poor people there had no means of producing

any violence to anybody.  They were weak, they were practically

ghosts, they would move at a shuffle. It would take five minutes to

walk across the width of this office for them, just to put one foot in

front of the other.

Q: Did you bring German civilians into the camp?

A: Yes.

Q: And how was that all handled?

A: It was all handled quite routinely. Local burgemeisters in surrounding

towns and cities were notified that at certain hours trucks would be

there and they would be loaded with the townspeople,  and they were

brought out there and given tours through the camp.  Plus military

photographers were brought in immediately and made large

photographs which were reproduced in bulk and taken into the towns

and villages and cities and posted in particular places -- the city hall,

the town hall, store windows and what have you.  Properly labeled in

German so they could be read by [unintelligible].

Q:. How do you feel they reacted?

A: Many German civilians seemed to be appalled.  They had the knack of

shutting out.  Of course, they lived in a controlled atmosphere.  They

were told what they were supposed to know.  And it was dangerous to

know too much. With that system, even your own children might report

you for attitudes or activities that were in contrast to what the

govemment wanted.  So a great deal of closed eyes.
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Q: They were better off not knowing. Or if they saw, they were better off

forgetting they saw it.

A: One kept one’s mouth shut. At that stage of the game, pecple were

powerless; they lived in a police state. There was no normal operation

of law. Habeaus corpus was a joke.  A person  simply disappeared and

perhaps died horribly. They had made their choice back in the 30’s and

then they had [unintelligible].

Q: How do you think they felt by the end of the war about...?

A: [Unintelligible] he’s sorry he lost. I’m not certain whether they were

sorry they did what they did, but I know they were sorry they lost. It is

always difficult to find a loser.  Ncbody [admitted to being] a Nazi by

the time the war was over.

Q: By the time you had seen the camp and you saw the civilians, did you

feel that they had the responsibility for what had happened?

A: We knew they had the responsibility.  It was their government.  They

had allowed it to take place; they had permitted the development of this

kind of a society.  Certainly they were responsible.

Q: So did you have anger against these civilians?  Did you have pity for

them?  How would you describe your feelings?

A: No. We didn’t have any pity for them.  We won, they lost. And they

gave us an awful lot of trouble while we were doing it.

Q: Did you feel that they had a debt to society to pay?

A: Yes. Apparently all of the allied countries did. In other words you,

wouldn’t have had the Nuremburg Trials.

Q: Did you see the civilians actually tour through the camps?

A: Yes.

Q: Could you describe to me some of the things you saw?
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A: Horror.  Tears.  Remorse.  Shock.  Disgust.

Q: Did you see people without reaction?

A: Yes, but it might have been a person steeling himself to not react as we

often did.   Military commanders can’t go around wringing their hands

or they would lose their troops.  There were people who did not react,

and I suppose there were many Germans who felt the racial and

national hatreds that were involved and had felt that it was immoral.

Q: Were there children there as well as adults?

A: I did not see any children.  Only adults.  My only experience with

children came later after the war was over. I was put in charge of a

German prisoner of war camp to process them out of the military and

get them back to their homes if possible.  The German military unit

occupied all the county so I had a whole county under my jurisdiction.

We heard a number of infant voices crying, and we found, quite by

accident, an old barn that was full of children who were the children of

slave laborers who had been imported from Eastern Europe and

brougbt there. When the Germans retreated, they took the adults, but

they left the children there with a couple of young women in charge of

them, supposedly.  But they had about 40 infants so suddenly what do

we do now?

Q: Were they put into foster homes?

A: No. I dcn't know what their eventual disposition was, but fortunately I

had my medical officer with me on this detail to supervise any medical

problems that came up, but this was a complete German Army we had

there. It was the 6th Mountain Army, which was completely staffed and

had its own hospital and medical officers.  Their chief medical officer

was a colonel who was in Who's Who as I recall. In civilian life he was
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a renowned dermatologist/hypologist, and the medical officer that I had

was a pediatrician in civilian life. We still send each other Christmas

cards every year.  I haven't seen him since 1945, but we send each other

Christmas cards.  We moved in immediately and the medical officers

made an evaluation of what was needed, and then we set about doing it.

We completely rebuilt the barn. You see, in the German Army of

several hundred thousand people you can find any skill.  We had all

kinds of carpenters and cabinet makers and men who had worked in toy

factories, tailors, and what have you, and they just went to work.  We

made cribs, we put a railing on a stairway, and we just redid the whole

place.

Q: Were the American soldiers that you were with also from a great

variety of backgrounds, great variety of skills?

A: Boys from the Northeast and the Midwest and from the farms up in the

Dakotas, all kinds of guys.

Q: So that people are basically people, no matter which side they were on

or where they were from?

A: Yes, generally speaking.

Q: Did you find any great defenses, knowing that these were the Germans

and how you would...?

A: You mean dealing with German civilians?  Oh, at times, at times. The

higher the rank, the more difficult it becomes. The whole German

social setup is very hierarchical.. You have grades of people. For

instance, [we were] talking to a police inspector in the city of Munich

about police problems, traffic problems and what not.  He was a police

officer of certain rank.  He was an auberinspector. We have colonels

and we have lieutenant colonels, but we call them both colonel.  After
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several references to Inspector so and so, he would remind us that he

was an auberinspector, not an Inspector. We had a little trouble with a

burgermeister in the area where I had all these children. I needed eggs.

This was a farming area, just a village. I needed eggs. I needed fresh

milk. I needed vegetables to feed these children. He said he couldn’t

possibly do this or that.  You had to put the heat on.

Q: Did you see any of this class distinction or nationality distinction going

on within the camps?

A: You mean among the inmates?

Q: Yes

A: A little bit. The camp was well organized.  It had to be organized

otherwise you would have had chaos and you would not have people

looking after each other.  They would have [unintelligible] a camp

leader, people who had a little more drive to them, a little more

experience, administratively or whatever, simply for the sake of trying

to take care of everybody as best they could.

Q: Did it seem that these people came forward to speak with you more

to...?

A: At this stage of the game in this camp no, because everything was in

total chaos.  They were in such bad condition. We found a few here and

there, a half dozen maybe who were, just through strength of will, in a

little better mental condition than the others and would volunteer more

information and had apparently in some cases made an attempt to ease

the situation for other prisoners too. You have to organize in a situation

like that. To steal food, to steal a piece of wood.  If they don't give it to

you, you have to figure out some way to steal it and not get caught. If

they put you out an a work detail to dig potatoes for shipment to the
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German soldiers, [you have to figure out some way] to steal a handful

of potatoes and bring it back without getting caught.  Things like that.

American soldiers who were taken prisoner of war organized this way.

Q: So you think they survived because they had lived this way?

A: Yes, probably that was one factor in it. At least they had some slight

organization.

Q: Did you get any impression of what these men might have been before

this period started with the camps and what they would have been like

as civilians?

A: No. There was no time.

Q: Did you get any feeling for them being maybe 20 years younger than

they looked?

A: Of course.

Q: Could you tune in on that enough?

A: It was difficult to tune in on a piece of human wreckage. But from time

to time before we even went to Europe, we had an experience with

refugees -- some who had escaped.  In 1940 I had a young soldier come

to Ft. Ontario,  New York -- this was my first duty station -- who was a

Hungarian refugee. His name was Steiner.  It was a Jewish family.  His

father had been a colonel in the Hungarian Army and had served in

World War I,  but it didn't make any difference.  He was decorated,  he

was a fine soldier, but it didn’t make any difference. The family was

wiped out simply because of the fact they were Jews. But this lad

escaped. He played the violin and he would play at night, after lights

out.  We had a very good group of men in my unit at that time in those

barracks, so there was no complaints about him.  But after lights out at

night, he would walk up and down the barracks floor softly playing.
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Q: [Unintelligible]

A: It prevented whatever. He had seen it all go, and he’d escaped and he

got to the U.S., and he had a relative here who sponsored him, and one

of the first things he did was enlist in the U.S. Army.  He spoke

English, good English. He was well educated.

Q: And he was healthy?

A: Oh yes. He came from a fine family, and his escape was the violin. He

might have been a professional violinist.  I don't know whatever

became of him. He might have lived through the war.  He might have

been killed.  I know he was a good soldier. He also had had military

training.

Q: You said his father was a military man himself? Can you tell me about

the feeling that you got for the people that were in the camps?

A: If you have any intelligence at all, you wonder what they could have

been.  Is this [unintelligible] who’s standing in front of you in rags a

doctor, whatever. Who are these people? Many of them were peasants.

They were not all college professors.  A great proportion of them were

probably peasants.

Q: Were there a lot of Jewish people in Mauthausen or was it a good

proportion of non-Jews and Christians?

A: I would imagine that there was a good proportion of prisoners there

solely because they were of inferior race; that is, Eastern European,

non-German, Slavik backgrounds.  They were not all there simply

because they were Jews.  Some of them may have been both --  Slavik

and Jews.  And when you see them, there s nothing to distinguish them.

With shaved heads and sunken cheeks it is hard to even see them as

human.  Under the circumstances you try to avoid seeing them too
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much as human. It is too hard to handle.

Q: Would you tell me more about that?

A: I think it is difficult to explain a feeling to someone who has never been

in this kind of situation.  How can I even express the depression, the

pure horror of it?  I had known many people of German extraction and

I had studied the sciences and I knew the German culture.  This was a

product of German culture, based on feelings of racial superiority and

inferiority. A whole society that had been built up on certain premises.

It’s unbelievable. You ask yourself how did this happen? How could it

happen?  How could an ordinary human being do these things to

anybody?

Q: Such destruction.

A: It was a sickness.  It was a madness. Something to be wiped out, to be

destroyed.

Q: Did you feel like the role of the American soldier was to destroy this

madness so that life could continue again?

A: Our role was to follow the orders that we had, go where we had to go,

and do what we had to do to crush the German Army. We had experts

following up behind us who could handle situations like this.  Even the

individual soldier in combat in an attack does not stop because the man

next to him has fallen. If you did, nobody would get to the objective.

You have the medics right behind you who will stop and take care of

that man. We couldn't stop and spend a lot of time; we did what we

could do at the moment and reorganized and moved on.

Q Did you see yourself as an instrument of war?

A: How could I be anything else?

Q: How would that make you feel going through Germany and seeing
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[unintelligible] through a soldier’s perspective?

A: It makes it easier to line your sights up on the German uniform.   Of

course we were an instrument of war.  We killed. That is something

else that you folks want to do -- sanitize it all, and it's some sort of a

game of numbers and we move here and you see these maps on the

newspapers and on your TV shows and what not...you’re seeing an

outline of Iran right now and you know the Russians are there and they

are fighting the Kurdish guerrilla, and so on.   And it is all nice and neat

and clean. And you go to the bathroom and brush your teeth. But we

who had lived in it and killed in it and had almost been killed and were

wounded, yes, we were instruments of war.  Of course we were. We

were trying to stay alive.  We wanted them to die for their country.  We

didn’t intend to die for it.

Q: Did that change your perspective on life at all?

A: I have never hunted since. Life is very, very precious to me. Other

people's as well as my own, and I think it is reflected in how I deal with

students for example now. If I am your academic adviser, I’m playing

games with your life, with your future. One has to be careful what one

does to somebody else’s life and somebody else’s future.  Of course it

changes your perspective on life. You can't look at a beautiful sunrise

without thinking  my what a marvelous day and I am certainly glad I

am here.

Q: Do the thoughts of the Second World War ever come back to you as

you look at a beautiful...?

A: It is very difficult for a professional soldier to look at a piece of terrain

without thinking of it in terms of attack and defense. What a miserable

place for an attack this would be!  My God,  I can just visualize it --
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machine guns dug in there and mortars over there and we get into this

hollow here and we’ve had  it.  It’s very difficult because so many

years you had to evaluate a piece of terrain just exactly that way.

Where is it safe to go? Or where is it going to be unsafe to go?  If you

were sitting over there, what would you do?  You had to assume that

the other guy is at least as smart as you are.

Q: As you moved in your...killing that which was in a German uniform, do

you think it would change your perspective as you saw what the

German uniform had done in these camps to a group of people?   Do

you think if you were in the role of an Army nurse you would have

seen things differently?

A: No, I don’t  think so. Nurses are not much different than anybody else.

Q: Or as a medic, as someone who is picking up the pieces whereas you

were the ones who were trying to topple the pieces over?

A: No, I don' t think so. You kill a man, you go through his pockets.  You

are not trying to steal his valuables.  What you are trying to find out is

if there is any information on him that Intelligence could use. Does he

happen to have a battle map on him?  Does he have a letter from home,

one that explains how difficult it is to get food, there is a shortage of

this or that.  This is what we are after. But you open his wallet and

there are pictures of his wife and small children, and all of a sudden he

becomes you. He is you. He just grew up in the right place at the wrong

time and he was in the same boat as you were. Maybe he got drafted

into the Army.  He didn’t have too many choices.  Maybe he felt the

same way you did. You don't know.  It's too late to ask. And, of course,

we took many, many prisoners and I talked to many, many prisoners

and many of them are just like you.  But there is no morality in
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international relations.   He served his country.

Q: How did you feel after you left the camps?  Did you get in touch with

anybody back home or share your experiences with the other soldiers?

A: Naturally we talked among ourselves.  And sure we wrote letters home

and told what we had seen, not in great details.

Q: What kind of mood [unintelligible]?

A: I can’t say for many others.  I am kind of a loner.  I think there is a

sadness involved in this.  My belief?  Sadness.  There is this clown in

California who claims that this sort of thing never happened.

Q: That is part of the reason why this Project is important.

A: And this man is an intellectual, a university professor, if I am not

mistaken.  He claims this never happened, that perhaps I never saw

what I saw, never smelled what I smelled.  I’d like to say “Here it is.

Wade around in it.  Get your hands dirty.”

Q: Does it feel like very [unintelligible] at this point?

A: Not terribly. Because I see the world sitting on the brink of  something

else right now.  This keeps coming up.  Look around you at the world

situation; I am probably too old to get  recalled for military service, but

I am still very much a part of the military. I am retired. Any reasonably

efficient clerk could cut an order putting me back on active duty in

about five minutes time, so that's all very close. And you can't spend

that many years in it.  You don't take it off with the uniform. The

uniform is still hanging in the closet, and all of that experience, all of

that training you just don't wash away.  But I am no different now than

I was when I was on active duty.

Q: Do you feel you are different for the time you spent in the armed forces

and for your experiences in the Second World War after you
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experienced Mauthausen?

A: Do I think the military experience had any effect on me?  Yes. Yes,

indeed.  I thank God for it.  I had no idea of my own capabilities until

that war.  It was the best thing that ever happened to me.  Of course I

was lucky.  I stayed alive. Yes it had an effect on me.

Q: Can you see the effect that being in Mauthausen has had upon you?

A: I have never forgotten it.  I never lay hands on people.  I don’t believe

in indiscriminate violence.  I believe in protecting those who require

protection, and if it requires violence to do that I will do it.  I don't

believe in killing, but I will kill.  I did kill and I can do it again under

such circumstances.  I learned the strength to do what I have to do.

Q: Did you write letters home?

A: On occasion.

Q: Did you write any home after you came out of Mauthausen?

A: Of course.

Q: How do you think the moods, the feelings, the attitudes of your family

or whoever you corresponded with were changed after knowing what

you had been through?

A: I don't think their attitudes changed any.  I don’t think anyone of them

could dream of this kind of situation, nor even begin to think of

accepting such a situation as normal.  I think the average American is

appalled by this sort of thing from the very start although we didn’t

engage in this type of thing, but we did have our concentration camps

on the west coast with the Japanese-Americans.  We did treat them

rather badly.  Black American soldiers were received back in the U S.

very poorly.   Japanese soldiers who were accepted back in the

Japanese-American units were insulted and assaulted in the streets and
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in public places in the U.S.  [unintelligible] civilization is a bit thin.

Q: So are we different or similar to the Germans?

A: There's an old army saying, part of a jingle, a little ditty.  As it turns

out,  "Rosie O’Grady and the Colonel’s old lady are both sisters under

the skin.”  Yes, we are they. They are us. I think we are very much

alike.

Q: Do you think it is still possible for something like this to happen?

A: Sure. Sure it’s possible.

Q: What is the lesson that we have to learn from this?

A: That probably Main Street, Hometown extends to the four corners of

the earth; that we are all brothers, sisters, cousins regardless of what

color your eyes or your hair is, skin; what language you pray in; or to

what God.  What difference does it make?  There is only One isn’t

there, whatever title you want to give Him or Her. I think that is what

we need to learn.

Q: Is there a lesson to be learned about hurting people though

[unintelligible]?  About helping people?

A: I think so.  I think the key is in education. How can you appreciate

someone else’s religion if you have never had a course in religion? And

yet we let our young people waltz all through school and secondary

school and four years of college and never absolutely require that they

have a course in Comparative Religion. How do I know where you are

coming from when I don't even know what your prayer says? Or what

you believe in? Or what your source of knowledge is? If I don’t know

that, I don’t know anything. But if I can discover that, I may discover

that I’m using the same sources and the same prayers that you are.

Q: Could you say something about your religious background?
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A: I was brought up in a very, very strict Calvinist household. My

background is Highland Scotch Presbyterian.

Q: And did your religious attitudes change from before the war to after the

war?

A: Oh yes.

Q: And could you tell me about that?

A: I would say that I am not a religious person in the normal sense of the

word. I am a historian by training And oddly enough my main interest

in history is church history and historical theology. And I haven't been

in a church other than to attend somebody’s wedding or funeral in

years. I got away from the institutional church in the service, so I was

perfectly at home with whoever was the unit chaplain, be he Roman

Catholic, Protestant, or the Rabbi, or whatever. I had friends among

them all. Then I participated with them all. I don't have any fim

answers anymore as I did when I was a youth. I think that we all have

the notion that each of us has the keys to the kingdom and I am not too

sure about that. I think the ultimate irony is going  to be when we arrive

there with our key and none of them fit the lock. I think this is going to

be the shocker of all time, assuming there is a lock.  Somebody had

said to me not long ago when we got into a religious discussion that I

am not a Christian.  And I said, no, I probably am not. I am a humanist.

I am a lot more proud to be a humanist than I am any specific religious

orientation.

Q: Why would you think there’s locks on the doors?

A: Simply a metaphor -- the pearly gates.  The use of the term the keys of

the kingdom.  In the Christian tradition, we are dealing with the New

Testament and with the selection of Peter as the first Bishop and
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investing him with the keys of the kingdom. The key, a lock, is merely

a way of entering from one side to another, and this is simply a

metaphor.

Q: Do you think there is any reason that since man was able to do this to

his brother that it would be more difficult to get to the other side now

that the Second World War has passed?

A: Say that again.

Q: Do you think there is any reason that man has removed himself from

God’s presence because of his actions during the time of the

concentration camps?

A: That has never concerned me. That doesn’t concern me. Have you read

much of Rousseau?

Q:  No.

A: He doesn't look for heaven and hell. Particularly he doesn’t look for

hell, because hell is here on earth, we create it ourselves. That doesn't

concern me. But later on - somewhere else....

Q: What about the heaven and hell on earth right now?

A: There it was. There was hell. The camp was a piece of hell.

Q: Did chaplains have a special role after they had come out of the camp,

after seeing the camps?

A: Special role? No. Chaplains in combat have to have a special role all

the way through. I know our chaplain particularly had a special place

with our troops because he had volunteered two or three times in

dangerous situations.  Actually he had gone out once into a mine field.

There was a man who had gotten trapped and led them out.  He didn’t

have to go there.  It wasn’t his job, but he did it.  He was a good man.

They say there are no atheists in foxholes.  When the shooting starts,
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everybody is glad to get the word, just in case. There is a Bill Mauldin

cartoon  in W.W.II.  I don't know if you are familiar with Mauldin’s

cartoons.   Bill Mauldin was a Sergeant  in a combat unit, and he was a

skilled artist, a cartoonist, and he actually was pulled out of that unit

and put on the staff of Stars and Stripes, the Army newspaper.  He ran

George Patton right up the wall, because the guys that he portrayed

were not the way Patton liked to see them after years and what not,

pretty scroungy looking characters. We had all kinds of people fighting

alongside each other, but there is a pair, Willie and Joe, who were

featured all the way through, portraying the life of a soldier.  But there

is one [cartoon] that shows either Willie or Joe, an American soldier,

crouching under a stairway and there is lead flying all over the place

and here is a soldier from a French unit, an Islamic soldier, who is

unrolling his prayer rug and Willie says "Say one for me just in case."

This is the way it is. You don’t turn your back on anything. You don’t

turn your back on anything that is of comfort or strength.

Q: Have you had any difficulty with nightmares?

A: I did. Yes, for many years. Occasionally I had a dream, and I would

wake up in a sweat.

Q: Did you ever envision yourself back in Mauthausen?

A: Yes.  Oddly enough sometime the dream will turn out that you are the

victim. You are captured and you go through this agonizing labor of

trying to escape. In these cases you are always moving in slow motion,

as if you were up to your hips in mud.  You are making a maximum

effort to run , but you are just barely moving.

Q: It must be very frightening.

A: But when you awaken, you realize what it is.
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Q: So you thank God that you are safely in the U.S.

A: Or anywhere that wasn’t there.  After a while in combat 1000 yards is a

long way.  You get 1000 yards back of the front line and this is terrific,

this is peace.

Q: So do you think your religious philosophy would have been different if

you had been a prisoner?

A: No, I don’t think so.  I don’t like to get this situation involved in a

religious philosophy because religious philosophy can be as potent a

killer as a political philosophy can be.  More human beings have been

killed in the name of God than from any other so-called good reason, if

you check the history of the world.  No, I wouldn’t like to get involved

with religious philosophy under trying conditions like that because I

could be thoroughly tied up, psychologically tied up, in a religious

philosophy, say as a Christian.  Why should I worry about this Jew?

Any more than I am White why I should worry about that Black?  I just

don’t think religious philosophy has a place here.  I think humanism

has a place here.  I think you and I need to be brother and sister

regardless of what your racial and religious background is, regardless

of what mine is.  I don’t think that’s terribly important when we are

trying to live, when we are trying to build a world to live in.  I accept

you and you accept me and that’s all there is to it.  And the more I

know about you and you know about me, the easier it becomes.  I think.

I hope.

Q: I hope so too.  Do you think that something that was forgotten about in

Germany [unintelligible]...?

A: What you are dealing with was man creating the system.  It’s

understandable.  You have to go back to the aftermath of World War I
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to realize the German attitude toward the rest of the world.  You have

to realize one simple fact.  For example, after hostilities had terminated

in World War I, the blockade of Germany continued for months, and

hundreds, if not thousands, of people starved because no food was

coming in.  Trees on that beautiful avenue Under der Linden in Berlin

were cut down to keep people warm, and in World War II you saw

women out picking up little scraps of wood, anything that would burn.

We occupied the Saar, we occupied all the industrial areas of Germany,

we imposed horrible, huge reparations on them.  They were the enemy.

Q: Do you think we were the ones who forgot to be humanists?

A: Yes, I think so.  Woodrow Wilson was a religious man, and an

intellectual, and a university president before he became President of

the U.S.  Oddly enough, also of Presbyterian background, a very moral

kind of man.  His 14 points he tried  to put into the League of Nations

was a moral attitude, but he was stopped cold by Lloyd George of

England, by [unintelligible] of France, and by the U.S. Senate.  We

didn’t belong to the League of Nations then. We didn’t join the League

of Nations.  We participated in certain of the fringe areas, but we did

not become full members of the League.  We were not going to get

involved.  We were reverting back to an isolationist point of view.

A: Yet this organization had called themselves the League of Nations.

You don’t think they were too moral.

Q: If you are looking for morality in international relations, you are

whistling Dixie.  It’s what is good for my country.  Bismarck had a

point with what he called Real Politick.  The politics of reality.  A

treaty today is as good for as long as it does your nation some good.  If

tomorrow it becomes a detriment then you renege the treaty and set up
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something different.  We are looking for morality in this situation in

Iran, and we are being accused of all kinds of things. Is there absolute

morality in anything?  This is a philosophical question which you have

to resolve for yourself.  But you could take a beaten nation such as

Germany...and I could remember back in 1936 in my senior year in

high school we were taking Government, American History.  And

you’d get these little newspapers and here was this guy doing a

fantastic job of putting people to work in Germany after they had been

unemployed for years, who was building this tremendous system of

highways and what not.  We were not smart enough to look at a map

and see the system of highways.  It was a military system.  There was

no getting around it.  If you look at it from the viewpoint of a military

person, it is a beautiful highway layout, but he was putting millions of

people to work.  People had food on the table.  Children had decent

clothes to wear, and education was getting back to normal.  This guy

was doing a terrific job, but where does it end?  He could have been

welcomed, but he invaded Russia and went into the Ukraine.  He was

welcomed.  The German troops were welcomed by the Ukrainians, who

considered themselves different than the White Russians.  And if that’s

what he wanted -- the Ukraine with those millions of acres of wheat,

food, the bread basket of Europe -- he could have had it for the taking,

but he decided let’s eradicate the low life population.  And when you

start hanging folks off tree limbs and lightposts in the villages,

something is going to take place.  But he could have had it, and

probably brought Russia to their knees.

Q: But it was a fact that he [unintelligible] his humanity.

A: If he ever had it.  The man was psychologically tortured.  There was a
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strong possibility that  [unintelligible] was Jewish, and he had to have a

scapegoat. He had to blame somebody.  Germany didn’t fall by itself.

You couldn’t allow that to be said.  It was a stab in the back, and of

course there were all those rich Jews making money hand over fist.

The fact that there were so many thousands of Jews in the armed forces

of Germany in World War I and performed admirably bravely and

decorated....

Q: Didn’t matter much to him.

A: This is the lesson we have to learn -- it could happen here.  If we

needed an excuse, if we need a reason, if we need to solve our

problems somehow, tomorrow it could be the Jews and the next day it

could be Baptists and the next day it could be Presbyterians.  It could

be somebody.

Q: Next it would be blue-eyed people.

A: Right.  That’s a lesson we have to learn a little bit.

Q: What would your reaction be if your child came home and said he

wanted to join the Nazi party?

A: I would ask him if he had taken leave of his senses, and I would discuss

it with some great length, and then kick him out.  Or [if he wanted to

join] the Communist Party or any such monolithic structure, political

structure such as that.

Q: Because your experience in the war has taught you to live with a lot of

different people.

A: Of course.  I had my own hang-ups when I first went into the service

because I had never been exposed to a great number of different kinds

of people.  I grew up in a certain kind of neighborhood and with parents

who were not well educated.  I had preconceived notions about
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different nationalities of people and what they did and how they lived

and what they ate even.  And as far as differences in religion, oh my

gosh.  I can remember back in the election when Herbert Hoover ran

against Al Smith.  Al Smith was a Roman Catholic and out of the big

city and hooked up with Tamany Hall.  Besides that he didn’t believe in

Prohibition.  And that poor guy had four strikes at him right there.  I

remember that.  It was the first presidential election I can remember.

Q: Do you see this as primarily a Jewish persecution?

A: No.  We persecute anybody that just happens to be different or

inconvenient or whatever  There was a little rumble about John

Kennedy when he ran for President about being a Catholic.  There was

still a little bit of a rumble even then.  But how many Roman Catholics

have we had in the White House?  How many Jews have we had in the

White House?

Q: None.

A: How many women have we had in the White House?

Q: None.

A: Okay.  Good old White Anglo Saxon Protestant [unintelligible]

beginnings, and it has affected our political development all along the

line.  We are just now beginning to get out of it a little bit, say in the

last ten years or so.  It is getting a little easier for a girl to get admitted

to medical school.  It used to be almost impossible.

Q: So America for a very long time really was not any more tolerant of

people who were outside the norm than [unintelligible] just to degrade

them.

A: Richard Hoffstetter, who was an eminent American historian who died

two or three years ago, did an excellent volume on violence in
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American history.  We have been a violent people.  Just look up the

reference to [unintelligible] some time and their activities in election

time when they would go to the polls with awls.  Do you know what an

awl is?  A tool, a tool used to punch holes.  They would actually assault

people because they knew they were going to vote the wrong way.

Q: To wrap up the whole thing, is there anything that we can do to make

sure that one group isn’t singled out again?

A: Educate our children. Learn to be human beings.  Learn that blood runs

red out of a black man or a man who wears a yarmulke and prays with

his prayer shawl or who kneels or tips his hat when he goes by a

Catholic church.  His blood is red like the rest of us.  He lives and loves

and does his thing.  He creates.  He loves his children just as you do.

He wants the same things out of life that you do, and he wants peace.

He wants to be left alone.  He wants to work in his backyard quietly.

He wants to go out in the street without fear.  He wants to see a

policeman solely for the sake of saying “Good morning officer.”  But

without fear.  He needs to see a uniform, a soldier, and say he is my

soldier because he [unintelligible] the government runs the army in this

country.  The commander-in-chief of the armed forces is a civilian, the

President, and he doesn’t declare war unless your Congressman votes

for it and you voted for him.  This is what he wants   He wants quiet.

He wants to live and enjoy and send his children to school and see them

grow and be something.  This is what we need to know.  What I want

for me is what you want for you.  Maybe together we could get it for

both of us.  That’s what we need.

Q: Is there anything else you’d like to say?

A: You brought back an awful lot of memories.  What else is there to say?
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Books have been written on this.  Shelves of books have been written

on this sort of thing.

Q: Whatever you can remember.  It is very important to us because you

are an individual and that in itself is very important to us.

A: Don’t forget that the American soldiers were individuals.  They are not

some sort of stone-faced monolith that all saw it the same way.  They

saw it and they felt it.  Can’t look at a man without seeing your father

or your brother.

Q: Could you tell me more?

A: What do you see when you look at another person?  We live in a

society.  We don’t really see folks.  You walk across this campus, and

you could pass the same student every morning going in the same

direction because you are both going to the same places, and you’ll do

it for month and neither one will say good morning.  Why not?

Q: Because that’s the way it has always been.

A: You were at Emory University.  I was at Emory University one summer

quarter and a fall quarter.  Perhaps it was because I had gray hair and

they thought I was faculty, but I never walked across that campus and

never passed a student that didn’t say “Good morning,” “Good

afternoon,” “Hi.  How are you?”  I saw them do it to each other, to

other students.  Why is that campus different?

Q: It’s more sheltered in a lot of ways.

A: What is your religious background?

Q: I am Jewish.

A: You were on a solid Methodist campus.

Q: There is a great proportion of Jewish kids now.  Emory is a Methodist

school.
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A: Yes, but basically it is following...it is a Methodist school, and it has a

certain moral tone to it.

Q: Yes, this place is wild.

A: But you can walk across the Emory campus, and everybody speaks to

everybody else, no matter what color your hair is or what color your

eyes are or whether anybody knows your last name.  This is what I am

talking about.  Why don’t we do it more often?  Are you familiar with

Martin [unintelligible], the fantastic Jewish theologian?  It is an I/Thou

approach.  We use an I/Thou approach between ourselves and what we

regard as Divine God if you want to call it that.  I am I and God is

Thou.  Respect, awe, reverence.  Why don’t we turn it around a little bit

and between us why don’t we use I/Thou instead of you/me.

Q: Yes, people need more of that.

A: It’s reverence for you as a human being, as a person regardless of how

different you are.  It’s the reverence for the things in which we are

alike,  and even reverence for some of the things in which we are

different.

Q: Right.  That’s something I’ve learned at Emory and I’ve continued

here.

A: I hope it rubs off on somebody else.  That’s all.  I think that is what we

need to know.


