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

? . . . . 

were being committed at that ve ry 
moment against Germans as well. 

Because 8 May was also the day on 
which the division of Germany into four 
occupation zones as agreed upon at the 
Conference at Yalta in January 1945, 
and the westward re-location of the Pol
ish borders agreed upon in Teheran in 
late 1943, became a reality that would 
last until 1989. This division of Ger
many and the concurrent loss of territo
ry to Poland in the East and the expu.1-
sion of millions of Germans from their 
ancestral homes constituted a conse
quence of the lost war. Figures cann~t 
express the sufferings of the approxi
mately twelve million Germans (some 
estimates go as high as sixteen and one
half million), who, beginning in 1944, 
were forced out or fled westward along 
a Line that stretched from the Baltic in 
the north to the Banat in the south and 
to the Oder and Neisse rivers in the 
west or by the new owners. Between two 
and two and one-half million Germans 
lost their lives in this forced resettle
ment into the war-ravaged zones of 
occupation. The presence of these mil
lions of refugees constituted a severe 
hardship for local and occupation 
autho1ities alike. 

And yet, 8 May was also a day of lib
eration in the broadest meaning of the 
word. For tens of thousands of.Jews, 
gypsies, homosexuals, min isters, and 
priests and other enemies of the Reich 
incarcerated in prisons and concentra
tion camps, 8 May represented a day of 
freedom in its most simple manifesta
tion. Millions more were not as fortu
nate. They had been gassed, shot, 
hanged, or murdered in vicious medical 
experiments for the benefits of the 
superior Aryan race. Physically they 
were finally free, but ahead of them lay 
a lifetime of trying to cope with the 
unspeakable horror of the camps. Mil
lions of Soviet prisoners of war thaL had 
been treated not like humans beings 

Victory in Europe Day (V-E Day) 

but as work slaves were free as well. It 
was a day on which millions of Ger
mans, Germany as a whole, breathed a 
collective sio-h of relief. No more bomb-o 
ing raids or sixteen-year-olds in the 
Volkssturm dying for the "Final Victo
ry." The yoke of Nazism was finally lift
ed. The nightmare of the Gestapo and 
the nonsense of a Superior Race that 
needed Living Space in the Easl as a 
step Loward world domination, were 
finally over. 

In that, 8 May 1945 constituted a 
necessary step, an indispensable day 
toward a new beginning. It was the first 
day on Germany's road toward a stable 

democracy. Germany had lost the war, 
but in the hail of bombs and firestorms 
that obliterated her cities died the rem
nants of ideologies and attitudes that 
had made the Third Reich possible. 
Out of the ashes and ruins of a defeated 
and humiliated Germany grew peace, 
democracy, and prosperity. Whatever 
faith and trust there had been between 
the nations of Europe and the world 
based on the sanctity of international 
treaties, the common roots of the west
ern Judeo-Christian value system, and. a 
common history, had been shaken to its 
foundations in the Nazi concentration 
camps. In 1945, Germany and the Ger
mans, who had made themselves out
casts among the nations of the world, 
received a second chance. Unlike in 
1918, the Germans embraced the 
opportun ity given to them. With t~e 
breakdown of the Communist system m 
Eastern Europe in 1990, more conse
quences of the war have been undone 
and the division of Germany was over
come as well. Slowly but surely Lhe last 
steps of bringing Germany back into 
the family of nations are taken as well. 
On the sixtieth anniversary of D-Day on 
6 June 2004, French autho1ities for the 
first time invited German delegates, 
includino- Chancellor Gerhard Schroed-

o 'd er, to join_U~ted St~ te~res1 ent 

George W. Bush, Russian Preside nt 
Vladimir Putin , British Prime Minister 
Tony Blair, and French President 
Jacques Chirac. 

The younge r generations of Ger
mans are aware of the importance of 8 
May as well, though they approach it 
differently than the generation of their 
grandparents. When they celebrate a 
Freiheitsfest in cities such as Nurem
berg, site of the infamous Parteitage of 
the Nazis, to commemorate the sixtieth 
anniversa1y of the encl of World War II, 
they do not approach it from a perspec
tive of defeat or guilt. Looking forward 
in time they look at 8 May 1945 as a day 
of liberation and a new beginning that 
brouo-ht Germans opportunities and a (:) 

special responsibili ty to do their utmost 
1.hat history will not repeat itself. 


