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Preface

MAY 2015 WILL be the seventieth anniversary of VE-Day in Europe. For many, in the Allied armed forces and among the civilians who supported the war effort, it will be a last opportunity to connect with a vitally important achievement – the overthrow of Hitler and the Nazi regime. We remember those who sacrificed their lives so that we might see this day. All of us are in their debt.

This book tells the story of the last ten days of the war, from the death of Hitler on 30 April to the celebration of VE-Day in Moscow on 9 May, a day after it is held in the West.

In its structure, it follows a countdown formula from day to day – but within this framework it also takes a thematic approach, bringing out the complex international politics and diplomacy that underlay these military events. It also addresses a wider concern – the humanitarian catastrophe that was engulfing Europe and the psychological impact this had on those caught up in it.

Its central aim is to show why we celebrate two VE-Days – 8 May in the West, 9 May in the East (although the Channel Islands also celebrate their liberation on 9 May): how this came about and what its real significance is. These separate days tell a story of the common cause between allies, but also of the divisions that nearly caused a rift between them in the days after Hitler’s death. It was a crisis largely hidden from public view and in the event it was successfully mastered. All those involved in the behind-the-scenes diplomacy deserve credit for that. 

I have tried to present a view that is fair to all the members of the Grand Alliance, and in particular the Soviet Union – whose motives in May 1945 (and indeed throughout the war) were sometimes viewed with considerable suspicion in the West – recognising its major contribution to the victory against Nazi Germany and that it had legitimate concerns of its own. In a final reckoning, we will never know whether the descent into the Cold War was inevitable. I look at the pernicious influence of the administration of Hitler’s successor, Admiral Dönitz, whose shadowy role in the days after the Führer’s death is often underestimated – and the fears of both sides as the post-war map of Europe began to unfold. In such circumstances, I believe it was a real achievement that the Alliance held firm at the war’s very end.

I also try to acknowledge those issues that were not resolved as this terrible war drew to its close. I counterpoint the victory celebrations in the West with the course of the little-known but important uprising in Prague in the East. On 8 May 1945, while London was en fête with all the joys of VE-Day, the Czech capital was fighting for its very life. By a quite miraculous series of events Prague was saved – but the Russian Liberation Army, which played a crucial part in rescuing the city, would be less lucky. Amid the euphoria, the war’s end involved awkward and sometimes unjust political compromises. But in the final defeat of the Third Reich and all that it stood for there was also real reason for hope.

In the summer of 2008 I visited Berlin with the instructions of two veterans fresh in my mind. One, Armin Lehmann, had been a member of the Hitler Youth and a courier to the Führer in the last terrible days of fighting in the city, as the war drew to its close. He had been in the Führer Bunker on the morning of Hitler’s death, on 30 April 1945. A day later, Armin had made a hellish breakout through the burning rubble of Berlin – eventually reaching the safety of American lines on the River Elbe. The other, Red Army lieutenant Vasily Ustyugov, had on the same day – 30 April – been only a few hundred metres away from Armin, fighting inside the Reichstag – which, despite lying in ruins for most of Hitler’s rule, became a symbol for the Russians of the hated Nazi regime. For Armin, the beginning of May 1945 was the collapse of everything he believed in; for Vasily, it was a triumphant vindication of a patriotic cause. As I visited some of the places seared in their memories and powerfully recounted in their stories, the genesis of this book emerged – the story of the last days of the Second World War, the days after Hitler’s death.

The concept grew the following autumn when I embarked on a cruise of the Black Sea under the banner of the BBC History Magazine Team, alongside fellow lecturers Greg Neale and Martin Folly. It was a powerful experience to visit Yalta and the site of the great summit in February 1945 that decisively shaped post-war Europe, and to hear Dr Folly’s ideas on the three-power diplomacy between Britain, America and the Soviet Union that was its anvil. Since then, many have helped in this book’s evolution. Alongside Martin, I would like to thank Professor Geoffrey Roberts of the University of Cork, Dr Elke Scherstjanoi of Berlin’s Institut für Zeitgeschichte, and particularly Richard Hargreaves – who shared his knowledge of the siege of Breslau and German archives in general – and Tomas Jakl of Prague’s Military Institute, who guided my work on the uprising of May 1945.

Many veterans have given generously of their time. I would especially like to thank Antonin Sticha of the Czech House of Veterans in Prague for sharing his own memories of the uprising there and facilitating other interviews. Alexander Ivanov of the Russian Council of War Veterans in Moscow also arranged a number of important meetings. And Julie Chervinsky of the Blavatnik Foundation Archive has drawn my attention to a number of moving veteran accounts. Further acknowledgements are to be found in the endnotes.

I am grateful to the staff of the collections of the Imperial War Museum and the Liddell Hart Centre for Military Archives at King’s College London, the National Archives at Kew, the Churchill Archive Centre at Churchill College, Cambridge, the East Sussex Record Office (where the Mass Observation Archive is now housed) and the Second World War Experience Centre near Leeds. Foreign documentary material has also been drawn from the Prague City Archives, the Bundesarchiv at Freiburg, the Russian Ministry of Defence Archive at Podolsk and the National Archives and Records Administration (NARA), Washington. Ralph Gibson of RIA Novosti kindly helped me with some of the illustrative material and also located some eyewitness accounts of Moscow on 9 May 1945.

I am grateful to Amanda Helm for giving me access to the unpublished memoir of her father, Captain Derek Thomas, and to Russell Porter for sharing the reminiscences of his father, Lance-Corporal Ray Porter, both of the British 6th Airborne Division, and to the Airborne Forces website for additional veteran information. I would like to thank the BBC for permission to cite from their ‘People’s War’ online archive (those involved are individually acknowledged in the endnotes). I have also benefited enormously from the material on the numerous US divisional websites. Soviet material has been provided by the Russian Veterans’ Association, Moscow, the Blavatnik Foundation Archive, New York, and Artem Drabkin’s ‘I remember’ link at www.russianbattlefield.com. On the German side, the Courland Pocket website, www.kurland-kessel.de, has been of particular value. Place names have been modernised – except in those instances (as with Breslau instead of Wroclaw) where the original allows the narrative to be clearer. All Soviet source references – in the Endnotes and Bibliography – have been translated from the Russian.

It has been a privilege to assemble such moving material – and to tell the story of the last days of the Second World War in Europe.
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Timeline

29 April 1945

HITLER DRAWS UP his last will in the bunker by the Reich Chancellery. Later that day he marries his former mistress, Eva Braun. The Red Army has now captured most of Berlin except for the central government quarter (the area around the Reich Chancellery, the Reichstag and the Brandenburg Gate).

Russian forces continue to push forward in Austria and Czechoslovakia. In Vienna, the Soviet Union sets up a provisional government.

The British 2nd Army crosses the Elbe at Lauenburg, 20 miles east of Hamburg, and advances towards Schwerin and Wismar in Mecklenburg.

French forces liberate the last part of their country still held by the Germans, on the Alpine frontier.

The 30,000 surviving inmates of Dachau are freed by the US Third Army. The American advance continues towards Munich.

Arctic Convoy RA-66, leaving Murmansk, becomes involved in the last convoy battle of the war.

In western Holland, still held by the Germans, a truce is agreed to enable the Allies to drop food on the starving population. Over the next ten days, in Operation Manna, British Bomber Command drops over 6,000 tons of food; the US Air Force joins in (Operation Chowhound), supplying another 4,000 tons.

Venice is liberated by the British 8th Army. The US 1st Armored Division enters Milan.

The German garrison in Italy prepares to surrender unconditionally. Terms are signed at Caserta – to come into effect on 2 May. Once they are ratified twenty-two German divisions in Austria and Italy will lay down their arms.

30 April

Red Army forces break into the Reichstag (although fighting within the building will continue for another two days). Russian troops are now within 400 metres of the Reich Chancellery and Führer Bunker. Hitler and Eva Braun commit suicide at around 3.45 p.m. Under the terms of Hitler’s will, the new German leader will be the head of the navy, Admiral Karl Dönitz.

In northern Germany, soldiers of Marshal Rokossovsky’s 2nd Belorussian Front advance towards Straslund. In Czechoslovakia, the Red Army occupies Ostrava. German forces continue to hold parts of Moravia and most of Bohemia.

The French 1st Army enters Austria near Lake Constance. The British 2nd Army advances towards the Baltic coast. The US 7th Army enters Munich.

In northern Germany, British troops free over 21,500 prisoners at Sandbostel camp. The Red Army liberates Ravensbrück concentration camp.

1 May

General Krebs begins surrender negotiations in Berlin with Russian General Chuikov. They are suspended when Goebbels refuses to accept unconditional surrender. Early that evening Goebbels and his wife decide to kill their six children and then commit suicide. Later, in a breakout from the bunker, Martin Bormann is also killed. Dönitz announces the death of Hitler to the German nation.

In the north, the British continue their advance towards Lübeck and Hamburg. The US First and Ninth Armies are firmly established along the Elbe and Mulde rivers, but have been forbidden to advance any farther into the zone designated for Soviet occupation. The US Seventh Army continues to advance into Austria.

The Americans capture three German field marshals, von Rundstedt, von Leeb and List.

2 May

German forces in northern Italy and parts of Austria surrender to Field Marshal Alexander. Montgomery’s 21st Army Group seizes Lübeck and Wismar, the latter only hours ahead of the Russians. Alexander sends troops into Trieste – although the city is already occupied by Tito’s Yugoslav partisans.

German rocket scientist Werner von Braun is captured by troops of US 12th Division in southern Bavaria, after he and his team of scientists flee from their rocket research base at Peenemünde.

3 May

Admiral Dönitz moves the seat of his government to Flensburg.

The German delegation begins surrender negotiations with Montgomery on Lüneburg Heath. Hamburg surrenders to British forces.

The Cap Arcona is sunk in the Bay of Lübeck.

4 May

Montgomery receives the unconditional surrender of German forces in Schleswig-Holstein, western Holland and Denmark (to be effective from 8.00 a.m. on 5 May). It is estimated that more than half a million German troops are involved, who will join another half-million who have surrendered in the last forty-eight hours.

German forces in northern Germany, Czechoslovakia and Austria conduct rearguard actions against the Red Army, as they attempt to break away and reach the Anglo-American lines. Fighting continues in besieged Breslau, Moravia, the Vistula Delta and the Courland Pocket in Latvia.

US troops enter the Berchtesgaden, Hitler’s Bavarian stronghold.

During negotiations for the formation of the United Nations in San Francisco, Soviet foreign minister Molotov informs US Secretary of State Stettinius that the Red Army had arrested sixteen Polish peace negotiators (an event that actually took place in March).

5 May

German Army Group G surrenders unconditionally to US forces at Haar in Bavaria. US 11th Armored Division liberates Mauthausen concentration camp.

On the Baltic coast, Russian troops capture the German rocket research centres at Swinemünde and Peenemünde.

At Wageningen in Holland, General Blaskowitz surrenders the German 25th Army to Canadian general Charles Foulkes.

British paratroopers land in Copenhagen.

The beginning of the civilian uprising in Prague. General Patton’s US Third Army invades western Czechoslovakia.

6 May

Dönitz sacks Himmler from all official positions within the Third Reich.

The US 97th Division occupies Pilsen in Czechoslovakia. The US 12th Corps advances towards Prague, but is then halted on the orders of Eisenhower – to allow the Soviet forces to occupy the rest of the country, as had originally been agreed.

The Soviet Union publishes a full report on the death camp at Auschwitz.

That evening, the 1st Division of the Russian Liberation (Vlasov) Army enters Prague in support of the rebels and Breslau surrenders after an eighty-two-day siege.

7 May

General Jodl signs the instrument of unconditional surrender between Germany and the Allies in a schoolroom at Rheims at 2.41 a.m. The Soviet Union refuses to accept this, and asks that a revised treaty be signed in Berlin the following day.

In western Czechoslovakia, a platoon from the US Army’s 803rd Tank Destroyer Battalion is ambushed by the Germans, and one of the unit is killed. GI Charles Havlat will be the last American soldier killed in Europe.

US troops arrest Göring.

After a day of fierce fighting in defence of the Prague uprising, General Bunyachenko, commander of the 1st Division of the Russian Liberation Army, is told the city will soon be occupied by the Red Army, and his forces must leave the following morning.

8 May

VE (Victory-in-Europe) Day for the Western Allies. The German surrender is ratified in a second signing at Karlshorst, a suburb of Berlin.

The Red Army occupies Dresden. German forces on the Courland Peninsula in Latvia – undefeated in more than six months of fighting against the Red Army – agree to surrender the following morning.

The ‘day of death’ in Prague as SS and regular Wehrmacht units come close to obliterating the uprising. But the approach of the Red Army forces General Toussaint to negotiate. The German garrison leaves the city that evening, although some SS units keep fighting. The Russian Liberation Army’s 1st Division retreats westwards through Czechoslovakia towards American lines.

9 May

VE-Day for the Soviet Union. The Courland Pocket and final German outposts on the Vistula Delta surrender. So do the remaining garrisons at Dunkirk, Saint-Nazaire, La Rochelle and the Channel Islands.

The Red Army occupies the Danish island of Bornholm. In Operation Doomsday, British troops prepare to fly to Norway to accept a German surrender there.

11–12 May

Battle of Slivice in western Czechoslovakia.

13–14 May

Battle of Poljana in northern Yugoslavia.

15 May

Final cessation of hostilities on the Eastern Front.

20 May

Ceasefire enforced on the Dutch island of Texel.

23 May

Arrest of the Dönitz government at Flensburg. Heinrich Himmler commits suicide.
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