“A Train Near Magdeburg”
Synopsis  of the “Train” story and its aftermath…
On the morning of Friday, April 13th, 1945, as the US Ninth Army was pushing its way eastward in the final drive through central Germany toward the Elbe River, a small task force encountered a train that had been hastily abandoned by German soldiers [image: image1.png]


near the town of Magdeburg, Germany.  The boxcars were filled with Jewish families that had survived the death camp at Bergen-Belsen and were now being transported away from the advancing Allies to another death camp location. 
Two tank crews were charged with setting up a perimeter and guarding these newly liberated people until the tanks could be relieved and the people could be properly cared for. By the afternoon of the 13th, one tank alone was responsible for safeguarding 2500 refugees. A small guard of emaciated Finnish soldiers who were also liberated that day set up the perimeter guard. The American tank commander had a small Kodak camera. He took several photographs that day of the newly liberated men, women and children and spent some time talking to them through one of the former prisoners who spoke English. The following morning he was relieved, but the events of that day were never far from his thoughts. He wrote them down for posterity, and filed them away with his photographs.
In the summer of 2001 Matthew Rozell, a history teacher at Hudson Falls High School in New York, had the good fortune to interview Mr. Carrol Walsh of Johnstown, NY, for the  Hudson Falls High School World War II Living History Project. Mr. Walsh was one of the tank commanders on that day. (His grandson, Sean Connolly, had been in Mr. Rozell’s class that year.) It was Mr. Walsh’s  good friend, George C. Gross of  Spring Valley, California, who was the second tank commander who had taken the pictures.  Mr. Rozell was encouraged to get in touch with him and they exchanged emails. A former educator himself, Dr. Gross enthusiastically agreed to allow Mr. Rozell to post his narrative and photographs of  “A Train Near Magdeburg” to the project website in March 2002. Hudson Falls students helped Mr. Rozell transcribe and post the Walsh interview and many others. 
On March 29th 2006, Mr. Rozell received the following email:

“Dear Mr Rozell,
 

I was directed to your Living History Project website by the people at the Bergen Belsen Memorial in Germany.
 

I am what is now called a 'Child Survivor' of Bergen Belsen.  I was on the train in the story 'A Train Near Magdeburg' as recorded by Professor George C. Gross.  I have had now the good fortune to speak to George Gross by telephone and also have had a number of email communications with him.  On the 13 April 1945 I was six years old.  I had been on the train with my parents.  I now live in Sydney Australia.
 

I would very much like to make for myself a DVD  copy of the 12 photographs in this story. I was wondering whether you could somehow sent these to me in a format that would allow me to copy them to a DVD disc.
 

I hope you do not mind this request and that you will be able to help me.
 

Thanking you in anticipation.
Sincerely,
Alexandra (Lexie) Keston”
To summarize what has transpired in the spring of 2006-the Hudson Falls school website linked a Jewish girl who was rescued from the Nazis in the spring of 1945 with her American rescuers, 61 years later. The email exchanges that followed underscore the importance of the “reunion” of the little girl on the train and her American liberators. 
In May, Carrol Walsh elaborated on the narrative that Dr. Gross had written:

“Although the passage of time has dimmed my recollection of details of my first encounter with the train that eventful day, I still see clearly and vividly the sight of that train as I approached it in my tank and George Gross in his tank beside mine.  It was a bright, sunny day, warm and pleasant.  I can see in my mind that long train of many box cars and I had no idea what was contained in those cars, and certainly not expecting to find that they were all jammed with human beings. We certainly were not prepared for what we found on that train.  I was the tank commander of my tank and George Gross was the tank commander of his and as such we were both standing on the turret of our respective tanks with a clear and totally unobstructed view of what lay before us.

I remember pulling our tanks in a parallel path along side the train at which time we realized what we had come across. People appeared from their confinement in those terrible freight cars and when they realized we had brought about their liberation, freedom, and really their lives, their joy and thankfulness was boundless.  That train, with its human cargo, was on its way from one concentration camp to another in an attempt to get ahead of our advancing army. Fortunately, we intercepted them before the Nazis could accomplish  their evil purpose…I can't believe this is all happening, because I hadn't thought much about this event through the long years since it happened and I never thought that I would ever have any contact with anyone who was on that horrible train.”

 On May 10th, Dr. Gross emailed Mr. Rozell his account of his first communication with Ms. Lexie Keston, the six-year old liberated on the train:
“I don't know if Lexie told you of our first telephone conversation.  I was sitting in my Lazyboy, swearing at the newspaper,  when the telephone interrupted my colorful monologue.  "Hello!" I barked into the intruding instrument, forgetting that the innocent person on the other end of the line had had no part in the irritating news events.  "Hello," a tremulous and tentative voice replied. "Is this George C. Gross?" "Yes," I answered, in a gentler tone because I realized that the person calling was in a wrought-up state.  Almost crying, the voice continued, "Did you have anything to do with a death train near Magdeburg in April, 1945?"  When I said yes, with great interest at last, she started to cry, and them pulled herself together to tell me her story.  After years of searching for information about the train, she had discovered your site, read the story there,  found my name and home city, and immediately decided to call.  She told me she was ready to keep calling every Gross in Spring Valley until she found me.  Luckily for her pocketbook, I was the first call she tried; the cost of one phone call from Australia must have put quite a dent in her budget.  At any rate, we had a good, emotionally charged conversation, exchanged E-mail addresses, and have corresponded regularly since then.  I put her in touch with Peter [another child survivor], and the two have corresponded.  I am still amazed to have gotten, out of the blue, a call from so far away about an event that occurred so long ago.  That call was a direct result of the work you and your students have put into your site, and I thank you for it. The event remains lively in my memory,  but such contact with people who were on the train makes the event even more vivid as I contemplate the day and its ramifications.”
 On May 13th, Mr. Walsh also made contact with Ms. Lexie Keston:

“Hi Lexie, my name is Carrol Walsh. I was the tank commander on one of the two tanks that intercepted the train on which you were a prisoner that was being moved by the Nazis from one concentration camp to another that day in April, 1945. George Gross, with whom you have been in contact, was the tank commander on the other tank. 
I remember the day and the incident well and the joy of those on the train when they realized that we had rescued all of you from your Nazi captors. I hope this E-mail reaches you because I would like to hear from you. This is all incredible because neither George Gross nor I ever expected to ever hear about the train incident.”
Ms. Keston replied the same day:
“Hello dear Carrol, 
         What a surprise awaited me this morning when I opened my emails.  I must 
confess to you that having had contacts with both George Gross and Matt Rozell and now hearing from you is just too much to believe. It’s a if the story of the ‘train’ has gained a life all of its own. 

          Before replying to you, I had to go for a walk and clear my mind and try to think straight about all that is happening - because it is unbelievable that all this is now 61 years after that fortuitous day of my Liberation. 

         Firstly I want you to know, that I was about 6 1/2 years old when liberated. From that day I have carried in my heart a deep love of the Americans. The US soldiers were “No.1” to most of the survivors. 
To me this connection and ‘re-union’ has in some ways changed my life. I have been a person who has not been comfortable to discuss the little that I remembered of my experiences of the Holocaust. For one, my parents have both passed away (I was with them in Bergen Belsen). While they were alive I did not like to hear anything about that time. When they passed away the source of my personal information was lost with them. Finding the website of Matt Rozell has been like a catalyst for me and has encouraged me to try and tell my story. He has, with his Internet website, provided a window to the world - of the photographs and the stories from people like you. Thus people even in Australia have access to them now. I must stop rambling on, but I am so happy that you have contacted me, and I hope we have many email conversation in the future. 
I wish you and your family everything good. 

Regards, 
Lexie
Additional recent correspondence with Ms. Keston to Mr. Rozell in Australia:
“Hello Matt,
First and foremost I want you to know, it was your website alone, which provided me with the George C. Gross story and photos.  I still cannot believe this has happened.  The existence of your website has in some way changed my life and added another dimension to my story.  Everyone that  I tell of the experience of finding a story and photographs of my Liberation 61 years ago on Friday 13 April, 1945 are just amazed and deeply touched.  It is so incredible that even I can hardly believe it. Had the website not existed, none of the ensuing events would have occurred.  The impact of this information on me was iconic.  
 

It was of great historical significance that George had a camera on that fateful day of my Liberation.  The greatest impact on me is the photographs.  All the people I have spoken to, always comment on the importance of having those photographs.  It is you Matthew Rozell who gave these old photographs dating back 61 years,  their exposure to the World through the use of the Internet.  It is you who had the foresight to design this website and enlist the Living Historian to relate their stories of first hand experiences.  As George Gross so eloquently said you are a superior and dedicated teacher - all your students are very fortunate to have you as their teacher.  I also say to you 'thank you' for the work you do, and what it has done for me.  I wish you much success with all your future endeavours.
 

There is another important facet to George's story.  That it is an un-biased witness testimony of the events of that day - Friday 13 April, 1945, by a non-Jew describing events which illustrate Hitler's other war - the 'War Against the Jews'.  Because George is not Jewish his testimony carries more weight.  It is also valuable to counteract the ravings and distortions of the Revisionists, who still try to minimize the sufferings of the Jews during the Holocaust.
 

Fond regards,
Lexie”
The “A Train Near Magdeburg”  story can be found at www.hfcsd.org/ww2. 

Click on “Print Interviews” scroll to the bottom of the page for George Gross’ story. It is hoped that the publicity generated by this amazing story will help bring many other stories to life. 
Matthew Rozell

marozell@hfcsd.org
May 15, 2006
