PRISONERS OF WAR

“F(r Sie, der Krieg ist vorbei.”  --“For you, the war is over.”  The statement made to many American prisoners, especially captured airmen, by the Germans.  But, it could have been made to nearly every prisoner.   A significant portion of POWs died in captivity, especially if the Germans, Japanese and Russians held them.  And, very, very few ever escaped (.2 percent, or 2 in 1,000).  

1) The Geneva Convention, 1929
· All major WW II belligerents except the USSR signed this treaty.  

· Defined a POW as a soldier in uniform who is a member of a regular military unit.  Excluded guerrillas, partisans.

· Must be treated “humanely” at all times

· Should be allowed to communicate with his family

· Could receive Red Cross packages of food, etc.  10.5” by 4.5” and 11 lbs.

Contained dried food, fruit, etc.

Came from Geneva and paid for by US, UK

· If an enlisted man, and not an officer, could be required to work, although not on tasks related to the war.  

E.g., the Bridge Over the River Kwai

Both the Germans and the Japanese tended to abuse this provision and frequently set POWs to work on war related items, even in factories

· Since the USSR did not sign the Geneva Convention, the Germans said this meant it did not apply to them and hence it could do whatever it wanted with Russian prisoners, which basically it did.

· There is also the classic German camp guard who taps his rifle and says, “This is my Geneva Convention.”

2) Numbers of POWs
Russian POWs

· Approximately 5.8 million Russians taken prisoner by the Germans

· At least 3.0 million died.  This is one reason why some Russians would not surrender.

· 1941: 
3.3 million

· 1942:
1.7 million

· 1943:
.6 million

· 1944:
.1 million

· Approximately 1.0 million Soviet POWs were sent to Germany to work, plus another 2.8 million Russian civilians

· Another 1,100,000 Russian soldiers became Hiwis, Hilfswilligen, or “volunteers” in the German army.   Mostly, they served in auxiliary roles, though some fought, and some were used in anti-partisan activities.    

· Basically, if you were a Russian and stayed in a German prison camp, you died.  Russians were Untermenschen.  The only way you survived was by volunteering for the German army or work in Germany.   “Volunteering” here is taken loosely.

US, British, French, etc., POWs

· 1.5 million non-Russians POWs taken by the Germans, not including those taken in the fall of France and Scandinavia, most of whom were released after a few months or a year or two.

· 115,000 were U.S.   Only 4 percent of US, UK prisoners of the Germans died in captivity.

· Luftwaffe interrogation center in Oberursel, near Frankfurt.  Used psychological tricks, rewards, and disorientation to get POWs to yield information more than name, rank, and serial number.  (“Prove you are not a spy; show us that you are a soldier.”)

· The Japanese took 95,000 western prisoners, of whom 28 percent died in captivity.  Malnutrition, bad treatment.  

German POWs

· 2.4 million Germans became prisoners of the USSR; 420,000 are known to have died in captivity and 1.1 million disappeared.  Thus, the best estimate is that 1.5 million died in captivity.   The remaining approximately 900,000 returned to Germany eventually, some not until 1955.  

· In 1945, after the capture of the Remagen Bridge and the closing of the Ruhr Pocket, the British and the Americans took about 920,000 German prisoners.  They were not ready for them and herded them into open-air cages.  No shelter, no sanitary facilities and little food and water.  No medical attention.  About 50,000 died.  The U.S. and the British paid little attention to the Geneva Convention in this regard.

· The French either took or were given several hundred thousand German prisoners in 1945.  They used these individuals as slave laborers to rebuild France.  Some chose to join the French Foreign Legion (as Sajer did).  Thousands ended up fighting for France in French Indo China.  An estimated 167,000 German prisoners died in the hands of the French between 1945 and 1948.     

· 400,000 German and Italian prisoners sent to the U.S. and held mostly in the west and southwest in conditions not unlike the Japanese internees. Did farm work.   They were the fortunate ones.  Often had privileges that

AAs did not.

· On occasion, the Americans and British killed prisoners.  The earliest major instance was in Sicily, where the American 45th Infantry Division (“Thunderbird”) machine gunned a truckload of German prisoners and later killed about 60 Italian prisoners the same way.  Later, 36 prisoners were machined by their guard and another 43 by a different guard.  Both guards later were convicted of murder, but were killed in action. 

· But, many additional examples, though not nearly as many as the Germans and Russians.

· Herb Winter was captured in North Africa, sent to the U.S., learned English, returned after the war.  Then, he joined the 1st U.S. Infantry Division, which had captured him in North Africa, and fought for it in Korea.  Eventually a Ph..D.
 

Japanese POWs
· It’s unknown how many Chinese and other Asians the Japanese took as prisoners.  What is known is that they were treated very badly and a great proportion died.  

· Very few Japanese taken prisoner until the end of the war; prior to the end of the war, probably less than 10,000.  

· The Japanese Code of Bushido declared that surrender was dishonorable.   

· Thus, for every 1 Japanese prisoner, there were 120 killed.  Contrast this to 1:4 in western armies.  

· The few Japanese prisoners were dedicated to escaping or dying.  In August 1944, in an Australian prison camp, the Japanese prisoners charged the guards in banzai style.  231 killed, 117 injured.  334 escaped, but were easily captured.  How can you escape from Australia? 


· One Japanese soldier did not surrender until 1975 in the Philippines.  Another Japanese prisoner did not return from Siberia until 1998; but he was held by the Russians.  He had forgotten how to speak Japanese.

· Since the Japanese thought surrender was dishonorable, they tended to    mistreat their own prisoners.

3) Escape

· Very few POWs (less than 2 percent) even attempted to escape.  And, the number of successful escapes was very small.  After all, how could one escape successfully from Germany or Japan or Australia?  

· Only 30 of 15,000 RAF prisoners successfully escaped ( .2 percent)

· The real fight was for “moral supremacy” and morale and to keep the guards from breaking the prisoners’ spirit.

· Most prisoners used the time to educate themselves, e.g., to learn German or something else.

· Boring!

· Tunnels, hiding, gliders, disguises, etc.

· Sagan, Germany:  On 26 March 1944, 79 airmen escaped via a 360 foot tunnel that was 28 feet below the ground at spots.  Three captured immediately.  SS descended on the camp, arrested the commandant.  Nearly all of the escapees were recaptured.  Three escaped for good.  50 were executed on Hitler’s personal order, but it was said they were “shot while trying to escape.”  This is “The Great Escape” movie with Steve McQueen, James Garner, etc.  After the war, 21 of the executors were themselves executed and 11 committed suicide.  

· Colditz Castle, Germany: All officers who were hard core, troublemakers and escapees from other camps.  Nearly all British and western Europeans.  174 escape attempts between 1940 and 1945 involving 316 officers.  32 successful escapees (11 Brits, 12 French, 7 Dutch, 2 others). One of the them was Airey Neave, who later was on the prosecution team at Nuremberg!   Tunnels, disguises, hiding, gliders, etc.
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