
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL This week in 

History/ Mai 

FAMOUS EVENTS: What happened on ... ? 
Was ist am 8. Mai 1945 geschehen? 

evil doers are now prostrate before us. 
Our gratitude to our splendid allies goes 
forth from all our hearts in this island 
and throughout the Bri tish Empire ." 
Similar scenes took place in Times 
Square in New York City when President 
Harry Tiuman announced on the radio 
at 9:00 a.m. the official end of the war in 
Europe and proclaimed the following 
Sunday, 13 May, a national day of 
prayer. The Soviet Union kept to the 
agreed date; here the Great Patriotic 
War officially came to an end on 9 May. 

World vVar II was over, and the 
Third Reich, hailed by its founders to 
last for one thousand years, had come 
to its bloody end barely twelve years 
after its proclamation in January 1933. 
Or had it? At Reims and Berlin, only 
the military had surrendered, b u t in 
order LO be binding under international 
law, the surrender instrument required 

the signature of the highest German 
civilian authority as well. Who were 
these authorities? On 2 ~l ay, Hitle r's 
successor Donitz had initiated the nego
tiations for the surrender. Since Donitz 
had already surrendered with his forces 
in northern Germany and Denmark on 
5 ?-.fay to Field Marshal Bernard Mont
gomery, the Allies did not recognize 
him , their Prisoner of 'War, as head of 
state. In negotiating the surrender of 
7 / 8 May, SHA.EF bad carefully ignored 
Donitz while tolerating the existence of 
his gO\·ernment. 

This farc ical situation came to an 
en d the morning of 23 May, when 
Major-General Lowell W. Rooks called 
Donitz and his entourage, including 
Jodi and Friedeburg on board the 
Patria, a passenger ship docked in the 
harbor of Miirwick, and informed them 
of their arrest and the d issolution of 
their shadow government. Friedeburg 
went to his quarters and shot himself. 
Keitel, who had been arrested on 12 
May, and Jodi were executed as war 
criminals on 16 October 1946. 

Victory in Europe Day (V-E Day) 

On 23 May, the Allies assumed all 
governmen tal powers in "Ge rmany,'' 
however that was defined now. The 
arrest of the D6nitz government solved 
one problem but it created another. 
The Wehrmacht had surrendered but 
without the D6nitz government , the 
Allies had lost the partner necessary to 
sign the civilian instrument of surren
der. That problem was solved through 
the unilateral Declaration Regarding the 
Defeat of Germany and the Assumption of 
Supreme Authority b)' the Allied Powers 
signed and proclaimed by the ,ictors in 
Berlin on 5 June 1945. Its most signifi
cant passage pertained to the assump
tion of supreme amho1ity in "Germany:" 

"The Governments of the United 
States of America, the Union of SoYiet 
Social ist Republics and th e United 
Kingdom, and the ProYisional GoYern
men t of the French Republic, hereby 
assume supreme authority with respect 
to Germany, including all the powers 
possessed by the German Government, 
the High Command and any state, 
municipal , or local government or 
authority. The assumption, for the pur
poses stated above, of Lhe said authority 
and powers does not affect the annexa
tion of Germany.'' 

Under this declaration, made almost 
a month after the surrender of th e 
·wehrmacht, the German state ceased to 
exist and the law of belligerent ocwpa
tion no longer applied to Germany. 
Allied supreme autho1ity was complete, 
limited only by its own free "·ill, and the 
relationship between Germans and the 
Allies was that of conqueror and sub
ject. HoweYer, in 1945 as well as today, 
few Germans gave much thought to the 
eventS of 23 May or of 5 June. For mil
lions of people around the world, Ger
mans and non-Germans alike, it was, 
and is, 8 May that is the day fraught 
wich many meanings that persist sixty 
years later. 

For Germany as a whole, it was a day 
of utter defeat and humiliation . In 

No"ember 1918, a revolution at home 
had forced the political leadership to 
seek an armistice at Compicgne. This 
became the source for the lie that the 
army had been undefeated in the field 
yet brought down by a "Stab in Lh e 
Back," which "in turn had greatly aided 
in the rise to power of H itler and lhe 
Nazis. In 1945, the re could be no doubt 
about the total militarv defeat of Ger
many, but that did not necessari ly mean 
that Germans were prepared to accept 
responsi bility for the crimes of the 
Third Reich. Somehow these crim es 

had been committed .. in the name of 
the German people ·· but not .. by the 
German people.·· Almost immediately 
there arose a tendency among Germans 
to retreat in to a preoccupation with 
purely private affairs a nd t0 resort to 
the role of the ··I-Jeiner Mann .. (the little 
man) \\°ho had been "belogen und bet
rogen" (lied to and deceived) . 

In this atti tude. Germans were assist
ed by the eYer present and pressing 
need to surviYe in the rubble of the Ger
man cities. The . .\llies, coo, had always 
denied the existence of a "collecti,·e 
guilt" of all Gennans and declared that 
they were waging war against tJ1e Nazi 
regime, not the German people . Now 
that the war was o,·er, many Germans 
felt a deep humiliation at ha,·ing to 
proYe to the Allies during "De-Nazifica
tion" proceedings tha t they had had 
nothing to do with the murder of the 
Jews , homosexuals, communists, grp
sies, and other .. enemies" of the Third 
Reic h. This perception of needless 
humiliation ran up against the unques
tionable need of the Allies to sho\\· the 
Germans, both guilty and innocenc, "nd 
the world alike the extent of .the mass 
murders commiued between 1933 and 
1945. These crimes could not be put to 
rest b~· a few signatures on a surrender 
document, the execution of war crimi

nals, the excuse of having "only fol
lowed orders," or that crimes and atroc
ities of similar gravity and magnitude 


