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Lessons Learned from my Grandfather



My grandfather, Colonel John Fowler, never talked about World War II. Like many veterans, he was affected deeply by what he saw on the European battlefields. As an Infantry officer with the 89th Division, he fought his way into Germany and crossed the Rhine River in early March 1945. Nothing prepared my grandfather for the camp liberation at Ohrdruf-Nord. What he saw altered his life forever.


Ohrdruf was the first WW II camp that was liberated by the Americans. Ohrdruf, a sub-camp of Buchenwald, was located in Lower Saxony near Gotha. It was a forced labor camp where prisoners provided free labor to create Hitler’s bunker. Although the camp lacked the crematoria of other concentration camps, systematic cruelty and brutality were ever present.  Claims were made at the Nuremberg International Military Tribunals that the Germans "starved, clubbed, and burned to death more than 4,000 political prisoners over a period of 8 months" at Ohrdruf-Nord (Douglas).

On April 2, 1945 over 9,000 ‘healthy’ camp prisoners were forced to march to the Buchenwald camp after word spread that the Allies were advancing.  More than 70 ‘unhealthy’ prisoners were shot at the camp before the march began and a smaller number laid in hiding. Rabbi Murray Kohn, a teenager at the camp, said that “…in Ohrdruf itself, the last days were a slaughterhouse…we were shot at, beaten and molested…the last retreating Nazi guards managed to execute with hand pistols, literally emptying their last bullets on whomever they encountered, leaving them bleeding to death” (Kohn).

When my grandfather arrived at the camp, he was shocked to see firsthand the Nazi barbarity. General Patton, who visited days later, wrote in retrospect that “the bodies were taken to a pit a mile from the camp where they were buried. The inmates claimed that 3,000 men had been either shot in the head or who had died of starvation” (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum). General Eisenhower, who visited with Patton, documented his feelings on his April 12 camp visit in his book, Crusade in Europe. He stated, “I have never felt able to describe my emotional reactions when I first came face to face with indisputable evidence of Nazi brutality and ruthless disregard of every shred of decency…I am certain, however that I have never at any other time experienced an equal sense of shock” (Eisenhower).

Eisenhower stated later that he visited the camp purposefully, “in order to be in a position to give first-hand evidence of these things if ever, in the future, there develops a tendency to charge these allegations merely to propaganda” (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum). Eisenhower emphasized the importance of letting his troops see for themselves the conditions at Ohrdruf.  The General said, “We are told that the American soldier does not know what he is fighting for.  Now, at least, he will know what he is fighting against,” said Eisenhower (Sherry).

General Eisenhower understood the importance of first hand testimony so that future generations would understand the atrocities committed. My grandfather also understood how critical it was to provide first-hand, eyewitness testimony. My grandfather left tapes of his war experiences because he wanted his family and friends to understand war. He told us that witnesses must record what they heard, saw and learned so that these terrible acts would not be re-committed. Holocaust museums, traveling exhibits, historical novels and survivor interviews are vital mechanisms to pass the lessons learned to new generations.


Genocide is “committed with the intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group” (BBC News). Although the world condemned genocide after World War II, mass executions continue. In the 1970s, Pol Pot killed millions in Cambodia and in 1994 the world watched and did nothing amidst the horrors of the Rwandan genocide. There was ethnic cleansing in Yugoslavia and in the Darfur region of Sudan. Despite extensive documentation and eyewitness testimonies, the killing continues. Why do we continue to repeat our past mistakes? What can my generation do to combat these atrocities?  

Our teachers tell us to study history so that we do not repeat it.  However, my parents were given the same instruction by their teachers. What is different? My generation lives in a flat world. We understand that countries, their populations and their economies are intricately linked to each other. The forces of globalization make it a necessity to collaborate and cooperate. If one country fails because of genocide or war, other countries are impacted. Another strong force, missing in my parent’s generation, is the rapid flow of information from the Internet. We understand immediately what happens globally, whereas it took days for my parents to gather the same information a decade ago. Globalization and mass information exchange have changed my generation’s ability to respond to genocide threats.  

My generation should support financially those non-profit and non-governmental organizations that fight hatred and genocide. We should encourage our government to promote policies that regulate the flow of money and resources to war-torn, unstable countries where genocide may thrive. Economic sanctions are other useful tools in combating genocide. Our country also should work diligently with the United Nations and other global agencies to support peacekeeping efforts and we should intervene militarily, only as a last resort. The United States, with its global reach and influence, should support human rights not only in speech, but in action. Edmund Burke said that “the only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing” (Burke).  I am going to study international relations in college with a goal of working for the State Department or a non-governmental organization that battles hatred and conflict.  My grandfather would be proud that I have committed to making a difference in the world.
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