Preface

This mamuscript is the product of a tape recorded interview conducted by
Glenn Kniss for the Oral History Office on November 25, 1985. Joyce
Fisher transcribed the tape and Chester Rhodes edited the transcript.
Eugene Edmund Reilly reviewed the transcript.

Eugene Edmund Reilly was born November 2, 1910 in Springfield, Illinois.
Most of his business life was spent operating an insurance office, first
with his father, then by himself. Now retired, he lives with his wife,
Helen, in Springfield, Illinois.

Gene joined the U.S. Army in 1944 and saw service with the 45th Infantry
Division as a medic. He was captured by the German Army in Jamwary,
1945, while he was attending to a wounded American soldier. He was the
only medic in the P.0.W. camps where he was interred, and therefore, his
services were very much needed. His story reveals a somewhat different
experience from the comventional P.0.W.'s because of his first-hand look
at gu:}:fﬂed and sick American P.0.W.'s and how they were, or were not,
car or.

In this interview, Gene comments on the lack of record keeping, and tells
of the treatment and enviromment that he and other P.0.W.'s endured in
the prison camps. He also tells of his subsequent liberation by the
Fnglish Army in April of 1945.

Mr. Reilly was discharged from the U.S. Army on November 24, 1945 and is
a member of the Springfield Area Chapter, American Ex Prisoners of War.

Glenn Kniss is a graduate of Mormouth College and has lived in Springfield,
Illinois since 1940, He has received several awards from civic and human
rights groups. A past Commander of the Springfield Area Chapter, American
Ex Prisoners of War, he presently serves as its Historian. Activities in
the field of history have been: guide, Old Illinois State Capitol;
Lincoln Depot; member of the Illinois State Historical Society; interpretor
gndkde:mnstrator at Clayville Folk Arts Guild and also New Salem State

ark.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views expressed
therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.




Eugene Edmund Reilly, November 25, 1985, Springfield, Illinois.

Glenmn Kniss, Interviewer.

Q: Gene, let's start by your telling us something about how you happened
to get into the war, and something about your early war experiences.

A: 1 was the last of my parents five children to enter service. I was
33 years old, married with one daughter, Maxine, age 10. On March 13,
1944, I was inducted into the Army at Fort Sheridan, Illinois. From
there I was taken by train to Rockford, Illinois to Camp Grant. I was
assigned to the 3lst Medical Training Battalion, where we spent most of
our training in classrooms. After six months basic, they said we were on
a hot shipment to England. After six weeks in England, I crossed the

lish Channel to Framce. T was assigned to the 45th Division, 157th
Infantry, E Company.

Q: Where did you join your outfit?

A: Nance, France. The date I don't know, I was too scared. Our lieutenant
was new on the job. He forgot to assign me to a fox hole. I sat under a
tree in 5 degree weather the first night. I was afraid to move because I
didn't know the password. I was with the 157th Infantry for 100 days. I
do believe that in length of service I was the oldest man in E Company.

The turnover was terrific,

Q: What were some of your major engagements?

A: On December 12, 1944, the 45th Division entered Germany, just outside

of the city of Bunderthal. We stayed two days and were driven back under
heavy fire. Our real engagements started on January 1, 1945. We encountered
fresh SS troops. The enemy was later identified as the crack 11lth Regiment
of the 6th SS Mountain Division from Finland, a strong unit, carefully
trained fighters who were experts at this type of struggle, over mountainous
snow covered terrain, in weather below freezing. Even their clothing was

the best (fur lined boots and parkas).

We were close to Mouterhous, France and the Maginot Line. The Germans
had started the "Battle of the Bulge." They attacked every day with
artillery, rockets and mortar fire. Casualties on both sides were heavy.
I was hit by mortar shrapnel and knocked down several times by concussion
of exploding shells, On January 10, 1945, we received orders to move
back. Not knowing we were surrounded, we broke camp. The lieutenant of
E Company and I were walking ahead just talking. It was getting dark
when we saw two men in front of us. The lieutenant called out, 'What
outfit are you with?" The soldier let out one word in German. The
lieutenant ran to the right, I ran to the left, down a hill, T tried to
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circle back, after some time I heard someone talking., I did not know if
they were German or American. I just took a chance and called out "E
Company coming in.'" I was lucky that it was G Company.

Q: Do you recall the details of your capture?

A: On January 16, 1945, Companies E, F, and G of the 157th Infantry
surrendered. We received our orders from Colonel O'Brien. This was a
very sad time for all of us. We bunched together and said little. I
think we were all saying to ourselves, '"Things can't be much worse.'" We
were cold, tired and hungry. I often think of the men we were leaving on
that mountain. I was the only medic and the last to start dowm. I was
looking for a lieutenant from G Company who had a face wound and could
not see, The lieutenant and I started down the mountain, as the terrain
was very rough, I was having trouble. A German soldier who didn't look
over 18 years old, came to my assistance. At times we had to use both
hands to help the lieutenant. Then the German would hand me his gun. It
took two hours to get down. The last hour was in the dark. We put the
lieutenant in the ambulance. The German soldier and I shook hands and I
gave him my watch.

Q: Did they search you?

A: They made no attempt to search me, or take any of my equipment., That
came in handy later on (someplace I read that a good soldier always
carries an extra pair of socks and plenty of toilet paper) I had both
with my medical equipment. Company's aid man equipment was a vest that
fit over our shoulders with two large pockets.

Q: At the bottom of the mountain what happened?

A: I was given some coffee. The bread was gone by the time I arrived.
We spent the night in an old house. The next day we started on the
march,

Q: How long did you march?

A: We marched for three days. At night after the Germans removed the
horses, we would enter the barn in the dark. We would crawl around to

find a dry place to sleep. In the morning we were given coffee and a
slice of bread.

We could see that Germany was losing the war. They were using horses to
move supplies. On the second day, one of our group called to one of the
German guards, "I know what Hitler's secret weapon is, the Tow Chain."
We all laughed. Germany was out of gasoline. No planes were in the air
and every truck was towing another truck.

Q: You walked to your first camp?

A: We walked to our first camp at Lindberg, Germany (Stalag XIIA)

Q: How did you like this camp?
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Dear Friends: s
The following announcement was made at 11}l AN, _ Eastern War
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A: Not good, our quarters were in an old building, no heat, we had to
sleep on the cold brick floor. We received no issue of blankets. We
were fed once a day, one cup of soup and a slice of bread.

Q: What was the first thing you did at Stalag XITA?

A: The only utensil furnished us was a spoon, so the first thing was a
trip to the garbage dump. We had to find something to eat off of. I

fourd a 29 ounce size can. To clean the can I used sand and an old rag.
Water was very scarce. I carried this can on my belt until I was liberated.

Q: How long were you at Stalag XIIA?

A: From Jamuary 20, 1945 to February 1945. We knew our troops were
coming closer by the sound of the artillery. On several occasions we
were marched to the railroad tracks, about one mile from Stalag XIIA,
each time our air force would show up and bomb the tracks. The first of
February we were put in boxcars, 52 men per car. Previously horses had
been transported on this train. Our latrine consisted of one ten gallon
lard can. Robert Brown in his article called, "Hell Train."

Q: How long were you in the boxcar?

A: We were in the boxcar nine days and nights. The nights were the
wrost because all 52 men could not lie down at the same time. You never
knew when someone had to go to the latrine and would step on your face.
At times tempers would flair up but we did manage not to have any fights.
Each morning the German guards would open the door and let two men out
for latrine details., We were fed once a day, one loaf of German bread
per six men and a plece of cheese per man. For water, whe train stopped
we would beg the little children for some, gee they looked hungry.

Q: How did you divide the bread?

A: As T was the only medic in our car T was selected. One man had a
pocket knife. The hardest part was to give each man his share. If you
have never seen German bread, the color is dark brown, it's as hard as a
brick and could be two to three months old.

Q: Why were you so long on this train?

A: From Lindberg, Germany to Falling Bostel I would say the distance
would be 160 miles. We were delayed three times. This was due to our
very active and accurate air force. When the bombers came over the
German guards would go to their shelters along the tracks.

Q: Did many men get sick in that nine days?

A: Yes, every man had dissentary. On the seventh night two man passed
away. For the past two days they had just sat and stared into space. We
asked the Germman guard if they could be removed. Their answer was "No."
They said they had to account for 52 men.
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Q: Where was your next camp?

A: After nine days we arrived at Falling Bostel, Germany. From there we
marched about two miles to Stalag XIB.

Q: What kind of camp was Stalag XIB?

A: Stalag XIB was a large camp. There were English, American, French,
Russian and Polish soldiers, each in their own compourd. In our barracks
there were 200 men. Our bunks were made of two by fours. We slept on
two boards (1 x 6). We were issued one blanket. Our food was about the
same (soup, potatoes, bread and Red Cross packages once a month) We had
to share with four men.

Q: Did you trade with the German guards?

A: Yes, as a medic I could leave our compound and enter their compounds.
I traded American cigarettes (20 for bread) from the Russians (two for a
rudabaga). Our cigarettes came from the Red Cross package. I also
traded with other soldiers.

Q: Did you have a doctor at Stalag XIB?

A: Qur camp doctor was an English major. He was a prisoner for four
years. I would take sick call each morning. At one time I had four men
with erysipelas. Their faces and eyes were one big scab. Sometimes the
doctor would prescribe more food or aspirin. For bandages we were using
paper. In the course of time we were at Stalag XIB, we transported six
men to the camp hospital. This was done by four men carrying the litter
from our compound to the hospital, which was one mile. Sometimes I had
trouble getting three men to help.

Q: Did you have your own burial details?

A: The English performed burial detail. The casket was a wooden box.
This was placed on a two wheel wagon that two men pulled. The English
soldiers, dressed in their best, would march in slow step. As they went
by, we would stand at attention and salute. The cemetery was outside of
the camp. Russians who received no Red Cross packages, were on a work
detail and paid in food. One day, our doctor asked me to deliver some
medicine to the Russian compound. I entered the wrong barracks, this was
a sight to behold. I would say there were one hundr% men lying on the
floor in rows. They did not have strength to move, only their eyes.
These men were on their death bed. I talked to the doctor about thede
men. He said, There is nothing we can do. They are Russians and in
Russia soldiers are not vaccinated."

Q: Did you receive any news?

A: T do recall that it was on a Sunday and a German general came to our
compound and said he had an announcement to make. He told us President
Roosevelt had died and that next Sunday we had permission to attend
church services.




























