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The author of Soldiers on Skis: A Pictorial
Memoir of the 10th Mountain Division (1992), The
Rock of Anzio: From Sicily to Dachau: A History
of the 45th Infantry Division (1998), Fighting
First: The Untold Story of the Big Red One on D-
Day (2005) and Distant Bugles, Distant Drums:
The Union Response to the Confederate Invasion
of New Mexico (2006), Whitlock provides a fine ac-
count of the Battle of the Bulge and experiences of
the POWSs. Relying on oral testimony by Berga vet-
erans, augmented by documentation from the U.S.
Army's Dachau Trials, he tells the prisoners' sto-
ries from their moment of induction into the U.S.
military through liberation and repatriation. Nu-
merous photographs and maps lend immediacy to
the text. The author took many of these photos
while visiting Berga and related sites in 2004.

Admittedly, Anglo-American POWs in the Eu-
ropean theater have recently become the subject
of a great deal of solid scholarship. While the re-
sulting picture is mixed, the most recent studies
tend to suggest that Anglo-American POWs were
treated at least acceptably.[1] An important excep-
tion to this generalization that such studies large-
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ly ignore, however, is the sub-camp for U.S. POWSs
at Berga an der Elster, officially called Arbeit-
skommando 625.[2] Berga was the deadliest work
detachment for American captives in Germany. 73
men who participated, or 21 percent of the de-
tachment, perished in two months. 80 of the 350
POWs were Jews. Although this camp has been
discussed in Mitchell Bard's book about Ameri-
cans as Holocaust victims and is the subject of a
PBS documentary by the late Charles Guggen-
heim, only in 2005 did two book-length accounts
about it appear. The first, by New York Times re-
porter Roger Cohen, integrates Berga into the his-
tory of the Holocaust. This volume, which sets the
prisoners' experience in military context, is the
second.[3]

In this work, Whitlock provides a case study
in the breakdown of the Geneva Convention of
1929 that integrates the POWSs' training and com-
bat experiences into the narrative, a factor often
overlooked in POW studies. The American GIs de-
ployed at Berga were mostly green troops cap-
tured during the Battle of the Bulge in December
1944 and January 1945. A sizable number be-



longed to the Army Specialized Training Program
(ASTP), which prepared college students to be-
come commissioned officers. When mounting ca-
sualties led to the ASTP's discontinuation in 1944,
its members were sent to Europe as enlisted men.
Following capture at the Bulge, prisoners were
transported under difficult winter conditions to
possibly the worst main camp for U.S. POWs, Sta-
lag IX-B Bad Orb, near Frankfurt am Main. On
January 18, 1945, Bad Orb's commandant, Oberst
Karl-Heinz Sieber, ordered the segregation of
American Jewish POWs from non-Jews.[4] After a
brief protest and the beating of the U.S. Man of
Confidence (Vertrauensmann, or MOC), Sergeant
Johann "Hans" Kasten, the new POWSs complied
with the order. Except for those who hid their
identity, most Jews were placed in a separate com-
pound surrounded by a barbed-wire fence. On
February 8, 350 POWs, the segregated Jews, cap-
tives with Jewish-sounding names and "trouble-
makers" including Kasten were dispatched by rail
to Berga an der Elster near Dresden. Arriving on
February 12, 1945, they were housed in a new
camp south of the Steinberg mine. Code-named
"Schwalbe V," the Steinberg mine was part of Ed-
mund Geilenberg's emergency oil program, estab-
lished on May 30, 1944, to transfer synthetic oil
production underground. Schwalbe V was run by
the state-directed oil consortium, Brabag. Its con-
struction manager, SS-Untersturmfihrer Willy
Hack, was responsible for forced-labor deploy-
ment. Hack personally selected the U.S. POWSs to
augment his Buchenwald labor force.

In alternating shifts, Buchenwald detainees
and GIs blasted and hacked out the Steinberg's
seventeen tunnels. While so doing, they inhaled
thick particulates, which left most with lung ail-
ments, and drew abuse from civilian foremen and
the SS. Inside the camp, the Americans endured
constant mistreatment, especially by their second
Kommandofiihrer, Erwin Metz. A fifty-two-year-
old member of the Landesschiitz with a lackluster
civilian career behind him, Metz enjoyed his new-
found power. Among other things, he forced seri-
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ously ill prisoners to return to the mine and killed
escapee Morton Goldstein. As an example to the
POWs, he had Goldstein's body placed in the com-
pound for several days.

Within a month's time, the GIs physically re-
sembled the Hungarian Jews held at the Buchen-
wald sub-camp. Unlike other camps holding An-
glo-American POWs, Arbeitskommando 625 drew
rations from the Berga concentration camp, not
the rations for bivouacked German soldiers to
which they were entitled under the Geneva Con-
vention. Every day medics walked under guard to
the camp, where they filled pails with watery
soup. The POWs never received clothing or
footwear. Disbursed by Stalag IX C Bad Sulza, on
the initiative of medics who accompanied Berga's
ill prisoners to that camp, Red Cross parcels ar-
rived in late March 1945, but Metz announced
their distribution would follow only after all the
haggard POWs cleaned themselves up, an impossi-
ble demand under the circumstances. The POWs
received only a portion of the parcels; Metz doled
out the remainder to his guards. Starving, ex-
hausted and distressed, many GIs succumbed to
the conditions. On April 3, 1945, the Germans
abandoned the camp and marched the POWs to
the south. Many more succumbed during the
evacuation, especially under Metz's command.
Prisoners able to walk pulled a cart laden with the
weak. In one instance, a GI on the bottom of the
pile suffocated beneath his comrades. Metz's de-
sertion and the life-saving intervention by a
Bavarian mayor, which resulted in the hospital-
ization of the seriously ill, prevented additional
deaths. On April 23, the emaciated and bedraggled
survivors met U.S. forces at Rotz, northeast of Re-
genshurg.

At Dachau, the U.S. Army tried Metz and his
immediate superior, Hauptmann Ludwig Merz,
for war crimes. On appeal, their death sentences
were overturned and they remained in a U.S.
prison for war criminals at Landsberg am Lech
for only a few years. During the trial, U.S. prosecu-



tors failed to summon Berga veterans to testify, al-
though they received the unsolicited assistance of
New York attorney Charles Vogel, the uncle of de-
ceased POW Bernard Vogel, who could have facili-
tated their doing so. For his involvement in the
brutal treatment of the Buchenwald detainees,
Hack was condemned to death by the East Ger-
mans. Although the judgment acknowledged the
forced labor of U.S. POWs, the court did not try
Hack in connection with their deaths or mistreat-
ment.[5]

Despite the positive qualities of this work, a
number of its aspects are problematic. One prob-
lem is the integration of this case into previous re-
search on the racial components of the POW expe-
rience. Whitlock views Berga as an atypical expe-
rience for U.S. POWs in Nazi Germany. In this re-
gard, although he does not cite more recent stud-
ies, his interpretation is supported by David A.
Foy's older account.[6] In contrast to Cohen, who
claims that "racial" segregation was Wehrmacht
policy, Whitlock considers it to be uncertain
whether Sieber received orders to segregate the
Jewish POWs or took the initiative on his own. In
answering this question, a broader comparative
approach based upon more recent scholarship
would have served the author well. Testimonies
from other Stalags and work detachments docu-
ment German attempts to isolate Jews from non-
Jews, and, in other cases, Africans from white
POWs, in accordance with Nazi "racial" hierarchy.
[7]1 In some instances, this tactic worked, but at-
tempts were usually foiled by the timely objection
by a Senior Allied Officer or an MOC. The incident
at Bad Orb, however, demonstrated that when the
Germans resorted to force, even a strong-willed
MOC like Kasten had little choice but to give way.

Second, some aspects of Whitlock's picture of
the Berga work detachment are contradictory. For
example, the book's subtitle misleadingly asserts
that the POWs were held in a concentration camp,
but elsewhere he acknowledges that a difference,
however tenuous given the flouting of the Geneva
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Convention, persisted between the treatment of
U.S. POWs and Buchenwald prisoners. For exam-
ple, during the evacuation, Berga POWs saw the
bodies of camp inmates along the side of the road
with bullets in the back of their necks. It dawned
on the Americans that, as horribly as they were
treated, their guards had not committed similar
deeds. In a similarly confusing moment of the
book, readers will note that Whitlock's interpreta-
tion is open to alternative explanations. For exam-
ple, although he depicts Metz's shooting of Gold-
stein as an attempt to foil an escape by shooting
the victim in the back (p. 147), Cohen cites the tes-
timony of U.S. medic Tony Acevedo, who observed
the condition of Goldstein's body, to argue that the
shooting was premeditated.[8]

Finally, although the author received assis-
tance from local authorities in Berga, he did not
integrate German secondary sources into his ac-
count. In contrast with Cohen, who sets Berga in
the context of recent Holocaust historiography,
Whitlock largely ignores the issue of whether the
mistreatment of these POWs crossed the line from
war crimes to crimes against humanity. Specifical-
ly, to what extent did antisemitism in the
Wehrmacht or among the Landesschiitzen play a
role in the POWs' ordeal? The neglect of such
questions diminishes the value of this particular
case study.

From Whitlock's account taken together with
others, however, it is possible to piece together
Berga's historical context. The deterioration of
Germany's war economy in 1944-45 contributed
to the deadly conditions that the GIs faced. In it-
self, the "Schwalbe" project was an attempt to cir-
cumvent the Allied bombing of German oil tar-
gets. Willy Hack's assignment to erect Schwalbe V
fell administratively under Hans Kammler's Office
Group C in the SS Business Administration Main
Office (SS-WVHA). As Michael Thad Allen has
shown, Kammler garnered a gruesome reputation
for achieving technical output, such as the Mittel-
werk's production of the V-2 rockets by Dora



camp inmates, regardless of the cost to human
life.[9] The Berga project thus fell into Kammler's
orbit, with catastrophic results for the Buchen-
wald prisoners and the U.S. POWs. The air cam-
paign also fatally disrupted Germany's transporta-
tion network, an element that compounded
Berga's food shortages. Additionally, the timing
and location of the work detachment played a
role in the hostility and harassment the GIs en-
dured. The destruction of Dresden took place on
February 13, 1945, only one day after the Ameri-
cans' arrival. The GIs felt the ground shake from
the explosions. Guarded by Landesschiitzen, not
professionals or long-serving draftees, they be-
came convenient targets for their overseers' frus-
tration over the impending military defeat.

Notes
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evacuations of Anglo-American POWs from the
eastern parts of the Reich in 1944-45 in The Last
Escape: The Untold Story of Allied Prisoners of

H-Net Reviews

War in Europe, 1944-45 (New York: Viking, 2003).
The Wehrmacht's enforcement of the Geneva Con-
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name, but it can be found in Cohen, Soldiers and
Slaves, p. 70.
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