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Oral history interview with Peter Ilsøe 
 
Summary 
 
Peter Ilsøe, a student of around 20 years of age during the war, describes how Denmark 
developed its resistance after the German attack in 1940 in the face of German occupation and 
absence of support from the Danish government until it collapsed in August, 1943. He describes 
how the British formation of the Special Operations Executive (SOE) sparked the development 
of the resistance including action against the Danish government. He cites the pressure by 
Germany to impose the death penalty upon saboteurs that ultimately forced the government 
resignation. He described other factors that developed Danish resistance as:  

• Distribution or creation of illegal papers and papers 
• The careful recruitment of members 
• The uncertainty of the mission associated with freedom fighters as opposed to regular 

soldiers.  
Ilsøe’s path to join the resistance started when he learned early on from his father that 
Germany could be an enemy. He also describes the importance to provide accurate news of the 
war to Danish citizens, news of the existence of the resistance to the outside world, as well as 
two incidents: a simultaneous demonstration in 15 movie theaters (cinemas) displaying a 
caricature of Hitler and a statement supporting the resistance; and the placement of 21 bombs 
in a Copenhagen park to salute the birth of the royal family’s second child, Benedicte II.   
 
He also describes his role in the assisting in the escape of Denmark’s Jews, including: 

• Its organization into three groups to identify the Jews, transferring them to the shore, 
and transporting them to Sweden.  

• Issues that arose at various stages including the tranquilizing of babies. 
• Financing the evacuation. 
• A close escape from capture by the Germans while they kept his sister and father 

hostage.  
Other items he describes include:  

• His escape to Sweden where he joined the overseas Danish military, and his transfer to 
England where he joined one of the Jedburgh Teams, though it didn’t find action.  

• The supply of weapons to Danish resisters by the British and U.S. air forces. 
• The Danish Freedom Council which became an unofficial element of the Danish 

government after August 29, 1943, and one of its leaders, Frode Jakobsen. 
• Methods to minimize the impact of information released by captive resistance fighters 

under torture, and the Nazi methods of torture.   
• Descriptions of various escape routes from Zeeland and Jutland. 
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• The debate between how much resistance should have been offered to the German 
invasion in 1940 through to the government resignation in 1943.  

• Cooperation between the Resistance and the Danish Royal Air Force in the bombing of 
various Gestapo offices around the country, including Odensee, Copenhagen (the 
Shellhus building), Jutland and Zeeland on March 21, 1945. 

• The role of the U.S. Office of Strategic Services (OSS) in 1944 as directed by the Special 
Operation Executive (SOE).  

• Efforts to rescue downed Allied airmen and returning them to safety in Sweden. 
• Efforts of (unintelligible name) who was active in the finances of the Resistance. 
• The mining of Jutland’s west coast and the related visit of Field Marshall Irwin Rommel 

(humorous anecdote).  
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