Excerpt from the Diary of Hans Schneider
1945 04 04 to 1945 09 03

(Translation and Comments (in brackets [ ] ) by Walter H. Schneider)

Medicina, 1945 04 04

We have been on the road for some weeks. On the 13th of March we marched out of Ergoldingen/Lower Bavaria. We all felt a bit weird: It was the great moment; we were marching to the front-line.

Our Red Cross nurses, who had looked after us so motherly during the past few months, stood at the gate and let their tears flow with abandon.

After a march of five days, we were loaded in Landshut and driven from there, with some smaller and larger breaks, to Kufstein. We stopped there for a few days. We made good use of the opportunity and explored the surrounds of this beautiful little town. It was a beautiful farewell from Germany.

Then we had to move on: Direction South. The closer we came to the Brenner Pass, the more frequent became the stops. Time and again there was a destroyed bridge, or a tunnel had collapsed. Because of that, the progress was slow. On average we drove for 20 - 30km, then we had to walk for a stretch. A few kilometers before the Brenner Pass the road became impassable. Another few kilometers on foot, and then we stood on the summit of the Brenner Pass.

Did I imagine two years ago that that I would revisit this spot on the Earth under such circumstances? At that time I had the solid conviction that it would not be possible for me to see the Alps again in this war. Yes, even when we received our marching orders, none of us counted on Italy. We wanted to go to the West, where according to all appearances the decision would be made.

When the goal of our marching order became known, there was not one amongst us who did not rejoice that we were off to Italy, not because we would be going to the quiet front. It was the attraction of the novelty that gripped all of us. For many of us it was the first time that they left Germany and entered a foreign country.

Several fighter planes were circling over the Brenner Pass since our arrival. We thought that the caution of the infantry soldiers, who sought cover at the slightest engine noise, jumped out of the trains and looked for caves, was somewhat exaggerated. Today, two weeks later, it is without question clearer to us. Even though we have not yet been attacked by these things, we have the greatest respect for them.

From the Brenner Pass, we marched and drove through several villages and small towns whose names I have forgotten. The impression that South-Tyrol made on me was by far not as favourable as that which I had received from North-Tyrol.

During our march through South-Tyrol we could determine without any prejudice that there truly were excesses in the Prussian militarism. Without apparent reason, we got tortured to a worse extent on our way to the front line than had happened to us in the army barracks.

In Bolzano we rested for a few days. We now completely felt like “Old Soldiers” whom nothing can resist. Our liras were invested within a few hours in wine and fruit, because an abundance of that was available. It was quite natural that we took advantage of the opportunity. The show cases in Bolzano showed us an abundance that we had seen never before. However, it was all quite expensive, so that we could only gaze at the splendour.

Our next goal was Castelnuova, a small town, about 20km north-westerly from Verona. We could not get a proper impression of the Italian towns, either we drove through them during the night or had stop-overs that lasted only for a few hours. South of the Brenner Pass it is not possible anymore to speak of a specific style of architecture. 

Trento, for the first time, matched the image that I had in my mind of an Italian town. The new artistry of fascism had no appeal at all for me. Looking very pompous, the large buildings stood in the city-scape and were, in spite of their newness, quite considerably dirty.

In Sandra, a small village at Castelnuova, we came for the first time into contact with Italian families. Almost always we found cordial acceptance, got invited for meals or were served wine and frequently felt to be real family members. Here it was that I ate polenta for the first time, although without any trimmings. [Note: Later, when Hans was at home again, he tried to cook some polenta from some of the feed-grade corn that we were able to get at times. However, his polenta was just as bitter as the bread or any other type of meal that we tried to cook from it.]

Verona was where we spent Easter. Our new unit was the 4th  Paratrooper Reserve Battalion, which had fought in Nettuno and  got hit there by the heaviest shelling from American naval batteries. It still seemed a nightmare for our new comrades. It seemed for us as if our training was starting from scratch again. We were there for not even eight days when our new destination was announced: Bologna.

Transportation was not available, because all transporting of supplies had to be managed by trucks that were constantly exposed to fighter attacks by the Amies and Tommies. The was only one thing to do: march for about 200km.

About 30km south from us is the front line, together with the Apennines it starts at the Thyrrhenian Sea, enters the lower plain at Bologna and ends at the Adriatic Sea. Until now we have covered a march of 120km. The largest achievement on any single day was 57km.

1945 04 09

We have reached the destination. The last kilometers up to Medina I rode in a truck, because my feet had turned to  clumps of raw flesh.

The front line is about 10km away. At this moment the air is a bit thick in front. It rumbles and bangs there as if one were in the home town of Düssseldorf. [What Hans might be referring to here is the time he was on leave during his service at the anti-aircraft battery at Krefeld. That was when he wanted to attend Marianne’s and Theo’s wedding. During the night of his arrival in Düsseldorf there was a fairly heavy air-raid. Hans got caught in the middle of it as he arrived, in considerable difficulty, at the main railroad station in Düsseldorf—he was late for the wedding.  However, someone took a photograph of us four brothers the morning after. From what I had been told later, that was the first time that Hans’ belief in the invulnerability of “German Might” and Hitler’s power was severely shaken.] It appears that Tommy is preparing for something. Our old dog (a 23-year-old paratrooper, one-eyed, wounded three times, conditional active service) claims that 21cm rounds are being fired.

It is a fact that Tommy and Ami possess an enormous superiority with their artillery. Infantry men returning from the front lines speak of a ratio of 1:23. That is, Tommy drums the whole day, and our guns get one shot in the clear.

If we are lucky, we’ll be on the front within a few days. If not, we’ll participate in a four-week program of training for active fighting.  I hope that’ll not happen.

1945 04 13

We were lucky, two km south of us lays the front. We were moved yesterday and today. The artillery fire came faster and more thoroughly than we had expected in our most daring dreams. The first shell already exploded 30 - 50m from our group. We sought cover never so fast as in that moment. We really “snotted away” (dog-soldier talk).

We eagerly marched through artillery fire during the night.

Actually I still can’t comprehend that I’m really at the front. Everything is so strange, so unreal. When the shelling came yesterday, we immediately determined that it is not in the least comparable to a bomb attack in an air raid. We had imagined that an artillery shell would make a nice crater, somewhat similar to a high-explosive bomb, but the site of the hit is more likely to be comparable to an air burst. 

Then I know too that in the World War [WWI, that is] some enormous shell holes were created. So, that was a pleasant surprise; admittedly, the effect of the fragments is greater.

Now we are quartered in a country estate. It is fairly roomy and one can easily recognize that the owners were well-to-do. I was horrified when we entered the rooms. Dirt and an indescribable stink permeated everything; and this is where German soldiers live.

1945 04 14

Yesterday we finally arrived at our unit. We have been assigned to a medium-mortar company,  three of us to the light machine gun group. When they demonstrated a mortar in Straubing, I had thought of everything else, but not of this.

Yes, so many things have come differently.

1945 04 17

Lost! At our last disengagement — it was around noon, and the main front line was about 1000m away — fighter planes strafed us. We were lucky; nobody got hit. Our retreat took place through one of the many drainage ditches that cut through the plain of the River Po. Unfortunately, the “Lame Duck” (Airborne artillery observer) caught us at a street crossing. At that very moment we received such a barrage of shelling that all coherence was lost. One sergeant, two corporals and I now made a private “avanti”.

At this very moment we are looking for our company.

1945 04 19

Yesterday afternoon we met up again with our company. A day of weapons cleaning, sleeping and eating went by. 

Eating, most of all, was the main occupation. It happened that we had discovered a miraculous store of eggs, so that every man received 20 eggs.

Up at the front a heavy artillery barrage is in progress. Our advanced observer and his buddy came back wounded. We have enormous luck. The edge of the barrage is about 400m in front of us.

This morning, it must have been about 5:00am, the order from the battalion command post came: The six flag-ensigns of the mortar platoon are to report immediately at the battalion command post. We knew what that meant; a number of men had been called off a few days ago in the same manner. That meant, we will be distributed to the other paratrooper companies and will come into service as infantry.

Within a few minutes we had marched off. Light, in places considerably thick, fog lay over the fields. It was welcome. because it was almost daylight.  The fighter planes could make their appearance at any moment.

At the command post we learned that we — all-in-all it was 18 men — were to be placed as rearguard, namely, we were supposed to occupy a blockade north of Medicina.

Shortly before our departure we met Hüter, who had remained with Rummenhöller, Trimborn and Baum as messengers with the staff. Trimborn has been killed, Rummenhöller and Baum missing in action, Wittpennig lost an arm. All flag-ensigns of inspection group Frieda, with one exception, captured, dead or wounded. It felt as if I was being choked: Rummenhöller, Trimborn, Wittpennig, the good Wittpennig who had always enjoyed life so much. It all sounded so strange, so  improbable.

Now we have occupied our position and are waiting for Tommy. Just a moment ago the front seemed to be sleeping, now it is reverberating, the fighters are making their rounds in the sky, and once in a while an artillery shell hits in close proximity.

If it really should come to fighting here, things are in a bad way with us. My foxhole is easily recognizable from hundreds of meters away, considering that originally it was only intended to serve as a slit-trench for protection

against strafing by fighter planes. I have no field of fire at all, the hedge on the other side of the road blocks the field of view.

1945 04 20

Quickly a few lines before it grows completely dark. Our rearguard group had not received any order for retreat and marched as one of the last troops to the north. Because of that we had lost all connection and have only today met up again with our battalion. Immediately we had to move again to the front.

Here we have occupied a dam of medium height that extends across to the enemy. I’m anxious to see whether this time we’ll get enemy contact. There are almost no possibilities for retreat. Behind us a 400m-long, open field spreads out. Then there is a house and a few fences. Fortunately, exactly that house is the field dressing station.

Our mood has been for two weeks now no better than that of the other paratroopers. Although the paratroopers have courage yet, they have little hope for a happy ending of the war. The best evidence for this is that Tommy, who is attacking here with Jews, Poles and Negroes, not once has succeeded to break through at a paratrooper unit.

It is getting increasingly dark. I only hope that he does not put a barrage on our position during the night. Nevertheless, my hole would be able to hold off against quite a bit. Only the mortars worry me.

Night-time

Against all expectations, the order to retreat has come suddenly. They have surrounded us.

Therefore.....

From the left we hear strong noise of tank movement. The Ami is rolling! Machine gun fire from the east.

We build machine gun nests.

New order: Try to break through!

There appears to be one gap left. The road is under fire. Reception of field provisions: Action First-aid kit. Exactly now, after several days, the first troop issue of food is handed out. I quickly eat my sausage, just in case.  We start! The road is under intense fire. We move in a row. I carry the machine gun ammunition. There are hits left and right, we run....

We have left this darned town behind us. German field guns roll on the road. It is terrible, and one can’t hear anything at all anymore. Only this ear-tearing noise of the rolling tanks. I have to admire the block-headedness of the drivers, and then the teams of oxen (Tanks were being pulled by cows and oxen, because there was no more fuel to be had.)

Paratrooper, have you greased your teams of oxen -- The Avanti-March is in full progress. Oh, those leaflets....

1945 04 23

The Avanti-March is in full progress. My company has marched for about 60 hours, direction River Po. Our order to retreat was countermanded several times. Once, to secure the retreat of our artillery in our section, we had to march back for 8km. After that we carried on toward the River Reno–the first larger river.

Several times we came close to being surrounded. It was perhaps most dangerous and hopeless yesterday, when we already heard the rolling of English tank columns. However, we made it through without enemy contact. 

This night the scale of destiny had tipped once more toward ruin. English and American tanks had cut off our retreat. In a finale, the regiments were supposed to assemble for the counter-attack. Our group was in the meantime separated through artillery fire. On account of  that we did not join the masses of the paratroopers, but marched on field trails in a north-westerly direction.

Up to now it was still possible to speak of an orderly disengagement, because indeed as much as possible had been prepared for the retreat. E.G. the crossing of the Reno. However, a few kilometers before the finale, the great race started. Everything that was too heavy got thrown away. Masses of tanks were left that had run out of fuel, or they  were blown up–without concern for the safety of the civilian population.

1945 04 24

We have the moment behind us of which we had spoken since we came to Italy, the crossing of the River Po. A few hours before that I had become separated. It seemed already that I would have to resign myself to the thought to cross the river by myself, when I happened to meet up with Werner Klein, an old acquaintance from Landshut. We were the first of the fighting troop to reach the River Po. Dumbfounded, we stood at shore and considered how we would be able to make it across. In the best case we would be able to find a door or a tub, so that we might be able to get our clothing and weapons across without getting them wet. Then we discovered a row boat on the other side of the river. Stark naked, Werner swam across the river and got the boat. He had hardly returned when infantry soldiers who had arrived in the meantime mobbed the boat and rowed across without us. However, everything worked out, and we found ourselves with our equipment on the north shore of the river. We were lucky with our place of crossing: it was quite remote from the main road, so that at least the fighter planes did not disturb us.

On the north shore, we searched for a casa, so that we could sleep after three sleepless nights.

1945 04 26

For a few hours we have been prisoners of war!

1945 04 27

This is the second day of being a prisoner of war of the Americans.

Now, after we have digested the first impressions, we can see much more clearly.

It is a fact that is immovable.

It happened in Vigo, a small location a few kilometers east of Legagno. During the night we had tried to cross the Etsch. However, that did not work out with what we had at our disposal. Even though we only had to swim for 30 to 50m, one constantly heard the cries for help from the drowning men. It was horrible.....

Therefore, we decided to drive along the Etsch to Verona. In the meantime we had “organized” bicycles. After we had improved our provisions—abandoned supply wagons stood at the shore—we went off. We felt totally secure. Yes, we even had the audacity to interrupt our trip to catch a wink of sleep. It was about 1:00am. The next morning we woke up and discovered the town vacated by the German troops. We had draped our weapons over the handle bars of our bicycles. Several belts of machine gun ammunition dangled around my neck.

The streets somehow looked even peaceful, we even saw flags.

Then everything went very quickly. No shot got fired, disarmed by partisans!

Over and out!......... 

We had been stuck into a house and locked up, when a group of about ten German scouts forced their way into the town. Suddenly, all of the partisans had disappeared. We made ourselves known and were liberated. The leader of the scouts left it up to us to decide whether we wanted to associate with them or whether we wanted to try our luck and make it on our own.

We went by ourselves and were within a few hours prisoners of war of the Americans.

1945 05 01

The first night we were with other prisoners in a large casa. We received a tin with food. Then a large transport was assembled. Each man received four tins of canned food. Up to then our guards had been front troops. Now they were Negroes.

Without interruption, we rolled south in the giant American truck. We stood so crowded that we had hardly room to move. In that fashion we drove for about 40 hours, until we reached Florence. There was a large prisoner of war camp in this city, the first of this kind that we had seen. We spent the first night under the open sky. Our  feet were in mud up to our ankles. We suffered greatly from thirst, but received nothing to drink.

On the 30th of April we got loaded into freight cars and taken west, to Pisa. If there were about 10,000 to 20,000 German prisoners in Florence, in Pisa there were many more. They may have numbered about 40,000.

Here we sleep in tents. Today every second man had received a quilt. The food provided is very good, but it is very meagre. News from Germany reaches us only through the newspapers or through rumours.

1945 05 02

Adolf Hitler is dead. Today we heard this news for the first time from a positive source. Dönitz has taken over the leadership of the war effort.

Therefore we now know: The war is lost.

There are about 60,000 German soldiers in our camp.

1945 05 03

Here every day goes by like the one before. In the morning at 10 and in the afternoon at 4 something to eat is handed out. The whole day is spent with waiting for that moment.

1945 05 05

I almost received a sunstroke. It seems funny, but I feel quite different about it.

1945 05 06

We lead a terrible life here. There is little to eat, nothing to do at all, no hope to make it home. The whole day long we lie in our tents and languish under the hot sun.

Constantly I have to think of home. It is a terrible feeling not to know what it looks like there. Since the 2nd  of 

March I have had no news from my parents or siblings. The first but serious  thoughts of escape are emerging amongst us. For now it is unthinkable that execution of these plans is possible. The greatest difficulty would not be how to escape from this camp, but how to escape from this terrible Italy. There are still 400 to 500km between here and the Brenner Pass. After all, some comrades told us how they had experienced during their trip as prisoners through Italy that some of their comrades got wounded or killed through attacks by Italian civilians.

Ever since we have been prisoners of war, two American papers have been the only source of news that has been available to us, other than that not a single official news item about Germany. So much better thrive the rumours. Dönitz and von Epp are supposed to have the leadership in Germany. 

Hitler, Himmler, Göbbels and Göring are said to have committed suicide. Dönitz is said to have met with Montgomery to negotiate the conditions of a cease-fire.

Only about our own future we are told nothing, because it simply lies in total darkness. Our camp is about 60,000 men strong, and I can’t imagine that such a mass of people can be expected to cohere for more than a few weeks.

But all theory is grey.

Today all foreigners and Austrians had to report. Yes sir, the Austrians too are foreigners again. They act accordingly. They are simply complete foreigners, exactly like they were complete Nazis in 1938, with few exceptions. It is rumoured that all of them will be transported to Germany. I already considered whether as a Netherlander I should report too, with my pure Netherlander origins! To my fortune I had distanced myself from that, because they just got moved to a different camp. 

Now I have been in captivity for ten days.....

Today I read an American report out of Germany. The whole western front has capitulated. 50 divisions are still fighting on the eastern front. That’s about two-and-a-half-million men. The Americans are very careful about inner-political reports. Dönitz is indeed involved in negotiating a cease-fire.

1945 05 08

Most hope to be home by Christmas. Yes, some get carried so far in their optimism that they claim it might be possible sooner than that. It is not impossible, I hope.

For a few days now, I have tried to find an office position, best one in which I have to speak English.

Twice, we received biscuits today. One cookie is 4cm x 4cm, in the canteen the usual spot of corned beef; and that twice a day.

The war has come to an end in Germany. Fighting on the eastern front too has ceased since May 7, 1945. Only one German group is still fighting in Bohemia-Moravia.

1945 05 10

It seems that I can’t adjust to the Italian climate. Yesterday I was sick all day; above all, my eyes are hurting.

Today the food situation improved.  Twenty cookies per day are given out, as well as warm and cold meals.

1945 05 11

We got moved last night. We marched south about 20 - 22km, up short from Livorno. A few trucks got put into service along the way, to collect those who collapsed on the way. The result of our starvation diet.

Up to now we have not received anything to eat.

1945 05 15

The days are flowing by, always equally interesting, equally boring. The provisioning has improved considerably, compared to Pisa. Youths under 18 get a bit more.

1945 05 17

Tonight we’ll have the first work communes. I’ll take part in English, Shorthand, and Book Keeping.

1945 05 18

Terrible rumours are circulating. Russia demands to have the Rhine as the border and is in advance to the line Hannover-Hersfeld.

1945 05 21

Yesterday, the first sessions of the work communes took place. It was quite makeshift, without paper and real pencils.

We had to do labor service for the first time. All had to participate. We worked in a supply depot. On our way there, we saw enormous masses of tanks, trucks and other war equipment that had just been unloaded—poor Germany!

There stood a cage that might have been 2m x 5m at our place of work. Two Germans ran around in it. On their shoulders they were carrying cartons out of which they had stolen. A few meters away stood a Negro with a sub-machine gun, who was urging them on when they slowed down, and that is supposed to go on for 24 hours.

1945 05 22

Today we slept all day.

1945 05 23

We have had such a sand storm since the early morning hours that our tents are in constant danger of being blown away. Sand is being forced into every crack. We are coming close to being driven insane. There is simply no salvation.

1945 05 25

Two days ago our provisions suddenly improved very much. The American 5th Army got shipped to America, without having taken along its provisions. Every day we now receive chocolate, fruit bars, cookies and candies.

Apparently, we may write home tomorrow. That is truly progress of enormous magnitude. To write home....

The first got shipped to Belgium or Holland—then again too, maybe they got sent to France. If one could only make it out of  this Italy. Possibilities for escape are everywhere, but here the thought of escape is suicidal. I still hope that we will be home at Christmas. One way or another....!

1945 05 26

I have written the first letter to be sent home. It was a festive hour for me. (The letter did not arrive in Düsseldorf until weeks, perhaps months, after my arrival at home.)

1945 05 29

Theft occurred for the fifth time in our tent today. (We are with four men in a tent for two.)

I won’t try to write down my impressions anymore, only the naked facts from now on. The thief got discovered. It was the man on whom no suspicion had fallen. The atmosphere in our tent is unbearable.

1945 06 03

Yesterday they took us to a small work camp, three kilometers from the old one. Immediately next to us is the supply depot in which we will be working; and we wanted to go to Germany.!!

1945 06 05

Today we finished with our work on camp construction. It looked desolate when we came here. There was practically only forest. Now it looks a bit more humane. The provisioning is excellent. Last night I even had to vomit.

1945 06 09

Yesterday I found the first lice. Five kills.

We have worked night for two days now in the supply depot. We have to unload trucks. Mostly it is crates.

1945 06 12

Yesterday I wrote to Marianne [our oldest sister—WHS].

1945 06 13

We have the sixth night in which we must work ahead of us.

1945 06 15

Today the following announcements were made: The V-weapons were said to have been so strong that air superiority was said to be on the German side. Acts of sabotage are being committed in Cologne and Berlin. There have been attempts in Bonn and in Cologne to form a new Government.

1945 06 16

The week went by at an insane rate. Sleeping during the day, and working at night. We have become used to the night work. Tomorrow is Saturday.

1945 06 22

According to my calculations, our mail must have arrived at home. How might it be with mother?

Starting on the 1st  of July, 3000 prisoner per day will be send home. About 300,000. The rest, to which we too belong, will remain in Italy for reconstruction work. I count on two years of internment, but still have hopes.

1945 06 26

Great wash-up day. The first night without work.

1945 06 28

For the first time in my life I forgot my name-day.

1945 06 30

Tomorrow will begin the release of the 300,000.

1945 07 03

Today the weekly, great warm-water shower took place. Truly, we are better provisioned with these material things than we were in the German Armed Forces. 

We also received a second blanket. Of course, we all lie in ankle-deep dust and sand.

I was allowed to remain home today, because I have a small wound on my left first toe.

1945 07 08

I fell off a loaded truck. The driver drove under some trees and seems to have forgotten that the branches could push me off the truck. That promptly happened. From a height of  three meters I fell flat on my back. A GI brought me to camp in his jeep. Nothing was examined. However, I was allowed today to take off on sick-leave.

1945 07 09

Another month, and I’ll be away from home for a whole year.

1945 07 13

For a whole week now I have these pains in my back and in my chest, and I think that it is getting worse, rather than better. I don’t like the long period of staying at home anymore.

1945 07 14

A sun bath.

A cloudless sky.

The hope to be released.

A great mood!

1945 07 24

A few days ago 60 men truly got sent away, maybe to their release.

1945 07 30

Are we to be released shortly......?

Today I had strong memories of home. It really is a good thing that between the release from the RAD [Reich

Arbeitsdienst--Reich Labour Service] and the call-up to the Armed Forces I still had four weeks of time to myself.

One evening is especially strong in my memory. At that time I went toward evening to the Rhine for a swim. Not one soul near anywhere. I know today, that for me the Rhine means Germany.

1945 07 31

Last night we stayed home again. I washed a few things. By the way, the order came: Tomorrow, nobody will be  allowed to run around without pants. The Red Cross is coming. Our self-made showers are extremely practical: A hole is punched into the bottom of a five-litre tin can and the tin can then gets nailed to a tree. One filling with water is sufficient for half a shower.

1945 08 01

The officers of the guard troops have ordered us urgently not to steal from the food cartons. Every morning we must undergo thorough body searches when we leave the supply depot. However, we have hollowed out our water bottles in such a manner that we can hide in these hollows chocolate and cigarettes, etc. They haven’t yet found out about this.

1945 08 03

Unbelievable, one day before my 18th   birthday, an announcement was made that we’ll be released.

1945 08 04

This morning we got taken on a tractor-trailer to camp 338. Our release papers are to be issued here.

1945 08 05

We are waiting for our transport. Nothing has happened until now.

1945 08 06

We wait....

1945 08 07

In the morning

We are called up. All West-Germans—just like the Austrians yesterday—will be shipped out as a closed group.

In the afternoon

It begins. Our valuables are being returned and we wait for the trucks.

1945 08 08

We are rolling toward Germany!

We are 40 men to a freight car. Our train is being pulled by an American Diesel locomotive.

We are going via Florence.

1945 08 09

We reached our first destination: Verona.

We are accommodated in a small camp, without tents. Four armored cars are used to guard us. Provisioning is sufficient.

Today we can’t procede anymore. The track has been destroyed by a storm.

Afternoon

I was interrogated, suspected of being a member of the Weapons SS. Naturally, my innocence is obvious. Two have been held back.

1945 08 10

Wait, wait, wait....

There is no hope to leave within the next days.

The most trivial things bother my nerves.

1945 08 12

We have constructed a sun roof from a blanket. At the most another week, and I’ll have to be taken to the insane asylum.

We are as brown as Negroes.

1945 08 13

The rumours about the continuation of our transport are getting stronger. Maybe we’ll move tomorrow.

1945 08 14

Finally we have survived in some fashion 24 hours of steady rain in the open, interspersed with thunderstorm intermissions. It is not possible to lie down to sleep, because the ground is completely soaked to a depth of 5cm.

We wait more...

1945 08 15

Yesterday, our mood was at the nadir. Still no transport went into motion.

Five minutes ago the first 100m rolled past us.

1945 08 16

We are being loaded. It is 5:00pm. Our freight train had just a few hours previously returned with Italians from Germany. The slogan “Murder to Fascism, Hail Italy” is painted on our freight car.

1945 08 17

For the last two hours we have been standing on the Brenner Pass. Our trip has taken longer, because the locomotive had a break-down and because the track was out of order. (Now it is noon.)

I just read a newspaper: “Peace in the whole World” (Japan has capitulated)

1945 08 18

We drove from Innsbruck via Mittenwald, Garmish-Partenkirchen to Munich.  At this moment—it is early in the morning—our train is in a railroad station of a Munich suburb.

Noon

We are in a release camp, in the middle of an airport in the vicinity of Munich. (It was Bad Eibling) We had to give up all of our possessions. We were allowed to keep only the rags that we were wearing. Our release papers from Italy too are not in our possession anymore.

Afternoon 5:15pm

We wait. The individual destination areas have been assigned. Tonight we’ll probably camp in the open.

1945 08 19

Last night it rained twice. However, it did not amount to very much. Our processing is to begin at any moment.

Noon

All men from the American Zone have to remain in the old camp, and we, from the English Zone, came into another; we don’t know why. In any case, our release appears to have been moved far into the distance.

The SS men are located next to our camp. With them there is truly no hope for release. Five minutes ago they were being provided for by women out of the area. That is: the women threw bread and fruit over the fence.

The American guards on the towers kept quiet.

1945 08 25

I was sick for five days. Apparently I can’t tolerate the bread, this soggy German rye bread.

In addition, we are in tents that are so full of holes that the rain enters more or less unimpeded. Furthermore, it is darn cold. I believe that I have a fever. I have registered at the sick area, but have not been looked at. I don’t know anyone here. I hope it does not become worse. All of my comrades got moved to different camps. And it rains. 

Short and good: Great shit.

Almost a whole week ago all releases got stopped. We get a litre of thin vegetable soup and  1/6th of a loaf of bread per day.

Today the first 2000 are going out in alphabetical order. Let’s hope that for them it will be the release.

The weather is still rainy and cold. We worry how things will turn out if we have to stay any longer in all this muck.

Evening

We are being loaded.

We’ll be going to France!!

On our freight car it says: “08 24 Eibling - Èpinal/France”

When I have an opportunity, I’ll escape. Then I plan to go into the English Zone, to go back into captivity, to get my papers through that.

1945 08 25

It worked out. It started in the main railroad station in Ulm.

Our train had already stopped several times on the open track. At each stop, the American guards climbed on the roofs of the cars and watched that nobody escaped. Sometimes we heard shots too. We had taken a steel bar that lay in the car and had broken open the door [Hans had told me once that the door had been wired shut with barbed wire, so they had used the bar to force the gap apart a bit farther —WHS]. When we rolled into the main railroad station in Ulm, the train stopped. I stuck my head through the small gap in the door and saw that there was a German locomotive right on the neighbouring track. I immediately made contact with the engineer and begged him to let me jump over. Probably he could see the Guards on the car roofs. In any case, he refused. The train started up and stopped again after a few meters. This time our gap in the door was directly opposite a deep hole in the platform. I threw my tote bag into it and jumped after it without any hesitation. It turned out that the hole was the beginning of a tunnel under the railroad station. Still in the dark tunnel, I put on the items of civilian clothing--a pair of shorts and a shirt--that I had  taken out of a bedroom dresser at a farm house in Italy.

At the end of the tunnel, out in the open, I found a crew of German workers. They gave me one of their sandwiches and explained to me how I would be able to get to Würzburg.

1945 08 26

I walked thirty kilometers yesterday. I stayed overnight at a family’s place somewhere in a village.

This morning I covered 10km and am now in Heidenheim. German trucks don’t run on Sundays, and I have no real desire to walk on foot all the way. Therefore I went to the Red Cross. I got a wonderful meal there. Very likely I’ll sleep here too.

We just came from Schoß Hallenstein.

1945 08 27

Today we went on to Aalen. That is about 25km.

Just now we—in the meantime I have joined up with two people who are in a situation similar to mine, however, they do have release papers—arrived in a small town north of Ellwangen. It is fairly difficult to find accommodation; very likely we’ll sleep tonight in an orphanage. One of my new friends has given me an ID card, complete with thumb-print. I’m now a forestry worker by profession.

1945 08 28

Have slept in a real feather bed. A fantastic experience!

I’ll try today to make it as far as Würzburg.

1945 08 29

Last night I did not yet get a chance to make it to Würzburg. We arrived at 4:00 at night.

An hour later, departure with a wood-smoke powered vehicle to Miltenberg. [Due to the gasoline shortage in Germany during the war, the Germans had developed conversion kits for gasoline-powered engines that would permit to run them on wood smoke. Cars and buses carried smoke generators, shaped like a water boiler in the back. —WHS] Then there was still a stop: American Military Police. “Your passes please.” Well, they couldn’t do anything to me, after all, I did have my ID card.

Now I’m with Marianne. She was sitting in front of her prefab barrack and was peeling potatoes. Theo is back already; all three are doing well. [Theo was the husband of Marianne. He had been stationed in Sicily, with a supply battalion of the Africa Corps.  The third one that Hans is referring to was Theo’s and Marianne’s oldest daughter, Elisabeth, whom five more siblings followed in the years to come.]

1945 09 03

Marianne is sewing a windbreaker out of my Army issue tent piece. Then I’ll be on my way to Düsseldorf.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Note by Walter Schneider:

To my children:  All remarks in brackets in the above text are mine. The following are some of my memories of what happened when Hans arrived at our home in Düsseldorf, just in case that I won’t be getting the chance to translate more of his diary.

I had turned ten in June of 1945. I remember how very disappointed I was when the war came to an end without my wish of being able to join the Hitler Youth having been granted. You had to be ten before you could become a “pimpf”, the equivalent of a beaver in the boy scout movement.

It was pretty bleak, economically, when Hans returned. Even though we lived on the edge of the Ruhr area, we had virtually nothing to burn for cooking, let alone for heating. The city gas lines were out of commission, and power was not turned on for more than about an hour in the early evening, if it was available at all. There was little to be had for eating, and we had been without potatoes for more than a year. I hardly ever could get a haircut without passing out when the barber was halfway through with me. It was bad like that right up to the middle of 1948 when the currency reform took place. One winter even the schools were shut down; there was nothing to heat them with. Sometimes some coal became available. If it was available, some of the students brought a few pieces of coal to school so that the class room could be heated. 

School books were not to be had. The readers used during the Nazi era were banned, collected and disposed of. We managed to scrounge together some readers that had been in use by our parents or relatives before the Nazi era and got enough together to have every two or three students share one of them. Later, when new books became available that met the standards of the occupational forces, they had to be paid for in cash and in old paper. If I remember right, we had to provide 80 or 100lbs of paper to be able to get one reader.  Writing paper was just as difficult to obtain. The worst thing was that we had to use pen and ink, and the paper was of such poor quality that the ink ran on it.

In some spots on the paper it was like trying to write on a blotter. Paper like that was still in use when I went through my apprenticeship. It was one of the most frustrating things to be forced to use up the old supply of our work record books that had been made out of paper like that. However, our parents put up enough of a fight with the employer that we apprentices were eventually allowed to write and draw using pencils. 

However, I remember one thing about those days, with all of the city being totally in the dark during the night, and with there being virtually no pollution because the whole economy was laid still, it was great to observe the night sky. My dad showed me the Milky Way and its arms. I don’t think that many people in the Germany of today have the chance to see that. 

At any rate, we were starving. It was common for people to pass out and collapse in church or when they were waiting in queues to buy goods that might have come on the market. It was common that on any school day two or three students were sent out of anyone classroom to get fresh air, have a drink of water and hang their heads between their knees until circulation to the brain was restored sufficiently. That was so common, that the teacher would not even bother to send anyone to accompany the student to see that he was all right.  That’s when Hans arrived back home.

It was one of my chores to make frequent trips to a local carpenter shop, about two miles away, to pick up wood shavings and sawdust for use in our kitchen stove. When I came home after one of those trips, with the handcart loaded with the full gunny sacks, Hans met me in front of our house. He asked where everybody was. I told him:

Dad was at work at Henkel. He had been exempt from military service during W.W.II; he had been severely wounded in W.W.I during the Battle of the Somme—in France—when he was hit by a burst of shrapnel and had to spend about two years in a military hospital before he could be released to go home.  Mom was out trying to find some food somewhere on some farms where she knew some people.  The two girls, Thekla and Rös’chen, were out working too. Rös'chen was working in a dairy store as a sales clerk, and Thekla was working as an apprentice seamstress at a dressmaker’s shop in Ober-Bilk, a suburb of Düsseldorf. Brother Heinz was working at the Experimental Gardens of the University of Bonn. Those gardens were located in Düsseldorf at the South-Cemetery. He lived in that vicinity with his Family. The apartment he and his family had before that had been destroyed in an air raid.  Brother Richard was working at the Press & Walzwerk—a steel mill that made seamless high-pressure containers such as oxygen bottles. He worked there as an accountant and eventually became their comptroller. Richard lived with his family in Düsseldorf-Wersten in the Grüne Siedlung, about a 15 minute walk from our home. 

Our family had been extremely fortunate. There were few families who had all and that many of their male members return alive from the war. My uncle Richard Opgenoorth, my mother’s brother, had become “missing in action” in Russia. My cousin Franz Wernecke, the son of my mother's sister Gertrude, had been killed in Russia. He was their only son and he was the same age as Brother Hans. His sister is still living, in Montabaur—in the Westerwald.

Hans tried to get his ration cards in the days that followed his return. Even though many things could simply not be obtained, such items as milk, flour, sugar, bread, if they were available at all, could not be obtained without ration coupons. Hans found out that he faced a difficulty that none of us had expected. The German officials at the public registry would not issue a ration card to him because Hans had no release papers. They advised him to turn himself in to the authorities, and that, as an escapee from a prisoner of war camp, he could even be liable to be court-marshalled and either be shot or at least be imprisoned.

When my oldest brother Heinz Schneider-Maessen (he changed his family name in the early ‘50’s, because there were a few more families of the same name in Nierswalde by Cleve, to where he moved later to start up his greenhouse operation), who was the first of my three brothers to return from the prisoner of war camp, heard of this, and went back to the public registry office, accompanied by Hans. He reamed them out and shamed them: “When you needed somebody to do your fighting, you had no problem to promise these boys that the fatherland would be eternally grateful. Now that they are back after fighting your war for you, you don’t even want to allow him to eat! What is the matter with you people? Have you no honour or compassion at all? Can you not at least pull his file and see how he can be helped out of this dilemma?”

They then did pull his file and found that it had been neglected to report that Hans’ address had changed during his absence from home. (He had started at age 14 as a helper in an anti-aircraft battery in Krefeld, right after his whole class “volunteered” for military service.). So, it could be said, officially, that legally he had never moved away from home. He could get his ration cards.

My experiences during that time were one of the influences that had moved me to agree to come to Canada with all of you who had been born in Europe.

Check the associated pictures in the family tree files for one that shows my three brothers when they happened to be on leave all at the same time, including all three of them trying to make me behave like a man. (I had trouble looking against the sun and was squinting my eyes; they had always been sensitive to light.) On that picture, Hans is in the uniform of an anti-aircraft battery helper. I’ll send a print of that picture in a separate letter. I couldn’t make a copy of it yet. That picture was contained in my personal effects that Ute had taken out of the house—along with you. Nancy had returned it to me a few years ago—together with most of the other pictures of my family that had been taken from our house.

All my love, Dad
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