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NAME: GEORGE RICKETTS

INTERVIEWER: LORRIE MELL

CAMP: BUCHENWALD

DATE:

Q: I'll start out asking your full name.

A: George Pierce Ricketts.

Q: And your address?

A: 1226 Greenwood Lane, Riverdale, Georgia.

Q: And your date of birth?

A: May 29, 1922.

Q: And how old were you at the time you were in Germany?

A: Approximately 22 years old.

Q: What were your career plans at that time, before you went into the service?

A: I didn't have any.

Q: What is your present occupation?

A: I'm a chief distiller with [unintelligible] and Burns Ltd.

Q: What was the military unit you were attached to?

A: I was with the 80th Infantry Division, 305th Medical Battalion, Company C.

Q: And your rank at that time?

A: PFC.

Q: And you don't remember the name of the camp that you went into.

A: No.

Q: But we did talk about it and you said it was somewhere between Frankfort and

Lim....

A: I think it was Buchenwald, but I'm not sure.

Q: You're not sure.  O.K.  But somewhere between Frankfort and Limbach?
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A: Limbach.

Q: L - i - m - b - a - c - h?

A: Yes.

Q: When did you first hear about these concentration camps?

A: You heard about them all during the war.

Q: What had you heard?

A: You heard about how they took the Polish and Jewish people and political

prisoners and tortured and killed them, but you didn't realize it until you saw it.

Q: But you had some knowledge about what was going on in these camps.

A: Yes, because you'd hear rumors and everything about political prisoners, and

you could hear it from the Stars and Stripes, the paper they put out, and different

sources.

Q: What did you expect to see when you knew you were going into one of these

camps?

A: Not that.

Q: You didn't expect to see that. You weren't prepared?

A: No.

Q: What about the other people in your unit?  What was their mood as you came up

toward the camp?

A: I don’t know if there was any mood or not. You were over there and I don’t

know if there was any mood until after we saw it.

Q: What were you feeling? When did you find out that you were going into one of

these camps?

A: We didn't find out . We just went in.

Q: You just kind of stumbled on it?

A: It was already liberated when we went in.

Q: How long ago had it been liberated?
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A: I'd say maybe a day or two.

Q: So, you just were there and went on in.

A: We were with the Medical Unit, yes.

Q: You were sent in as part of the Medical Unit?

A: Yes.

Q: What were your personal feelings about going into that camp from what you had

heard before?

A: I don't guess I had any. Not until I got in and actually saw it.

Q: Do you remember the date when you arrived at this camp?

A: No, I'm sorry, I don't.

Q: I want you to tell me in your own way the description of the camp as you

remember it, as you went in --  the sights, the sounds, the smells which you saw.

A: It was like the pictures I had taken.  Me and a buddy of mine were real fanatics

about taking pictures. We developed those ourselves after the war was over in

Austria. We was up in Austria and we had a dark room and that's the reason they

were kind of real light.

Q: But what did you see as you walked in?

A: We saw bodies laying all over the place.

Q: Alive or dead?

A: Dead.

Q: What else?

A: Stacked up like you'd stack cord wood, lime poured on them to keep the smell

down until they... most of them, there wasn't no reason to kill them because they

were already starved to death. They had acid pits where they would throw them

in.

Q: The bodies?

A: Yes. They was just laying all over the place.
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Q: And what was your job there?

A: It wasn't a job. We were just going through, I guess. It was just our route.

Q: You were just on the way. You weren't sent in as a medical unit?

A: No. We weren't sent in as a special team or anything. It was just a route that our

Division was taking.

Q: How long did you stay in this camp?

A: Not long.

Q: About how long?

A: Maybe two or three hours.

Q: Do you want to tell me about those two or three hours?

A: There was one German.  I can see it, I know it happened.  They found one

German there, a civilian, and this lieutenant interrogated him. But he never

would tell anything, so the lieutenant gave him so long to live if he didn't tell

because I don't think there was anybody left in the town. They had all deserted.

Q: All the civilians or the soldiers?

A: Civilians and soldiers and all. But this one German was in the camp, and there

were Russian prisoners there and Polish and Jews and everything else. But,

anyway, this lieutenant was interrogating this one German civilian they found

there and he give him so long to live if he didn't talk, if he didn't tell something.

And he wouldn’t. So the American lieutenant didn't kill him.  He give his rifle to

a Russian and the Russian killed him.

Q: The Russian that was a prisoner in the camp?

A: Yes.

Q: That's pretty horrendous.

A: It was just cold blooded murder. You get to thinking about it over the years, and

that's all it could have been.

Q: You didn't approve of what happened?  Of his being killed?
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A: No, because this man may not have even been a part of it. It might have been

just for him to be caught there or something. I don't know. He might have been

looting or what.

Q: So that really disturbed you.

A: They could have taken him prisoner instead of killing him.  Of course, I didn't

have any love for the Germans back then. Nobody did.

Q: What were your feelings about the Germans at that time?

A: Hatred.  About most every body else at that particular time.

Q: How did you see them? What kind of people did you see the Germans as?

A: You could see them, I guess, in two or three different ways. Some of them that

we captured as prisoners were caught up in the war just like we were. Now, the

SS troops and Hitler's elite troops were something else. I mean they were

barbarians. But, what we call the old Home Guard, like here we can pull up the

National Guard, they were people who didn't want a war, but were caught up in

it.

Q: So you're saying that you see the SS as responsible for this kind of thing and not

necessarily someone like this German civilian.

A: Right.

Q: About how many people were alive in the camp that you went into?

A: I don't think there were any alive.

Q: None at all.  They were all dead?

A: They had all been shot. The only one alive was this German civilian that they

caught, as far as I can remember.

Q: Have you any idea of how many dead bodies there were around?

A: I don’t know.  Approximately 850 or more.  Quite a few. I heard later rumors

that they had found one American soldier there, but I don't know.

Q: Of course, they were dead, but do you have any idea about their physical
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condition?  What they looked like? Were they emaciated or did they look well

fed?

A: The ones that were in the camp?

Q: The dead bodies.

A: They were skin and bone. That's what I say -- they didn't have to shoot them;

they had done starved them to death and tortured them and everything else. I

don't know how long they had been in the camp, but it couldn't have been not

too long because we weren't over there long.

Q: There was the only one German civilian you told me that was in the camp and

everyone else was dead. What about the soldiers you were with? What was their

reaction when they went into this camp?

A: I don’t know.  For some strange reason we never talked about it.

Q: No one talked about it at all? What were you feeling about seeing all this?

A: No. It's just something you don't want to see again.

Q: Yes, it's pretty horrible.

A: So I don’t know.  I don't really know what my feelings, my reactions, were at

that time. I couldn't say. It's been a long time.

Q: Yes, it has been a long time. When you think back to that, how do you feel about

that experience today?

A: I don't want to see it again, and I've got five grandchildren and I [unintelligible].

Q: Have you talked with them about the...?

A: No.

Q: Have you talked with anyone about this in the intervening years?

A: No. I never talked to my wife about it.

Q: It's very hard to talk about it now, isn't it? I see you're quite emotional about it.

It's understandable. [Mr. Ricketts appears to be upset]. Why are you willing to

talk about it now if you haven't talked about it in all this time?
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A: I don't know. I guess my wife started it when she sent those pictures, and I've

got five grandchildren that I hope never have to go through a war or anything.

Q: Did you ever have any difficulty with things like nightmares or any feelings of

horror in the intervening years because of this experience?

A: I don't think so. I think I more or less tried to block it out of my mind. I never

really thought about it or talked about it or anything until my wife read that

article in the paper and wanted to send those pictures.

Q: Yes.

A: I'm sorry  [sound of crying].

Q: No. that's perfectly okay. I really understand.  [Brief interruption in tape.

Conversation resumes as follows]  ....you react, particularly since you really

haven't talked about it before. This is like the first time for you.

A: Yes, I've never sat down and talked to my wife about it because...It's just

something you don't normally talk about.

Q: Too horrible?

A: You try to think of the happier times.

Q: Sure, we all do that. We try to block out these dreadful unpleansantnesses [sic].

Did you see the Holocaust TV show?

A: Yes.

Q: Can you share your reactions to watching it?

A: I said yes, but I don’t know.  It was in a two part series, wasn't it?

Q: I think it was more than two parts. It was several, three or four, I think.

A: I remember seeing something about it on television, but where I work I don't get

home until about 8:30 or 9:00 at night.

Q: What kind of reaction did you have to the little bit you saw?

A: When you're watching television, you think you’re watching fiction all the time.

Something that's blowed out of proportion and everything.
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Q: The little bit you saw didn't seem real to you?

A: No, not really, because you're used to watching everything that's fantasized and

out of proportion. But it's real. I'm sure of that.

Q: Yes, you saw it. Do you think that there is anything people today can learn from

what happened in Germany?

A: It doesn't seem like they are learning very well, does it? From the way things are

going, they couldn’t learn. If they'd learn to live with each other....

Q: That's an important message.

A . It's still happening today.

Q: Where? In what way?

A: The Rev. Jones deal. That was a "holocaust" in its own way,  a different way.

Q: What was different about that?

A: It wasn't a war between any countries or anything. It was just I guess you would

call it fanatical leadership.

Q: Do you see what happened to Germany as fanatical leadership?

A: Sure.  [Unintelligible].

Q: I don't know. I'm asking you.

A: Hitler wanted to conquer the world and he was a fanatic.

Q: So one of the things we can learn is to beware of fanatical leadership.

A: I would say so. But you've still got them all over the world.

Q: Who else?

A: Each country trying to be the top man.

Q: And you see that as a danger?

A: It will be in the future.

Q: Can you tell me something more about what you're thinking along that line?

A: To me it's kind of like these big companies, big corporations.  They're pushing

the little man out of business.
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Q: Yes.

A: And so these world powers are battling back and forth to be the number one

world power -- Russia, the United States, now you've got the Middle East in it --

and I guess they've been fighting all their lives ever since the world began and I

don't see no end to it now, do you?

Q: I really don't know. I hope there will be an end to it.

A: I hope so.

Q: What do we do about these things? Is there anything that people like you and I

can do?

A: Nothing.   I can’t do anything.  People just try to live in peace. Pay their taxes

and their bills, and I just hope it don't happen here in the United States -- the

revolutions, the fight that's going on in other countries. But I'm afraid that one

day it will.

Q: And you don't think there is anyway that perhaps we can prevent it?  [Pause]

You hadn’t really thought about it.

A: I'm just a working tax-payer.

Q: You feel kind of helpless in all this.

A: Yes.  I imagine most of the low class, working people do feel helpless. All they

can do is go to the polls and exercise their right and vote and hope they get the

right man.

Q: You said you had children?

A: Yes, two daughters.

Q: What do you suppose your reaction would be if one of your children said to you

that they wanted to join the Nazi Party?

A: At this particular time?

Q: Yes.

A: I don't know because I more or less forgot about the Nazi Party.  They probably
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still exist.

Q: There is a reactivated party in the United States I understand.

A: I don't know what really the Nazi Party could do now. I'm sure they could do

some damage  -- maybe not now, but years later. I wouldn't condone it, but in

this day and age kids got a mind of their own.

Q: Would you have anything to say to your children if they said this to you?

A: Yes.  I would try to talk them out of it.

Q: What kind of things do you think you might say to them?

A: I don't know. But any party that was being created or organized or was already

organized to try to overthrow this country I couldn't go along with.

Q: And you would tell them that?

A: Sure. I know we got our faults, but it's still the best country in the world. If they

want to join something, join the Air Force or the Marines or the Army or

something. Join an American party -- not something that's going to try to

overthrow our government, our way of living.

Q: Do you see the Holocaust as primarily a Jewish persecution?

A: I think it was. I think it was Jewish as well as Polish; mostly political prisoners, I

believe.

Q: You said that you see it in part as a Jewish persecution. Why do you think this

happened?

A: Hitler was out to annihilate the Jews, wasn't he?

Q: Have you thought about why?  Anything you've read?

A: No, I don't know why. I don't know why anybody would want to annihilate

another race. But that was his thought, I think.  To annihilate the Jewish race.

Q: And you saw other people caught up in it?

A: Polish and Czechs and most everybody was caught in it. I imagine that at that

particular time that anybody opposed to him politically was caught up in it. But,
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basically, it was the Jews that he was after.

Q: And you can see no reason for this?

A: Why, I don't know.

Q: Did what you see in Germany change your attitude toward Jews in any way?

A: No, I've never had any bad feelings toward any race -- Negro, Jewish, or what. I

mean at that particular time, I had a bad feeling for the Germans.

Q: Yes, you described that.

A: But, as far as a bad feeling for the Jews, no, because they had never done

anything to me.

Q: Did you consider yourself a religious person?

A: As religious as some people, yes. I don't go to church every Sunday and all like I

should, but   I'll put it this way.  I’m as religious as some who do go to church.

Q: Do you mind telling me what church you belong to?

A: Baptist.

Q: When you were at the camp, do you recall any conscious thoughts about God or

about religion?

A: No - I can't remember.

Q: Or any thoughts you might have considered irreligious?

A: No. Probably a deeper hatred at that particular time for the Germans.

Q: What you saw there intensified your negative feelings about the Germans?

A: It would anybody.

Q: Do you think your religious feelings might have affected your attitude toward

forgiving the Nazis in any way?

A: I don’t know.  They say time heals everything. After the war was over, I didn't

have any ill feelings for them. In fact, one of my best friends now is a German

who was in the German service during the war.

Q: In the SS or the regular army?
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A: He was in the submarine units and is one of the best friends I've got now.

Q: You did make a distinction earlier between the SS and the rest of...

A: And what they called the Home Guard because they were...the SS and all were

specially trained troops.  They were Hitler's special troops. The others were just

like me and most every other dough boy who was picked up in the draft and sent

to the war. They had to leave their homes and all and they go back and their

homes were destroyed and everything gone.

Q: So you see a soldier as a soldier, except for the SS.

A: Right.

Q: Do you think you could have this kind of relationship with this man had he been

a member of the SS?

A: The type of man he is now, yes, I probably could.

Q: You see him as an individual?

A: Yes.  He was probably caught up in it, too, but it was just in the special training.

Q: Special training meaning....I don't quite understand.

A: We had troops like our commandos and paratroopers and all that went through

special war training to survive and to drop behind the lines and things like that.

Hitler trained his special troops and they were the SS troops.

Q: Is there anything else that you would like to share with me today about this

experience that we haven't talked about?

A: That's about covered it.  No. I can't think of anything else.

Q: I thank you for sharing what you have with us.
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