
Chapter 17 – ACT 4 – The Evacuation of Sagan [v9] 

                  



Most of the February Edition of the YMCA “War Prisoners Aid News” reported on the highly 

emotional Red Cross next of kin meetings with repatriated-POWs started in late January. After 

the D-Day invasion of Normandy on June 6, 1944, when Allied forces began to sweep across 

German territory, POWs were liberated and began the process of rejoining their units or going 

home.  At first it was only a trickle of men but at least the logistics of repatriation were being 

tested. 

               

 

The anxiety in the eyes of the attendees of these YMCA meetings - fathers, mothers, siblings and 

wives – and the weariness of the former POWs jumps out of the photographs still today. 

 



           

 



 



 



 



  



Somewhat lost in the coverage of these meeting, however, there were a few references to an 

impending change in the welfare of the men still held as prisoners.  Unfortunately, by the time 

this edition of the newsletter was published the Death Marches of Europe were well underway. 
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_________________________ 

Pencil sketch of the compound theater. 

One of many excellent drawings by 

former POW Bob Neary. 
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By early February it was known that the Russians were closing in on the eastern German front.  

Although it was good news for the Allies it was confusing and brought much tension to the folks 

back home. 

 

The pressure was on and by February 15, 1945, it was clear that the Germans were taking action 

to prevent liberation of the remaining POWs, especially the American and British flyers,. 



                               

Four days later more good news arrived.      

         



 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

_______________________ 

 

 

 

But where are they? 

 



   Some were only a few days long, some covered 500 miles lasted for 

months. Some ended as the evacuees and their guards were overtaken by Soviet units coming 

from the east, others ended in another prison camp and some ended in liberation.  Each prisoner 

remembers his march differently, very differently!!  Individuals often cannot even agree on the 

route, let alone the temperature, the weather, the behavior of the German guards, the German 

civilians, or one's fellow Kriegies.  Although the specifics in these memoirs vary there is a 

constant theme of fighting for survival in the brutality of the event. 

What follows at this point in the story is the probable route taken by George and his fellow 

POWs in early 1945.  I arrived at it by connecting the dots of bits and pieces that he told me, his 

collection of memorabilia and historical records and reconstructions from numerous sources on 

the internet.   

As I write the narrative behind these maps I will intersperse recollections by other survivors who 

have taken the time to document their memories in their own books and stories as well as a few 

photos taken then and today.  I am confident this captures George’s experience and I now 

understand how this experience changed his life forever. 

                                       

The evacuations of the POW camps have many names and are 

recollected in numerous stories. One thing was certain, however, every 

prison camp had its march. They are called "The Great March West", 

"The Long March", "The Long Walk", "The Long Trek", "The Black 

March", "The Bread March", “The Death March”, but most survivors 

just called it "The March".  

 



It was around January 12, 1945, as the temperature hit a new low for 

the winter when the Russians started their long-awaited winter offensive into Poland and East 

Prussia. The Krieges watched breathlessly as the Russians broke the back of German resistance 

and took Warsaw and Kracow and advanced on Posen and Breslau.  Toward the end of the 

month they could hear the big guns. 

On January 27, 1945, the Russian armies advancing from the east were putting Stalag Luft 

camps at risk.  The huge Russian offensive was driving into Germany and would inevitably 

overrun Sagan and Stalag Luft III. Marshal G. K. Zhukov’s First White Russian Army was 

advancing into Silesia and had reached the Oder River at a point only sixteen miles East 

of Sagan.  

 

At his 4:30 staff meeting in Berlin that very afternoon, Adolf Hitler had issued 

the order to evacuate Stalag Luft III. He was fearful that the 11,000 Allied 

airmen in the camp would be liberated by the Russians and returned to action 

against him. A spearhead of Soviet Marshal Ivan Konev's Southern Army had now 

pierced to within 12 miles of the camp.   

Speculation was rife on whether the POWs would be moving or not and betting odds were 

slightly in favor of not moving.   

LtGen Clark: “It was perfectly obvious when 

they got thirty miles or so away that the 

Germans were going to have to make an 

important decision – whether to let us be 

liberated by the Russians or whether to try to 

keep us. And Hitler’s personal decision was 

‘Don’t let the Luftgangsters be liberated by the 

Russians. I want to keep them as hostages.” 



Andrew Turner:  “It was surmised one of three things would happen. The first was that 

the Russians would overtake the camp and the Goons [German guards]* would surrender 

or flee. If this happened, the Kriegies expected their liberation would come without fear. 

The second option may be an order from a fervent Nazi official for the prisoners to be 

executed. If this was the case, the Goons were sure to have a fight on their hands. The 

last option would be a mass march across Germany. To this option, American Brigadier 

General Charles Vandermann said, “In that event we will suffer many casualties and it 

will be a March of Death.”  This last option was soon to become a reality.” 

* [German Officer Of  Non-commissioned Status – a title never understood by the Germans to be an insult. 

_______________________ 

Nothing in Shakespeare could match the impact of the short speech delivered in 

the middle of the second act of [ironically] "You Can't Take It With You" at the 

South Compound Theater that night.  Making an unscripted entrance, Col. Charles 

G. Goodrich, the senior American officer, strode center stage and announced, "The 

Goons have just given us 30 minutes to be at the front gate! Get your stuff 

together and line up!"  

In the barracks following Colonel Goodrich's dramatic announcement, there was a 

frenzy of preparation -- of improvised packsacks made out of shirts and rolled 

blankets being loaded with essentials, distribution of stashed food, and of putting 

on layers of clothing against the Silesian winter. Stalag Luft III’s time came in the 

midst of the worst European winter in decades. 

Andrew Turner: “The next forty minutes of accelerated activities surpassed all records 

for assembling and preparing for a mass-moving project. Closets were emptied, food 

divided, packs rolled, beds disassembled, kitchens stripped of food and dishes, tools and 

weapons were uncovered. Most of us dressed with two pairs of socks, two suits of 

underwear, two shirts, overcoat, hat and G.I. gloves. By ten-thirty most of us were ready 

and waiting to move out.   

Vernon L. Burda:  “Men rushed about making packs, bashing food, throwing away 

useless articles and preparing to move. Joe Doherty ran to the kitchen and started 

making a huge batch of fudge--it really seemed funny at the time. Everyone's bowels 

moved about three or four times in the first hour. Boy, what excitement!! At the last 

moment, I decided to make a sled and Schauer and I took four bedboards--used to as 

runners and two for the platform and put tin on the runners.”  



  

                                      

The Red Cross stores were distributed to the POWs with each taking a parcel and more if they 

could carry it. Some POWs chose not to take any at all because of the additional 11 pounds of 

dead weight.  This box above contained four standard Red Cross food parcels. These shipping 

boxes were used for many things, including the lining of the Great Escape tunnel. (Remarkably 

after the liberation, the box shown here was sent to Lt. General A. P. Clark's home address by an 

intelligence officer.  It arrived before Clark got home, and contained two of his scrapbooks and a 

bound volume of the Luftwaffe magazine, Der Adler.) 

As the men lined up outside their cell blocks, snow covered the ground six inches 

deep and was still falling. Guards with sentinel dogs herded them through the main 

gate. Outside the wire, Kriegies waited and were counted, and waited again for two 

hours as the icy winds penetrated their multilayered clothes and froze stiff the 

shoes on their feet.  

Finally, commanded by their senior officer, Colonel Goodrich, the first POW’s groups from the 

American South Compound set out with the last POW leaving the camp gate at 11 p.m. in the 

teeth of a blizzard.   Next, at 0.30 a.m. American POWs set out from the Western Compound, 

then at 3.45 a.m. from the Northern (Col. Wilson from RAF) and the Central (Col. Delmar T. 

This photo was taken with a 

clandestine camera. It shows one of 

the many sleds that were hastily 

hammered together from bed boards. 

It proved easier to pull a load of up to 

six backpacks than to carry them on 

one's back. 



Spivey from USAF), and at 6 a.m. from the Eastern Compound.  By the time the last compound 

left the camp on the 28th the column was already eight miles long.  

The senior officers were in charge of prisoners of war and as their commanders mediated 

between their charges and the Germans.  This was a fairly straight forward task while following 

routine procedures in camp but marching through a blizzard under armed guard was a whole 

other story. 

George was right behind the South Compound groups with officers in the West Compound 

which had been opened in July of 1944, two months after he was captured and a little more than 

a month after he arrived at Stalag Luft III.      

 

      

 

 

They were told anyone who tried to escape would be shot, but few really believed that.   

Some 11,000-plus soldiers went on the march 

from Stalag Luft III, with many hundreds of 

them dying in the -25c (-13f) temperatures 

along the way. 

| ------------------------40 Miles ---------------------| 

 



Andrew Turner - “The situation was even more grim for the Goons who would be 

guarding them than for the Kriegies themselves; there were about 8 guards for every 100 

prisoners. The Goons were just as cold, just as hungry, and just as ready for the war to 

end as the prisoners.” 

Quentin Richard Peterson: “When men fell from exhaustion or injury they were not, as 

the rumor had it, shot. Neither were they picked up on a sick-cart (another rumor) and 

carried on to the next destination. Rather, they were just left behind. We discussed, on the 

March, that freezing to death might not really be such a bad way to go.” 

At first groups were going in dense columns, which hour by hour stretched for huge distances.  

At the beginning, the columns were 600 feet in length but stretched out to over a mile as they 

moved.   

Out front, the 2,000 men of the South Camp were pushed to their limits and 

beyond, to clear the road for the 8,000 behind them. Hour after hour, they 

plodded through the blackness of night, a blizzard swirling around them, winds 

driving below-zero temperatures. Within hours, the bitter cold along with the 

malnourished condition of the prisoners began to take its toll. 

Lt. Richard Schiefelbusch: “ We had strange, mixed feelings – glad to be leaving the 

camp, but fearful about our future in the extremely cold, snowy night. After several hours 

of marching the German command arranged for us to stop for rest and to receive rations. 

Unfortunately the stopping place was a windswept autobahn. The food supplied was 

black bread and white margarine. After about an hour we went on with the march, much 

colder and less confident than before. One of the principal aspects of our march was the 

excessive number of civilians, especially old people and children who were crowding the 

roads as we moved toward our still unknown destination. They were, of course trying to 

escape westward to avoid the Russian armies that were over running their villages and 

their homes. The estimates that were given in the historical account of this migration 

were 6,000,000 people. They were mainly Polish and German. It was the most abject, 

massive human tragedy that I have ever seen. The procession included people with small 

horse drawn carts, wagons, and people with sleds and people with backpacks, all trying 

to survive.”  

Kenneth Simmons: “Our travel along the highway was almost paralyzed by the 

thousands of people moving in one direction. These civilians were bitter and 

demoralized, and many of them, I felt sure, would rather surrender to the Russians than 

continue. The civilians were, in fact, prisoners too, for the S.S. troops moved them by the 



force of rifles and bayonets. Every now and then some civilian would sit down and refuse 

to go on. A rifle shot allowed the civilian to sit there forever.”  

Vernon L. Burda - “The column of men was terrifically long and we moved slowly. Along 

the highway … we met the once mighty WERMACHT SKI TROOPERS -- all in white--

and these "Supermen" were begging cigarettes from us as they passed. They were either 

40 or 50 years old, or else young kids -- heading for the front.” 

Norman Grant: “I think that column of personnel, POWs, from the five compounds must 

have totaled 20,000 to 25,000 people [ed. note – there were 11,000 POWs and 800 

German guards]. To move out at midnight, in the dark of night, ill prepared for cold 

weather, certainly ill-prepared for survival in any way from the standpoint of foods, and 

moving out with all your possessions. As we went through the night … the cold weather 

attacked some and they didn’t make it. Can’t speak the numbers or names, but there were 

people not in the column the morning 

following from the night before.” 

  

 

Tom Thomas:  “We started out in the worst blizzard that they had in Germany in about 

25 years. It was cold, there was snow, it was blowing like you wouldn’t believe. During 

the walk, once you sat down, you had to keep your feet moving your toes in your shoes, 

because if you didn’t, they would freeze. It got so bad, a lot of the guys would start 

throwing all their packs away and I remember that I was one probably of those more fit 

than the other ones, and I would take packs from the other guys and carry them on my 

back so that guy could get up and start walking without his pack. ” 

Milt Shalinsky: “We walked for three solid days before we even stopped. I was in the 

South Compound. Well, they did stop sometimes right in the road and everybody just fell 

down in the snow. We were so frozen stiff, we couldn’t be frozen any more.” 



Burton Joseph: “I lay down in the snow because I was tired. I probably would have been 

left there and frozen to death if Junior Couch hadn’t taken a look at me and become 

obsessed with the fact that I was goofing off. And in whatever his condition was, he 

became angry and ended up kicking me good and hard until I finally, suddenly, came to, 

got up, and tried to hit him as hard as I could for kicking me, which was probably like a 

love tap, but he got me up and going.” 

John Cordwell: “We wished we had died, sometimes. We reached the end of our physical 

endurance. We couldn’t survive marching like that, all the time. It’s interesting. You’re 

writing a story about it, you never realize what ice beating in your face will do over time. 

After a few days, our gums were all raw and bleeding, from gasping for air as we 

marched and the ice slashing in our faces. All the skin was ripped off our gums there. 

And our mouths were bleeding all the time.  

The cold weather resulted in frost bite and the walking caused blisters, a combination which 

caused some of the POW's to remove their shoes. The problem was once they had them off they 

could not get their shoes back on.  Thus, many of the POWs never removed their shoes even 

though their feet felt so badly. 

Quentin Richard Peterson: “Daylight came and our path could be followed by the trail of 

items thrown away to lighten the packs. Even the old German guards were discarding 

ammunition packs to lighten their loads. At 10:00 am after marching 25 miles in a 

howling blizzard we reached Grosselten [near Potok, Poland] where, after a couple of 

hours, and under Col. Jones' leadership, I joined many of my companions in the loft of a 

barn. My shoes were frozen and wet. But, I had to take them off.  

 We lay together in the straw like spoons, each fart raising edginess and shouts. I slept. 

The bad time was waking up. Stiff and sore in every muscle and facing the shoe problem 

and continued marching. A horrific anticipation!  

…We left the Grosselten barn at about 6:00 p.m on January 28, just 20 hours after 

leaving the camp.” 

__________________________ 

Following behind the lead groups, the center compound made its first stop. 

Vernon Burda: “At 2:00 in the afternoon [January 28], we reached Halbau [Ilowa, 

Poland], which we found containing mostly French forced-laborers. The weather was 

freezing and several of us already had frostbitten feet and hands. We were finally put up--

about 2,000 of us--in a church, whose capacity was about 500. It was so crowded we all 



had to sleep in shifts, and it was very, very cold. We ate a late meal of cold meat and 

crackers.  

 

       

 

Kenneth Simmons: “The church was packed so tightly that any man who found it 

necessary to move more than a few feet was almost certain to step on someone else. 

Toilets were set up outside, and there was a continuous line to and from them. With two 

thousand men in one small building, lines were moving all night long. Many men became 

desperately sick to their stomach and were never able to reach the door. Dozens of men 

rushed up aisles vomiting all the way. Others with dysentery stepped on hands, feet, and 

stomachs, trying to get outside. Nerves were strained to the breaking point.”   

__________________ 

Vernon Burda: “We left Halbau at dawn [January 29], cold and stiff and hungry. We 

walked past Freiweldau. It had a long hill in town and we were all so weak we had 

trouble making it. From there on, we hit flat farmland and the wind and cold blew 

through us. We finally came to a small village [“Grosselten” - somewhere near Lipna, 

Poland] where we were put in one-story barns--about 500 men to one barn. The only 

reason we got this stop was the fact that we had General Vanaman along with us.” 

 

 

This was where Center Compound spent its first night. 

600 of the 2,000 POWs were crammed inside the church. 

The remainder were put in the church crypt and outside 

against the lee side of the church in the snow on some 

straw. The memorial plaque and stained glass seen at the 

church today were later paid for and installed by a POW 

organization in gratitude to the church and its German 

pastor who offered shelter and heat to the POWs. 



          

                              

               

Vernon Burda: “It was so crowded that all of us could not sleep at the same time, so 

some would walk around while others slept. Still there was bitter cold and no German 

food. We were eating Red Cross food, cold, and it gave a lot of the fellows loose bowels. 

The general [Vanaman] talked the Germans into letting us [ed note – POWs of the 

Central Compound] stay here for one extra day, in order to dry out socks and shoes and 

rest up. We would dry out socks by putting them next to our bodies while we slept. We 

POWs from South and North Compounds 

stayed in these barns for a night. While re-

walking the path taken by their POW 

fathers, the mayor of Lipna came down and 

posed with the group in the center yard of 

the crumbling stone barns. 

The manor house at the barns of Lipna where 

the German count and countess brought out 

water and soup to the marchers. 



fixed our shoes, packs, and mittens here. We also did a little trading with the German 

civilians for onions, hot water and brew, in exchange for cigarettes and soap.”  

Not everyone stayed in Lipna.  The line of POWs stretched out over many miles through Borowe 

(Burau), Gozdnica (Freiwaldau), Przewóz (Priebus), Potok (Pattog) and Leknica (Lugknitz – 

near Muskau, Germany). During the march, the groups were mixing. The Western and Southern 

Compound groups met, and Northern and part of Eastern and Central and then the rest of Eastern 

Compound as well. Different groups were stopping for a rest accommodation in different places. 

POWs slept in barns and utility rooms in Borowe and Gozdnica and abandoned factories, 

buildings and empty churches if they were lucky to find one and be allowed to stop. 

The final leg of this part of the evacuation turned out to be a long, long day, especially to those 

of the South Compound.  This first group of POWs had walked, and walked and walked for 25 

miles in 12 hours and, after finding shelter and only 4 hours sleep, walked another 12 miles over 

the next 8 hours. What made it so bad in the final push was the fact that the country was very 

hilly and the weather was so uncertain--it would snow one minute and then it would rain the next 

minute. They even had hail.  They proceeded north along the Polish-German border crossing into 

Germany at Leknica, Poland.  At 2:00 a.m. on January 29 the first men stumbled into Muskau, 

on German soil. They were pretty well exhausted when they arrived – and there were thousands 

more strung out behind them.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



The Stalag Luft 3 POWs that survived the march to Muskau were to be sheltered in an industrial 

area, in abandoned ceramic and pottery factories and plant buildings. Across the river were glass 

factories. This was somewhat alarming since they would be targets for air raids, but as Simmons 

put it, “most of us were too tired to care”. Simmons and Burda were housed in brick buildings 

with heaters. Burda describes it as dry, warm and lit….  Some got grease from bearing boxes to 

waterproof their boots and, to their immense relief, some of the lucky ones stayed for three 

nights.   The South Compound POWs stayed for 30 hours.  

 

_______________________ 

One of the stories regarding the stopover in Muskau in particular brought back very clear 

memories for me, both sweet and sad. 

Quentin Richard Petersen: “When I awoke I realized at once that my blanket had 

been removed from my sitting body as I slept. I climbed up to the platform around 

the furnace, warmed myself and told Col. Jones, my old perimeter-walking friend, 

what had happened and asked him what he thought I should do.  

For my entire life, I'll never forget his response, "I wouldn't leave here without a 

blanket!" I didn't take it from a sleeping man, but I did continue to keep my 

commitment to "take care of #1" and picked up another one lying free in the 

detritus the prisoners left on the floor of that factory. Ironically, that very blanket 

got home with me, but was stolen from the foot of my bed when I returned to 

Antioch College after the war!” 

George brought his blanket home too.  He always talked about how warm it was and how 

one should always have a warm blanket nearby.  As a child I thought it was terribly itchy 

and something like the color of faded spinach, not one of my favorite vegetables at the 

time.  He kept it very clean and always neatly folded.  It was always near his bed or 

traveled with him in his car, especially in winter.   

One day my mother sewed it into a cotton outer case, soft and colorful.  I had always 

thought she did that for me because the itchiness bothered me.  But I believe I now know 

the real story.  She did it to preserve it for my father. 

That blanket was passed down to me and unknowingly took its place in the trunk of my 

car for my own “emergencies.”  I guess my father’s words were not lost on me after all.  I 

remember the outer case breaking down and eventually shredding away like a child’s 

blanket that is tattered but kept for a lifetime.  I remember little bits and pieces of the 

outer cover still attached to the blanket where my mother had so carefully sewn it years 

before. And, I remember the last time I saw it. 



In 1997, one year after my father passed away, I was driving to a business meeting to 

make a presentation to people I had not yet met when the car in front of me went off the 

road at high speed head-on into the end of a center median guard rail.  It spun counter-

clockwise and careened backwards down the rail.  I can still see the debris being thrown 

into the air as I think about it today.  I was the first car to stop and I found the dazed but 

conscious driver pinned under the dashboard on the passenger side of the wreck.  He was 

bleeding from the head and face and struggling to free himself.  However, due to the 

collision damage there was no way out.  Standing on top of the wreck somehow I was 

able to rip the partially opened sunroof from the car, frame and all, and reach in to help 

him out.   I half carried him to the embankment as he was going into shock and shivering 

uncontrollably.  No one else had yet stopped. 

That’s when I ran to my car and got the “itchy” blanket.  I wrapped him up and sat with 

him until police and a rescue squad arrived.  They took the man to the hospital about 20 

minutes later.    

The police took my statement after the ambulance had left.  Apparently the man had 

fallen asleep at the wheel after working all night and simply drifted off the highway.  The 

impact woke him and the fact that his body was so relaxed might have saved him.  As I 

walked away one of the officers asked me if the blanket was mine and I wanted it back.  

It was muddy and bloody as were my hands and arms – and without thought I said, “no, 

that’s ok.” 

I wish I had said yes, but perhaps this moment was the reason why my father carried this 

blanket with him from Stalag Luft III in the first place.  

 

_________________________ 

 



         

        

While some of the men found their first warmth in days of marching through open territory, 

Schiefelbusch’s experience at Muskau shows the enormity of the march by the contrast in 

available shelter.   

Lt. Richard Schiefelbusch - “On the last phase of marching our group was on the tail end 

of the marching line. This meant that we would be the last group to be sheltered. After an 

hour we were herded into the only shelter left for us, an abandoned glass factory. A 30 x 

20’ massive iron slide door designed to close us off form the wind and snow wouldn’t 

close. It was off the slide mechanism and couldn’t be moved. So we tried to make the best 

of it. We arranged those in the worst shape into a compact group on the cement floor of 

the huge enclosure and found blankets to put over them. We searched through their 

This location was crammed with 

thousands of POWs as they 

marched through in their various 

groups on their way west. 

The glass factory at Bad Muskau 

where some of the men stayed and 

a mural painted on the wall inside 

the factory illustrating how the 

factory looked in 1945. 

 



clothing and back packs to find something for them to eat. We reasoned that their bodies 

had simply run out of heat and that we must help them to replenish it. Sleep for most of 

the helpers was out of the question until we got those in shock or those convulsing 

stabilized so that they could rest. We lit fires, but the smoke became so thick and 

dangerous that we had to put the fires out.”  

During the first few days of marching and the stopover at Muskau the men relied heavily on the 

Red Cross food parcels they had carried with them; however, water was always big problem and 

water along the way was of poor quality.  The stage was being set for a major outbreak of 

dysentery. This will drain a person's energy big time!  

Dysentery was not the only cause for discomfort as another POW recalled on a much longer 

march west from Stalag Luft IV in northern Poland:  

John Wranesh:  “We had to relieve ourselves, squatting by the roadside and yet had to 

maintain our position in the marching column or maybe a threat by the guards to "rouse" 

with a rifle pointing at you. The small supply of toilet paper did not last very long and 

then it was tearing the lining out of the overcoat for clean up and ultimately the cleanup 

was of the animal variety-squat and hurry back in line….  . How we ever got through that 

episode, only by the grace of God.” 

________________________________ 

After their 30 hours of recuperation in Muskau the South Compound group made the 16-mile 

march to Spremberg, Germany on the morning of January 30 arriving late in the day.  All of the 

others would follow in stages over the next several days.  The first arrivals were unaware that a 

second phase of this nightmare was about to begin. 

 

 

 

 

_______________________________ 

In Spremberg the POWs were marched into a permanent camp that had good brick buildings and 

was really nice relative to what they had in the previous days. It was a former German Panzer 

camp.  They stayed in garages and got some salty barley soup – but at least it was hot. On the 

following evening, January 31, 1945, the South Compound POWs went on a short march into 

 



town to the marshalling yards. This march was described by Burda a few days later when he also 

walked it with his group.  

Vernon Burda:  “We saw plenty of signs that reminded us of home -- Shell, Standard, 

Esso, Mobiloil, Kodak, Agfa and others. The town looked as if it were in fairly good 

shape.”  

Once at the marshalling yards, however, the Germans crowded the South Compound men plus 

200 men from the West Compound into French “40 and 8” boxcars identical to the ones that 

brought the new prisoners across Germany to Stalag Luft III over the past two years. These  

 

 

 

              

 

___________________________________ 

Although some of the POWs including my father would disembark and be detained at Stalag 

XIII-D in Nuremberg 220 miles to the south, the final stop for this group would be Stalag VII-A 

in Moosburg, Germany, 80 miles past Nuremberg – a total of 400 rail miles and 2-3 days of 

travel in a boxcar.   

 
 

The “40 and 8”’s at Spremberg Rail Station 

 

cars had been recently used for livestock and had not been cleaned. 

There were 50-plus men and 1 guard in each boxcar.  Each man was 

given a Red Cross parcel, and the doors were closed. They were so 

crowded that they could not all sit or lie down at the same time. 

 



          

With 50 to 60 men in a car designed to hold 40, the only way one could sit was in a line with 

others, toboggan-fashion, or else half stood while the other half sat. It was a 3-day ordeal, locked 

in a moving cell becoming increasingly fetid with the stench of vomit and excrement. The only 

ventilation in the cars came from two small windows near the ceiling on opposite ends of the 

cars. The train lumbered through a frozen countryside and bombed-out cities. 

Vernon Burda:  “We finally allocated space to each man, but as soon as they would go to 

sleep, the men would try to stretch out. I lay on the floor and several times I woke up with 

four men laying zig zag across me so that I couldn't even move.” 

Norman Grant:   “… Somewhere around Dresden, they stopped the train and let us down, 

out to stretch. It must have been an awful sight to see all those bare buttocks of thousands 

of prisoners relieving themselves because of the dysentery.” 

Tex Shields: “The conditions were foul. If animals had been in there before us, they 

didn’t bother clean them out, so we were right in the manure.  I guess while the train was 

taking on water for the boiler, we were permitted to evacuate our bowels. There must 

have been hundreds of Americans lined up, dropped their drawers and had a bowel 



movement, and it didn’t matter if there were German women, children, civilians 

watching. We were treated like animals. We were treated like sub-humans.” 

Dysentery from bad water was followed by other suffering from no water. 

 Quentin Richard Peterson: “The salty [barley] soup [at Spremberg] soon reflected itself, 

felt in my body as a devastating thirst. Of the tortures to which my body has been 

subjected to over the years, pain, hunger, physical paralysis, attack by insects, 

incontinence, thirst would certainly have to be judged the most unbearable!  Conditions 

in the boxcars were truly Stygian. At first we tried to urinate or defecate in Klim tins [ed. 

note - powdered milk cans], but by the time the vomiting started we headed for the 

corners if we could get through. Kriegies died, locked with their companions, in these 

cars.  

The train stopped once in the open countryside and the doors were opened. Corpses were 

removed. Prisoners were permitted to leave to stretch and relieve themselves. I was 

already painfully constipated and could make no sanitary use of this break.”  

The train arrived at Moosburg at about 9:00 pm on February 2
nd

 for the first group from the 

South Compound.  The POWs remained locked in the cars until 6:00 am the next morning at 

which time the Kriegies from the South and West Compounds were processed into Stalag VII-A. 

                 

__________________________ 

 



The trip had taken more than two days and two nights.   

Although spread out all the way back to Spremberg, over the next two weeks many of the Stalag 

Luft III Krieges arrived at Moosburg many while 2nd Lt. George Hofmann and many others 

were interned at Nuremberg in Stalag XIII-D . They would all eventually end up in Moosburg. 

 

One of the later arrivals at Moosburg kept a diary of his experience. 

Vernon Burda - “February 5th--didn't make much progress all day, but towards evening 

we made good time. In Dresden about midnight, and there were a lot of German troops 

going to the Russian front near Berlin. It seems like they are moving a lot of troops from 

the West front to the Russian front.  

One Jerry kidded with us--said he had fought at Moscow and Paris, and now to Berlin. 

He would catch the girls nearby and kiss them--he seemed happy and slightly drunk. We 



didn't blame him. In Chemnitz, we almost were in the middle of an air raid. They locked 

us up in the boxcar when the sirens blew. Luckily, the train took off like a bat and we left.  

February 6--arrived at Zwickau at dawn and finally got something to drink--German 

coffee. Boy was it lousy. The guys all were sick by now and they were having bowel 

movements all over the place. The civilians were sure peeved and they screamed to high 

heaven. We made better time after Zwickau--heard the West camp went to Nurnburg and 

that we were going there too. The cars were still awfully crowded and the Germans 

would not give us any water. We went through air raid in the afternoon--we saw the forts 

and the libs this time.  

On February 7, soon after dawn, we were in Augsburg. Still we were not given any water 

and we were thirsty as the devil. Finally we hit Muench [Munich], and we were put in a 

railroad yard--the place was really bombed out. We saw American P.O.W.s fixing it up. 

We got so thirsty that Downey got a Trinkwasser of steam water out of the locomotive.  

In the afternoon, we traveled to Moosburg and we got off at Stalag VII-A. We went over 

to the North Lager, which we called the "Snake Pit". They put 600 of us in a shack with 

nothing for beds or fuel or anything. We were all sick by this time--cold, damp and 

everyone was covered with fleas and lice. Morale was really low. There was not enough 

room to have everyone lay down at once, and many did not sleep. There was no heat and 

no hot food. On February 8th, 9th and 10th, we stayed in the "Snake Pit". I used a 

blanket and slung a hammock and got some sleep--everyone was really sick.” 


