
Time-coded notes of Interview with Robert Eppley 
March 12, 1984 

 
Summary: 
Robert Eppley was in the 89th Infantry division of the U.S. Army when he landed overseas, to 
fight in the European theater of World War II. His division was ordered by their Commanding 
General to visit the Ohrdruf concentration camp, following the camp's same-day liberation by 
American forces. Although he remained at the camp for only two hours, what he saw there 
made a permanent impression on his life. 
 
0:02:00   Robert Eppley was born on January 26, 1921 in Youngstown, Ohio.  He was inducted 
into the U.S. Army in Indianapolis, Indiana on August 21, 1942, with the rank of private.  His 
serial number was 35414996.  He had volunteered to be inducted. 
 
0:02:30   He served in the 95th Infantry while in the U.S. He went overseas in December of 
1944, with the 89th Infantry. His division landed in South Hampton, England in early January, 
1945. 
 
0:03:00   He was assigned to Patton's Third Army, following the Battle of the Bulge. Although 
his division missed that Battle, they were involved in other skirmishes. They managed two river 
crossings under fire while on the Rhineland campaign in March and later the Central European 
Campaign in April. 
 
0:03:30   The division crossed the Mosel River and the Rhine River under fire. They ran into , 
located in the middle of Europe, on April 11th or 12th or 1945. 
 
0.04.00   The division was not at all prepared to run into the camp. He was a platoon general at 
the time. The division had been ordered by the Commanding General to report to a certain 
location in order to see a concentration camp. This was an order, so there was no question of it 
being optional. Eppley is glad that he saw that particular camp because it was the only 
concentration camp that General Eisenhower personally visited during World War II. 
 
0:04:30   The entire division, 15,000 men, was ordered to see the camp. The same morning, 
U.S. troops had liberated the camp; the division managed to see the site on the same day. 
 
0:05:00   When he first sighted the camp, he noticed a grey, camouflaged wooden complex with 
ugly buildings. The entire camp was surrounded by a high barbed wire fence.  Forty bodies 
were lying on the ground, by the entrance.  Each victim had been shot in the back of the head.  
A guide told them that these victims had been people in the hospital.  The Germans had killed 
them before the Americans had arrived.  Eppley saw two Germans, both dead.  They were from 
the surrounding area and had been killed by the inmates, who had found them in hiding. 
 
0:06:00   He then proceeded to a section with large, low sheds. Inside, bodies were stacked like 
cords of wood, with lime sprinkled over them. These bodies were awaiting incineration or 
burial. 
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0:06:30   He was amazed that the thigh of a man who had died of starvation had shrunk to the 
size of his wrist. But there were hundreds of bodies, starved and emaciated to that same 
condition. It was shocking to him. 
 
0:07:00   The guide was a prisoner who spoke some English. He spoke to all of them so there 
was no personal conversation with him. The guide took them to a place where the Germans had 
dug up previously buried bodies in order to try to incinerate them. They were using a make-
shift grid iron of railroad tracks and railroad ties as fuel. 
 
0:07:30   The bodies on the grid iron were partially burned, but he could still see that they had 
been human. 
 
0:08:00   The guide recommended that they see the SS barracks. Inside, they found Red Cross 
packages, addressed to prisoners, torn apart, pried open by the SS guards who used whatever 
they needed-- shaving cream, chocolate, Eppley noted that this food could have been used to 
save the lives of the starving inmates.  
 
0:08:30   Eppley believes that if a package was addressed to a prisoner, he should have received 
it. Among all that unfairness, even the food didn't go through. 
 
0:09:00   He didn't see the kitchen, though he had heard that it was inadequate. The inmates had 
been marched through the town twice daily to the paint factory in Ohrdruf. The mayor and his 
wife denied knowledge of the camp, but they committed suicide that night, after the Liberation. 
 
0:09:30   The live prisoners were hollow faces with few teeth because of the inadequate diet. 
They wore dirty, striped clothing. He was not allowed to talk to them. 
 
0:10:00   The American Medical Services were making attempts to feed the prisoners. They 
were giving them some soup, a little at a time. 
 
0:10:30   Eppley didn't see the prisoners eating as they had been removed from his view. They 
seemed to move very slowly. The first big movement in the camp was the arrival of the 
reconnaissance troops who moved in first and tried to administer aid. 
 
0:11:00   Although the prisoners were out of his sight, he remains certain that several tried to 
reach the American GIs. He was not among the first to enter the camp. By the time he had 
arrived, the prisoners had been moved out of the sun, into a more comfortable place. 
 
0:11:38   He never communicated with the prisoners. He saw the inside of the barracks through 
one of the doors. He assumes they were all in equally bad shape. 
 
0:12:00   Inside the barrack, there was tier after tier of boards, with very little space between 
them. He didn't think that there was sufficient space for air. Each prisoner had a dog bowl. Each 
was forced to sleep in that area. He didn't see any blankets. There was no evidence of heat or 
sanitary facilities. He didn't see any washing facilities in the whole camp.  
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0:12:30   He didn't see the inside of the "hospital" but he did see how they had treated the 
patients, now dead. One of the victims was an Allied aviator. It was obvious that he was not a 
regular prisoner as he had been better fed--he was not as emaciated or starved. 
 
0:13:00   At this point in the interview, Eppley pulls out his 89th Infantry Retrospective book, 
containing black and white pictures of the camp. There are pictures of the bodies on the railroad 
tracks, the stacks of dead bodies awaiting incineration. 
 
0:14:00   There was no crematorium. It was not that well-organized a camp. Those who lived 
were forced to walk to the factory daily. This was their main occupation. 
 
0:14:30   The next day, Eppley's division left Ohrdruf, to chase the Germans to the East. He had 
never before seen any instance of man's complete inhumanity to man to rival that of the camp. 
 
0:15:00   The people in the camp were in such miserable condition. They had lost any sense of 
age. They were all men, to his knowledge. He did not see any children. He was told that 
Ohrdruf was a sub-camp of Buchenwald; its main function was to provide labor for the paint 
factory. 
 
0:15:30   Most of the prisoners had been Slavic--Russians, Poles. He never found out how they 
got there. 
 
0:16:00   There could have been a railroad depot to bring them in, though it was nothing to rival 
those of the larger camps that he later read about. He did not have the opportunity to talk to 
other civilians in the surrounding area. 
 
0:16:30   There was not much discussion about the camps with his fellow GIs. They all wanted 
to put it out of their minds. It was so different from anything that they had ever seen. He did not 
write home about it. 
 
0:17:00   The officers censored their own mail. He did not have any pictures of the camp, 
though others took pictures. The Army had ordered the soldiers to not dwell on their locations 
in their letters. They were also not allowed to keep diaries. 
 
0:17:30   Eppley wishes that he had written about it on a more general level, without revealing 
the location or salient facts. He was in the camp two hours total. 
 
0:18:00   15,000 men had been ordered to go through the camp. Because of their large number, 
however, they had not been allowed to wander on their own. The G-2 Intelligence people were 
in charge; they stayed longer. 
 
0:18:30   General Patton was so upset by the camp that he "lost his lunch". That day, the 
soldiers ate thoughtfully, without much appetite. 
 
0:19:00   The division kept going for another month. Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin had 
agreed on a geographic line that the American troops would not cross. The idea was to allow 
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the Russians to enter into Berlin first. For the last three weeks, Eppley stayed on the line, 
though Patton disregarded the pact and ran into Czechoslovakia. 
 
0:20:00   His division accepted the surrender of thousands of German prisoners, who preferred 
to surrender to anyone except the Russians. 
 
0:20:24   He saw displaced people along the road. The American Army fed them as best as 
possible. His division ran the "cigarette camps", which funneled all unneeded U.S. troops back 
to the U.S. in order the ship them to Japan to finish the war. 
 
0:21:00   He returned to the U.S. in October of 1945. The war with Japan was over. When he 
was discharged, it was difficult, at first, to get a job because 20 million men were suddenly on 
the job market. 
 
0:21:20   He was still 24 years old. He got a job with the Pennsylvania Railroad Company as a 
common laborer. However, there was soon an opening in his own home town, for the job of 
City Manager. They had fired the old one. He took the job, with a salary cut. He has been in 
this same profession for 37 years. 
 
0:22:00   He had married five months after entering the Army. His wife was shocked and 
horrified to hear of Ohrdruf. However, she did not express any disbelief. 
 
0:22:32   She had read about the larger camps, where millions had been exterminated. He did 
not discuss his experience with his children beyond sharing the pictures in the commemorative 
book. 
 
0:23:00   It was hard for his children to believe what happened, but they did. Seeing the 
concentration camp changed his life. He believes that if it can happen there, it can happen 
anywhere a dictatorship arises and suppresses human rights. 
 
0:23:43   He says that we must all be careful. He feels very privileged to have worked with this 
Holocaust project. 
 
0:24:00   In Skokie, they are planning to erect a museum to further memorialize the Holocaust 
so that people don't forget what happened, what could happen if we don't stay vigilante. 
 
0:24:30   He has never spoken to younger people on the subject of the Holocaust. He has never 
before spoken as a witness. He is happy to help when he can, though he wishes that his 
knowledge was broader. 
 
0:25:00   The events of two hours, which transpired more than forty years ago, have affected his 
life. 
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