
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL This week in 

History./ April 

FAMOUS EVENTS: What happened on ? 
Was ist am 11. April 1945 geschehen? 

Liberation of Buchenwald concentration camp 
On this day in 1945: US Army reaches Buchenwald 

On April 11th 1945, the 6th Armoured Division of the US army liberated Buchenwald concentration camp, making its inmates the first on 
German soil to be freed from the grip of the Nazis. 

By the end of the war, Buchenwald and its surrounding sub-camps made up the largest camp in Gennany. 

Over 250,000 inmates were imprisoned over an eight-year period and the death toll is estimated around 56,000. 

A week earlier on April 4th, the US 89th Lnfaun-y Division had ovemm Ohrdru.t; a sub-camp of Buchenwald. It was the very first camp to be liberated 
by American troops. 

A few days before, fili guards had already ordered the evacuation ofOhrdrufprisoners to Buchenwald, and forced inmates to burn any evidence of the 
crimes, including exhumed corpses. 

On April 6th the Buchenwald commander ordered the evacuation of the main camp. Inmates were deported eastwards by train or forced to march on 
foot, part of a pattern of"death marches" repeated across Germany which cost many thousands oflives. 

By the time the American soldiers arrived at the main camp, most of the SS guards had tled and inmates had taken control of the camp after stonn.iug 
the watchtowers and killing the remaining sentries. 

Even though more than 28,000 inmates had been evacuated from the camp, US troops still discovered more than 21,000 left at the site. 

But Buchenwald's liberation did not bring its sinister purpose to an end, as it became a Soviet concentration camp from 1945 to 1950. 

According lo Soviet records. 28,000 inmates were incarcerated and 7,000 people died during this period. 

In October 1950 the camp was finally demolished after being handed over to the East Gennan authorities earlier that year. The main gate, the 
crematorium, the hospital block, and two guard towers were preseived. 

Dealing with the past 
.. 

Although Buchenwald was a work camp rather than an extermination camp under the Third Reich, many inmates died of starvation, disease, and 
to.1ture, or were simply worked to death. 

US soldiers found records stating that between the beginning of 1945 and the liberation, 14,766 people had died in the camp. 

When it was built in 1937, Buchenwald was intended as a place to incarcerate political prisoners. 

But by the time it was liberated, it held Jews, homosexuals, prisoners of war, mentally ilJ people, homeless people, Slavs, Roma and Siuti as inmates. 

It was oue of the only camps to imprison "asocials", or those considered to be work-shy. Doctors and scientists also carried out medical experiments on 
inmates, including honnonal transplants aiming to "cure homosexuality". 

Historian Neil Macgregor argues that while Buchenwald may not have been as bad as somewhere like Auschwitz, it was a "critical step on the way to 
Hitler's final solution". 

MacGregor organised a popular exhibition on German history last year at the British Museum, which is the most visited tourist attraction in Britain -
and even drew a visit from Chancellor Angela Merkel. 

It was also the subject of an acclaimed BBC radio serie~ and an accompanying book. 

In an episode of the se1ies on Buchenwald. Macgregor describes it as a "place of national shame and international reflection". 

After Uberation, the Americans brought over a thousand citizens from nearby Weimar to see what had beeu done in the name of the Third Reich. 

General Eisenhower wanted Ge1mans to witness first-hand the grim evidence of atrocities that he and his troops had seen. 

This policy of explicitly fixing the crimes of the Third Reich in memory was adopted by the East German government from the 1950s onwards. 

After it was finally shut down, the camp was declared a memorial to the victims of Nazi te1ror by the East Gennan regime, a practice which was less 
common in West Germany. 

Macgregor uses the comparison between Buchenwald and Dnchnu in Bavaria to show the different ways the two nations dealt with the Holocaust in the 
immediate aftermath. 


