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Body lying alongside the tracks near the "death train"
Photo credit: Donald E. Jackson, 40th Combat Engineer Regiment

After the war, an American Military Tribunal was set up in the former Dachau
concentration camp and among the war criminals put on trial was Hans
Merbach, a guard at the Buchenwald concentration camp who was the
transport leader for the ill-fated Death Train, which was bringing evacuated
prisoners from that camp to Dachau. Witnesses testified that the train had
arrived on April 26, 1945 after taking a circuitous route through
Czechoslovakia. The prisoners had been marched out of the Buchenwald
camp on April 7, 1945 and the train had departed from Weimar, near the
Buchenwald camp, on April 8, 1945. The train had been delayed because the
tracks had been bombed by Allied planes

In a letter to author Sam Dann, which was published in his book "Dachau 29
April 1945" Private Sam S. Platamone recalled what it was like on that fateful
day when he was an 18-year-old soldier with the 42nd Infantry Division

"l saw, on a railroad siding, just outside the Camp, a train of some fifty
boxcars and each contained about thirty dead bodies. | understand that this
train had just arrived from another Death Camp called Buchenwald, near
Weimar in Germany. This served as a harbinger of the hell we could expect to
encounter when we entered the Camp, itself. The SS had allowed the train to
remain on the siding for a number of days, without providing the prisoners
with food and water. Most died of exposure, malnutrition and dehydration.
Rather than allow the survivors the joy of liberation - just before we arrived,
the SS mounted heavy machine guns along the siding and fired into each
boxcar. Some prisoners managed to get out, but they were methodically
gunned down."
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Clothing piled up, waiting to be deloused

The next day, on April 30, Marcus J. Smith arrived with US Army DP Team 115 to take
over the camp after the liberation. In a book published in 1972, "The Harrowing of Hell,"
Smith wrote the following:

Refuse and excrement are spread over the cars and grounds. More of the dead lie near piles
of clothing, shoes, and trash. Apparently some had crawled or fallen out of the cars when
the doors were opened, and died on the grounds.

One of our men counts the boxcars and says that there are thirty-nine. Later I hear that
there were fifty, that the train had arrived at the camp during the evening of April 27, by
which time all of the passengers were supposed to be dead so that the bodies could be
disposed of in the camp crematorium. But this could not be done because there was no more
coal to stoke the furnaces.

Mutilated bodies of German soldiers are also on the ground, and occasionally we see an
inmate scream at the body of his former tormentor and kick it.

Retribution!
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