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The photograph [Fig.1] is striking.
Query the words “train” and “Holo-

caust” in an image search and the results 
generally show Jews being deported to killing 
centers. This shows the opposite.

It is a cool spring morning. In the back-
ground, downhill, are two cattle cars. At the 
opening of the sliding doors of one of the cars we 
can see a figure sitting, perhaps too weak to 
climb out, perhaps soaking up some energy from 
the warming April sun. In front of him, a wisp of 
smoke seems to rise from a small makeshift fire 
around which others have gathered: an appropri-
ate backdrop for the drama unfolding in the fore-
ground. Trudging up the hill toward the photog-
rapher, now only a few steps away, are a mother 
and her young daughter. The mother, her hair 
wrapped in a scarf, is clutching the hand of the 
girl with her right hand. Her left arm is extended 
outward as if in greeting; her tremulous half-
smile reflects a mixture of astonishment and en-
veloping joy, as if she is on the cusp of accepting 
the belief that she and her daughter have finally 
been saved.

The little girl is shooting a sideways glance 
away from the camera. Her expression is one of 
distress; she looks terrified. She may well be re-
sponding to the two Sherman tanks now clank-

ing up to the train, behind the photographer in the jeep 
with the white star. Following the mother and daughter 
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FIG. 1: Moment of Liberation. Credit: Major Clarence L. Benjamin, 
743rd Tank Battalion. Source: After-action report, April 1945, 743rd 
Tank Battalion S-3 Journal History, p. 118.
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are two other women. One welcomes the tanks with out-
stretched arms and a wide grin; the other follows and ap-
pears to be crying.

It is Friday, April 13, 1945, in Germany. Led by their 
major scouting in a jeep, Tanks 12 and 13 of the 743rd 
Tank Battalion of the U.S. Army have just stumbled upon 
a train transport carrying thousands of sick and emaciated 
survivors of the Holocaust. Major Clarence L. Benjamin 
snaps a photograph, which will be inserted into his official 
report to headquarters.

What have they discovered? From where have these 
people come? What do the soldiers do now?

THE INTERVIEWS

On July 31, 2001, I sat with a World War II veteran to video- 
tape his recollections of the end of the war in Europe. Carrol 
“Red” Walsh, a retired New York State Supreme Court jus-
tice, sat in a rocking chair in his daughter’s home in Hudson 
Falls, the small upstate New York town where I teach. For 
the past 10 years I had been inviting veterans of World War 
II into my classroom or visiting them at their homes to 
videotape their testimony as part of my World War II Liv-
ing History Project. In 2000, I launched a website (http://
www.hfcsd.org/ww2/) where my students and I posted 
the transcripts of these interviews.

Judge Walsh was the grandfather of one of my students. 
We had a lively conversation about his service for nearly 
two hours that summer afternoon. What he would tell me 
would eventually and profoundly change our lives and the 
lives of thousands of others. I would learn about the exis-
tence of this photograph and 10 others taken at the moment 
of the discovery of the train—but all of this almost did not 
happen.

In 1945, Sergeant Walsh was the tank commander of 
Tank 13. He had arrived in France in July 1944, and by the 
time of the Battle of the Bulge the following December, he 
was commanding his own Sherman light tank with a crew 
of four in the 743rd Tank Battalion, an armored unit work-
ing in tandem with the famed 30th Infantry Division, the 
“Workhorse of the Western Front.” That afternoon he told 
harrowing stories of pitched battles and close calls, of 
weeks that alternated between extremes of boredom and 
sheer terror. On one occasion, pinned down inside the 
tank during a two-day German artillery barrage, he was 
convinced he was about to die. As he put it,

I [was] 24. I would have been in combat for nine 
months. That is a long time to survive—to survive 
nine months was to survive 100 years! I could not 
even remember my former life. . . . I was a fugitive 
from the law of averages, as it were.

Our conversation wound down. As I was about to turn off 

the camera and pack up my equipment, Walsh’s daughter 
spoke up.

“Did you mention the train at all? That was kind of 
interesting.”
“No, I didn’t tell him about the train.”
“What was that?” I asked.
“Well,” he began, “late in the war, again a nice, beautiful 
April day . . .”

We were shooting like crazy across the top of  
Germany, and Major Benjamin of the 743rd was kind 
of out ahead scouting a little bit. . . . He came back to 
the battalion and he pulled my tank and George 
Gross’s [fellow tank commander] tank out. He told us 
to go with him. So we did. We came to a place where 
there was a long train of boxcars. . . . I can remember 
pulling up alongside the train, Gross and I, and Major 
Benjamin. As it turned out, it was a train full of con-
centration camp victims, prisoners, who were being 
transported from one of their camps. . . . I think they 
had been in Belsen, on their way to another camp.

So there they were. All of these people, men, 
women, children, jam-packed in those boxcars, I 
couldn’t believe my eyes. There they were! Now they 
knew they were free, they were liberated. That was a 
nice, nice thing. I was there for a while that after-
noon. You know, you got to feed these people. Give 
them water. They are in bad shape. Major Benjamin 
took some pictures, and George Gross took some  
pictures, too. (Walsh, 2001) [Fig. 2]

FIG. 2: George Gross and Carrol Walsh, 1945. Source: Gross family 
collection. 
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Encouraged by Walsh, I contacted George Gross, a professor 
of English literature at San Diego State University, by then 
retired. Dr. Gross greeted me warmly, gave me access to 
the other photographs that he had taken that day, and en-
couraged me to post his recently penned narrative of his 
recollection of that liberation.

Outside of the German hamlet of Farsleben, near the 
Elbe River, 100 miles westsouthwest of Berlin, the train 
transport of perhaps 50 mixed passenger cars and boxcars 
was stopped on the tracks [Fig. 3]. Nearly 2,500 prisoners 
from the concentration camp Bergen–Belsen were on the 
transport, many still sealed in the boxcars. Assessing the 
situation, and hearing from some of the prisoners that a 
large group of SS troopers were in the area and unaccounted 
for, Major Benjamin ordered Sergeant Gross, the com-
mander of Tank 12, to pull up to the head of the train to 
establish that it was now under the authority and protec-
tion of the United States Army.

Benjamin returned to division headquarters to report 
on the plight of the refugees and ordered Sergeant Walsh 
and his tank back to the main body, which was making its 
way to what would be the final battle for the city of Magde-
burg. Sergeant Gross stayed by his tank at the train with 
the survivors for a full 24 hours. The experience affected 
him deeply.

The major led our two tanks, each carrying several 

infantrymen on its deck, down a narrow road until we 
came to a valley with a small train station at its head 
and a motley assemblage of passenger compartment 
cars and boxcars pulled onto a siding. There was a 
mass of people sitting or lying listlessly about, un-
aware as yet of our presence. There must have been 
guards, but they evidently ran away before or as we 
arrived, for I remember no firefight. Our taking of the 
train, therefore, was no great heroic action but a small 
police operation. The heroism that day was all with 
the prisoners on the train [Fig. 4].

FIG. 3: April 14, 1945. Photographer unknown, probably U.S. Army. Credit: United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM), courtesy of 
Flora Carasso Mihael.

FIG. 4: Ink drawing by Hungarian survivor Ervin Abadi, who was 
liberated from this train. During his convalescence, he created  
dozens of works of Holocaust art. Credit: USHMM, courtesy of George 
Bozoki.
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Major Benjamin took a powerful picture just as a 
few of the people became aware that they had been 
rescued. In the foreground, a woman has her arms 
flung wide and a great look of surprise and joy on her 
face as she rushes toward us. In a moment, that wom-
an found a pack left by a fleeing German soldier, rum-
maged through it, and held up triumphantly a tin of 
rations. She was immediately attacked by a swarm of 
skeletal figures, each intent upon capturing that 
prize. My yelling did no good, so that I finally had to 
leap from my tank and wade through weak and ema-
ciated bodies to pull the attackers off the woman, who 
ran quickly away with her prize. I felt like a bully, 
pushing around such weak and starving fellow hu-
mans, but it was necessary to save the woman from 
great harm. The incident drove home to me the terri-
ble plight of the newly freed inhabitants of the train.

[Now] a number of things happened fairly quickly. 
We were [later] told that the commander of the 823rd 
Tank Destroyer Battalion had ordered all the burger-
meisters of nearby towns to prepare food and get it to 
the train promptly, and we were assured that Military 
Government would take care of the refugees the fol-
lowing day. So we were left to hunker down and pro-
tect the starving people, commiserating with, if not 
relieving, their dire condition.

A young woman named Gina Rappaport1 [Fig. 5] 
came up and offered to be my interpreter. She spoke 
English very well and was evidently conversant with 
several other languages besides her native Polish. She 
had been in the Warsaw Ghetto for several years as 
the Nazis gradually emptied it to fill the death camps, 
until her turn finally had come. She was taken to Bergen 
–Belsen, where the horrible conditions she described 
matched those official accounts I later heard.

We stood in front of the tank as a long line of men, 
women, and little children formed itself spontane-
ously, with great dignity and no confusion, to greet 
us. It is a time I cannot forget, for it was terribly mov-
ing to see the courtesy with which they treated each 
other and the importance they seemed to place on re-
asserting their individuality in some seemingly offi-
cial way. Each would stand at a position of rigid atten-
tion, held with some difficulty, and introduce himself 
or herself by what grew to be a sort of formula: The 
full name, followed by “a Polish Jew from Hungary” or 
similar phrase that gave both the origin and the home 
from which the person had been seized. Then each 
would shake hands in a solemn and dignified asser-
tion of individual worth. Battle-hardened veterans 
learn to contain their emotions, but it was difficult 
then, and I cry now to think about it. What stamina 
and regenerative spirit those brave people showed! 
[Fig. 6].

Also tremendously moving were their smiles. I 
have one picture of several girls, specter-thin, hollow-
cheeked, with enormous eyes that had seen much evil 
and terror, and yet with smiles to break one’s heart 
[Fig. 7, p. 98]. Little children came around with shy 
smiles, and mothers with proud smiles happily 
pushed them forward to get their pictures taken  
[Fig. 8, p. 98].

I walked up and down the train, seeing some peo-
ple lying in pain or from lack of energy, and some 
sitting and making hopeful plans for a future that sud-
denly seemed possible again. Others followed every-
where I went, not intruding but just wanting to be 
close to a representative of the forces that had freed 
them. How sad it was that we had no food to give im-

FIG. 6: Liberation at Farsleben, April 13, 1945. Credit: USHMM, 
courtesy of Gross family.

FIG. 5: Gina Rappaport stands before Tank 12, April 13, 1945. Credit: 
USHMM, courtesy of Gross family.
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mediately, and no medical help, for during my short 
stay with the train, 16 or more bodies were carried up 
the hillside to await burial, brave hearts having lost 
the fight against starvation before we could help them.

We were relieved the next morning, started up 
the tank, waved good-bye to our new friends, and fol-
lowed a guiding jeep down the road to rejoin our bat-
talion. I looked back and saw a lonely Gina Rappaport  
standing in front of a line of people waving us good 
fortune. On an impulse I cannot explain, I stopped 
the tank, ran back, hugged Gina, and kissed her on 
the forehead in a gesture I intended as one asking for-
giveness for man’s terrible cruelty and wishing her 
and all the people a healthy and happy future. I pray 
they have had it. (Gross, 2001)

THE EVACUATION TRANSPORTS FROM BERGEN–BELSEN

The liberators’ accounts contextualize the remarkable 
photographs of that day, some of which have recently been 
acquired by the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 
(USHMM), and shed light on the evacuation of three trans-
ports from Bergen–Belsen as the Third Reich collapsed.

The history of the Bergen–Belsen concentration camp 
is well established. By the spring of 1945, Bergen–Belsen 
was a scene of horror. When the British liberated the camp 
on April 15, they were confronted with the grim reality of 
having to deal with over 50,000 prisoners, many of whom 
were barely holding onto life in those hellish conditions. 
Thousands of corpses lay unburied. Hundreds died on the 
liberation day.

Two years previously, an exchange camp had been 
opened at Bergen–Belsen, holding Jews from occupied Eu-
rope who held certificates or papers that might have made 
them useful at a later date for exchanging for Germans 
interned abroad. While these prisoners were not com-
pelled to forced labor or to wear prison uniforms, rations 
became more meager with the transfer of brutal SS admin-

istrative staff from Auschwitz to Belsen in the beginning 
of 1945. As the winter of 1944–1945 turned to spring, pris-
oners from all over the collapsing camp system arrived. 
Bergen–Belsen was, as one author (Hinsley, 1988) put it, 
“the terminus, the last station of the Holocaust” (p. 717). 
Typhus, typhoid fever, and tuberculosis were now ram-
pant, and the crematorium broke down. By March, efforts 
to dispose of the dead were given up (Stafford, 2007).

As the Third Reich reeled from the pressure of the 
advancing Allies in the east and west, one of Himmler’s 
main deputies, SS Obergruppenfuhrer Oswald Pohl, visited 
Bergen–Belsen in March and arranged for the evacuation 
of nearly 7,000 in the exchange camp, perhaps in the hopes 
that these Jews would prove useful in negotiations with 
the Allies (Stafford, 2007). Between April 6 and 9, 1945, 
6,700 men, women, and children from the exchange camp 
passed through the camp gates and marched several kilo-
meters to the railhead at which many had arrived months 
or years earlier. Three train transports of cattle cars and 
shabby passenger cars were prepared and loaded. Some 
people were executed for attempting to steal sugar beets at 

the railhead (Rozell, 2011).2

The transports would be headed for the Theresien-
stadt concentration camp, which for the moment was far 
enough from advancing Allied lines and would prove to be 
the last camp liberated on the last day of the war. Only one 
train made it there. The other two were stranded, discov-
ered, and liberated, one by the Americans at Farsleben, 
the other by the Russians near Tröbitz.3 

The first train left Bergen–Belsen on 6 April and trav-
elled for six days before coming to a stop near Farsleben 
(Horstmann, 2013). It was this transport that the soldiers I 
interviewed came upon on Friday, April 13.

FIG. 8: Liberation at Farsleben, April 13, 1945. Credit: USHMM, 
courtesy of Gross family

FIG. 7: Liberation at Farsleben, April 13, 1945. Credit: George C. 
Gross. Courtesy of Gross family.
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THE REUNIONS SIX DECADES LATER

Four years after posting the tank commanders’ interviews 
and photographs on our school website, I was astounded to 
receive an e-mail from a survivor of that train. Lexie Kes-
ton, a grandmother living in Australia, later recalled:

I will never forget the day when I opened the website, 
and before my unbelieving eyes I was looking back to 
1945—the photographs before me were taken when I 
was six-and-a-half years old. . . . So now, some 61 years 
on, in front of my computer at my home, I was con-
fronted with photographs of the day of my liberation. 
I found this experience so raw and emotional that I 
screamed and then burst into tears.

I looked at the bleak, miserable geography of the 
site, the horrible train carriages, and the skeletal hu-
man shapes—fortunately my memory is still a blank. 
I do not remember being in the train for six days, I do 
not remember being hungry or thirsty. All I remem-
ber is being out of the train, standing on the ground 
and watching the German guards fleeing and drop-
ping their guns. I picked up one of these guns and 
before I could do anything, it was snatched from my 
hands. That is my only memory of that day. However, 
the events of the day are documented visually and 
that is incredible to believe. For no written words 

could describe so vividly the happenings of that day 
as do these photographs. It is a historical miracle that 
Major Benjamin and tank commander George Gross 
had their small Kodak camera and that on that day 
there was film left to use and record the day.

I have developed a warm email relationship with 
Professor George Gross, with Judge Carrol Walsh. . . . 
It is a great joy for me to hear about their lives today 
and of their family happenings. The fact that this con-
nection was made some 61 years after the event is 
very difficult to believe possible. But it is so. The 
friendship I have developed with these two wonderful 
men has helped me to bring some sort of closure to 
that unfortunate time in my childhood. (Keston, 
2007)

To date, nearly 240 additional survivors of the Train Near 
Magdeburg have discovered the story of their liberation 
and the photographs,4 and many have even met their lib-
erators. Eleven reunions have been held between survivors 
and the soldiers of the 743rd Tank Battalion and the 30th 
Infantry Division [Fig. 9, p. 100]. Lt. Frank W. Towers, the 
liberating soldier charged with transporting the victims 
out of harm’s way to a captured Germany military facility 
and hospital, has been instrumental in locating many and 
even travelled to Israel in 2011 to meet with 65 of the survi-

vors. At 96 years old, Frank is the project’s official 
secretary, dutifully recording in our registry the 
name of each new survivor who comes forth 
[Fig. 10,  p. 100].

George Gross passed away in 2009 and Carrol 
Walsh in 2012, but their eyewitness accounts 
and photographs preserve forever the evidence 
of the greatest crime in the history of the world. 
Their warmth and humility endeared them to the 
survivors and their families. In 2009, Walsh 
wrote to one of the survivors:

You are always expressing gratitude to me, 
the 743rd Tank Battalion and the 30th  
Infantry Division. But I do not believe grat-
itude is deserved because we were doing 
what we, and the whole world, should have 
been doing: rescuing and protecting inno-
cent people from being killed, murdered by 
vicious criminals.

A woman and two children rest next to the train, April 14, 
1945. Many prisoners died during transit, and most of 
the survivors were suffering from severe malnutrition and 
lack of medical attention. Photographer: Harry E. Boll, 
U.S. Army. Courtesy of USHMM.
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You do not owe us. We owe you.
We can never repay you and the Jewish people of 

Europe for what was stolen from you: your homes, 
possessions, businesses, money, art, family life, fami-
lies, your childhood, your dreams, and all your lives. 
That is how I feel.

EPILOGUE

In the aftermath of the liberation, the U.S. Army set up a 
camp for the survivors at a captured German Luftwaffe 
base nearby and cared for them as the base transitioned to 
a DP camp. The story of the survivors and their liberators, 
our “Train Near Magdeburg” project, has taken on a life of 
its own and has led to a new website (http://teachinghis 
torymatters.com), where visitors can read many more  
stories and even download the 1945 train manifest list now 
being reconstructed, with our help, by Bernd Horstmann 
of the Bergen–Belsen Memorial. My school has installed  
a telephone in my classroom with an international line so 
that we can field calls that still come in from survivors and 
soldiers. My students and I continue to record and tran-
scribe these histories. Time is running out.

The students have become time-traveling detectives 
as we piece together fragments of the evidence of the  
Holocaust.

“It’s life altering,” said one teen-ager, “and because 
we’ve heard these stories, it’s our job to make sure it won’t 
happen again.”

NOTES

[1] Gina Rappaport’s family in Israel contacted me by email  

in September 2007, following the media coverage of our  

first reunion, attaching a recent photograph of her looking at  

Dr. Gross’ photo of her in 1945. It can be seen at teaching 

historymatters.com/2012/01/05/gina-i-trust-her-dreams- 

were-realized.

[2] Interview of Leslie Meisels, September 2009. Meisels, a 

survivor who at the time was 14, remembered: “We were dragging 

ourselves because we were skeletons. . . . I weighed 79 pounds. 

Before I entered the cattle wagon where we were going to be, I had 

seen [an] open wagon loaded with red beets. And I saw that some 

people went there to steal a few pieces. . . . So I asked my mother 

to give me a pillowcase, which we were carrying, and I dragged 

myself there and collected maybe a half a dozen and was bringing 

them back. . . . As I am approaching my cattle wagon [on] the next 

track, an SS guard was standing with his back to me busy 

shooting a 10- or 11-year-old little boy, who was holding a red beet 

in each hand. . . . While he was shooting that little boy, I gave my 

bundle to someone at the door. When he turned around, he just 

barked to me, “Get up.” Had he turned around earlier, he would 

have shot me to death as well. Thus beets were the supplement  

of food for the six days while we were in the train.”

[3] The train freed near Tröbitz travelled through Germany for two 

weeks and was liberated by the Red Army on April 23, 1945. It is 

commonly referred to as the Lost Transport.

[4] The photographs are available in PDF form at www.hfcsd.org/

ww2/Links/Annotated+Photos+of+Liberation+for+THC.pdf.

FIG. 10: Frank Towers at the USHMM, April 29, 2013. As president of 
the 30th Infantry Division Veterans of World War II, Frank has worked 
tirelessly for the 30th’s inclusion in the record of official liberating 
units at the USHMM. Credit: Peter Fredlake, USHMM.

FIG. 9: Liberator Carrol Walsh meets survivors of the train for the first 
time in 64 years, September 22, 2009, near Hudson Falls, New York. 
Clockwise from left: Walsh, Ariela Rojek of Toronto; Paul Arato of 
Toronto; Elisabeth Seaman of California; Fred Spiegel of New Jersey. 
Credit: Twilight Studios.


