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Introduction  

As we prepare to embark on our journey to Europe, please understand that 

there is certainly no requirement to have a comprehensive understanding of 

the history and culture of these places in order to enjoy the trip. However, as 

we travel and experience a different corner of the world, it will probably make 

for a more rewarding experience to have a rudimentary grasp of your 

surroundings. There is little more frustrating or embarrassing for the 

seasoned—or for that matter the inexperienced—traveler than to confront 

some of the world’s most interesting places and have absolutely no idea what 

lies in front of you. Conversely, even a vague idea of your surroundings will 

make your trip much more fulfilling. Even the most provincial of souls 

recognizes that traveling changes everything—your understanding of history 

and your place in the world somehow seem different. 

 

In the ensuing pages, please find a brief overview of the places we will be visiting, as well as the 

history and culture associated with them, to improve your travel experience. Essentially, the 

Reader is a combination travel guide and research paper that is written in a light style that is easy 

to read. It is far from comprehensive and is intended to introduce you to some of the essential 

historical, cultural, and academic ideas with which any “citizen of the world” should be familiar. 

It is loosely organized by geography and theme (i.e. by city or place, the direction we will be 

traveling and the most pertinent academic information that is relevant to each site). We will land 

in London and then make our way to the southern coast. From Portsmouth, we’ll take a ferry to 

Normandy and explore the D-Day beaches and the many sites that Normandy has to offer. From 

there, we’ll stop in Rouen on our way to Paris. While Paris has plenty of World War II sites, 

we’ll have a chance to soak in a lot more in the “City of Lights.”  From Paris, we head to 

Bastogne, and after this brief stop in Belgium, we make our way to Germany, finishing our tour 

in Cologne and Berlin.  

 

Why travel? And, why go on a World War II trip? 

Seasoned tourists will undoubtedly notice patterns in traveling experiences. Student tours tend to 

be fast-paced and geared toward things that students like to do. In addition to the required 

itinerary, there will be plenty of time to eat the local fare, browse the shops (don’t roll your eyes 

here; everyone likes to shop!), and just hang out and see what the local scene has to offer. This 

happens on every trip. So, what is unique about this trip?  History students understand that World 

War II transformed the modern world. Additionally, these countries are physically appealing and 

offer endless sites and culture. Many of you surely have ancestors from these areas, which adds 

another unique component to our visit. And, don’t tell anyone…but you might learn something!  

No matter how good your classroom instruction is, it is incomplete without the benefits of travel. 

You will visit and wander through the sites that you talk about in class. And, everything will be 

in English (well, not everything… but that makes it more fun!). 

 

In addition to the academic upside and just simple fun, don’t forget about the darker lessons 

about the human condition that we often learn from travel.   Students on recent trips have walked 

through both Auschwitz and the Roman Colosseum.  The lessons from these two events alone 

should make us pause. Historian Michael Grant, for example, maintained that the “two most 



4 

 

quantitatively destructive institutions in history are Nazism and the Roman gladiators.”1   Makes 

you a bit uncomfortable, doesn’t it?  But wait, you might say. We’re not going to Auschwitz or 

the Colosseum. Ok, then think about what those thousands of young soldiers must have been 

feeling as you stare up at Omaha Beach or walk somberly through the American Cemetery. Or 

better yet, when you gawk at the stunning Houses of Parliament in London, think about what it 

represents. Democracy has generally come with a steep price. The British struggle of the 17th 

century lasted about three-quarters of the century, and included a bloody civil war and a 

willingness to cut off the king’s head! Then, when we get to Berlin, ask yourself why the 

Holocaust Memorial is designed as it is. Maybe we should lose the collective swagger that so 

often unconsciously accompanies the 21st century soul—there’s plenty of evidence to suggest 

that human nature isn’t so great after all.  

 

So, let’s get back to the question at hand—why visit?  It is almost like asking why learn 

anything?  The late Historian Paul Gagnon answered it best in his Magnum Opus from 1988, 

Why Study History?: 

 
When students and school boards ask, Why History? What are we supposed to be 

getting out of this? The best answer is still that one word: judgment. We demand 

it of all professionals: doctors, lawyers, chefs, and quarterbacks. And we need it 

most in the profession of citizen, which, like it or not, exercise it or not, we are all 

born into…[judgment] requires more than knowing where the tools of self-

government are and how to wield them. Judgment implies nothing less than 

wisdom—an even bigger word—about human nature and society. It takes a sense 

of the tragic and of the comic to make a citizen of good judgment. It takes a bone-

deep understanding of how hard it is to preserve civilization or to better human 

life, and of how these have nonetheless been done repeatedly in the past. It takes 

a sense of paradox, so as not to be surprised when failure teaches us more than 

victory does or when we slip from triumph to folly.2 

 

On the one hand, this is like a giant field trip, where you get to explore in much greater depth the 

lessons learned in the classroom. While learning can begin in the textbook and within the four 

walls of a classroom, that “bone-deep understanding” takes more than your 57-minute class 

before lunch. Remember that developing judgment sometimes gets messy and uncomfortable. 

Consider the following caution next time you take the freedoms of a democratic society for 

granted: 

 
The truly tough part of civic education is to prepare people for bad times. The 

question is not whether they will remember the right phrases but whether they will 

turn words into practice when they feel wrongly treated or fear for their freedom 

and security, or when authorities and the well-placed, in the public or private 

sector, appear to flout every value taught in school. The chances for democratic 

principles to survive such crises depend upon the number of citizens who 

remember how free societies have responded to crises in the past, how free 

societies have acted to defend themselves in, and emerge from, the bad times. 

Why have some societies fallen and others stood fast?  Citizens need to tell one 

another, before it is too late, what struggles have had to be accepted, what 

sacrifices borne and comforts given up, to preserve freedom and justice. The deep, 

                                                           
1Michael Grant, Gladiators (New York: Delacorte Press, 1967), 8.  
2Paul Gagnon, “Why Study History?” The Atlantic, November, 1988.  
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discriminating historical knowledge required to ward off panic, self-pity, and 

resignation is not always fun to acquire.3 

 

Think of the lessons the world should have learned as we stroll down Unter den Linden. Think 

about what might have been different had the world been prepared in 1933. Acquiring the 

knowledge of the citizen might not always be fun, but fear not, this trip will be!  There will be 

plenty of time to shop in London or saunter through elegant streets of Paris, to make fun of the 

crosswalks in Berlin (you’ll see what I mean when we get there) and try the famous Curry Wurst 

(it’s not bad—I’d go with the mayo on the fries like the locals). So, buckle up your seatbelt and 

prepare for the ride. Our first stop will be… 

  

London 

With the emergence of various British movies and television shows at our fingertips in recent 

years, it is easy to come to London with preconceived notions. This city of nearly ten million is a 

multicultural and fascinating place. It is steeped in history and has some of the most iconic sites 

in the world. One of those can’t miss sites is… 

 

Parliament 

One of the must-see stops in London is the Houses of Parliament. Officially titled the Palace of 

Westminster, this building sits on the edge of the Thames River (pronounced Tems) and is 

famous enough that you’ve probably seen pictures of it. This site originally housed English 

monarchs in the early Middle Ages. By the 13th century, it served as a meeting place of English 

Parliament (similar to the United States Congress, though not exactly the same). A devastating 

fire in 1834 destroyed most of the structure. What you see today was built over the course of a 

few decades in the mid-19th century. It was built in the neo-Gothic style under the direction of 

architects Charles Barry and Augustus Pugin. Perhaps the most famous feature of the building is 

the clock tower referred to as Big Ben. Inside the building is where the two houses meet and 

conduct the business of government. The House of Commons and the House of Lords (kind of 

like the House of Representatives and the Senate, although there are some significant 

differences) represent the lower house and upper house respectively. Its members do things like 

debate and vote on legislation. The House of Commons has 650 elected members, while the 

House of Lords is composed of members who are appointed to their positions. There is no fixed 

number of members in the House of Lords, and currently the upper house has more members 

than the lower house. Over time, the power of the House of Lords has been significantly reduced, 

and it is in the House of Commons that the real business of government is determined. A great 

look at democracy in action can be found in the Prime Minister’s Questions. Once per week, 

while the House of Commons is in session, the Prime Minister (a member of the House of 

Commons but more akin to our President) takes questions from Members of Parliament. It can 

actually get quite rowdy and is worth a watch. 

Because of Britain’s famous history of democracy, it is probably worth pausing at this point to 

trace how we came to our current state, and what the Houses of Parliament really represents. 

Let’s take a look at some of the more seminal events over the centuries…  

 

                                                           
3Gagnon, “Why Study History?” 



6 

 

English Common Law 

Did you know, that at one time in history, the English 

government was fairly arbitrary?  In fact, when someone 

was accused of a crime, the manner in which the person 

was found guilty or innocent was not very fair by modern 

standards. If you go back about 1,500 years ago in 

England, people believed that God would decide who was 

telling the truth. In order to discover God’s judgment, the 

accused people would have to go through a trial – but this 

was not the type of trial that we have today.  

 

There were three types of trials that used to decide 

innocence or guilt. One method was “trial by oath.”  The 

accused would have to swear an oath, or memorize words 

and recite them exactly. Doing this correctly would mean 

the person was innocent; making a mistake would 

indicate guilt. Another trial was “trial by ordeal.”  In this 

type of trial, a defendant would be required to pass a 

physical test. For example, an accused might have to 

carry a hot iron for a short period of time. If his hand 

healed quickly, he would be declared innocent; if not, he was deemed guilty. A final type of trial 

was “trial by battle,” whereby a defendant would fight, or hire a champion to fight, in order to 

prove his innocence. As you might guess, winning would prove innocence, while losing would 

indicate guilt. These were obviously unfair and arbitrary ways to decide legal issues. 

 

England’s system began to change about 1,000 years ago when a new king imposed a system of 

law. Throughout the following centuries, England gradually developed this system of law that 

became common to everyone. For example, juries developed, which decided the innocence or 

guilt of people accused of a crime. No longer did people have to fight or go through an ordeal to 

prove their innocence. Additionally, a number of other developments, like customs and legal 

acts, combined to collectively establish English Common Law. This prevented people like a 

King, or other royal officials, from making arbitrary decisions that negatively affected people. In 

fact, royal officials themselves could get in trouble under this law. No one was exempt from the 

law.4  English Common Law eventually became the foundation of the law system of the United 

States.5 In addition to English Common Law, there were other important political developments 

in England that shaped the country. One of them was the… 

 

 

 

                                                           
4 Simon Schama, A History of Britain: At the Edge of the World? 3500 B.C. – 1603 A.D. (New York: Talk 

Miramax Books, 2000), 145.  
5 “Civil Trials and Common Law Juries in Medieval England,” Bill of Rights in Action 7, No. 3 (1990): 1. 

One type of “Trial by Ordeal” was 

to walk while holding a hot iron. A 

healed hand would indicated 

innocence. 
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Magna Carta 

By the early 1200s, there were 

many English barons who 

were unhappy with their king, 

King John. Barons were 

nobles, influential people who 

owned land and were usually 

wealthy. They were upset 

largely because King John 

was not obeying the law. He 

was supposed to obey the law 

as everyone was subject to it. 

However, some people were 

being punished without a trial. 

He also put heavy taxes on 

barons that he didn’t like, and 

very few taxes on barons who were his friends. In addition, he taxed the poor too much.  Some of 

the worst abuses were directed at widows. He forced them to remarry so that he could collect a 

special remarriage fee. This fee was sometimes so heavy that the couple realized they had to sell 

their estate to pay the fee; then, the king would take their estate, and pay for it with the money he 

collected from the fee!6 

 

Some of the English barons were so upset with King John 

that they raised an army and forced him to change his ways. 

Armies at this time included knights, soldiers on horseback 

who wore armor and carried swords. In the year 1215, the 

nobles met and cornered King John on a field near 

Runnymede. Threatened with defeat, King John was forced 

to sign one of the most important documents in English 

history: the Magna Carta. This document asserted the rights 

of nobles. Don’t mistake this for a Constitution; it wasn’t 

one. And, it only extended rights to a few privileged people. 

However, these rights were eventually extended to all 

English citizens. The most important part of the Magna 

Carta, however, was that it made it clear that the King must 

obey the law. It was, as one historian asserted, “the death 

certificate of despotism.”7  In other words, according to the 

Magna Carta, the King would no longer ever be allowed to 

act arbitrarily, or above the law. The king also agreed not to 

raise taxes without consulting with the Great Council, which 

was made up of important nobles as well as members of the 

clergy.  

It is important to pause here and think about that famous phrase from the American Revolution: 

“no taxation without representation.”  It had its roots in the Magna Carta, more than 500 years 

                                                           
6 Schama, A History of Britain, 162. 
7 Ibid. 

King John signing the Magna Carta 

 

King James I thought he should 

rule by “divine right.” How was 

this a threat to the English 

political tradition? 
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before it was said in the colonies. Remember, the colonists understood that there was a long 

tradition of not taxing arbitrarily, and they felt like that was happening in the 1760s. The same 

Great Council that consulted the king in the 13th century eventually developed into an important 

political body… 

 

Parliament 

By the late 1200s, Parliament started to have an important role in the English government. 

Members of Parliament served the entire population by representing the people. Initially, 

Parliament was composed of very wealthy and influential people: nobles, clergy, and knights. 

Eventually, the middle class and others were allowed to serve. An important turning point for 

Parliament came in the year 1295. King Edward I summoned Parliament to get approval for 

money that he needed. By establishing the “power of the purse,” Parliament set a precedent that 

it would have to approve money that the King wanted to spend. Consequently, this body was 

able to “check” the power of the monarch. Kings would therefore not be able to do whatever they 

wanted because they would need the approval of Parliament to spend money. 

 

Parliament was also instrumental in limiting the power of the king in the 1600s. In the early 

1600s, a new family of rulers came to power in England and wanted to rule as absolute 

monarchs. James I was the first of these new Stuart rulers. While he initially agreed to abide by 

the laws and customs of England, he quickly changed his mind. He soon began to talk to 

Parliament about ruling by “divine right.”  Divine right rulers were those rulers who thought 

their power came directly from God. This would certainly have a negative effect on Parliament. 

For example, if a ruler’s authority came directly from God, why was Parliament necessary?  By 

extension, why was the will of the people important?  This was a dangerous situation; the 

parliamentary system was a system that guarded the democratic process, and was now in 

jeopardy. When James didn’t want to deal with Parliamentary representatives about raising 

money, he simply dissolved Parliament and collected taxes on his own. 

 

The relationship between Parliament and the king got worse when Charles I inherited the throne 

in 1628. Like his father, Charles believed that he should rule like an absolute monarch, that is, 

like a king who has total power and should not have to listen to representatives in Parliament. He 

did a number of things that the English people thought were illegal. For example, he collected 

new taxes. He also forced people to take out a loan, and those people who refused the loan he put 

in prison. He also allowed for the quartering of troops in private homes. This meant that soldiers 

could force people to put them up in their houses. Finally, Parliament became so upset that when 

King Charles needed a lot of money in 1628, Parliament refused to give him the money until he 

signed the… 

 

Petition of Right 

The 1628 Petition of Right is a vital document in English political history. Like other documents 

that comprise the unofficial English constitution, the Petition of Right guaranteed certain 

constitutional rights of the people. It maintained: 
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While the Petition of Right guaranteed important rights, problems between Parliament and the 

King got worse when King Charles ignored the Petition. In fact, Parliament brought some of the 

king’s ministers to trial and had some of them executed. In 1642, King Charles I led troops into 

Parliament to arrest some of its leaders. The leaders escaped, but tension mounted. Soon, the 

forces of Parliament and the forces of the king went to war. From 1642–1649, England was 

embroiled in the… 

 

English Civil War 

England fought a bloody civil war for seven years. And, 

when the war officially ended, there was still some fighting 

between supporters of the king and supporters of 

Parliament. In the end, the supporters of Parliament won. 

However, thousands of English citizens were killed by the 

time the war ended. The forces of Parliament were even 

willing to execute their king. On January 30, 1649, Charles 

I was shockingly beheaded. As one witness noted, “There 

was such a groan by the thousands then present as I never 

heard before and desire I may never hear again.”8 

 

Trouble between Parliament and the crown continued even after the beheading of Charles I. 

Following the death of Charles, different rulers, including one that wasn’t even a king, took 

control of England. They got along with Parliament to various degrees; however, that changed in 

1685 when James II inherited the throne. He did things like suspending laws at random that upset 

Parliament. Finally, in 1688, Parliament decided to take action. They invited someone else to be 

king and James II fled England and went to France. In a final “battle” between Parliament and 

the King, Parliament won without taking a shot. This was called the Glorious Revolution. It was 

a revolution because it was such a big change; it was glorious because there was no violence. 

Parliament had become so strong that it forced James to leave. Before becoming king and queen, 

the new rulers had to accept the English Bill of Rights. 

 

English Bill of Rights 

The Bill of Rights of 1689 guaranteed individual people rights, such a trial by jury and the 

abolishment of excessive fines. It also assured that people could not be held in prison without 

being charged with a crime. After many years of struggle, Parliament was finally recognized as 

superior over the monarch. England had finally become a limited monarchy, that is, a 

government in which a constitution or legislative body limits the king’s power. 

 

                                                           
8 Rebecca Fraser, The Story of Britain: From the Romans to the Present (New York: WW. Norton & 

Company, 2003), 350.  

Quiz! Quiz! Quiz! 

Before his execution, King Charles I 

was nervous about something, but he 

wasn’t nervous about dying. 

 

What was his irrational fear that 

day? 

 

Hint: think of the time of year he was 

executed. 

Which of these do you 

think was the most 

important?  Why? 

1. The king could not raise taxes or impose forced loans 

without the consent of Parliament.  

2. People could not be imprisoned without a good cause. 

3. Soldier could not be quartered in private homes.  
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English democracy continued to evolve in the 

next few centuries. For example, in the 18th 

century the cabinet system began to take 

shape, as did the role of the Prime Minister. 

Throughout the 19th century, as continental 

Europe became embroiled in revolution, 

Thomas Babington Macaulay urged 

Parliament to “Reform, that you may 

preserve.”9 In other words, give more people 

the right to vote or London will erupt in 

revolution like the rest of Europe. Over the 

next century, Parliament passed a series of 

laws that eventually extended the right to vote 

to everyone. At the start of the 20th century, the 

power of the House of Lords was significantly reduced, putting real power in the hands of those 

who are elected instead of the wealthy and influential peers. Today, the House of Lords has a 

limited role, and the monarch is largely a ceremonial position. Real power in the government is 

in the hands of the House of Commons.  

 

Now that we’ve paused for a history lesson on British democracy, let’s turn our attention to 

another of London’s famous sites… 

 

St. Paul’s Cathedral 

The Cathedral Church of St. Paul the Apostle is an iconic landmark of London’s skyline that sits 

atop the city’s highest ground at Ludgate Hill. Once the tallest building in the city, its famous 

dome is the second largest in the world at 366 feet high. One can climb its 528 stairs for 

panoramic views of London, but please note that photography is strictly prohibited inside the 

church. Throughout its history, the Cathedral was destroyed and rebuilt four times before its final 

design and construction by Sir Christopher Wren in 1665. Since that time, it has survived the 

past three centuries and two world wars.10   

 

The first wooden structure built on this site by the Anglo-Saxons dates back to 604 AD, after the 

Romans left. It was destroyed by fire in 962 with the Viking invasion and again in 1087, but each 

time it was rebuilt it was expanded in size, becoming one of the largest cathedrals in Europe.11  

This fourth cathedral was built by the Normans after the fire of 1087 and is often referred to as 

“Old St. Paul’s” and was not completed until 1240.12   Renovations made later in the 12th and 

13th centuries further enlarged the original structure. 

 

                                                           
9 Thomas Babington Macaulay, “Speech on the Reform Bill of 1832,” Fordham Modern History 

Sourcebook, accessed December 14, 2018, https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/1832macaulay-reform.asp.  

 10 Johanna Gill, “A History of St. Paul's Cathedral in 60 Seconds,” The Culture Trip, accessed November 

25, 2018, https://theculturetrip.com/europe/united-kingdom/england/london/articles/st-pauls-cathedral-london/. 

 11 Kristiaan Van Ermengem, “St. Paul's Cathedral, London,” A View On Cities, accessed November 25, 

2018, www.aviewoncities.com/london/stpaulscathedral.htm. 

 12 Van Ermengem, “St. Paul's Cathedral, London.” 

DID YOU KNOW? 

 
 

There is no British Constitution!  

 

It seems strange that a country known for democracy 

doesn’t have a written constitution. At least there is 

no codified Constitution. Instead, it has an unwritten 

constitution that is composed of various laws and 

customs that have developed over a long period of 

time. In fact, you just read about many of them! 

https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/1832macaulay-reform.asp
https://theculturetrip.com/europe/united-kingdom/england/london/articles/st-pauls-cathedral-london/
file://///DISNEYLAN2/home$/G/gardner.bruce/Study%20files/www.aviewoncities.com/london/stpaulscathedral.htm
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Old St. Paul survived until the 17th century, when the Protestant Reformation and English Civil 

War contributed to its neglect and decay. The government had used the church as a stable and 

market, furthering its demise and disrepair until the monarchy was restored and Charles II took 

the throne in 1660.13  To express his authority, the King hired well known scientist, 

mathematician, architect, and Renaissance man Cristopher Wren to restore the cathedral to its 

original glory. In 1665, Wren set off for Paris to study the architecture of the Louvre as well as 

engravings of famous buildings in Italy, such as Michelangelo’s dome of St. Peter’s Basilica in 

Rome. Wren drew inspiration from the Renaissance and Baroque styles of architecture in 

redesigning his vision of St. Paul’s Cathedral. While submitting his plans for a classical design 

with a high dome, the Great Fire of London in 1666 destroyed the surrounding structures and 

allowed Wren to completely rebuild, rather than restore, St. Paul’s.14 

 

His original plans to build a Greek cross style cathedral was denied by the clergy because it did 

not represent a traditional English church. A compromise was made and the first stone was set on 

June 21, 1675 and the building was completed on December 25, 1711, with Wren’s own son 

setting the last stone in place.15 During its construction, Wren saw fit to add a few personal 

touches to his design, such as the mythological bird Phoenix, with the Latin inscription 

Resurgam, (meaning Resurrection), located outside on the south transept. The bird and the 

inscription serve as the perfect metaphor for the cathedral as both represent a rebirth from fire. It 

is also believed that Wren inscribed the word resurgam on the center stone beneath the dome just 

before it was set in place, as a symbol to serve as his tombstone someday.16    

 

For over 300 years, St. Paul’s Cathedral has stood as an iconic landmark of London, surviving 

not just the effects of time, but also the German Blitz bombings of World War II. During the 

Blitz, St Paul’s Cathedral survived 

many German air raids, including 

one in which a large time delayed 

bomb buried itself just outside the 

church. After it was successfully 

defused, it took Royal Engineers 

three days to dig it up and remove 

it to be safely detonated. Had this 

bomb exploded, it surely would 

have destroyed the cathedral. For 

their bravery, two of the men were 

awarded England’s highest honor 

available: the George Cross, of 

which one medal is on display in 

the Cathedral.17  Although some 

                                                           
 13 Beth Harris and Steven Zucker, “Wren, Saint Paul's Cathedral,” July 31, 2017, video, 9:06,  

www.youtube.com/watch?v=BmsejntbXRw. 

 14 Ibid. 

 15 Van Ermengem, “St. Paul's Cathedral, London.” 

 16 Ibid. 

 17 “George Cross,” The Royal Engineers Association Bomb Disposal Branch, accessed November 25, 

2018, https://www.royalengineersbombdisposal-eod.org.uk/george-cross/. 

The iconic “St. Paul's Survives” photograph taken  

on December 29, 1940 during the Blitz 

file://///DISNEYLAN2/home$/G/gardner.bruce/Study%20files/www.youtube.com/watch%3fv=BmsejntbXRw
https://www.royalengineersbombdisposal-eod.org.uk/george-cross/
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German bombs had hit the church and did damage to the altar and slightly moved the dome, 

volunteers kept a watchful eye, protecting it from serious damage. Perhaps the most famous 

picture of St Paul’s Cathedral was taken during the Blitz as German incendiary bombs set off 

over 1,500 fires throughout London, while the cathedral remained relatively unscathed.18    

 

St. Paul’s is the final resting place of famous citizens such as Admiral Lord Nelson, Sir 

Christopher Wren, John Donne (English poet and cleric), and Arthur Wellesley (the 1st Duke of 

Wellington). It was also the site of Winston Churchill’s funeral in 1965 as well as the wedding of 

Prince Charles and Lady Diana in 1981. 

  

As St. Paul’s Cathedral is so often associated with World War II, and considering that this is a 

World War II-themed trip, this would be a good place to discuss the… 

 

Causes of World War II 

Most students know that World 

War II (World War II) officially 

began on September 1, 1939, when 

German air and ground forces 

invaded Poland using the new 

“Blitzkrieg” tactics. This ignited 

world war for the next six years 

between the Axis (Germany, Italy 

and Japan) and Allied Powers 

(United States, Britain, France and 

the Soviet Union) on multiple 

fronts. By 1945 this global conflict 

was over, resulting in 15,000,000 

combat deaths, 25,000,000 

wounded, and over 45,000,000 

civilians killed. The effects of this war are still felt 

today and serve as reminders of what happened and 

what we need to do to prevent this type of event in the 

future.19 

 

The origins of World War II dated back to the ending 

of the “Great War,” or World War I, in 1918, and the 

Treaty of Versailles in 1919. Following the conclusion 

of the Paris Peace Conference and the Treaty of 

Versailles, Germany was given the “sole 

responsibility” for starting the war resulting in a 

                                                           
 18 Mosley, The Battle of Britain, 158. 

19 “World War II Statistics and Research Starters,” National World War II Museum, accessed January 4, 

2022 https://www.nationalww2museum.org/students-teachers/student-resources/research-starters/research-starters-

worldwide-deaths-world-war.  

Political cartoon showing Hitler 

“crawling out” of the Treaty of 

Versailles on his way to power by 1933 

 

 

 

Front page headline from the New York Times signaling 

that World War II had begun 

https://www.nationalww2museum.org/students-teachers/student-resources/research-starters/research-starters-worldwide-deaths-world-war
https://www.nationalww2museum.org/students-teachers/student-resources/research-starters/research-starters-worldwide-deaths-world-war
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“peace with vengeance” for the next thirty years. Reparations, loss of territory, arms and military 

reductions, and economic sanctions kept Germany weak and unstable. Britain and France wanted 

to further strengthen their empires, rebuild and prevent Germany from being an aggressor again. 

Little did anyone know that an obscure corporal named Adolf Hitler would use this harsh 

treatment, extreme nationalism, and the notion that “Germany was betrayed” as a catalyst for 

him and his Nazi Party to seize power in 1933. Other dictators and totalitarian regimes formed in 

addition to Hitler and the Nazis, including in Italy and Japan. The rise of these leaders threatened 

the peace and stability of much of Europe and Asia during the mid-1920s through the early 

1940s. 

 

Despite the rise of dictators and the disruption of the balance of power, efforts to keep peace, 

promote international friendship and increase disarmament were attempted with the creation of 

the League of Nations in 1919 and various treaties and international agreements including the 

Washington Conference 1922, Locarno Pact 1925, Kellogg-Briand Pact 1928, and London Naval 

Conference 1930. These organizations and treaties were intended to prevent future wars, but they 

ultimately failed to prevent the new dictators’ military aggression. Within a few years, Italy 

conquered Ethiopia and Albania, Germany annexed Austria and invaded Czechoslovakia, and 

Japan invaded the Manchuria region of northern China. 

 

Rearmament, militarism and mobilization 

not only violated the Treaty of Versailles 

but brought Italy and Germany together in 

a “Pact of Steel” by 1938. The Allied 

powers through “appeasement” hoped that 

territorial accommodation would prevent 

war and any further Axis aggression. By 

June of 1940, the balance of power had 

shifted in favor of the Axis powers and 

though the war was only ten months old 

most of Europe was under Axis control 

while the United States was dealing with 

their own impending crisis in the Pacific 

and for now not yet engaged in the 

European conflict.20  

 

While in London, we’ll have an 

opportunity to see some powerful sites 

associated with the war, including… 

 

 

                                                           
20 Mary E. Costello, “Causes of World War II” in World History #4 (New York: The Center for Learning, 

1992), 25-28. 

 

Map showing the extent of Axis control in Europe  

(At their peak, Axis control stretched from North 

Africa, to France, to Norway, across eastern and 

southeastern Europe, and into western Russia.) 
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Cabinet War Rooms 

While on our guided World War II tour of London we will be visiting the Churchill War Rooms, 

a secret underground complex of rooms beneath the city of Westminster in central London. 

During World War II, the site housed the Cabinet Room, a British government command center 

from which Prime Minister Winston Churchill 

declared, “This is the room from which I will 

direct the war.” Highlights of the museum 

include the Map Room, which was staffed 

around the clock in order to gather and report 

on the latest military intelligence about the 

status of various engagements around the 

world; the BBC Broadcast Room from which 

Churchill spoke to the British people; and the 

Transatlantic Telephone Room, which, 

although disguised as a private toilet, was, in 

fact, used to house a secure radio-telephone 

link between the Prime Minister of Britain and 

the President of the United States. In 2005 the 

museum was updated to include a biographical 

museum on the life and times of Winston Churchill. A centerpiece of the museum is a 50 foot-

long electronic interactive table with access to many digitized documents from Churchill’s life. 

The Cabinet War Rooms are a part of the Imperial War Museum which we will be visiting next. 

 

Imperial War Museum  

The Imperial War Museum in London is 

actually part of a British national 

museum organization with branches at five 

locations in England, three of which are 

in London. (The Cabinet War Rooms is a 

part of the IWM organization.) We will be 

visiting the IWM in London. The museum 

is located near the River Thames, not too 

far from the London Eye. At the museum 

you will walk among seven permanent 

displays that describe life during wartime. 

There are galleries dedicated to both 

World Wars that promise to allow you to 

explore key moments of history through 

people’s lives and the objects on display. 

The World War II gallery has displays on the role that strategic bombing played in the war, how 

the war was waged at the fronts in Russia and Africa, and the importance of the D-Day landings. 

Impressive objects on display include a British Supermarine Spitfire plane (perhaps the most 

famous aircraft of the war) an Ohka kamikaze aircraft, a Russian T-34 tank, and a V-2 rocket. A 

new gallery on the Holocaust is also included as a permanent display. The Holocaust gallery 

features individual stories from some of the six million Jewish people murdered in the 

Holocaust. 

Cabinet War Room from which Prime Minister 

Winston Churchill directed Britain’s war effort 

A British Supermarine Spitfire aircraft and a V-2 

Rocket on display at the Imperial War Museum 

London. 
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As we leave London and cross the English Channel, remember that you’re following the route of 

the American, British, and Canadian soldiers who invaded Hitler’s Europe on D-Day in 1944, 

landing in… 

 

Normandy 

Keep in mind that while many people associate Normandy with World War II and the D-Day 

beaches, Normandy is actually a region of France. It is much bigger than many Americans 

imagine. Even the D-Day beaches comprise an area much more expansive than visitors imagine. 

Since we are about to visit D-Day sites, now is probably a good time for an… 

 

Overview of D-Day 

Many are aware of the significance of D-

Day. June 6, 1944 was the day where 

thousands of allied soldiers stormed the 

beaches of Normandy, France, pushed 

back the German troops, and began to turn 

the tide on the western front in the Allied 

Powers’ favor. The momentum gained 

from the D-Day invasion would push 

Hitler and the German army further back 

into their own territory until their eventual 

surrender in May of 1945. However, many 

are not aware of just how expansive the 

planning was for the Allied invasion of 

German-occupied France. 

 

Codenamed Operation Overlord, the D-Day invasion was a multi-faceted, multi-front invasion 

led by United States General (and future president) Dwight D. Eisenhower. While Eisenhower 

was the one in overall command of the operation, since there were many aspects of this invasion, 

there were other essential leaders whose actions led to its success. Bertram Ramsay oversaw 

Operation Neptune (the amphibious portion of Operation Overlord), Bernard Montgomery was 

in charge of ground troops, and General George Patton was an integral part of Operation 

Fortitude (the portion of Operation Overlord that involved feeding false information to the 

Germans).21 With so many decorated men at the helm of the mission, the planning sprang into 

action.  

 

Plans to invade northern Europe to thwart Hitler’s army had been in the plans for nearly two 

years before June 6th, 1944. However, it wasn’t until Eisenhower’s formal appointment of 

                                                           
21 “Preparation and Planning,” National D-Day Memorial, July 17, 2020, 

https://www.dday.org/preparation-and-planning/. 

https://www.dday.org/preparation-and-planning/
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Supreme Commander of the Allied Expeditionary Force that Operation Overland really began to 

take shape. American troops started coming over in large numbers to Great Britain as early as 

1943.22 It was here that troops arriving went through intensive training to ensure that success 

would be had when the time to invade came.  

 

D-Day was not just one invasion on 

one beach. D-Day saw Allied 

troops land on five different 

beaches along the French coastline 

code named, Sword, Juno, Gold, 

Omaha, and Utah. Many depictions 

one might read or see in recreations 

of D-Day would be the invasion of 

Omaha Beach, as that was arguably 

the most difficult to take and had 

the most treacherous terrain. Yet as 

Omaha Beach was being taken, 

there were four other beaches being 

simultaneously stormed. On top of 

that, there were two separate paratrooper teams that were dropped behind enemy lines, as well as 

naval action occurring.23 The Allies were aware that Germany’s power was so great at this 

juncture of the war, that one focused attack in any one place was far too risky to hope for 

success. That’s why on D-Day, there were multiple points of attack on air, land, and sea.  

 

The naval component of D-Day, code named Operation Neptune was led by Admiral Sir Bertram 

Ramsay. Not only did Operation Neptune comprise of getting the soldiers onto the beaches of 

Normandy, but it was also responsible for providing cover fire for the soldiers trying to gain 

ground on land. Navy demolition teams were also tasked with removing anything that could be 

an obstacle for Allied forces in the water. In total, the naval forces on D-Day alone had 284 

warships, including five battleships, 23 cruisers, and several destroyers and destroyer escorts.24 

 

As plans for Operation Overlord were being formed, a major goal was to ensure the success of 

the mission overall. With this in mind, military leaders decided it was best that in addition to all 

the firepower and manpower they would have come actual invasion time, they also had to use 

time and manpower to deceive their German enemies and confuse them as to where the attack 

would actually occur. If the Allies could trick the Germans into thinking they were striking 

elsewhere, it would make it easier for the troops to invade the beaches of Normandy. As 

                                                           
22 “D-Day and the Normandy Campaign,” The National World War II Museum, accessed October 11, 

2021. https://www.nationalww2museum.org/war/topics/d-day-and-normandy-campaign. 
23 Ibid.  
24 Guy Nasuti, “Operation Neptune: The U.S. Navy on D-Day,” US Navy, May 2019, 

https://www.history.navy.mil/browse-by-topic/wars-conflicts-and-operations/world-war-ii/1944/overlord/operation-

neptune.html. 

https://www.nationalww2museum.org/war/topics/d-day-and-normandy-campaign
https://www.history.navy.mil/browse-by-topic/wars-conflicts-and-operations/world-war-ii/1944/overlord/operation-neptune.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/browse-by-topic/wars-conflicts-and-operations/world-war-ii/1944/overlord/operation-neptune.html
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mentioned before, this endeavor to fool the enemy was code named Operation Fortitude, and 

General George Patton was heavily involved in this aspect of the overall invasion plan of 

Operation Overlord. Involving someone like Patton was crucial to the plan’s success because at 

the time, Patton was in charge of the US Third Army. He was highly decorated and well-

respected by Allied and German forces alike which legitimized any plan that involved him.25  

 

Patton’s involvement alone was not the only factor in fooling the Germans as to where the Allies 

would strike; there were other variables at play. Patton’s rumored involvement with the invasion 

was that he was to lead a force to attack Pas de Calais, in Northern France.26 This particular area 

is important because it is actually an area that is closest to Great Britain. Therefore, the Germans 

would assume that any large invasion would come from Pas de Calais.   

 

So, how did Patton and the 

Allies convince the Germans 

that they were going to invade at 

Pas de Calais? By using fake 

equipment, of course! The 

Allied Powers used props like 

inflatable tanks, dummy 

paratroopers, and fake landing 

crafts to create the image of a 

larger invading force at a place 

other than Normandy Beach. 

Double agents were also used to 

spread false information and to 

convince German leaders that 

Patton was in fact leading an invasion at Pas de Calais.27 Other methods of fooling the enemy 

involved Allies providing false instructions over radio waves that they knew were likely to be 

intercepted. They also played the sounds of aircraft engines taking off over loudspeakers while 

men ran lights up and down fake runways to make it appear numerous planes were taking off in 

the middle of the night.28 It is no surprise with how much effort was put into the deception that 

Hitler and his leaders were convinced something big was happening near Calais. 

 

Hitler and his men were convinced that a place like Calais was perfect for an Allied invasion. So 

why was Normandy chosen instead? And why did the Allied forces pick June 6th for their 

invasion date? In terms of the month, it was determined by meteorologists that when factoring in 

moon phases and the weather, June made the most sense. The tides and weather allowed the best 

chance for so much naval and air action to run smoothly. In terms of the specific date in June, 

                                                           
25 “Preparation and Planning.” 
26 Ibid.  
27 “D-Day's Parachuting Dummies and Inflatable Tanks,” Imperial War Museums, February 2004, 

https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/d-days-parachuting-dummies-and-inflatable-tanks. 
28 “Preparation and Planning.” 

https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/d-days-parachuting-dummies-and-inflatable-tanks
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they did not actually pick June 6th; The original plan was to invade Normandy on June 5th, but 

due to weather concerns, they pushed it back a day at the last minute to better secure a chance at 

victory.29 Poor weather was too serious a detriment to an invasion relying heavily on air and sea 

maneuvers. So, why Normandy?  

 

Normandy was picked for quite a few reasons. Invading France on the beaches of Normandy 

meant Allied troops would depart Great Britain from the Isle of Wright, a place that had many 

railways and seaports but little civilian traffic, making it ideal for military activity. In addition, 

the beaches along the coast of France were protected by the concrete Atlantic Wall, which was 

constructed at Hitler’s command to fortify the newly-occupied German territory from invaders. 

However, the Atlantic Wall in Normandy had many relatively weak spots, making it an easier 

target entry point.  

 

D-Day's success is perhaps 

the greatest Allied military 

achievement in all of 

World War II. But it was 

so much more than simply 

a triumph of one military 

force’s spirit over another; 

it was the culmination of 

many different plans 

orchestrated by numerous 

military leaders and 

soldiers. This is what 

makes D-Day such a 

unique and memorable 

victory. The kaleidoscopic 

nature and complexity of 

Operation Overlord is something to be remembered and revered.  

 

Preparations for the Invasion 

By January 1943, The Allied powers at the Casablanca Conference and the Tehran Conference 

discussed opening up a desperately needed second front in mainland Europe in part to bring the 

war directly to where Germany was and also relieve the military pressure that the Germans had 

on Soviet Red Army forces in the east. Following the disastrous Allied raid on Dieppe in 1942, 

Allied planners were aware of the difficulties with an operation of this size.  Field Marshal Sir 

Alan Brooke shared the challenges and complexities surrounding an operation of this magnitude: 

 
I am very uneasy about the whole operation. At best it will fall so very short of 

the expectations of the bulk of the people, namely those who know nothing of its 

                                                           
29 “Preparation and Planning.”  
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difficulties. At worst it may well be the ghastliest disaster of the whole war. I wish 

to God it were safely over.30 

 

In order for an invasion to happen and be successful, massive sea, air and land operations needed 

to be planned out in precise detail and coordinated between the US, British and Canadian forces. 

In addition, the military operation needed to be kept an absolute secret, which was accomplished 

through Operation Fortitude. Logistical operations involving supplies, the building of artificial 

harbors (Mulberries) as well as power and petroleum lines (Operation Pluto) needed to be 

created and put into 

effect. Axis General 

Erwin Rommel was 

aware that an attack 

would eventually come, 

so he took direct control 

over the German 

defenses in what 

became known as the 

“Atlantic Wall.” This 

included coastal 

fortifications, beach 

defenses (see image at 

right), anti-aircraft and 

anti-landing obstacles 

inland. 

 

The initial assault plans called for three phases of attacks. Phase I included landing airborne 

troops behind enemy lines to cut off German reinforcements and to secure strategic bridges and 

access points. Phase II called for massive air and naval bombardments to weaken German beach 

defenses and create areas for the Allied troops to come ashore and seek cover. Phase III called 

for landing assault forces on five codenamed beaches. (Omaha and Utah, Gold, Sword and Juno) 

Phase III would be the most complicated; it called for massive synchronized support from 

bombers, fighters, gliders and paratroopers from the air; battleships destroyers, midget subs, 

transports and landing craft from the sea; from scientists’ engineers, medics, nurses and 

quartermasters on the ground. By the end of June 6, 1944, 5,000 ships would help land 150,000 

men and some 19,000 paratroopers on occupied soil to engage the surprised German forces. All 

of this was supported by thousands of bombing runs, hours of naval bombardment and countless 

personnel performing their tasks in order for the operation to be successful.31 

 

An operation of this size required immense planning, coordination and buildup of supplies over 

time. The industrial capabilities of the US and the Allies were tested, along with the challenge of 

protection in keeping those 2,000 miles, plus supply lines, open. Southern England, including 

                                                           
30 Richard Holmes, The D-Day Experience (Kansas City: McNeel Publishing, 2004), 7. 
31 Kelly Knauer ed., D-Day: 24 Hours that Saved the World (New York: Time Books, 2004), 11,18. 
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Southampton and Portsmouth, was transformed into massive bases and deployment centers. 

Allied engineers built 163 new airfields to house thousands of bombers fighters and gliders. Two 

million tons of weapons and supplies, 1,500 tanks, mountains of food, fuel, and a support railway 

with 1,000 new locomotive and 20,000 new freight and tanker cars were stored or constructed. In 

addition, plans were put into place to make sure the weather, tides and timing were optimal.32   

Efforts were also made through deception to convince Germany about invasions in multiple 

areas. Fictitious armies (FUSAG), “dummy soldiers,” and propaganda were used to confuse and 

deceive the German military. Allied intelligence alerted German forces about an attack at the Pas 

de Calais in an effort to divert German resources to areas that the Allies knew they wouldn’t be 

attacked.  

 

By cracking the German communication codes, British intelligence relayed valuable information 

and misinformation to the Germans about the actual attacks through secret agents—most notably 

a double agent known as Juan Pujol. Operation Fortitude provided the false information that the 

Normandy landings were part of a multiple pronged attack against German forces in Europe and 

persuaded the German Army that a substantial force was prepared to attack directly across the 

channel at the closest point. Operation Fortitude North put a fictious Army in Scotland ready to 

invade Norway. German intelligence and German military leadership failed to realize and report 

the real situation to the high command.33  Had the Germans figured out the Allied deception 

efforts the outcome of the invasion could have been drastically different. 

 

German Defenses 

German forces in France fell under the 

command of Generals’ Gerd Von 

Rundstedt and then later Erwin Rommel. 

Von Rundstedt was in charge of 60 

German Infantry Divisions in an area 

that stretched from Normandy to Spain. 

Much of the elite German fighting troops 

were deployed with operations in the 

Soviet Union and Italy. Defending 

Western Europe fell into the hands of the 

older and less seasoned troops along 

with non-German conscripted soldiers. 

By 1943, the German commanders 

issued a report criticizing the inadequate 

state of German defenses in Normandy. 

Nonetheless, Rommel felt that, “Our 

only possible chance of stopping the Allies will be at the beaches.”34 Rommel wanted his tank 

                                                           
32 Knauer, 11,18. 
33 Dan Van Der Vat, D-Day: The Greatest Invasion a Peoples History (Toronto: Madison Press Books, 

2003), 34-35. 
34 Van Der Vat, 30-32. 

Rommel touring beach obstacles in Normandy 



21 

 

forces close to the beach while Von Rundstedt and Hitler placed the tanks in the center of France 

in reserve. But fatefully, on June 4th, Rommel left France to visit his wife for her birthday. This 

error would prove to be costly. 

 

D-Day Invasion Phase I: Airborne Drops 

Just after midnight into the morning of June 6th, the first wave 

of the Allied offensive began as 16,000 US paratroopers from 

the 82nd and 101st Airborne and 8,000 British paratroopers from the British 6thAirborne 

commenced their attack behind enemy lines. The Paratroopers were flown in C-47 cargo 

transport planes on their way to designated drop zones. 822 C-47’s each carrying a “stick” of 18 

men took more than three hours to cross the channel and get into position. The planes then 

dropped to 700 feet to begin releasing the troopers but immediately but found very difficult 

flying conditions which included turbulence, a thick bank of clouds and sheets of anti-aircraft 

fire and flak.35 Sergeant Louis Truax’s C-47 was hit in the left wing forcing the paratroopers 

inside his plane all over the place. Truax exclaimed “one man dove out the door headfirst.  I 

grabbed the ammo belt of a guy and threw him out head first- the next guys crawled toward the 

opening, then I dove out.”36 Due to the extreme conditions, many paratroopers were dropped out 

at sea and many miles from their designated locations. Some were dropped so low that their 

parachutes didn’t open.  Some landed in trees and some in flooded fields. Private John Steele’s 

parachute got caught on the steeple of the church in Ste- Mere Eglise. He played dead only to be 

wounded in the foot by shrapnel. After two hours hanging on the steeple, he was spotted, cut 

down and taken prisoner by a German patrol. Eventually, he was rescued by American forces 

who took the town. Paratroopers worked all night to regain contact with the rest of their units and 

make their way to the original target areas. Paratroopers used their cricket noisemakers and call 

signs to communicate and find fellow troopers. Some units scrounged around for leaders, maps 

and even weapons.37 

                                                           
35 Van Der Vat, 24-25. 
36 Ibid, 26-27. 
37 Ibid.  

Paratroopers with the 101st Airborne Division prepare to 

“drop” into enemy territory aboard C-47 transport planes 

Famous Cricket Clicker 

(In addition to the clicker, 

verbal commands were given to 

distinguish between friend and 

foe. When an Allied trooper said 

“Flash” it was necessary to 

answer “Thunder.”) 
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British paratroopers did eventually capture their targets: several bridges over the Orne and Dives 

Rivers, including the famous Pegasus Bridge, which secured the eastern flank of the British 

beach landing. A new type of weapon, the “silent and deadly” glider-based troops were also 

deployed.38 Rommel had prepared defenses in landing fields making landing conditions in these 

areas very treacherous and sometimes deadly. American Army Rangers, under the command of 

Colonel James Rudder, were tasked with 

getting to and destroying a German 

artillery emplacement which included 6 

guns protected on a 177-hilltop 

fortification. As Rudder’s rangers began 

to assault and scale the hill, a surprise 

American bombing run rattled the 

German defenders and forced them back 

taking their artillery pieces with them. 

Rudder’s men eventually found and 

destroyed the weapons. Despite their 

heroic attacks and counterattacks, 135 out 

of 225 Rangers were killed. These actions 

ultimately saved more Allied troops 

coming in at Utah and Omaha Beaches.39  

 

D-Day Invasion Phase II:  

Naval and Air Bombardment    

Next, an enormous Allied air armada 

composed of 3,467 heavy bombers, 1,645 

medium bombers and 5,400 fighters 

began their assault on coastal defenses 

and strategic sites throughout Normandy. 

14,000 air missions or “sorties” were 

flown by Allied pilots.40 The RAF (Royal 

Air Force) focused on bombing the 

Normandy coastline and Caen just after 

midnight. The US 8th Air Force hit the 

codenamed beaches in an attempt to 

provide cover for soldiers coming ashore, 

as well as to destroy the beach obstacles. 

Offshore, the noise of the naval guns was 

heard and felt as nearly 5,000 ships fired 

                                                           
38 Richard Holmes. The D-Day Experience. (Kansas City: McNeel Publishing, 2004),24. 
39 Ibid., 24-27. 
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their 5”, 10”, 12” and 14” shells. 14,000 rockets were also fired, creating a deafening noise for 

the troops heading towards the beaches in both large and small landing craft.41 

 

D-Day Invasion Phase III: Amphibious Troop Landings  

This final phase consisted 

of infantry landings on 

five codenamed beaches; 

Omaha, Utah, Gold, 

Sword and Juno. The 

156,000 troops who 

landed on D-Day had 

been in or on ships and 

landing craft for up to a 

week. Each landing craft 

was identified by a letter 

for the codenamed beach 

and made by the Higgins 

Boat Company in New Orleans, Louisiana. They were tasked with landing the Allied troops on 

the beaches and were supposed to be supported with three levels of bomber support providing 

cover fire. Each Higgins Boat held 30 soldiers loaded with equipment. Conditions were 

challenging, with waves and choppy seas drenching many of the already seasick troops.42 

 

The 1st and 29th Infantry 

divisions were assigned to 

take Omaha Beach, a four 

mile stretch of beach 

between Pointe du Hoc and 

the town of Ste. Honorine 

des Petres. Many soldiers, 

including Robert Bixler from 

Shamokin, PA, thought that 

the bombardment would be 

so devastating to the enemy 

that “he was going to land 

with a comb in one hand and 

a pass to Paris with the 

other.”  By 6:30 AM, Bixler and others were under heavy fire. The amphibious tanks that were 

supposed to support the invasion had been released too early and too far out at sea. 27 of the 32 

tanks were lost, while the rest were being destroyed quickly on the beaches.43 Many of the 

attacking soldiers were pinned down and stuck on the beaches. German machine guns rained 
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US soldiers under fire on Omaha Beach, with an amphibious tank 

to the left 
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heavy fire on the wet, cold and shocked soldiers.  The harsh reality for many of the soldiers was 

that US naval shells and bombs had missed their mark, and with other soldiers coming in, the 

grave task was to push forward with the thought that they couldn’t stay still for too long and that 

the German machine guns couldn’t kill them all. Sgt. John Slaughter of the 116th Infantry 

Regiment commented, “We hit the eye of the storm. The battalion was decimated. Hell, after that 

we didn’t have enough to whip a cat with.” 44  

 

Thanks in part to shear guts and determination, US troops rallied and began to push up the beach 

closer to the bluffs or high ground. General Omar Bradley watching from the USS Augusta was 

worried and thought about calling off the operation, but the reality was his troops were engaged 

and he had no way of getting those troops off the beaches under heavy fire. Other naval vessels 

ran the risk of getting too close to shore and damaging their hulls to provide close fire support.  

By 10:30 PM, nearly 30,000 American troops were ashore, though almost 2,000 American 

soldiers were dead or wounded.45  

British and Canadian troops were 

assigned to the Gold, Sword and 

Juno Beaches and met with less 

armed resistance, however, soldiers 

faced many problems including 

high tide, narrow beaches and 

traffic jams of men and material on 

the beaches. Specially-equipped 

tanks and construction equipment 

referred to as “Hobart’s Funnies” 

were used to bridge gaps and get 

through obstacles.46 Overall, 

50,000 British and 9,000 Canadian 

troops made it ashore.  

 

Once on the beaches, they linked up with the paratroopers and headed in the direction of Caen. 

Canadian Dan Darling, with 15,000 Canadian and 9,000 British troops, was out for revenge for 

the failed raid on Dieppe and described the scene at Juno: 

 
The first sight of France was smoke, then fires on the beach. There was so much 

happening, shells whistling in, buildings burning, aircraft overhead, we grabbed 

out bicycles. I remember the water under my chin. I had 78 lbs. of gear…You 

couldn’t think about getting killed, either you got them or they got you.”47    

                                                           
44 Richard Holmes, The D-Day Experience (Kansas City: McNeel Publishing, 2004), 27. 
45 Martin Marix-Evans, Vital Guide: Battles of World War II (Shrewsbury, UK: Airlife Publishing, 2002), 

54-55. 
46 Ibid., 54-55. 
47 Richard Holmes, The D-Day Experience, 24.  

Canadian troops going ashore, with soldiers on the left 

carrying collapsible bicycles 
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Choppy water and treacherous conditions made the landing difficult. 90 of the 306 landing crafts 

were destroyed by mines. By the end of the day, Allies landed 21,400 men and 3,200 vehicles at 

Juno alone but 335 soldiers were killed. Trooper Joe Minogue of the Westminster Dragoons 

commented “it was a sobering sight indeed…Men were dropping while still in the shallows the 

water to be then dragged by their mates as their comrades ran on in a purposeful steady jog trot 

which showed no sign of panic.” 48 

 

Utah Beach also faced less resistance compared to Omaha but did have its own difficulties. 

Landing craft hit mines and drifting currents landed soldiers almost 2/3 of a mile south of their 

designated areas. This actually turned out to be a saving grace due to the fact that US troops were 

outside of the heavily defended area where they were supposed to land. Brigadier General 

Theodore Roosevelt Jr. and Colonel James Fleet were the first ashore with the mindset that “we 

will start the war right here.”  Harper Coleman, a soldier with the 8th Regiment recalled,  

 
When we came ashore, we had a greeter, how he got there I do not know except 

that he was in one of the first landing craft, but General Roosevelt was standing 

there waving his cane and giving out instructions. If we were afraid of the enemy 

we were more afraid of him and could not have stopped on the beach had we 

wanted. 49 

 

Utah turned out to be the least costly, with the total number of dead, wounded, and missing 

totaling less than 200. This time, 28 of 32 American tanks assigned to Utah made it ashore and 

eventually troops from Utah met 

up with paratroopers from the 

101st Airborne division.  

 

By nightfall, some 23,000 troops 

and 1,700 vehicles were ashore. 

Three days later, General 

Roosevelt suffered a heart attack 

and died. He would be awarded 

the Congressional Medal of 

Honor. 

 

The beaches were open and now 

held. Troops and supplies could 

come ashore and begin the final 

fight for Normandy. 

 

                                                           
48 Richard Holmes, The D-Day Experience, 29. 
49 Kelly Knauer ed., D-Day: 24 Hours that Saved the World, 70-71. 

Left: General Roosevelt in France, 1944  

Right: General Roosevelt’s grave at the Normandy cemetery 
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D-Day Invasion: Aftermath and Importance 

As news began to trickle out of Europe that the 

invasion had begun, many wondered what was 

actually happening. In England, Eisenhower 

announced that across all five beaches Allied 

troops had gained a foothold. Utah beach had 

produced four major exits from Normandy and 

troops had moved nearly six miles inland. There 

were encouraging reports from the other beaches 

as well although many waited for the grim reality 

and consequences as far as what happened. News 

from Omaha was the most troubling, with a 

reported 90% casualty rate for the first wave of 

the American attacking force. The western and 

southern flanks of the Allied invasion were 

secured for the time being and Ste Mere Eglise held. All over Normandy, Allied troops took 

shelter where they could find it in barns, abandoned, bunkers and shell craters. Time was spent 

resupplying and preparing for the actions ahead, as well as caring for the wounded and 

accounting for any missing soldiers from the airborne and beach landings. Although more troops 

were ashore, a real fight was ahead for the Americans and German troops in Normandy.50 

 

Allied commanders focused on either destroying the German army in Normandy or breaking out 

and forcing the German troops to retreat. The French countryside was checkerboarded with 

centuries old hedges, sunken lanes, and roads which created great hiding places and camouflaged 

strong points that the Allies would need to fight through. The Allied plan was to close gaps in 

their lines, secure their supply lines and start to seize previously German occupied French cities 

including Bayeux on June 7.51  The Allies held a 

60-mile-long line now centered at the German 

defended and reinforced city of Caen. Carentan 

had been encircled by US troops on June 10. For 

a period of time stalemate conditions frustrated 

the Allies and prevented them from breaking out 

of the Normandy area. Fierce fighting and tank 

battles slowed both sides down.  By June 19, a 

massive three-day storm created havoc in the 

Normandy beach area, damaging one of the 

Mulberry harbors and more than 800 Allied 

ships.52 Opportunity presented itself for a German 

counterattack that was “too little, too late” and 

failed to materialize. By June 22, the Allies had 

                                                           
50 Kelly Knauer ed., D-Day: 24 Hours that Saved the World, 127. 
51 Richard Holmes, The D-Day Experience, 29. 
52 Kelly Knauer ed., D-Day: 24 Hours that Saved the World, 141. 
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landed more than 557,000 troops 81,000 vehicles and 183,000 tons of supplies on French soil. 

By June 27, Cherbourg was captured.  By August 11, German forces were pulling back from 

France. The Battle of Normandy which ended at Falaise cost Germany 40 divisions with more 

than 240,000 killed, wounded and captured.53  By August 19, Patton’s Third Army crossed the 

Seine River on the way to Paris.   Multiple codenamed operations including Epsom, Goodwood, 

Charnwood, Cobra, Totalize and Tractable allowed the Allies to push into Paris and forced the 

German army back to its borders. German Field Marshal Gunther von Kluge commented “Tanks 

are the backbone of our defense when they are withdrawn our front will give way. If as I foresee 

this plan does not succeed catastrophe is inevitable.”54  By spring of 1945 with Allied troops 

pushing on Germany from the west and the east it appeared that the war would be over soon.55 

 

Operation Overlord was a “game changer” in the war. If this operation did not happen or wasn’t 

successful it is hard to think about what the outcome of the war would have been. Although there 

was meticulous planning, so much of what transpired came down to guts, determination, 

improvisation, leadership under fire, and ultimate sacrifice for a larger cause. The importance of 

D-Day obscures the importance of the entire Normandy campaign as a whole. According to 

Historian Richard Holmes, “getting ashore was only part of the challenge though challenge it 

was. The Allied force disembarked in Normandy had to be sustained with food, ammunition and 

reinforcements along sea lanes kept open by Allied navies and supported by Allied air forces.”56 

Once these objectives were secured a steady stream of soldiers, supplies and equipment could be 

transported directly off the beaches and into combat. With the Red Army moving against 

Germany and the British and Americans breaking out of France, German success in further war 

was short lived as the Allies now controlled the sky, sea, and soon, land.57 

 

The American Cemetery at Normandy 

Each year, approximately one million people visit the American Cemetery in Normandy, France 

to pay their respects to the American soldiers that gave their lives during the D-Day invasion. It 

is one of fourteen American World War II Cemeteries located on foreign soil. It sits on 172 acres 

above Omaha Beach, on beautifully manicured lawns and surrounded by trees. There are ten 

sections of crosses and Stars of David that face westward towards the United States. Among the 

9,387 soldiers buried there, four are women, 307 are unknown, and there are 45 sets of 

brothers.58 Also buried here are Theodore Roosevelt’s sons, Theodore Jr. and Quentin. 

                                                           
53 Kelly Knauer ed., D-Day: 24 Hours that Saved the World, 142-145. 
54 Richard Holmes, The D-Day Experience, 38-45. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid., 1. 
58 “American Cemetery,” Omaha Beach Memorial Museum, accessed September 4, 2021, 

http://www.musee-memorial-omaha.com/en/partenaire/american-cemetery/. 
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Visitors to the cemetery will first 

enter a semi-circular memorial that 

contains a bronze statue which 

represents the spirit of American 

youth rising from the waves. 

Behind the memorial is the garden 

of the missing, containing a wall 

with the names of 1,557 missing in 

the region.59  At the center of the 

cemetery is a small chapel that 

houses a black marble altar with the 

inscription: I give them eternal life 

and they shall never perish. At the 

far end of the cemetery are two 

granite statues; one is Columbia 

representing the United States and 

the other is of Marianne 

representing France. They both 

hold branches of peace. 

 

Arromanches 

Today, Arromanches-les-Bains (also called Arromanches) is a popular seaside town located on 

the coast of Normandy, France. During World War II, it was a crucial location for the Allies’ 

eventual defeat of Nazi Germany. In 1944, its beaches were the assembly point for the Mulberry 

artificial harbors that became the principle offloading area for Allied troops during Operation 

Overlord-the Allied invasion of Western Europe that turned the tide of World War II. When one 

visits Arromanches today, they will see the remains of the harbor in the water and on the beach, 

along with various memorials around town. This charming ocean town is inextricably linked 

with the famous D-Day invasion of World War II. 

 

After being at war with Germany for close to five years, the Allies began their attempt to end the 

war with Hitler with the largest seaborn invasion in history. By 1944, Hitler had established 

massive defenses up and down the coasts in the Western European countries and had turned 

French ports into fortresses.60  To overcome this challenge, the Allies needed artificial harbors to 

land the hundreds of thousands of men and millions of tons of the supplies needed to liberate 

Europe from Nazi control. The harbors were code named “Mulberries” and they were fabricated 

in England and towed across the English Channel to the Normandy coast for final assembly. The 

Mulberries consisted of seventy-three individual hollow concrete blocks. The largest ones were 

the height of a five-story building.61 The Mulberry Harbor in Arromanches became known as 

                                                           
59 “American Cemetery” 
60 “Mulberry Harbours,” Historic U.K., accessed August 28, 2021, https://www.historic-

uk.com/HistoryUK/HistoryofBritain/DDay-Mulberry-harbours/. 
61 Ibid. 

The American Cemetery in Normandy, France 
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Port Winston, named after Winston Churchill.62 It became the only artificial harbor after 

“Mulberry A,” the American harbor, was destroyed two weeks after the initial D-Day invasion. 

Port Winston was utilized for 10 months, funneling 2.5 million troops and half a million vehicles 

into France.63   

 

Visitors to Arromanches today can see the somber reminders of the world’s largest amphibious 

invasion that led to the destruction of the Nazi regime. Despite these reminders, Arromanches 

has a good deal of charm, 

offering wonderful beach 

and cliff walks. 

Wandering around the 

town, you can also spot 

intriguing memorials and 

one should not miss a 

visit to the D-Day 

Museum that has scaled 

down models of the 

Mulberry Harbor, many 

artifacts, photographs and 

some powerful videos to 

view. At “Arromanches 

360”, visitors can view 

archival footage of the D-

Day landings in a circular 

cinema.64 

 

Point du Hoc Monument 

There are countless monuments and memorials around the globe recognizing sacrifices that 

soldiers made for a bigger cause. One notable monument recognizing American heroism is the 

Pointe du Hoc Monument, situated on a cliff overlooking Omaha Beach in Normandy, France. 

Pointe du Hoc was a German stronghold that was going to offer major resistance to the Allied 

soldiers as they came ashore on June 6, 1944. “Of concern to the Allies were German 155mm 

artillery positions on Pointe du Hoc.” 65 Lt. Col. James E. Rudder and the Second Ranger 

Battalion was given the incredible task of climbing up a 100 ft. cliff and disarming the German 

artillery pieces, as it was believed, “they could wreak havoc on Utah and Omaha Beaches.”66 

                                                           
62 “Arromanches,” Normandie Tourisme, accessed August 25, 2021, https://en.normandie-

tourisme.fr/unmissable-sites/arromanches/.  
63 “History Through the Viewfinder,” National World War II Museum, accessed August 25, 2021, 

https://www.nationalww2museum.org/war/articles/history-through-viewfinder-2.  
64 “Arromanches.” 
65 “Pointe du Hoc Ranger Monument,” American Battle Monuments Commission, accessed December 25, 

2021, www.abms.gov/Pointe-du-Hoc.  
66 Ibid.  

Remains of the Mulberry Harbor at Arromanches 
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On June 6, 1944 after a 

40-minute delay, Rudder 

and his men started the 

ascent up the cliff 

around 7:10 a.m. Most 

of the Rangers arrived at 

the top around 7:40 a.m. 

When the Rangers got to 

the top, however, they 

noticed that the Germans 

had previously moved 

their artillery pieces. 

Nonetheless, after two 

days of heavy fighting, 

“the Rangers found and 

destroyed the guns, 

pushing onward to cut the highway south of Pointe du Hoc.”67 When the Second Ranger 

Battalion was relieved of their mission on June 8 by the 29th Division from Omaha Beach, only 

90 men from the former unit were fit to fight. The heroic actions by these selfless soldiers of the 

2nd Ranger Battalion saved countless lives, hence paving the wave for their comrades to come 

ashore. 

 

For the bravery shown by the Rangers and their contribution to liberating Europe, the French 

erected a monument to commemorate the accomplishment of these brave men. Don’t be shocked 

when you see original craters and gun casements from the battle!  The craters were from 

ordinances of Allied support prior to the Rangers scaling the cliffs. “This battle-scarred area on 

the left flank of Omaha Beach remains much as the Rangers left it.”68 The monument itself is 

situated at the top of the cliff overlooking Omaha Beach and consists of a simple granite pylon. 

Ironically, the monument sits atop a German bunker with inscriptions on either side in French 

and English. The monument was formally transferred to the American Battle Monuments 

Commission (ABMC) from the French for perpetual care and maintenance on January 11, 1979. 

This commission was founded by President Harding in 1923 to construct monuments to the 

soldiers who made sacrifices for our country. Under President Franklin Delano Roosevelt an 

executive order was issued that made the ABMC responsible “for the management and 

maintenance of these hallowed grounds.”69 The visitor center and bunker have been closed 

during the pandemic but are supposed to reopen in 2022, hopefully just in time for our trip! 

                                                           
67 Pointe du Hoc Ranger Monument” 
68 Ibid. 
69 Ibid. 

 

American Rangers re-enact the attack of June 6, 1944 at Pointe du Hoc 
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Caen Memorial 

A visitor to this museum 

might assume by its name that 

the archives, videos, and 

exhibits must be about the 

liberation of the city of Caen 

in 1944. However, what a 

tourist will find is a 

comprehensive overview of 

the 20th century starting with 

the causes of World War II 

right up to the end of the Cold 

War. If you labor hard enough 

in one of the specific exhibits you’ll find information about the battle of Caen, but this museum 

covers so much more. “Built on10 September 1986 on the remains of the command post of the 

716th German Infantry Division, the Caen Memorial was inaugurated on 6 June 1988 and traces 

the history of the battle of Normandy as well as that of the Second War World.”70 How 

appropriate is that, a museum dedicated to the victors built upon the site where the enemy housed 

their headquarters! 

 

The best advice to a potential visitor would be to budget your time wisely so you can experience 

the various exhibits and take in all of the incredible information. The museum hosts five different 

themes, all interconnected but very specific to the time parameters covered. Also, each of the 

five exhibits then have unique subtopics associated with each major theme. For example, in the 

“The Second World War” exhibit you can learn more about “France in the Dark Years.”  The 

other three exhibits located inside the museum are “The D-Day Landings of Normandy,” “The 

Cold War” and a 19-minute movie titled, “Europe Our History.” This quick documentary will 

cover important events from the outset of World War II up until the Cold War. The last exhibit a 

visitor needs to spend time looking at is the “Souvenir Gardens.”  “Since its inauguration in 1988 

when the Israeli President planted the first tree, the Park has continued to create new gardens and 

commemorative sites to honour the memory of Resistance fighters and Allied soldiers who died 

in Normandy.”71 The American (1994), Canadian (1995), and British (2004) governments have 

also established their own gardens on the property and are a must see. 

 

 

                                                           
70 “Caen Memorial,” dday-overlord.com, accessed December 25, 2021, https://www.dday-

overlord.com/en/normandy/visit/museums/caen-memorial.  
71 “The Souvenir Gardens,” accessed December 25, 2021, https://normandy.memorial-

caen.com/museum/souvenir-gardens. 

Trivia Time! 

How many monuments, memorials or markers does the American Battlefield Monuments 

Commission administer on foreign soil? 

Trivia Answer: 32 
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Longues Sur Mer Battery 

There were many obstacles the 

Allies had to overcome as they 

started their quest to liberate 

Europe. One major hurdle was 

silencing the Germany artillery at 

Longues Sur Mer. “The German 

artillery battery at Longues-sur-

Mer was perfectly located to 

oppose the landings of 6 June 

1944. Its guns were positioned 

right between Omaha and Gold 

Beaches.”72 Aiding this advantage 

of height, the battery was also 

located slightly back from the 

edge of the cliffs and ominously 

overlooking a fleet of Allied ships. Even though this German fortification wasn’t very powerful, 

it held a strategic position with regards to the “Atlantic Wall” for the Germans. The arsenal was 

comprised of four 150mm guns in concrete bunkers and one 120mm gun.73 As D-Day 

commenced, a battled ensued with the battery and a fleet of Allied ships, even “forcing some of 

the vessels to retreat in order to avoid being hit.74  As the battle continued for supremacy of this 

vital position, the German battery succumbed to the Allies. “Finally, British troops landing at 

Gold Beach took over the position on 7 June, capturing the survivors of the garrison of 180 

men.”75 This is another example of the courage, sacrifice and dedication shown by the Allies 

during Operation Overlord. To date, the Longues Sur Mer battery is one of the best-preserved in 

France and the only one where you can still see some of the original cannon.76 

 

Rouen 

Rouen, the historic and cultural capital of Normandy, is located on the banks of the Seine River. 

Rouen is best known for its interesting historic footprint and stunning architecture. There is a 

wide array of monuments, buildings and landmarks worth seeing during our time in the city. 

Whether enjoying the architecture of the half-timbered houses, walking along the banks of the 

Seine, visiting one of the 100 church spires, passing by France’s oldest inn, La Couronne, or 

enjoying a picnic at the city garden, Jardin des Plantes, Rouen has something to offer any visitor.  

                                                           
72 “Longues-Sur-Mer Battery,” Liberation Route Europe, accessed December 26, 2021, 

https://www.liberationroute.com/pois/292/longues-sur-mer-german-battery.  
73 Ibid. 
74 Ibid. 
75 Ibid. 
76 Ibid.  

 

A German concrete bunker located at Longues Sur Mer 
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Culture abounds in Rouen with museums sprinkled throughout the city. Art lovers can marvel at 

the second largest collection of Impressionist work in France at the Musée des Beaux-Arts while 

the Musée Le Secq des Tournelles will inspire visitors with its wrought iron creations. There is 

the Musée de Rouen for natural history and 

antiquities enthusiasts and the Musée de la 

Céramique for anyone with an interest in fine 

pottery.77 

 

If architecture piques your interest then make 

sure to stroll along Rue de Gros-Horloge. On 

an archway over this cobblestone pedestrian 

walkway you will find Le Gros Horloge (the 

Great Clock), which is a lavish astronomical 

clock tower. This centerpiece of the city is a 

Gothic-style masterpiece in design and 

engineering. The bell tower, or the belfry, 

which was recognized as a historic monument 

in 1862, contains the bells that can be heard 

across the city. There are also exhibition 

rooms inside the belfry that display the 

clockmaker’s workshop, the bells themselves 

and the mechanics behind the clock.78 If you’d 

like some perspective on the city, climb to the 

top of the tower for one of the best panoramic 

views of Rouen.79 

 

Architecture aside, Rouen was a pertinent backdrop to many important historic moments in 

French history. It was common for William the Conqueror, French nobleman turned King of 

England, to hold court here and was also the place where Richard the Lionheart, King of 

England, was crowned as the Duke of Normandy and where his embalmed heart still remains 

(more on that later).80 Joan of Arc, after being captured by the Anglo-Burgundians, who were 

working with the English during the war with France, was brought here, held captive, tried and 

ultimately killed on a funeral pyre within the confines of this city as well.81  

                                                           
77 “The Top 10 Things to do in Rouen, France,” The Culture Trip, accessed January 3, 2022, 

https://theculturetrip.com/europe/france/articles/the-top-10-things-to-see-and-do-in-rouen-france/.  
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79 “People Watch in the Old Market Square,” The Culture Trip, accessed January 3, 2022, 
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80 “How did Richard the Lionheart die? And where is he buried?,” History Extra, accessed January 3, 2022, 
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81 “Joan of Arc,” History, accessed January 3, 2022, https://www.history.com/topics/middle-ages/saint-

joan-of-arc.  
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While we are touring the city, look for the 

Historical Jeanne d'Arc, the trial site turned 

museum for this witch turned saint. We will also 

see the Joan of Arc Tower which is the dungeon 

where she was held during her trial. Finally, while 

in the Old Market Square, look for the Église 

Sainte-Jeanne-d’Arc de Rouen, the church that 

memorializes the spot where she was burned at the 

stake for heresy. Outside the church you’ll find a 

statue of Joan of Arc in the very spot to be said 

where her life ended.82  

 

The most noteworthy of historic and architectural 

interests is the infamous Rouen Cathedral. Located 

in the heart of the city, the cathedral was 

constructed beginning in the 12th century, using a 

4th century basilica and a 11th century Romanesque 

cathedral as its base. When it finally opened in 

1876, Rouen Cathedral, officially called the La 

cathédrale primatiale Notre-Dame-de-

l’Assomption de Rouen, was the tallest building in 

the world at 151 meters (495 feet). It held this title 

until 1880 when Cologne Cathedral opened in 

Germany. Rouen Cathedral, however, does still 

hold the title of France’s tallest building to this 

day.83 It is one of the remaining masterpieces that 

still exist from the 17th century.  

 

The cathedral itself is something to be admired. 

Since its construction spanned more than three 

centuries, the building touts all forms of the Gothic spectrum from early to high, flamboyant and 

late, even capturing Neo-Gothic elements when the second spire, Tour de Beurre, was added in 

the 19th century.84  The engineering and design elements are awe-inspiring and profound, making 

it one of the defining pieces of architecture in Normandy. Of the cathedral, English author and 

artist John Ruskin said: 

 

                                                           
82 “Joan of Arc,” History Channel, accessed January 3, 2022, https://www.history.com/topics/middle-
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84 “Visit Rouen Cathedral,” European Traveler, accessed January 3, 2022, https://www.european-
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Did You Know? 

The Rouen Cathedral was hit by seven 

bombs from Allied Forces during the week 

before D-Day. One landed in the choir but 

never exploded. 
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It is the most exquisite piece of pure Flamboyant work existing. There is not one 

cusp, one finial, that is useless, not a stroke of the chisel is in vain; the grace and 

luxuriance of it all are visible— sensible, rather, even to the uninquiring eye; and 

all its minuteness does not diminish the majesty, while it increases the mystery of 

the noble and unbroken vault.85  

 

All of the Gothic style’s typical 

elements can be found in its 

design and construction: three-

pointed arched portals entering 

into the church, decorated 

statues symbolizing religious 

doctrine, and an immensity in 

size, particularly height.86  The 

exterior and interior alike 

display the intricacy and flair 

representative of the Gothic 

style. For example, the western 

face of the cathedral, the 

largest of any church in France, 

is comprised of the three main 

portals: the Saint-Jean portal to 

the North, the Notre-Dame 

portal in the center, and. the 

Saint-Étienne portal to the 

South. These entrances are dedicated to the Virgin Mary, St. John the Baptist and St. Stephen the 

Martyr respectively. Inside, more than seventy statues of patriarchs, prophets, saints, apostles, 

bishops and angels can be seen in various areas of the interior.87 Flanking both sides of the 

western face, you’ll also see the two soaring towers: Tour Saint-Romain and Tour de Beurre, 

exemplifying the element of grandiose with their towering peaks. The impact of the intricate 

design of the Rouen Cathedral captivated the interest of Claude Monet so much so that he 

painted a series dedicated to capturing its different looks at different times of day.88  
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Trivia Time!  

How many canvases are in Monet’s Rouen Cathedral series? 
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Rouen Cathedral would have been the site of major 

events in the city and even today remains the seat of 

the Archbishop of Rouen. From the crowning of 

dukes of Normandy to royal christenings, the 

cathedral served as the backdrop to the public events 

of the city. A main attraction within the cathedral is 

Chapelle de la Vierge, which houses numerous tombs 

ranging from Norman dukes and French monarchs to 

religious leaders. Without question, the most notable 

of these tombs is that which contains the heart of 

Richard the Lionheart, former Duke of Normandy 

and King of England.89  Although the remains of the 

king were buried in a monastery alongside his mother 

and father, his heart was kept at Rouen Cathedral to 

commemorate his love of Normandy.  

 

While King Richard’s fondness for the city was so 

profound that upon his death he literally left his heart 

in Rouen, the tomb of John Plantagenet, Duke of 

Bedford, was in Rouen for a far different reason. 

Plantagenet, the youngest son of Henry II and brother 

of King Richard, had a lackluster reputation. After 

losing a major battle in the One Hundred Year War to 

an army lead by Joan of Arc, Plantagenet found 

vindication when he served as one of the principal 

overseers in her trial; by many however, he is 

considered to be her murderer instead. He became a 

canon priest of the cathedral after her death. When 

Plantagenet passed away, his tomb was in Rouen. 

However, the Calvinists destroyed it in the 16th 

century so now only a black plaque commemorating 

the former crypt stands in its place.90  
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90 Ibid. 

John Plantagenet, Duke of Bedford 

King Richard the Lionheart, former 

Duke of Normandy and King of England 

Trivia Answer: More than 30! 
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Paris 

 

In a way that may be difficult for Americans to grasp, Paris is truly the heart of France. There 

simply is no American comparison. Paris and its metropolitan surroundings are home to roughly 

1/6th of the entire country’s population.91 America’s largest city, New York, is larger than Paris, 

but it would have to be nearly three times its current size to make up 1/6th of the U.S. population. 

Moreover, while America has numerous large cities, including Los Angeles and Chicago with 

populations comparable to that of New York, the next largest French cities of Lyon and 

Marseille have less than 20% the population of Paris.92 Furthermore, Paris is France’s capital 

city. None of America’s three largest cities are even the capital city of their own state, and even 

Washington D.C. is the capital of a federal system which leaves substantial power for the fifty 

state governments. In contrast, France’s government is highly centralized, so most policymaking 

is headquartered in Paris. Finally, while the United States’ historical narrative runs through 

Boston, Philadelphia, and numerous other cities, France’s historical drama seems to play out on 

one stage: Paris. In short, for an American city to match Paris’s national significance, it would 

have to be bigger than New York, more powerful than Washington D.C., and more historically 

and culturally significant than Boston and Philadelphia. In addition to Paris’s mammoth 

significance within France, it is the most popular tourist destination in Europe, with over 19 

million visitors in 2019.93 
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With its picturesque river scenes, its symmetrical apartment blocks, and its wide tree-lined 

boulevards, Paris is an aesthetic masterpiece and a photographer’s dream. Paris showcases two 

millennia of history, as it remains built around the same Seine River and Ile de la Cite island 

settled by the ancient Romans. For its more modern organization, Paris is divided into twenty 

districts (called arrondissements) and crossed by more than a dozen metro lines.  

 

Reflecting its long timespan, Paris and its environs are a history buff’s dream, boasting 

everything from ancient Roman ruins, to medieval city walls and cathedrals, to Baroque palaces, 

to the hangouts of writers and artists like Voltaire, Debussy, and Hemingway. Travelers 

fascinated by more quirky or grisly history may also seek out the 15th century home of the real 

Nicolas Flamel (a name familiar to Harry Potter fans) or the Place de la Concorde, where 

thousands of Parisians (including a king and queen of France) were executed via guillotine 

during the French Revolution.  

 

Despite the breadth of its history, most of the classic scenes of Paris—including the Eiffel Tower 

and the quintessential apartment blocks and boulevards—are products of the Belle Epoque, when 

Emperor Napoleon III and his minister Baron Haussman launched a major reconstruction of 

Paris.94 The Belle Epoque, or “Beautiful Era,” of European history refers to the late 1800s and 

early 1900s, when European cities and culture flourished thanks to the rapidly advancing wealth, 

technology, and medicine of the Industrial Revolution. This era looked even more “beautiful” in 

hindsight, after its glimmer was shattered by the catastrophe of World War I. If walking through 

Florence in Italy is like walking through the Renaissance, walking through Paris is like walking 

through Europe’s elegant pre-war Belle Epoque. 

 

Latin Quarter 

While much of Paris’s layout and iconic appearance date to the late 1800s, travelers can find a 

few slices of Paris’s more ancient history in the “Latin Quarter” neighborhood on the Left Bank 

(south side) of the Seine, just across the river from the Ile de la Cite. From the 12th century, the 

Latin Quarter was home to the University of Paris, colloquially called the Sorbonne and one of 

the oldest universities in Europe. Because Latin was the main academic language in medieval 

and early modern Europe, the area around the university became known as the Latin Quarter. For 

another piece of the Middle Ages, travelers in the Latin Quarter can visit the Cluny Museum, 

which displays medieval artifacts and tapestries in the 15th century palace of the abbots of the 

Cluny monks.95 Finally, Paris’s most authentic medieval sights outside Notre Dame Cathedral 

are the city wall remnants scattered across the Latin Quarter and other inner arrondissements. 

Rue Clovis in the Latin Quarter has an especially imposing section of King Philip II’s roughly 

twenty-foot-tall 13th century wall, which used to surround and protect the entire city.96 See image 

of a Right Bank remnant of the medieval wall below. 

 

                                                           
94 Alistair Horne, Seven Ages of Paris (New York: Vintage Books, 2002), 359. 
95 “The Hotel of Cluny’s Abbots,” Cluny Museum, accessed January 5, 2022, www.musee-
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96 Horne, Seven Ages of Paris, 62-63. 
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Although the 

Latin Quarter is 

named in 

reference to its 

medieval 

university, 

medieval sights 

aren’t the oldest 

things travelers 

will find in the 

neighborhood. 

Paris, originally 

founded on the 

Ile de la Cite as 

the 4th century 

Roman city of 

Lutetia, also includes scattered ancient Roman sights.97 In addition to its medieval palace and 

museum, the Latin Quarter’s Cluny Museum includes the well-preserved remains of Lutetia’s 

largest Roman bath complex, where ancient Romans would alternate between cold and hot baths 

to bathe and relax. The largest preserved section at the Cluny Museum is the high-ceilinged 

“cold room” of these 2nd and 3rd century baths.98 Furthermore, just a few streets away lie the 

remains of the Arenes de Lutece (Lutetia Arena), a Roman amphitheater. While the stands and 

façade of this amphitheater are no longer complete, enough of the grounds remain for visitors to 

imagine the plays and gladiator battles that took place there. 

 

Napoleon 

No trip to Paris would be complete without a mention of the 

most powerful French leader in history, Napoleon, who in the 

first decade of the 1800s adopted Paris as his imperial home 

and as one of his projects. Napoleon Bonaparte was born on 

the island of Corsica in 1769. His family, technically named 

Buonaparte rather than Bonaparte, counted itself among the 

Italian nobility. Corsica, historically Italian, had only recently 

become a French possession.99 This tenuous French heritage 

did not prevent Napoleon from rising through France’s 

military ranks during the French Revolution’s wars in his 

twenties, or from staging a coup d’etat to rule France as consul 

at age 29. By age 34, Napoleon was Emperor of France. 

  

In most of Europe, Napoleon is remembered mainly for his 

wars and destruction. After assembling one of the largest 

armies in human history (over 500,000 soldiers) and winning 
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victories in Egypt, Italy, Spain, Germany, Austria, and western Russia, Napoleon’s empire 

stretched from Spain in the west to the borders of Russia in the east. While many areas, such as 

Spain and Germany, reacted to Napoleon’s influence with nationalist resistance, Napoleon was 

able to generally control Europe until his own disastrous decision to invade Russia in 1812. Only 

after this invasion (upon which he embarked with up to 600,000 soldiers, and from which he 

returned with only 10,000 soldiers), were revolts and alliances against Napoleon finally able to 

force him out of power.100 With such widespread conflict came immense horror, including 

hundreds of burned villages and cities, tens of thousands of raped women, and three million dead 

soldiers.101 

  

Despite all of this destruction, Napoleon leaves a complicated legacy. During his rule as consul 

and emperor from 1799 to 1815, he was not only fighting incessant wars. He was also tirelessly 

reforming politics and society and organizing massive building projects in Paris. For example, 

Napoleon created France’s first national public schools. Napoleon also created an organized law 

code to replace the existing disorganized and overlapping laws. Napoleon’s laws even included 

some of the monumental reforms of the recently ended French Revolution, such as equality of all 

men before the law, the abolition of serfdom, and freedom of religion. Napoleon’s laws notably 

did not include democratic voting rights or freedom of the press, but nevertheless, Napoleon 

instituted his laws and reforms across his empire, thereby solidifying and exporting at least some 

of the French Revolution’s main ideas in France and across the rest of Europe.102 Thus without 

Napoleon, millions of people would not have died in war, but millions of people and entire 

countries would also not have reaped the benefits of his newly codified laws, rights, and 

freedoms. Travelers can see the complicated nature of Napoleon’s legacy at the Invalides on the 

Left Bank of the Seine. Moreover, travelers can see the physical evidence of Napoleon’s Parisian 

building projects on the chic Rue de Rivoli and the imposing Arc de Triomphe, both built at 

Napoleon’s direction. 

 

Invalides 

The massive Invalides complex is now most notable for its massive museum of French military 

history and its adjacent tomb—that of Napoleon. However, it was built long before Napoleon, by 

the famous King Louis XIV in the late 1600s. In that time, the Invalides complex was a hospital 

and home for military veterans, housing up to four thousand people at a time. The dome attached 

to the complex was also built for Louis XIV as the royal church in Paris, and was the city’s 

tallest building until the construction of the Eiffel Tower two centuries later.103 Since 1861, the 

church has housed and displayed Napoleon’s grave.104 While millions of people were killed due 

to Napoleon’s wars, visitors will find no such negativity here. His marble coffin is gigantic, the 

church surrounds his coffin as if in religious reverence, and the floors and walls of the tomb 

display engravings of Napoleon’s military victories and governmental accomplishments. While 

much of Europe remembers Napoleon as a horrific dictator akin to Hitler or Stalin, the tomb at 
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the Invalides implies that France still remembers him as a glorious champion and an enlightened 

reformer. 

 

Arc de Triomphe 

A similarly glorious 

memory of 

Napoleon can be 

found at the 164-

foot-tall Arc de 

Triomphe. Although 

it wasn’t completed 

until two decades 

after Napoleon’s fall, 

the “Triumph Arch” 

honors Napoleon’s 

military victories, as 

well as the generals 

and soldiers who 

fought with him.105 

Napoleon’s intended 

purpose for the arch 

was to stage 

triumphal military 

victory parades, 

modeled on those of 

ancient Roman 

emperors, in Paris. 

Returning from a 

military triumph, he would enter the city through the Arc de Triomphe, proceed straight down 

the Avenue of the Champs Elysees (soaking in the acclaim of his people), and continue through a 

smaller arch into his palace at the Louvre. Napoleon never lived to use the arch for this purpose, 

but it did provide a fitting backdrop to a similar triumphant parade down the Avenue of the 

Champs Elysees in 1944, when the Allied forces in World War II liberated Paris from Nazi 

control. Today, the arch is one of the most iconic sights in Paris. At its foot travelers can pay 

respect to France’s tomb of the unknown soldier from World War I, while the view from the top 

provides visitors with one of the best panoramas of Paris’s skyline. 

 

Speaking of Paris’s skyline, the first thing any travel will notice is Paris’s most iconic 

landmark… 
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The Eiffel Tower 

Let’s be honest—Paris wouldn’t be Paris without the 

wrought-iron lattice tower on the Champ de Mars, 

also known as the Eiffel Tower. It is aptly named 

after the engineer Gustave Eiffel, whose company 

designed and built the tower in Paris to 

commemorate 100 years since the outbreak of the 

French Revolution.  

 

Locally nicknamed "La dame de fer" (French for 

"Iron Lady"), it was constructed from 1887 to 1889 

as the centerpiece and entrance arch for the 1889 

World’s Fair and was initially criticized by some of 

France's leading artists and intellectuals for its 

design; however, the Eiffel Tower has become one 

of the most recognizable structures in the world. 

 

Standing at 1,063 feet tall, containing 1,665 steps 

(though there are elevators as well), weighing nearly 

7,300 tons, and consisting of 2.5 million rivets (nuts 

and bolts), the Eiffel Tower welcomes almost 7 

million visitors annually (around 75% of whom are 

foreigners), making it the most visited monument 

with an entrance fee in the world!106 

 

Interestingly enough, the original plan for the Eiffel 

Tower was never to remain a fixed tourist attraction 

in Paris - instead, it was only supposed to remain 

standing for 20 years. However, it was ultimately 

never taken down because an antenna was built at 

the top of the Tower to conduct wireless signals. 

Furthermore, the creation of the Eiffel Tower 

changed the world as we know it. This innovative 

and record-breaking skyscraping structure was the 

direct inspiration for another young architectural 

engineer by the name of George Washington Gale 

Ferris, Jr. He, of course, invented the Ferris Wheel, 

which was designed for and showcased at the 1893 World’s Fair in Chicago, just four years after 

the Eiffel Tower was unveiled to the world - Ferris’ hope was to “one up” Eiffel’s impressive build, 

since he received so much praise and admiration.107   
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During World War II, Germany occupied France. Naturally, Hitler was drawn to the massive radio 

tower because of its reputation and usefulness. However, the Tower's elevator cables were cut by 

resistance fighters in France to force the Nazis to climb the stairs if they wanted to display their 

flag. As Allies neared Paris in August 1944, a Frenchman scaled the tower and hung the French 

flag. When it became obvious that the Germans would lose Paris, Hitler ordered General Dietrich 

von Choltitz, the military governor of Paris, to turn the city into rubble – including the Eiffel 

Tower. But as we know, General von Choltitz did not carry out the command; he decided he did not 

want to destroy the beauty of Paris for no military benefit to his side. Reportedly, within hours of 

the liberation of Paris, the Tower’s lifts worked again.108 

 

The Champs-Élysées 

The Champs-Élysées is 1.2 miles long 

and is the most beautiful and well-

known avenue in Paris. It connects the 

Arc de Triomphe with the Place de la 

Concorde and is considered one of the 

world’s most famous commercial 

streets. 

 

The origins of the Champs-Élysées can 

be traced all the way back to 1640 

when space was cleared to plant a line 

of trees, which would later become an 

avenue. The name literally translates to 

“Elysian Fields” which in turn comes 

from the Greek mythology, meaning 

“resting place of Greek gods and dead 

heroes.” 
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By 1724, the avenue was extended and acquired its current size; fast forward 270 years (that’s 

1994, for any mathematically challenged individuals - looking at you, Mr. Googins!), the city 

renovated the street’s sidewalks, improving the Champs-Élysées considerably. Currently, the 

buildings along the avenue consist of high-end stores, cafés and offices, ideal for shopping or 

simply going for a stroll down one of the most beautiful avenues of the city. 

 

 

Notre Dame Cathedral 

Notre Dame Cathedral, or Notre-Dame de Paris, is located on the Ile de la Cite, a small island in 

the River Seine, in the 4th arrondissement of Paris. “Notre-Dame de Paris” means “Our Lady of 

Paris” and belongs to the Archdiocese of Paris.  

 

 

The construction of the cathedral began in 1160 with the intention of converting the ruins of two 

smaller basilicas into a larger structure. The process was slow; the foundation was laid in 1163, 

the high altar was completed in 1189, and the bulk of the main building, including the nave and 

the choir, was completed by 1250. Over the next 100 years, additional structures and decorative 

elements would be added to the cathedral which contribute to its Gothic style and architecture. 

 

Trivia Time! 

The Champs-Élysées is renowned worldwide, especially among sports fans, as it is the site for the 

final leg for what annual race? (See Mr. Stephansky for the answer!) 
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During the French Revolution of the 1790s, Notre Dame, a prominent symbol of both the 

Monarchy and the Catholic Church, faced theft and desecration at the hands of those frustrated 

with the nearly all-encompassing power of both institutions. Statues were beheaded and 

countless religious artifacts were stolen.109  On 

December 4, 1804, Napoleon crowned himself Emperor 

of France at Notre Dame110 and a period of restoration 

began for the cathedral. 

 

In 1831, Victor Hugo published his novel, Notre-Dame 

de Paris (known in English as The Hunchback of Notre 

Dame) which sparked a large public interest in the 

damaged cathedral. Though the French government had 

considered demolishing what remained of the structure 

entirely, the renewed interest spurned by Hugo’s work 

helped to convince France to restore the cathedral 

instead.111 In 1844, Eugène Viollet-le-Duc and Jean-

Baptiste Lassus won a competition to carry out the 

necessary renovations, which included replacing 

stonework, statues, and windows.112 

 

The Fire at Notre Dame 

On the evening of April 15, 2019, a fire broke out in the attic of Notre Dame Cathedral during 

renovations. The New York Times reported that “around 500 firefighters battled the blaze for 

nearly five hours. By 11 p.m. Paris time, the structure had been ‘saved and preserved as a 

whole,’ [according to] the fire chief, Jean-Claude Gallet.”113  

 

Parisians and tourists alike gathered on the banks of the Seine to watch as the historic structure 

burned. According to Architectural Digest’s Stefanie Waldek, “not a single life was lost during 

the blaze—and most of the cathedral’s structure, plus its stained-glass windows and many of its 

priceless artifacts, was spared. What was destroyed, however, was the 19th-century oak-and-lead 

spire by architect Eugène Viollet-le-Duc, the great wood roof known as “the forest,” and the 

vaulted ceiling, which was crushed when the spire and roof collapsed through it.” 114  

In just the first year following the fire, massive fundraising efforts secured nearly $1 billion in 

funds for the reconstruction of the iconic structure, though there were disputes concerning how 

exactly to tackle such a daunting undertaking. Some pushed to rebuild an identical version of the 
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https://www.notredamedeparis.fr/decouvrir/histoire/lepoque-contemporaine/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/15/world/europe/notre-dame-fire.html
https://www.architecturaldigest.com/story/where-paris-notre-dame-cathedral-stands-one-year-after-fire
https://www.architecturaldigest.com/story/where-paris-notre-dame-cathedral-stands-one-year-after-fire
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19th century spire that crumbled, while others preferred replacing it with a more modern look.115 

In the end, those calling for an identical spire won out, and as of October 2021, the restorations 

were on track to be completed by 2024.116  

 

 
 

The Louvre 

The Louvre Museum is located inside the Louvre Palace on the right bank of the Seine in the 1st 

arrondissement of Paris. The palace was originally built by King Phillip II in the late 12th 

century as a fortress to protect the city from potential English attacks.117 Over the years, the 

palace served the city in many different forms, evolving from fortress to royal residence before 

eventually becoming a place of residence for royal artistic patronages.  

 

It was not until the French Revolution that The Louvre became a public museum; on the 10th of 

August 1792, King Louis XVI was imprisoned and the royal art collection was deemed national 

property.118 Exactly one year later, on the anniversary of the demise of the French monarchy, the 

museum was officially opened to the public.  

                                                           
115 Waldek, “Where Paris’s Notre-Dame Cathedral Stands One Year After the Fire,” 
116 “Reconstruction Progress Report,” Friends of Notre-Dame de Paris, 2022, 

https://www.friendsofnotredamedeparis.org/reconstruction-progress/.  
117 Barbara Maranzani, “6 Things You May Not Know About the Louvre,” History.com, August 22, 2018, 

https://www.history.com/news/six-things-you-may-not-know-about-the-louvre.  
118 Ibid. 

https://www.friendsofnotredamedeparis.org/reconstruction-progress/
https://www.history.com/news/six-things-you-may-not-know-about-the-louvre
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The Louvre is home to “the best known, the most visited, the most written about, the most sung 

about, the most parodied work of art in the world,"119 The Mona Lisa. Painted by Italian 

Leonardo da Vinci in the early 1500s, the subject of the portrait is thought to be Lisa del 

Giocondo, the wife of Florentine merchant Francesco del Giocondo. This idea is based on a 

handwritten notation found in a manuscript from 1550,120 though there are several other possible 

theories.  

 

This small painting, just 30 x 21 inches (77 x 53 cm), attracts millions of people each year, 

though its fame increased exponentially after it was stolen in 1911 by a former Louvre employee, 

Vincenzo Peruggia. Peruggia, an Italian native, testified during his trial that “national pride had 

inspired him to steal the painting”121 though King Francis I legally purchased the painting after 

da Vinci died in 1519122 and it had never been stolen from Italy as Peruggia claimed he 

believed.123  

 

The Mona Lisa has left the Louvre several times since its theft in 1911. Before the outbreak of 

World War II, museum curators began to evacuate the most precious pieces of art, including The 

Mona Lisa, and relocate them in order to safeguard them from the Nazis. By December of 1939 

nearly all of the artwork had been removed from the museum and would not return until after the 

                                                           
119 John Litchfield, “The Moving of the Mona Lisa,” The Independent, April 2, 2005, 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/the-moving-of-the-mona-lisa-530771.html.  
120 “Mona Lisa—Heidelberger Find Clarifies Identity,” University Library Heidelberg, May 8, 2011, 

https://web.archive.org/web/20131105050239/http://www.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/Englisch/news/monalisa.html.  
121 Evan Andrews, “The Heist that Made the Mona Lisa Famous,” History.com, August 19, 2016, 

https://www.history.com/news/the-heist-that-made-the-mona-lisa-famous.  
122 Brigit Katz, “The Mona Lisa May Leave The Louvre for the First Time in 44 Years,” Smithsonian 

Magazine, March 9, 2018, https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/mona-lisa-may-leave-louvre-first-time-44-

years-180968425/  
123 Evan Andrews, “The Heist.” 
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https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/mona-lisa-may-leave-louvre-first-time-44-years-180968425/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/mona-lisa-may-leave-louvre-first-time-44-years-180968425/


48 

 

liberation of France in 1945.124 The Mona Lisa also traveled to Washington, D.C. and New York 

City in 1963, as well as Russia and Japan in 1974, where it drew large crowds of people. 

 

Today, the Louvre continues to hold a wide variety of 

artwork which has been delineated into eight departments: 

Egyptian Antiquities, Near Eastern Antiquities, Greek, 

Etruscan & Roman Art, Islamic Art, Sculptures, 

Decorative Art, Paintings, and Prints & Drawings. In 

addition, the museum is nestled between the Carrousel and 

Tuileries Gardens, offering visitors walking paths, play 

spaces for children, and a wide variety of restaurants and 

cafes. 

 

Bastogne 

Bastogne is a town in southern Belgium’s Wallonia region. We are headed there on Day 8 of our 

trip as it played a major role in one of the last great World War II battles in Europe: the Battle of 

the Bulge.  

 

First, a little background on Belgium and the Battle of the Bulge. With its strategic location 

between France and Germany, Belgium has long been a main battleground in Europe. Major 

military events on Belgian soil include Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo in 1815, the introduction 

of poison gas in the World War I Battle of Ypres in 1915, and the Battle of the Bulge in the 

Ardennes Forest in the winter of 1944-1945. 

 

After the success of the Normandy landings on June 6, 1944 (D-Day), the Allies fought to move 

the German forces back to the German border. France was liberated by the end of the summer 

and fighting was raging in Belgium and near the western border of Germany. At the same time 

the Russian army was fighting to gain ground on Germany’s eastern border.  

 

Throughout that summer and spring, the Allied forces were dealing with a number of logistical 

issues trying to keep their battle-fatigued forces supplied. The continuous fighting to retake 

France and push the German Army back to the German border required numerous supplies 

including gasoline for jeeps, trucks and tanks, food and replacement clothing for soldiers, and the 

tools of war itself, guns and ammunition. On top of this, the Allied soldiers themselves were 

spread thinly across the fighting front that stretched from the Netherlands in the north to 

Switzerland in the south. The American Army typically used 3 or 4 divisions [1 division 

consisted of about 15,000 soldiers] to hold the entire front line in the Ardennes region.125 The 

                                                           
124 Matilda Simon, The Battle of The Louvre; The Struggle to Save French Art in World War II, (Portland, 

OR: Hawthorne Books, 1971), 23. 
125 “Interactive Timeline: the Battle of the Bulge,” Library of Congress, accessed December 2, 2021, 

https://www.loc.gov/collections/world-war-ii-maps-military-situation-maps-from-1944-to-1945/articles-and-

essays/the-battle-of-the-bulge/interactive-timeline/.  

Fun Fact! 

The 2014 film The Monuments Men 

tells the story of the Monuments, 

Fine Arts and Archives program 

which helped the Allied forces to 

“protect cultural property” during 

and after World War II. 
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German Army was also thought to have a similar number of men in the area based on Army 

intelligence.126 

 

The Germans decided to launch a surprise, strategic attack through the Ardennes Forest in an 

attempt to retake the vital supply port of Antwerp and thereby splitting the Allied forces. Once 

complete, the German army could then shift its focus to the east to defend against an anticipated 

Russian spring offensive.  

 

The attack began on December 16, 1944 under overcast skies. The poor weather hindered the 

Allied response by grounding Allied aircraft. The German army made a two-pronged attack, one 

pointed at Bastogne and one to the north. Two American infantry regiments situated along the 

Belgian-German border were immediately trapped by the overwhelming German forces.  

 

Bastogne was an important target of the attack as it was situated in an area where all major roads 

converged. Determined American resistance slowed the German attack, even though the 

American forces were completely outnumbered. At the outset of the battle, the Allies had 

225,000 soldiers facing over 400,000 Axis soldiers. 

 

The strong pockets of American resistance, 

particularly the fighting in the immediate 

north and south of the initial attack, greatly 

delayed German advances by forcing them to 

use specific roads to continue their advance 

instead of spreading out along secondary 

streets. This delay allowed the US to deploy 

the 101st Airborne Division to help bolster 

the defense of the important crossroads at 

Bastogne. One company of soldiers, E 

Company, the “Screaming Eagles,” part of 

the 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment of the 

101st Airborne Division was made famous 

when historian Stephen Ambrose traced their 

experiences during the war in a book and 

later HBO mini-series called Band of 

Brothers. Soon after E Company arrived in 

Bastogne, the Germans surrounded the city.  

 

The winter of 1944 was particularly harsh 

with intense cold often reaching negative 18 

degrees Fahrenheit. What made the situation 

worse was that the soldiers trapped in 

Bastogne were without winter clothing, food 

and medical supplies. The bad weather also inhibited resupplying the encircled city by airplane. 

The German armored divisions bypassed the city on their way to Antwerp leaving the siege of 

                                                           
126 “Fort Benning,” Maneuver Center of Excellence Libraries, accessed December 3, 2021, 

https://www.benning.army.mil/Library/Virtual.html. 

Trivia Time! 

When you visit Bastogne, you’ll see the words 

“NUTS!” on signs and on some local products. 

Why? 

See next page to find out. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/506th_Infantry_Regiment_(United_States)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/101st_Airborne_Division
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the city to trailing infantry divisions. The 101st Airborne Division was encircled in Bastogne 

with three German infantry divisions and one panzer tank division deployed around the town. 

The bulge in the American front lines that gave the battle its name has formed.127  

 

A break in the weather on December 23 allowed the Allies to begin bombing the German forces. 

A major counterattack in the south launched on December 22 by General Patton’s Third Army 

broke through and linked up with the defenders in Bastogne on December 26, 1944. 

 

While Bastogne was surrounded and continuously bombed by German artillery, there was a 

pause in the bombardment on December 22, 1944 when the German commander offered a 

surrender ultimatum to the besieged American forces commanded by Brigadier General Anthony 

McAuliffe. It read: 

 
To the U.S.A. Commander of the encircled town of Bastogne. 

 

The fortune of war is changing. This time the U.S.A. forces in and near Bastogne 

have been encircled by strong German armored units. More German armored 

units have crossed the river Ourthe near Ortheuville, have taken Marche and 

reached St. Hubert by passing through Hompre-Sibret-Tillet. Libramont is in 

German hands. 

 

There is only one possibility to save the encircled U.S.A. troops from total 

annihilation: that is the honorable surrender of the encircled town. In order to 

think it over a term of two hours will be granted beginning with the presentation 

of this note. 

 

If this proposal should be rejected one German Artillery Corps and six heavy A. 

A. Battalions are ready to annihilate the U.S.A. troops in and near Bastogne. The 

order for firing will be given immediately after this two hours’ term. 

 

All the serious civilian losses caused by this artillery fire would not correspond 

with the well-known American humanity. 

 

The German Commander. 

  

General McAuliffe read the German note, crumpled it up and muttered “Aw, nuts.” Finding no 

better message to send back to the German commander, General McAuliffe sent the following 

message: 

  
To the German Commander. 

NUTS! 

 

The American Commander.128 
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 The following day the weather 

improved. Allied air forces were able 

to bomb the German lines and drop 

much needed food, medicine, and 

weaponry to the soldiers on the 

ground. By the end of January 1945, 

the American counter-offensive in the 

Ardennes had driven the Germans 

back to their original positions.  

 

If you are a fan of the Band of 

Brothers TV series, the episodes 

entitled “Bastogne” and “The 

Breaking Point” follow Easy 

Company’s exploits during the Battle 

of the Bulge. The first episode 

portrays the men of Easy Company 

dealing with the extreme cold and lack of supplies during continuous artillery shelling by the 

German forces. The second episode follows Easy Company as they attempt to take back the 

village of Foy situated to the northeast of Bastogne. Today, the original foxholes dug by the men 

of Easy Company are preserved in Jack’s woods (Bois Jacques) outside of Foy.129 

 

We will be visiting two memorials near Bastogne: the Mardasson Memorial and the Ardennes 

American Cemetery and Memorial. The Mardasson Memorial is a monument in the shape of a 5-

pointed American star dedicated to memory of the American soldiers wounded or killed during 

the Battle of the Bulge.  

 

The inner walls of the monument are covered with ten passages carved in stone commemorating 

the battle. Outside, the names of the United States as well as the insignia of most participating 

battalions are shown on the walls. The memorial represents the 76,890 killed and wounded 

during the counteroffensive to the German attack. 

 

The Ardennes American Cemetery is the final resting place for 5,162 Americans, most of whom 

were fallen airmen of the U.S. Army Air Forces. Their headstones are aligned in straight rows 

that compose the form of a Greek cross. Along the outside of the memorial, inscribed on granite 

slabs, are the names of 463 of the missing, whose remains were never recovered. The façade on 

the far (north) end that overlooks the burial area bears the insignia, in mosaic, of the major U.S. 

units that operated in northwest Europe in World War II. 

 

                                                           
129 “Jack's Wood,” Belgium Remembers, accessed December 5, 2021, https://belgiumremembers44-

45.be/destination/jacks-wood/ 

 

 

 

The remains of an Easy Company foxhole in the Bois 

Jacques forest outside Bastogne 
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The memorial is a stone structure with a massive American eagle and other sculptures on the 

outside. Inside the memorial is a chapel, as well as three large wall maps depicting combat and 

supply activities from the Ardennes campaign. 

 

Cologne 

Images from the London Blitz 

may be known to students of 

World War II: firefighters in 

steel helmets wrestling fire 

hoses at raging fires. Families 

hunkered deep underground in 

Tube stations. Double decker 

buses upended like toys in 

bombed out craters.  

 

These scenes spurred RAF 

Commander Arthur Harris—

later head of Bomber 

Command—to focus his ire on the German city of Cologne. In a radio speech delivered to the 

British people on May 10, 1941, Harris declared, “The Nazis entered this war under the rather 

childish delusion that they were going to bomb everybody else, and nobody was going to bomb 

them. [However] they served the wind, and now they are going to reap the whirlwind. Cologne, 

Lubeck, Rostock: Those are only just the beginning. We cannot send 1,000 bombers [at a time 

over Germany yet]. But the time will come when we can.”130  

 

That time did come. Little over a year later, what seemed like an impossible achievement 

became a reality. On May 30, 1942, the RAF mustered an armada of planes on the airfields of 

England and launched the first 1,000+ bomber raid in world history. Just as Harris had asserted, 

the target was Cologne, home to factories churning out guns, tanks, and chemicals for the war 

effort. The city also lay at the heart of one of the busiest German railway networks – vital for 

transporting troops and weapons.  

 

The first air raid sirens in Cologne wailed to life around midnight, and by the time the all-clear 

sounded only hours later, some 600 acres had been flattened—including 90 percent of the city 

center. In addition, 5,000 fires had been ignited (the glare of the flames was visible to returning 

RAF aircrews up to 150 miles away), 3,300 homes had been destroyed, and 45,000 people left 

homeless. Casualties totaled 474 killed and 5,000 wounded. These numbers would have been 

significantly higher if not for the air-raid shelters and deep cellars that existed under homes in 

old Cologne.131  

 

                                                           
130 “World War II: The Blitz on Cologne,” directed by Robert Garofalo (Tappan, NY: Janson Media, 
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Over the course of the war, Cologne would be bombed a total of 262 times. But Allied soldiers 

wouldn’t witness the devastation at ground level until eight months after D-Day when U.S. 

forces entered the city for the first time. What they found left them speechless: the fourth largest 

city in Germany had been reduced to rubble. What was once a thriving city of nearly 800,000 in 

1939—larger than modern day Seattle—had shrunk to a population of 40,000—roughly the size 

of modern Braintree.  

 

Along with tanks and soldiers, scores of cameramen and journalists were there to document 

every move. One reporter on the scene observed, “A city is a plan on a map. Only here there is 

no map. A city means movement and noise and people. Not silence and emptiness and stillness. 

A kind of cemetery stillness. A city should be full of life, and when you find instead the 

complete negation of life, the effect is shattering.”132 

 

Despite the vast destruction, 

one building still stood tall: 

Cologne Cathedral. Bombed 

14 times over the course of 

the war, the Gothic 

masterpiece was still largely 

intact in March 1945. Rising 

more than 500 feet above 

sea level, the spires were 

easily seen from the air. 

Historians believe the twin 

spires were used as a 

navigational landmark by 

Allied aircraft raiding deeper 

into Germany later in the 

war.  

 

More than a navigational 

tool, the cathedral also 

quickly became the 

backdrop for one of the most famous tank battles of World War II. As the US 3rd Armored 

Division’s Sherman tanks and Pershing tanks faced off against German Panther tanks, US 

cameramen had their cameras rolling.133 

 

As infantrymen cautiously went street by street, doorway to doorway to root out snipers, a 

German Panther lay in wait, hiding in a tunnel at the center of the city. In this final standoff near 

the cathedral, the Panther emerged from the shadows and fired on two American Sherman tanks, 

killing crew members and rendering the tanks useless. At this point in the war, American tank 
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armor had been underperforming that of the Panthers; however, the Germans had a saying: “One 

German tank is better than 10 American tanks. But the Americans always have eleven.”134 

 

That being said, nearby, Sergeant Bob Earley’s Pershing tank was idling on a parallel street. The 

Pershing was still very new, and very few had been made. A generation ahead in technology, the 

Pershing had a huge 90 mm cannon and twice the effectiveness of the Sherman’s armor.  

 

US Cameraman Jim Bates approached Earley’s tank and told him he’d seen the Panther destroy 

two Shermans on the neighboring street. On foot, Bates and Earley slipped through the streets to 

do a quick recon of the situation. Back in his tank, Early commanded his crew to roll. As the 

American tank lumbered to the intersection, they found the German Panther had its gun barrel 

leveled squarely in their direction. In that split second, the German tank commander, Lieutenant 

Wilhelm Bartelborth, hesitated. Something in his gut told him to expect a Sherman tank to 

emerge from the side street; instead, he saw an unfamiliar model, green and heavily armored.135 

One German soldier later accused the Americans of stealing a German tank and commandeering 

it for their own.136 In the heat of the moment, it’s quite possible the Germans mistook the new 

model for one of their own. Whatever the reason, gunner Clarence Smoyer didn’t hesitate and 

fired first. Three shots destroyed the Panther, all while Bates’ camera was rolling. This dramatic 

tank battle, one of the most famous of the war, sealed the fate of Cologne, and the city was 

firmly in Allied control. Clarence Smoyer (second from right in the photo) was only 21 years old 

in that pivotal tank battle, and was nicknamed “hero of Cologne.”  

 

As we leave Cologne in the rearview, fear not, we still have one more stop on this awesome trip! 

Our final stop will be… 
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Berlin 

Like many modern cities, Berlin is 

difficult to capture in a few words. 

In the modern age, it has been 

bombed to bits, split apart, and 

reunited. In the infancy of the 21st 

century, Berlin stands as the capital 

of one of the most important 

countries in both the EU and the 

world. Its emergence as one of the 

hubs of the fashion, art and music 

world has led one publication to 

declare Berlin a “cauldron of 

cultural cool on par with New York 

in the 80s.”137 However, 

comfortably mixed amongst the 

“culturally cool” are some great 

sites that every discerning tourist 

should add to the “can’t miss” list.  

 

A good place to orient oneself is in 

East Berlin near the heart of the city, 

moving west toward the beautiful, 

tree-lined Unter den Linden. 

Standing on the road and facing west near the Spree River, one can’t help but see the magnificent 

Berliner Dom. This majestic Renaissance-style church would be right at home in 16th century 

Florence. In addition to a place of worship, it serves as both a museum and concert hall.  

 

If you’re at the Berliner Dom, you’re probably standing on Museum Island. A split in the Spree 

River creates a mini island, but this collection of world class museums creates its own island—

water or not. The top attraction is the Pergamon Museum, which features sculptures from the 

classical worlds of Greece and Rome, as well as treasures from Babylon and the Middle East. 

There are five museums in total, all worthy of a visit. 

 

Continuing west down Unter den Linden, stroll past the University of Berlin. You can’t miss the 

giant statue of Frederick the Great (more on him later). It was near this spot that one of Berlin’s 

darker moments transpired. A massive book-burning took place on May 10, 1933 across from the 

University of Berlin on Unter den Linden. It was done under the approving eye of Nazi 

Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels, and according to a student proclamation, any book was 

burned “which acts subversively on our future or strikes at the root of German thought, the 

German home and the driving forces of our people.”138  If the future of Germany under Nazism 

wasn’t clear to this point, that dreadful night left no doubts. 

 

                                                           
137 Andrea Schulte-Peevers, Germany (China: Lonely Planet Publications, 2013), 52.  
138 William L. Shirer, The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich: A History of Nazi Germany (New York: Simon 

and Schuster, 1960), 241. 

The Brandenburg Gate 

 

On the other side of this gate, over 30 years ago, President 

Ronald Reagan gave a famous speech. Can you finish his 

iconic quote? “Mr. Gorbachev, ____ ____ ____ ____!” 
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Continue past the shops and cafes to see the Brandenburg Gate. Perhaps no other site symbolizes 

the city as this gate. This triumphal arch was completed in 1791. The sculpture of the winged 

goddess of victory on a chariot crowns the gate. Move through the gate and walk to the right. 

One of the more significant buildings in German history stands here… 

 

The Reichstag  

In many ways, the famous Reichstag fire of February 1933 (four weeks after Hitler became 

Chancellor) sealed the world’s fate as it secured the rise of Hitler and the Nazis. However, before 

looking specifically at Nazi Germany, it probably makes more sense to look at… 

 

The Rise of Germany 

How did this happen?  Even the dullest of us at some point in time have asked this question 

when confronted with the reality of the 20th century. From Stalin to Mao, from Treblinka to the 

gulags, two world wars and countless atrocities, the 20th century has passed leaving an 

uncomfortable legacy, and more questions than answers about human nature. Historian Barbara 

Tuchman’s award-winning book A Distant Mirror, for example, made the case that the suffering 

of the 20th century was so bad that it was comparable to the 14th century (yes, that 14th century—

the century of the Hundred Years’ War and the Black Plague among other things…). Regardless 

of the depth of suffering, “How did this happen?” is a good question, and many students ask it 

when studying Hitler and Nazi Germany. The answer, if a definitive one even exists, is 

complicated. A good place to start is by looking at the development of modern Germany. 

 

Germany developed differently than some of its neighbors. Going back to the Middle Ages, 

German speaking people lived in hundreds of small and medium-sized states—in fact, over 300 

of them—that were loosely joined together in a Confederation known as the Holy Roman 

Empire.139  There was an Emperor who was elected by some senior nobles and archbishops, but 

real power was generally held by the rulers (kings, dukes, etc.) of these small and medium-sized 

states. They shared a common language and culture, but often had competing interests. These 

competing political and economic interests, as well as cultural differences such as religion, made 

unification into one country difficult. From the 15th century on, the Emperor became essentially 

dynastic; it was dominated by the Austrian Habsburgs. Because of its size and influence, many 

assumed that the German state of Austria would naturally lead unification someday. This 

assumption proved to be wrong. 

 

Leadership in German unification came from an unlikely source: the Hohenzollern family in the 

North. It wasn’t the family that was the problem, but the land. The family ruled the territory of 

Brandenburg since 1417. Often referred to as “the sandbox of the Holy Roman Empire,” 

northern Germany had every geographic disadvantage. With Berlin as its capital, Hohenzollern 

territory had no natural frontiers and so couldn’t easily be defended, and its sandy soil wasn’t 

conducive to farming. The Hohenzollerns inherited the territories of Cleves, Mark, and 

                                                           
139 Historians dispute the exact beginning of the Holy Roman Empire, but many point to the crowning of 

Charlemagne on Christmas Day in the year 800.  It lasted over one thousand years until it was disbanded by 

Napoleon in 1806.  In fact, the Holy Roman Empire was the First Reich, though the First Reich is generally 

understood to have begun with the crowning of Otto I in 962.  Reich, or realm (realm of the emperor), means an 

empire or kingdom. 
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Ravensburg in 1609, but the 

expansion of their holdings created a 

new problem. These territories were 

“dotted” throughout the North; most 

weren’t actually physically connected. 

 

The family’s luck actually began to 

turn in the previous century with the 

machinations of Albrecht von 

Hohenzollern. Albrecht was both the 

last Grand Master of the Teutonic 

Knights (who held Prussia) and a 

proponent of Protestantism. As part of 

his protest against the church, he 

converted Prussia into both a 

Protestant and hereditary land. By 

purchasing the legal reversion of his 

land, Albert, ensured that the failure of his heirs would give possession to the Hohenzollerns of 

Berlin (quite Machiavellian, no?). As a consequence, some of these “dotted” territories could be 

consolidated. It didn’t take long – his son Albert Frederick’s mental disorder allowed the 

Hohenzollerns of Berlin access to Prussia as regent, and eventually to take control after his death 

in 1618. From that point on, the titles of Elector of Brandenburg and Duke of Prussia would be 

the same – the state of Brandenburg-Prussia was born. Eventually, the family’s territories would 

be connected and simply referred to as the state (or country) of Prussia.140  

 

The first notable leader of modern Prussia was Frederick William, the “Great Elector.”  He came 

to power in 1640, at the tail end of the Thirty Years’ War. The German states were in shambles, 

reeling from nearly three decades of warfare, a resurgence of the Plague, and a third of its 

population killed.141  Additionally, Frederick William had to deal with all of the geographic 

disadvantages that came with Prussia, as well as a land where real power was traditionally in the 

hands of the Junkers (pronounced Yunkers—they were German nobles). Frederick William knew 

that the key to Prussian success was to create a formidable standing army. A turning point came 

in mid-century with the Recess of 1653. In desperate need of money to increase his army, the 

Elector agreed to give the Junkers a free hand over their estates (and peasants) in return for the 

substantial sum of 530,000 thalers. Ironically, Frederick used the money to build up his army, 

and in some cases, subdue the Junkers with his army that their money had helped create. In other 

instances, he found allies in the Junkers by bringing them into the army as officers and gaining 

their loyalty. The result was that the feudal model of a strong nobility and a weak sovereign 

began to reverse; real power was now held in the sovereign. Frederick William also squeezed 

every coin he could from taxation, often using his War Commissars to do so forcibly. Against 

                                                           
140 Norman Davies, Europe: A History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 556-557.   
141 In some ways the unstable start of his reign mirrored the start of his life.  He was born at the outset of 

the Thirty Years’ War in the Hohenzollern castle in Berlin.  He wasn’t baptized for months as there was no money 
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Rinehart and Winston, 1964), 40.  

The German goose-step military march originated 

hundreds of years before Nazi Germany, in 17th century 

Prussia. 
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every outward disadvantage, the Great Elector managed to lay the foundation of a modern state 

by his death in 1688.  

 

The militarism of the Prussian state that Frederick William initiated became clear at this time. 

For example, it was in the 17th century that the goose-step was invented, or at least first recorded. 

Often associated with Nazi Germany, this unnatural movement had its roots in Prussia hundreds 

of years before the emergence of Nazi Germany. The goose-step required trained soldiers to 

march in such a way that they would point their toes upward on every beat. Soldiers were 

required to raise their legs to a high position until parallel to the ground. It was usually 

accompanied by fierce facial expressions and an unmistakable message: 

 
The body language of the goose-step transmitted a clear set of messages. To 

Prussia’s generals, it said that the discipline and athleticism of their men would 

withstand all orders, no matter how painful or ludicrous. To Prussia’s civilians, it 

said that all insubordination would be ruthlessly crushed. To Prussia’s enemies, it 

said that the Prussian Army was not made up just of lads in uniform but of 

regimented supermen. To the world at large, it announced that Prussia was not 

just strong, but arrogant. Here, quite literally, was the embodiment of Prussian 

militarism.142 
  

Another notable Prussian ruler was Frederick William I (1713-1740). Not to be confused with 

Frederick the Great Elector, Frederick William I came to power after the Hohenzollern rulers 

were recognized as Kings in Prussia instead of Kings of Prussia.143 He is often best known for his 

unusual personality. As he grew older he became very fat with large, bulging eyes and glistening 

white skin that looked like polished ivory. He hated everything French: people, language, 

culture, and even the food. He even had Prussian criminals who were to be hanged dressed like 

the French. He was also prone to violent outbursts. He would swing his cane at anyone nearby, 

often breaking noses and teeth. These outbursts could be triggered by a benign comment or look. 

Apparently it was the result of porphyria, a rare disease of enzyme deficiency that manifests as 

skin disorders, mental disturbances, or both.  It is actually the same affliction that affected 

George III of Britain (and its American colonies). After dinner every night he retired with his 

ministers to drink, smoke and harass a court historian. One night they even set this poor man on 

fire.144 While his unusual personality is often what people remember of him, it shouldn’t be lost 

that he grew the Prussian state so that it was one of the strongest in Europe by the mid-18th 

century.  

                                                           
142 Davies, Europe: A History, 612.  
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It might seem odd that Frederick the Great (r. 1740 – 

1786) continued the growth of the Prussian state 

when he was in many ways so different than his 

father. As a young man he rebelled against the 

militaristic ways of his father. In fact, at eighteen 

years of age he sought to run away with his best 

friend Hans von Katte. Along with other army 

officers, they planned to escape to England. Caught 

near the border, Frederick and Katte were both 

brought to the castle at Küstrin. While they were both 

charged with treason, it was Katte that felt the iron 

blow of a saber. On the morning of November 6, 

1730, Frederick was awakened in his cell, thinking it 

was he that would be executed. As Katte was taken 

past the cell, Frederick realized what was happening. 

He blew Katte a kiss and in French said, “My dear 

Katte, I beg your pardon a thousand times.”  Katte 

knelt down and prayed, and his head was cut off with 

a saber. Frederick did not actually see it happen—he 

had fainted.145  

 

Also at odds with the Prussian stereotype of discipline and militarism was Frederick’s 

Enlightened reforms. He read the works of the philosophes, and even had Voltaire live with him 

for a time in Potsdam at his summer palace, Sans Souci. Of all the “Enlightened Monarchs,” it is 

Frederick who has been described as “best attuned to the Enlightenment.”146  He drained swamps 

and introduced new crops, such as turnips and potatoes. Like so many of the “enlightened” 

intellectuals, Frederick was a deist, and he prided himself on religious toleration. He invited 

Catholics into Prussia, and boasted that he would build a mosque if Muslims wanted to settle. He 

codified the law and described himself as the “first servant of the state.”147 

 

A Hohenzollern at heart, Frederick was deeply involved with the Prussian military. While his 

father built up the military, it was Frederick that put it to use. His armies fought in many wars, 

including the Silesian Wars and the Seven Years’ War. He was thought a brilliant tactician, and 

often personally led his troops in battle. He was paid the ultimate compliment a generation after 

his death, as Napoleon’s armies conquered the German states. While visiting Frederick’s grave, 

Napoleon remarked to his troops, “Hats off, gentlemen—if he were still alive we should not be 

here.”148  Ultimately, “Old Fritz” won many military victories, modernized the army, and further 

strengthened Prussia. 
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146Robin W. Winks et. al, A History of Civilization: Prehistory to the Present (Prentice Hall, Englewood 

Cliffs, NJ, 1988), 465. 
147Frederick was unusual in other ways too.  Any visitor to Sans Souci might notice an odd site on the 

grounds.  When approaching the palace from the beautiful gardens in the back, look to the right of the terrace.  One 

will notice the unassuming grave of the King, buried next to …his dogs.  It was his wish as expressly written in his 
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While it was in the 18th century that Prussia emerged as a power, it wasn’t until the 19th century 

that the states moved toward unification. Some of this movement was cultural, and seemed 

organic. Germans in different states had a common language and a common history. This 

“sameness” was often reflected in literature. The Brothers Grimm, for example, published 

folklore in the Romantic Era that furthered this sense of “Germanness.”  Or, consider Ernst 

Moritz Arndt, whose famous song The German Fatherland, posed—and answered—the question 

of where Germany is: 

 
Where is the German's fatherland? 

Then name, oh, name the mighty land! 

Wherever is heard the German tongue, 

And German hymns to God are sung! 

This is the land, thy Hermann's land; 

This, German, is thy fatherland.149 

 

Attempts at unification in the early 19th century ultimately failed. The introduction of the 

Zollverein brought the German states a step closer, however. This early 19th century customs 

union took down trade barriers and made business between the states much easier. It was also the 

first instance in which economic union was created without political union. Ultimately, the 

Zollverein was Prussia’s most important contribution to unification before 1848.150  The 

Revolutions of 1848 brought chaos to Europe, and almost brought unification to Germany. 

Frederick William IV initially accepted some of the liberals’ demands and hinted that he would 

lead a new, unified Germany. However, by 1849, when the Frankfurt Assembly officially offered 

Frederick William the crown of a united Germany, he had changed his mind: 

 
I am not able to return a favorable reply to the offer of a crown on  the part of the 

German National Assembly [meeting in Frankfurt], because the Assembly has not 

the right, without the consent of the German governments, to bestow the crown 

which they tendered me,  and moreover because they offered the crown upon 

                                                           
149 Ernst Moritz Arndt, “The German Fatherland,” Fordham Modern History Sourcebook, accessed 
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Fun Fact! 

These funny looking helmets are often 

associated with the German Army 

during WWI.  However, they were 

introduced to the Prussian Army in the 

1840s. 

 

Trivia Time, Extra Credit Version! 

(whatever that means – maybe a free 

Curry Wurst for the first correct 

answer?): 

 

What were these spiked helmets 

called? 
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condition that I would accept a constitution which could not be reconciled with 

the rights of the German states.151 

 

German unification didn’t happen until it was led by the 

great German statesman, Otto von Bismarck. He was 

appointed Prime Minister of Prussia in 1862 and made his 

opinion on unification clear from the moment of his first 

speech in his new position. “The great questions of the day 

will not be decided by speeches and majority decision—that 

was the mistake of 1848-1849—but by iron and blood.”152  

By “iron and blood” Bismarck, of course, meant war. And 

war it was—three wars forged the new German nation. 

Bismarck’s first war was aimed at Denmark and reclaiming 

the territories of Schleswig and Holstein. He also used them 

to set up his next victim: Austria. He used the administering 

of these new provinces as an excuse to start the Austro-

Prussian War in 1866. His quick defeat of Austria 

marginalized the Habsburgs and effectively had Austria 

“kicked out” of Germany. It put Prussia squarely in control 

of German unification. He soon outsmarted France, and the 

rest of Europe, by engineering a war that made Prussia look 

like a victim. The mighty Prussian war machine, aided by 

massive industrialization and Krupp works, soon marched on 

France. This common, foreign enemy brought together the last factions of German society. 

Shells soon rained down on Paris, and Napoleon III was even captured by the Prussians. By 

January 1871, the French surrendered and the German Empire was proclaimed in the famous 

Hall of Mirrors in the Palace of Versailles.  

 

This Second Reich (1871-1918) saw tremendous growth and increase in power and prestige in its 

early years. Wilhelm I was somewhat of a figurehead while Bismarck masterfully engineered his 

foreign policy. Bismarck worked to keep Russia at bay and diplomatically isolate Germany’s 

traditional enemy: France. Bismarck’s hosting of the 1878 Congress of Berlin was proof that 

Germany had reached a new stage of recognition in Europe. His series of treaties and diplomatic 

maneuvering kept Germany safe and Europe at peace. 

 

The fortunes of Germany, and of Europe, began to change in the last decade of the century. The 

passing of William I brought William II into power, and unlike his father, William II was not 

content to be a figurehead. When he did not see eye to eye with Bismarck, he dismissed the 

aging Chancellor in 1890. While the Emperor held a title, he did not hold an understanding of 

the continent in the way Bismarck did. Bismarck’s system began to fall apart and Europe began 

to inch toward war. And, while there were many to blame for World War I, Germany certainly 

did its part. In the first week of August, 1914, the Kaiser told his troops, “You will be home 
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before the leaves have fallen from the trees.”153  Four years later, with countless lives lost and 

destroyed, World War I and the Second Reich came to an end. 

 

It is at this point that the narrative of the coming of Nazi Germany often begins; it would be a 

mistake to look at Nazi Germany in such a short-sighted manner. The more mature student 

should remember the centuries of militarism, discipline, and obedience. The German Empire was 

forged from “iron and blood,” and had no experience with democracy. And it wasn’t just the 

highest levels of government and society that experienced this tendency toward militarism. 

Consider, for example, the impact that the army had on society after 1871. Noncommissioned 

officers had a right to a job in state employment after their military service. That meant that the 

overwhelming majority of policemen, postmen, and railwaymen, as well as other lower state 

positions, were ex-military. They had been socialized by the army and behaved as such. In fact, it 

ensured that crowds in a demonstration would be more likely to be treated as enemy soldiers than 

as citizens.154  It is no wonder that some historians have pointed to Nazi Germany as the logical 

conclusion to early German history. The American journalist William Shirer was posted in 

Europe in the 1930s and witnessed the coming of the Third Reich: 

 
In the delirious days of the annual rallies of the Nazi Party at Nuremberg at the 

beginning of September, I used to be accosted by a swarm of hawkers selling 

picture postcard on which were shown the portraits of Frederick the Great, 

Bismarck, Hindenburg and Hitler. The inscription read: ‘What the king 

conquered, the Prince formed, the Field Marshal defended, the soldier saved and 

unified.’ Thus Hitler, the soldier, was portrayed not only as the savior and unifier 

of Germany but as the successor of these celebrated figures who made the country 

great. The implication of the continuity of German history, culminating in Hitler’s 

rule, was not lost on the multitude…Hitler’s Germany, then, was depicted as a 

logical development from all that had gone before.155 

 

Okay, now back to… 

 

The Reichstag  

Home to Germany’s Parliament (The Bundestag), the Reichstag building stands as one of 

Germany’s most important buildings. While the basic shell of the original building remains, the 

modern building was remade after German reunification. Visitors can ascend to the beautiful 

glass dome and walk out on to the roof. One of the more impressive views is looking down on 

the politicians on the way up to the dome. The symbolism shouldn’t be lost; Germany’s inner 

works will be transparent—the mistakes of the past must not be repeated. 

 

The Reichstag played a key role in Adolf Hitler’s rise to power. As the economy grew worse and 

worse in the mid and late 1920’s, the masses started to look to fringe political parties for 

solutions. Consequently, both the Communists and Nazis (sworn enemies) became more popular. 

Because of the flaw in the Weimar Constitution that allowed for proportional representation, the 

Nazis had a voice in the parliament for years. As Hitler became more and more popular, 

President Hindenburg felt that the best way to control Hitler was to bring him into the 
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government and surround him with more stable bodies. In fact, other politicians thought they 

could control him. One was so confident of this, he declared, “In two months we’ll have pushed 

Hitler into a corner so hard he’ll be squeaking.”156 On January 30, 1933, Adolf Hitler was named 

chancellor of Germany. Yes, for all of you who paused to scratch your head, you read that 

correctly—Adolf Hitler actually came into office by legal means. 

 

It was the burning of the Reichstag building that proved to be a turning point in Hitler’s march to 

absolute power. A month after Hitler assumed office, a Dutch Communist named Marinus van 

der Lubbe set fire to the Reichstag. The Nazis claimed it was part of a general threat to the 

government. The public was led to 

believe that the communists might now 

act against the state. Using yet another 

flaw in the Weimar Constitution, the 

Nazis issued an emergency decree that 

suspended civil liberties; all known and 

suspected Communists were arrested. 

One month later, the parliament passed 

the Enabling Act, which allowed Hitler 

to rule by decree. No longer would any 

law making body be necessary in 

Germany. By the summer of 1933, the 

Nazi Party was the only political party 

in Germany. A year later, President 

Hindenburg died; Hitler then combined 

the offices of Chancellor and President, 

becoming head of the government and 

the state. By 1934, he had become the 

all-powerful Führer. 

 

While there is no debate that the Reichstag fire was a pivotal event in Hitler’s rise, there is some 

speculation about who actually set the fire. Van der Lubbe was found at the scene and blamed, 

but some historians believe the Nazis were already going to set the fire themselves as part of a 

plan to find a scapegoat and justify the suspending of civil liberties. William Shirer contended 

that the Dutch Communist Marinus van der Lubbe “was a godsend to the Nazis.”  The S.A. had 

actually picked him up a few days before when he was overheard in a bar boasting that he had 

tried to set fire to several public buildings and the Reichstag was next. It is incredible—yet 

supported by evidence—that the Nazis found a Communist who was out to do exactly what they 

themselves planned on doing. The Nazis used van der Lube as a stooge. The main job of setting 

the Reichstag fire was actually done by Nazi stormtroopers. It was even established at the trial in 

Leipzig that one man did not have the means to set such a big fire so quickly. Nor could he have 
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carried all of the chemicals and gasoline into 

the building himself or started so many fires 

in different places in so short a time.157  

Regardless of who, or how many people, set 

the fire, it still had the same result: Hitler 

was propelled into a position of power.  

 

Leaving the Reichstag and walking past 

Brandenburg Gate, one will find the 

Holocaust Memorial. Officially called the 

Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe, 

this unique memorial acknowledges the 

crime and responsibility that is central to 

Germany’s self-understanding. While 

acknowledging that there were many 

victims, the German Bundestag decided in 

1999 to dedicate the memorial to the murdered Jews. The memorial includes 2,711 stelae of 

various heights. Note that there is no special significance or symbolism to the number chosen.   

 

Moving further south, in a few blocks one will find Hitler’s Fuhrerbunker. There’s not much to 

see—and more on it later. In order to put some of the World War II sites into proper context, it is 

probably worthwhile to know a little about…  

 

Adolf Hitler 

Many are familiar with Adolf Hitler’s background. He was born on April 20, 1889 in Braunau 

am Inn, Austria158 to parents Alois and Klara Hitler. He spent much of his unsettled youth alone 

in the Vienna and Linz area. Following the death of his beloved mother, Hitler struggled at 

school but desired to become an artist. After being rejected from the Vienna Art Academy twice 

for “limited talent” and being a high school dropout, he pursued a career as an architect but it 

never materialized. As he travelled and wandered throughout Austria he sold postcards and 

watercolor based drawings, being supplemented from his Father’s customs post pension to 

survive. After spending time in homeless shelters and becoming disillusioned with Vienna, he set 

his sights on Germany in 1913.159 

 

There is one interesting story of Hitler’s youth that almost makes him seem human. Hitler was 

not a drinker, and in fact only got drunk once in his life. At sixteen he received good grades and 

was so happy about the idea of leaving school for good that he got drunk. He was picked up at 

dawn by a milkmaid and swore he would never do it again. On this, unlike so many other 

promises in his adult life, Hitler actually kept his word. He was also a non-smoker (at a time 

when smoking was the norm) and a vegetarian.160  
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When WWI broke out he was 

inspired to join the German Army, 

almost like a scene from a Richard 

Wagner dramatic masterpiece. He 

was positioned with a 16th 

Bavarian Reserve Regiment and 

saw action at the First Battle of 

Ypres, the Somme and in the final 

offensives as a trench 

messenger/runner. Wounded twice 

and gassed, he was decorated with 

the Iron Cross First Class. Within 

the German Army he had found a 

place, a homeland and an 

inspiration.161  

 

Hitler was angered by Germany’s 

surrender, as well as the defeatism 

and division that followed with the 

Treaty of Versailles. With the end 

of WWI, Germany was bankrupt, stripped of its resources/territories and politically unstable, 

with a recorded 376 political murders during the 1920’s. From this, Hitler immersed himself in 

radical opposition groups, becoming popular among WWI veterans and many others who were 

unhappy.  The “Little Corporal” was soon becoming a potential problem for the post-WWI 

Germany.162 

 

In April of 1921, the Allied Powers presented Germany with a reparations bill in the sum of 132 

billion gold marks. Germany, already in economic ruin, was faced with the fact that a single US 

dollar was worth four billion German marks. With a collapsed economy, worthless currency and 

unemployment passing one million, hundreds of thousands stood in breadlines and Adolf Hitler 

struck while the opportunity presented itself.163 Hitler remarked to his friends that “the 

government calmly goes on printing these scraps of paper because if it stopped that would be the 

end of government…If the horrified people notice that they can starve on billions, they must 

arrive at his conclusion: we will no longer submit to a state that is built on the swindle of the 

majority.” Hitler had an audience and began a career of knowing what to say, when to say it, and 

very much how to say it.164  

 

On November 8, 1923, Bavarian State Commissioner Gustav Ritter von Kahr was making a 

speech in Munich’s Burgerbraukeller while approximately 600 Nazis and right-wing 

sympathizers surrounded the beer hall. Hitler broke into the hall, jumped unto a table with a 

revolver in a raised hand, and fired a shot into the ceiling while yelling, “The national revolution 
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has begun!”165 Hitler proceeded to round up Kahr and other Bavarian officials into another office 

room. Once there, Hitler demanded his “prisoners” recognize him as the new head of the 

Bavarian state government. Hitler then returned to the main room shouting “the Bavarian 

Ministry is removed and now it is on to Babel, Berlin and save the German people.”  He then 

remarked, “tomorrow will find either a national government in Germany or us dead!”166 Hearing 

that his followers were fighting elsewhere in the city, Hitler’s prisoners were released as he went 

to investigate for himself what was happening in the city. Little did Hitler know that his 

prisoners were now preparing a defense against the Nazis.  On November 9, some 3,000 Hitler 

supporters gathered again outside the beer hall and proceeded to march to the center of Munich 

led by Hitler, Hermann Goring and WWI hero Erich Ludendorff. On the way down to the 

Odensplatz, Hitler and his supporters were confronted by a police line. In order to avoid a bloody 

confrontation, Hitler paraded hostages taken the day before to the police as a way to be let 

through and avoid bloodshed. Similar to the events of Lexington and Concord during the 

Revolutionary War, a shot rang out and a gun battle ensued. When it was over, sixteen Nazis and 

three policemen were dead; Goring was wounded and Hitler unhurt. After a trial for treason 

against the German state, Hitler was sentenced to five years in the Landenberg fortress.167 

 

Serving only nine months with sympathetic guards watching over him, Hitler used his time in 

prison to dictate Mein Kampf to his friend Rudolf Hess. Reflecting back on the Munich Beer Hall 

Putsch, Goring stated, “We shall plan no more putsches we shall merely make the situation so 

bad internally that the people will clamor for National Socialist rule.”  By the late 1920s, Hitler 

was emerging out of his minority radical phase and becoming somewhat of a household name.168 

 

By 1938, most of Germany was 

“fatally attracted” to Hitler and the 

Nazis, either voluntarily or by force. 

Anti-Semitism, the desire for 

Lebensraum (living space), and 

intoxication with power became focal 

points for a Germany that had gone 

“through the flames” and was looking 

to be reborn into a unified power with 

Hitler at the helm.169 It was said that 

Hitler and his party radiated power 

and inspired fear. According to Hitler, 

“the very existence of the human race 

is bound up in three things: struggle is 

the father of all things, virtue lies in 

blood and leadership is primary and 

decisive.”170  
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Nazism would unleash a “veritable barrage of lies and slander” against whatever adversary 

seemed most dangerous until the nerves of the attacked person broke down. The defeated 

adversary in most cases doubted the possibility of success in any further resistance. Once in 

power and the Nazi Party strong, Hitler spoke to the masses with an electrifying sense, relaying 

what appeared to be a continued “play and repeat” of the same message: love of the Fatherland, 

hatred of the criminals who stabbed Germany in the back, and the unfair Versailles Treaty. He 

insisted that “German misery must be broken with German steel,” which set the stage for 

impending conflict.171   

 

The Nazi Party found support with many groups in Germany including the middle class, skilled 

workers, and the unemployed; eventually it attracted businessmen. The Nazi Party backed a 

platform that included a wide range of points: only persons of German blood could be citizens; 

shared profits, government control over businesses, regulation of press, guaranteed old age 

pensions and medical care, a strong people’s army and the annulment of the Treaty of Versailles. 

The early party was careful to mask some of the deep-seated anger and hatred. Many Germans 

agreed with what Hitler and the party were saying and doing, thus making it easier to simply 

conform. This philosophy, along with a strong police and propaganda program, helped form a 

unified Germany.172 

 

The Nazi Party went through a major transformation in the early 1930’s. Hitler strengthened 

control over the SA to make it seem less like a paramilitary organization to become more 

appealing to the public. The German people would look at these supporters/soldiers less like 

thugs. Local political bosses were charged 

with organizing local indoctrination and 

membership drives. Key political leaders 

like Hess were brought in to run party 

headquarters and build up party strength 

and help facilitate community support. By 

1933, 95 percent of the German politic 

voted the Nazi Party to be the official 

representative of the German State. By 

1934, Hitler asked the German people to 

vote on a law combining the German 

presidency with Hitler’s chancellorship. 38 

million German voters agreed to put all of 

Germany into Hitler and the Nazi’s 

hands.173  
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Hitler’s Achievements 

Prior to the outbreak of World War II, 

many looked at Hitler and the Nazis 

very positively. Many foreign leaders, 

including Roosevelt and Churchill, 

were impressed with what he was 

able to accomplish in a short time. 

Insiders living through some of the 

day-to-day challenges had a different 

impression. Although Hitler 

surrounded himself with very capable 

advisors, he was given credit for 

many great achievements. Hitler 

provided economic recovery by 

directly controlling the German economy and by eliminating unemployment through a series of 

public works programs, including road and infrastructure construction. He spoke to the German 

masses with simple economic promises: ending reparations and refusing to pay the debts, as well 

as providing homes, food and clothing to those in need. Compared to the economic recovery in 

the United States, Hitler and Germany were recovering faster.  By 1938, Germany had secretly 

rebuilt and rearmed its military in defiance of the League of Nations and concerned neighbors to 

the west and east. Hitler, through his dynamic speeches and absolute control, created a national 

unity and spirit supported by most of the German People. Many German citizens looked at Hitler 

as a Messiah and his propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels worked cleverly to support that 

belief. With talk of making Germany 

and the German Reich great again, 

he took steps to reunify lost German 

people back into the empire 

including the Sudeten Germans in 

Czechoslovakia and many German 

speaking people in his native country 

of Austria. Hitler created a sense of 

national unity and collective 

organization. All Germans were 

encouraged to not only show the flag 

but to create a life and existence 

centered on Hitler. Communities 

were encouraged to interact with 

each other through mass rallies, 

communal breakfasts and assorted 

drives for the war effort later on.174  

 

 

At this point it is probably helpful to summarize the… 
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Road to World War II 

1933 Hitler becomes Chancellor, consolidates power into a dictatorship, and builds the first 

concentration camps for political prisoners and social minorities 

1936 Hitler sends army to occupy the Rhineland territory on the border with France  

1937  Hitler announces his desire to conquer Lebensraum (living space) in countries to the east  

1938   Hitler annexes Austria 

1938 Hitler annexes the Sudetenland border region of Czechoslovakia, with permission from 

Britain and France 

1939  Hitler annexes the rest of Czechoslovakia 

1939 Hitler invades Poland using new blitzkrieg weapons and tactics. Britain and France 

declare war on Germany to defend Poland. 

 

Hitler’s Destructive Decisions 

It wasn’t long before even those who were initially impressed with Hitler came to realize who he 

really was. Hitler began turning on his own people as the Allies began to assault Germany on 

two fronts. He ordered his trusted advisor and Armaments Minister Albert Speer to bring 

Gotterdammerung on Germany, that is, an effort to destroy Germany and leave nothing to the 

enemy: torch farmlands, destroy factories, telephone networks, and sewerage and electric 

utilities. Speer worked tirelessly to subvert Hitler’s order, sensing a deep moral conscience to not 

hurt the German people or infrastructure anymore. Considerable effort and resources were 

prioritized to identify and annihilate enemies of the Reich both internally and externally, as 

shown through mobile killing squads in the German occupied Soviet Union as well as through 

the Final Solution. Politically, Hitler created a party system that ultimately divided the public and 

created many wealthy powerful people at the expense of the middle and lower classes. Freedom 

and civil liberty had been eliminated. Militarily, Hitler gave conflicting orders and made bad 

decisions, often in defiance of advice from his military commanders. These decisions, including 

the failure to destroy the British and 

French Armies in France in 1940 along 

with the invasion of the Soviet Union in 

1941, would prove disastrous.175 

 

By 1945, Hitler’s Germany was 

crumbling. Hitler and his immediate 

friends and staff retreated to the 

“Fuhrerbunker” as Berlin’s population 

of nearly 4 million was increasing every 

day. Refugees from the east flooded the 

city and took refuge in cellars and 

subways, desperate for food and water. 

Many of the main streets were littered 

with bodies and war debris, including 

corpses dangling from lampposts.176  

Many who chose to not fight to the end 

but to survive with their families were 
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accused of being cowards and traitors. As many as 25,000 exhausted German troops clung to the 

Reich center for the final assault against a Soviet Red Army of nearly one million troops. Despite 

efforts to fight on, Hitler and new wife Eva Braun were contemplating his last will and testament 

and eventual suicide. At 3:30 pm on Monday April 30, Hitler and Eva carried out their last rites. 

Each had cyanide capsules and pistols. Both placed a capsule in their mouths. Hitler pointed the 

pistol at his right temple and bit down as he shot himself. Eva bit down after the pistol went off. 

The two corpses were brought into the garden area and placed in shallow graves and doused with 

gasoline. Considerable drama and mystery surrounded the death of Hitler and what may or may 

not have happened. Regardless, the Third Reich—set to last 1,000 years—made it twelve.177 

 

Unfortunately, the turmoil of the 30s and 40s did not come to an end with the death of Hitler. 

There are many sites in the city to remind us that the next phase for Germany, and specifically 

Berlin, to endure was the… 

 

Cold War 

On May 9, 1945, Joseph Stalin broadcast a message to his people over the airwaves: 

 
Comrades!  Men and women compatriots! The great day of victory over Germany 

has come. Fascist Germany, forced to her knees by the Red Army and the troops 

of our Allies, has acknowledged herself defeated and declared unconditional 

surrender.…the great patriotic war has ended with our complete victory. The 

period of war in Europe is over. The period of peaceful development has begun.178   

 

Unfortunately, the Allies understood that there would be no peace as Stalin promised. Instead, 

the world was on the verge of a new conflict. The Cold War had begun.   

 

In the wake of World War II, most of Europe lay in ruins. Over thirty million civilians were 

dead, and over fifty million people were displaced and craving stability. The end of war did not 

mean all was well; starvation, desperation, violence, hopelessness and misery were the new 

norm. The world wondered what would happen to Europe. In February of 1945, the Allies met at 

Yalta to discuss unconditional surrender and what would happen to Germany and the rest of war-

torn Europe once the war was over. It soon became clear that although they were allied in the 

war, the Allies would not be allied in peace. For example, early discussion indicated that Poland 

would be allowed to have free elections. By July of 1945 at the Potsdam Conference, Stalin 

disagreed and pledged that he would ban democratic parties and prevent free elections in Poland. 

East and West appeared to be ready for a major showdown.179 

 

Post-war Germany suffered from many problems. There was a lack of food and water as well as 

infrastructure and housing shortages. Food was rationed in Berlin to 1,240 calories per day, but 

in reality it became a starvation diet of less than 850 calories. In August 1945, 4,000 people died 

each day. As Germans struggled, they turned to the Allies for food and other necessities, and this 

lead quickly to the birth of a prosperous yet problematic black market. German currency 
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fluctuated greatly, and most citizens engaged in trading or bartering on the black market with 

trade goods or cigarettes in hand rather than paper currency. There was considerable unrest and 

uncertainty. Although it was made worse with lack of relief and many citizens resorting to 

violence and other criminal activities, life went on with many Germans hanging on by a 

thread.180 

 

The “new” Germany quickly came under military 

rule, as the Allied Powers decided to divide and 

occupy post-war Germany. The US and French 

occupied Southern Germany; the British occupied 

the Ruhr Valley, northern Germany and part of 

the Rhineland; the Russians occupied the east. It 

is interesting to note the German reaction to their 

conquerors. Many German citizens commented, 

“The British like us but don’t always notice that 

we are here. The Americans like us but treat us 

like badly behaving children. The French hate us 

on equal terms. Germans typically referred to the 

Soviet occupiers with fear and loathing.”  One 

German writer, Hans Werner Richter, commented 

that you were best off in the American zone and 

most at risk in the Russian Zone.181  Clearly, there 

was a different vibe in the various occupied areas 

of the “new” Germany. 

 

It soon became clear that the Western powers 

would rebuild Western Europe and encourage 

capitalism and democracy. By 1947, help was on 

its way to Western Europe thanks to the Marshall 

Plan. Sixteen counties received some $13 billion dollars in aid. Food, medical supplies, clothing 

and construction equipment helped rebuild Western Europe for both humanitarian and economic 

reasons; this aid also prevented Communist aggression or help. By 1948, the British, French and 

US combined their zones of occupation in Germany. The Federal Republic of Germany (or West 

Germany) was born.  

 

As the Soviet Union tightened its grip in the east, many people wondered what would be the fate 

of Eastern Europe, especially Poland. Would the Soviets help rebuild the East, or simply be the 

new occupiers?  One Polish citizen commented, “Poland had been liberated from the hated 

Germans by the hated Russians. Now Poland was set to be Communist under the control of 

Moscow.”  Poland was devastated by World War II. Warsaw alone had nearly 90% of its 

buildings destroyed by the German Army and nearly 750,000 of 1.4 million Poles had been 

killed. Rebuilding Poland would be a very difficult, painful and expensive task.182  The Soviet 

solution was to create “puppet states,” or “satellite states,” throughout Eastern Europe. 
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Technically, they were independent nations, but in reality they had Communist governments that 

answered to the Soviets. In Germany, the German Democratic Republic (or East Germany) came 

into existence. 

 

The ensuing decades were characterized by tension between East and West, or the Soviet Union 

and the United States. The term “Cold War” referred to these tensions that bordered on war; it 

was “cold” because the two superpowers never actually fought each other in a full-scale “hot” 

war. They certainly came close, as evidenced by the Cuban Missile Crisis; and there were 

smaller “hot” wars during the Cold War called proxy wars, in which the two superpowers aided 

opposing sides of a foreign war (like the Korean War, Vietnam War, or Soviet invasion of 

Afghanistan). From the Western perspective, the Soviets had recreated in the East what already 

existed in the Soviet Union: totalitarian states that were characterized by a lack of freedom and 

economic stagnation. In his famous speech, Winston Churchill painted a visual for the world 

about what had happened in Eastern Europe: 

 
From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended 

across the Continent. Behind that line lie all the capitals of the ancient states of 

Central and Eastern Europe. Warsaw, Berlin, Prague, Vienna, Budapest, 

Belgrade, Bucharest and Sofia, all these famous cities and the populations around 

them lie in what I must call the Soviet sphere, and all are subject in one form or 

another, not only to Soviet influence but to a very high and, in many cases, 

increasing measure of control from Moscow.183 
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In many ways, Germany—and Berlin specifically—was the epicenter of the East-West divide. 

Not only was it a border between East and West, but the other side was so close that one could 

hear, see, and feel how the other half lived. There are plenty of reminders of the Cold War in 

Berlin. One notable site that can be found in various parts of the city is the… 

 

Berlin Wall   

Construction began in the early hours of the 

morning on Sunday, August 13, 1961; from 

that point on, the Berlin Wall literally and 

figuratively divided the city from 1961 to 

1989. The wall encircled West Berlin so that 

East German citizens could not escape to 

West Berlin, or beyond. The numbers alone 

are stunning. The total length of the Wall 

was over 96 miles long; roughly 27 miles of 

that border divided East Berlin from West 

Berlin, while the remaining almost 70 miles 

of Wall sealed off West Berlin from East 

Germany. There were eight major border 

crossings between East and West Berlin, as 

well as six outside of the city. Security along 

the wall also included hundreds of miles of 

anti-vehicle trenches, fences, and border 

patrol roads.184  While remains of the 

original wall are disappearing, there is no need to romanticize the barrier. As one historian 

claimed, “the Berlin Wall turned East Germany into a cage, the most visible symbol of 

communist oppression in Europe.”185 

 

While the Wall officially kept out “fascist elements,” in reality it kept East German citizens 

inside of East Germany. In the post-war years West Berlin (and West Germany) developed into 

vibrant, capitalist places. There were jobs, goods, and services. East Germans had no such luck, 

and had to order basic goods from the government. Goods were so scarce that it might take 15 or 

20 years to get a phone. It would take families years to re-tile a bathroom, even though tiles were 

produced in East Germany. Currency was so scarce that anything of value – like tiles – was 

exported. The notorious Trabant, or “Trabi” as East Germans called it, was an East German car 

that was tougher to get than one might think. Made of plastic material, this vehicle could be 

picked up by four grown men. It shook violently when reaching 62 m.p.h. It might take 15 years 

on a waiting list to get the car, and even if one was lucky enough to have one, finding 

replacement parts was nearly impossible.186 It is no wonder that 10,000 people in the East 
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crossed into the West in the last week of July1961.187  In East Germany alone, 2.5 million people 

left for the West between 1949 and 1961.188 

 

The Berlin Wall developed in various stages. At first, the wall was made of barbed wire and 

concrete blocks. In later years, improved wire and concrete walls were added. The final phase is 

what people generally see today. However, the view that most Americans had during the Cold 

War was an incomplete, and misleading, view of the Wall. The final version of the Wall, which 

began in 1975, made escape nearly impossible. We will have an opportunity to see this 

“complete” wall at the Berlin Wall Documentation Center. The final version of the Berlin Wall 

actually consisted of a series of walls. Westerners generally saw one wall, about 12 feet high 

with a rounded pipe on top of it. This alone would have been almost impossible to scale with 

armed guards around. However, there was a lot more to the wall complex. It is easier to imagine 

beginning in the East. First, one would encounter a smaller wall usually made of concrete. A few 

feet away would be a chain link fence with barbed wire on top. Then an open area, maybe twenty 

or thirty yards wide separated the smaller walls from the twelve-foot wall. Inside that area, one 

would find security including guard towers, armed guards that patrolled the length of the wall, 

and guard dogs. Climb the observation tower at the documentation center and look across the 

street at the original border to see just how complex, and impossible to circumvent, the wall 

actually was. Inside the center, visitors will find a permanent exhibition which includes 

documents and pictures detailing a history of the Berlin Wall. 

 

Another notable site in the city is 

Checkpoint Charlie. It was perhaps the 

best-known crossing point between 

East Berlin and West Berlin during the 

Cold War. It became a household name 

in the West due to the Berlin Crisis of 

1961. Shortly after construction of the 

Berlin Wall began, a dispute arose over 

the authority of Soviet guards to 

examine travel documents of U. S. 

diplomats. By late October 1961, an 

equal number of Soviet and American 

tanks faced each other about 100 yards 

apart. It was one of those rare moments 

when many believed the Cold War 

could actually turn hot. Fortunately, 

cooler heads prevailed, diplomats 

worked through back channels, and the 

tanks backed down.  
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The checkpoint is also the site of one of the most tragic deaths at the Wall. Between 1961 and 

1989, hundreds of people were killed at checkpoints or while trying to escape over the Wall from 

East Berlin to West Berlin. 98 of these people were shot, accidentally killed, or killed themselves 

when they were caught trying to escape over the Wall.189  Peter Fechter was one of these people. 

What made this particular tragedy different was that this death was captured by Western 

cameras. On August 17, 1962, Peter Fechter was shot trying to escape over the Wall. He lay 

screaming for help on the Eastern side for 50 minutes, but no help came. West German police 

threw him bandages, but neither side wanted to risk their own safety or a larger military conflict. 

Peter was announced dead on East German radio that night. His death became a symbol of the 

East German border regime’s inhumanity.190  

 

Today Checkpoint Charlie is a popular tourist destination. Notice the American and Soviet 

soldiers facing each other, as well as the famous replica sign warning people that they were 

leaving the American sector of the city. Today one can see the guardhouse, as well as the 

Checkpoint Charlie Museum. It is a busy museum, and has little room for displays. It chronicles 

the many ways people tried to escape East Germany. 

 

Leaving the checkpoint and heading east into the former Soviet sector, one will find a perfect 

example of Socialist Realism on the façade of the Federal Ministry of Finance. This enormous 

outdoor mural seems to bring one back in time. As in all examples of Socialist Realism, its 

purpose is propaganda: to show Socialist life in a positive light. Workers and soldiers are shown 

smiling and shaking hands, women and children are playing music, clapping and dancing. In 

short, it shows the perfect life in Communist East Germany. Of course, this is all misleading. In 

addition to the stagnant economy and scarcity of goods, East German citizens had the increasing 

feeling of being “walled in.”  Professor Helmut Zwahr described East Germany as “a house 

without doors and windows.”  It was as if the people were prisoners and the guards were trying 

to convince them that they were in a resort.191 Part of the reason for this feeling was that East 

Germans had to deal with the Stasi, or East German secret police. One of our stops will be to 

the… 

 

Stasi Museum   

The Stasi Museum is located in the former Stasi Headquarters, and it feels like a step back in 

time. This gray, Stalinist-looking building housed the East German secret police that knew 

everything about everyone. When the wall “fell” in November 1989, it happened so quickly and 

unexpectedly that the Stasi officers never had time to “clean up.”  Massive files weren’t 

destroyed, spying equipment wasn’t lost, and offices weren’t ruined. In fact, East German 

citizens stormed the Stasi building and threatened to arrest the police. The museum has been 

preserved to look as it did in 1989 (which, considering the scarcity of goods, means that it looks 

more like the 1960s). The conference rooms are intact, the files are preserved, and visitors can 

view spying equipment as it looked in the Cold War. Some of it looks like it came straight out of 
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Get Smart. Take a look at the watering can or the birdfeeder, both of which are actually cameras. 

See a truck that is actually a mobile prison cell, or the suitcases that can conceal—and shoot—

weapons. 

 

Because of its proximity to West Berlin, and to the West, security in East Germany demanded 

vigilance. The Stasi was formed in 1950, and grew rapidly; the number of Stasi officers doubled 

by the 1970s. By 1989, there were 91,050 Stasi officers, 15,000 of which worked in this 

building. Officers had to be members of the Socialist Unity Party, which served as a vanguard of 

the people. It was too elite for most to become members. There were three essential elements to 

the Stasi: 1) obedience to the Socialist Unity Party, 2) support and secure the decisions of the 

Party, and 3) know everything about everything. And know everything they did. The biggest file 

they had on one person was an East German dissident; his Stasi file contained an incredible 

55,606 pieces of paper.192  They collected information in any way they could. In addition to 

watching, listening, and spying, the Stasi employed thousands of informers. Neighbor “ratted” on 

neighbor for decades, doing things like reporting on suspicious meetings and dissident activity. 

By March 1990, the government officially dismissed the remaining 109,000 informants that were 

still in the employ of the state. Throughout the decades of its existence, one out of every twenty 

East German citizens had at one time or another served as a Stasi spy.193 

 

One of the most important sites in Berlin is one 

place many Americans have never heard of. The 

Bornholmer Bridge witnessed a frenzy of East 

Berliners crossing to the West on the late night 

and early morning of November 9 and 10, 1989. 

At this point, the Wall ceased to function, and 

Eastern European communism, like a set of 

dominoes, began to topple. There are many 

reasons for this monumental event, but like all 

great events, there is no easy explanation. 

Political scientists tend to look for political 

reasons, economists look to economic reasons, 

and social historians look at everyday lives of 

ordinary people. Writing in 1996, Historian 

Norman Davies wrote in his massive work 

Europe: A History, that “much ink has still to be 

spilled on the causes of communism’s 

collapse.”194  Twenty years later, his assertion 

still rings true. It does help, however, to look at 

the big picture before turning our attention to 

Berlin’s famous bridge. 
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Traditional historians often explain communism’s collapse from the “top down,” meaning great 

and powerful people made important decisions that led to the collapse. The political alliances of 

the West, especially those under the leadership of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan, helped 

to contain and squeeze communism, and the pressure eventually became too much. Everyone 

alive in the 1980s remembers Reagan’s famous phrase at the Brandenburg Gate: “Mr. 

Gorbachev, tear down this wall!” Regan’s massive military spending and buildup finally brought 

the Soviets, and communist Europe, to their knees. While many are familiar with this narrative, it 

is important to remember the moral pressure brought from the “joyful bombshell” that was the 

election of Pope John Paul II. This Polish Pope’s visit to Warsaw proved to be, as Viennese 

Cardinal König declared, a “psychological earthquake” to the Party. Perhaps no other document 

shows how afraid the Party was of the Pope than the instructions given to Polish teachers who 

were also party members: 

 
The Pope is our enemy…Due to his uncommon skills and great sense of humor 

[John Paul II] is dangerous, because he charms everybody, especially journalists. 

Besides, he goes for cheap gestures in his relations with the crowd, i.e. puts on a 

highlander’s hat, shakes all hands, kisses children, etc…We must strive at all costs 

to weaken the Church activities and undermine its authority in society. In this 

respect all means are allowed and we cannot afford any sentiments.195 

 

While powerful individuals certainly made major contributions to ending communism – and 

bringing down the Wall – the role of the ordinary people cannot be overlooked. This “bottom 

up” approach emphasizes the role of the people, as writers, intellectuals, and everyday people 

who simply refused to bow to the will of the communist totalitarian regimes. As the famous 

Czech writer (and later President of Czechoslovakia) Vaclav Havel wrote, they decided to “live 

in truth.”  Professor Vladimir Tismaneanu explained this important development of the Cold 

War: 

 

The main battlefield of the 1970s and 1980s was the restoration of 

hope for social change – people became convinced that the rules of 

the game were not eternal, that it was worth fighting for human 

dignity, and that success in fighting such a fight had a real chance. 

In all East-Central European countries—East Germany, Poland, 

Hungary, and Czechoslovakia—as well as Romania, social 

movements and groups emerged to challenge the powers-that-be and 

to announce their intention to create networks of informal grassroots 

initiatives.196 

 

While some writers gained fame, none of them were in powerful positions. Their works, 

nonetheless, were significant in making a dent in the communist foundations. Adam Michnik in 

Poland, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn in the Soviet Union, and George Konrad in Hungary all became 

well-known and influential writers. Perhaps the best was Vaclav Havel. Havel attacked the 

hypocrisy of communist totalitarianism, and encouraged dissidents to voice their opinions in 
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public. His famous phrase “Living in Truth,” became a rallying cry for many. In his brilliant 

essay, “The Power of the Powerless,” Havel used the analogy of a grocer to urge ordinary people 

to resist the mindless life of doing as the authorities expected: 

  
Let us now imagine that something in our greengrocer snaps and he stops putting 

up the slogans merely to ingratiate himself. He stops voting in elections he knows 

are a farce. He begins to say what he really thinks at political meetings. And he 

even finds the strength in himself to express solidarity with those whom his 

conscience commands him to support. In this revolt the greengrocer steps out of 

living within the lie…His revolt is an attempt to live within the truth. The 

greengrocer has not committed a simple, individual offense, isolated in its own 

uniqueness, but something incomparably more serious. By breaking the rules of 

the game he has disrupted the game as such. He has exposed it as a mere game. 

He has shattered the world of appearances, the fundamental pillar of the 

system…He has demonstrated that living a lie is living a lie….He has said that 

the emperor is naked.197  

 

While Havel and others eventually became famous, it is unlikely that any in our group have 

heard of Petra Morawe; her case is much more typical of the dissident work of ordinary East 

Germans under the “yoke” communist dictatorship. She was born in the early 1950s, but knew 

nothing of democracy until 1989. She was a single mother who faced an important choice for her 

children—Should she “live within the lie” or “live within the truth?” One choice would keep her 

kids safe, but would perpetuate everything that was wrong with her world. The other would teach 

the children right from wrong, but could put them in grave danger. She chose the latter. In her 

apartment, for example, was a poster which showed what a backward world in which she lived. 

In it, the city has signs everywhere that read “2 

+ 2 = 5” with the only sane man around being 

chased (see image). It could have gotten her 

arrested. Along with her friends, she published 

illegal literature (called samizdat). Their 

newspaper (Das Blatt— literally “The Paper”) 

had real news that was not censored by the 

government. It was another crime that could 

have landed her in jail and left her children 

without a mother. She joined the dissidents in 

church meetings and demonstrations in Berlin. 

It was people like Petra Morawe that put such 

overwhelming pressure on the government.198    
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The role of the evangelical church also became vital to the dissident movement in East Germany. 

Researcher Peter Wensierski noted in 1983 that since young people had no opportunity to start 

their own offices or demonstrations, they joined forces with the existing German evangelical 

churches.199 Since the early1970s, peace was a topic inside the churches. By the early 1980s, 

topics expanded to the environment, women’s issues, and immigration. The church began to 

serve a dual role; in addition to carrying out its mission with believers in the congregation, it 

served as a haven for dissidents. While there was a legal separation between church and state, 

and the church was officially not to interfere with politics, the line was clearly blurry. Church 

leaders saw many in their pews who were not there for the Sunday sermon; in short, the church 

was the only sphere in East German society that was not controlled by the party. As such, it 

became central to the dissident movement.200 

  

While both “bottom up” and “top down” forces worked to pressure communist governments, it 

was the work of Soviet Premier Mikhail Gorbachev that deserves much space in this discussion. 

Gorbachev came into power in 1985, and a new era was ushered into the Cold war. Gorbachev 

promoted “glasnost,” or openness, and “perestroika,” a reference to economic restructuring. 

While he worked closely with Ronald Reagan to ease East-West tensions, it was his trip to 

Beijing in 1989 that served as an important (and often forgotten) turning point in Europe. 

 

While the size of the 1989 demonstrations in Tiananmen Square concerned the Chinese 

Communist Party, it was the official state visit of Mikhail Gorbachev that further complicated 

the situation. Gorbachev’s May 15 visit would mark an end to the decades-old cold relations 

between China and the USSR. It was also the reason that the world press had descended on 

Beijing. Furthermore, the Chinese were well aware that the Communists’ grip on Soviet power 

was quickly diminishing. The Chinese government was forced to cancel Gorbachev’s planned 

reception in Tiananmen Square, and when Gorbachev first arrived in Beijing, he was taken from 

the airport in a roundabout way so as not to see the protestors in the square. However, his escort 

was blocked by protestors in most Beijing streets. At a banquet honoring Gorbachev, Deng 

Xiaoping was so tense and nervous about the events on Tiananmen Square that his hands were 

shaking, and a piece of dumpling fell from his chopsticks.201   

   

The impact of Gorbachev’s Beijing trip was tangibly felt in the streets of Europe. The initial 

causality count by the Chinese Red Cross was 2,600 killed. However, with government pressure, 

that number was quickly reduced to 241 dead and 7,000 wounded.202 There is no official number 

of the amount killed around Tiananmen. The most reliable estimates are between 300 and 2,600 

killed, with several thousand wounded. Some believe the number in hospitals don’t reflect the 

real number because families feared political consequences. They probably treated, or disposed 

of, the bodies privately.203 While Gorbachev did not witness the actual massacre in Beijing, he 
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couldn’t help but draw parallels to Europe.204  As tensions mounted throughout the summer and 

fall of 1989, Gorbachev made a vital decision in late October to renounce the Brezhnev Doctrine 

– the Soviets would not use force to stabilize communist Eastern Europe. One thing was clear: 

there would be no Tiananmen in Berlin. The masses took to the streets in Berlin and Leipzig, and 

the tanks stayed away. 

 

While the pressure mounted in East Germany, it was essentially an accident that the Wall fell 

when it did: 

 
The climactic moment came on the evening of November 9, when the politburo 

approved, apparently without much discussion, a vaguely worded addendum to a 

new set of rules for permanent emigration that said ‘private trips abroad can be 

requested without fulfilling requirements.’ This casual act proved to be, as Egon 

Krenz said later, a ‘slight mistake.’ When, a few minutes before 7:00 P.M., the 

politburo’s press spokesman was winding up his press conference, a reporter 

asked him about the new travel law. The spokesman replied by reading a note 

from Krenz saying ‘private trips abroad can be applied for. Permits will be granted 

promptly.’ The reporters’ interest perked up considerably. Did this apply to travel 

in West Berlin?  The spokesman did not know. Despite restrained television 

reporting of this exchange, the rumor began to spread on the streets that a 

momentous decision had been made, and crowds began to gather at the Wall. The 

border guards, uninformed about any change in the rules, themselves began to be 

influenced by the rumors, and when the pressure of the crowds increased, their 

officers simply decided to yield and to let people through to the other side. By 

midnight hundreds of thousands of ecstatic people were pouring through the 

Wall.205 

 

It is worth taking a look at the fall of the Berlin Wall in the context of the fall of communism in 

Eastern Europe. Anti-government pressure had been increasing in Poland since 1980 when the 

independent trade union Solidarity was recognized by the government. Led by the brilliant Lech 

Wałęsa, Solidarity was legalized in April 1989, and by the summer, it was part of the Polish 

government. The former electrician and brilliant politician was elected President of Poland in 

1990. In Hungary, cracks in the “Iron Curtain” appeared in the Spring of 1989, when the border 

with neutral Austria was dismantled; people fled by the thousands to the West. By October, 

Hungary declared itself a republic. After the fall of the Berlin Wall on November 9, massive 

demonstrations in Prague eventually led to the resignation of the communist government. For the 

most part, these revolutions were all peaceful. The one exception was Romania, which saw a 

violent overthrow of the government and the execution of its leader, Nicolae Ceaușescu. 

 

Don’t confuse any of this with the fall of the Soviet Union. It survived 1989; in fact, Gorbachev 

even survived the coup attempt in August 1991. Those of us old enough to remember the coup 

no doubt remembers Boris Yeltsin famously standing on a tank denouncing the coup and asking 

the world for help. What Gorbachev couldn’t survive was Yeltsin’s growing popularity and the 

pressure to dismantle the USSR. On December 25, 1991, the Soviet Union ceased to exist. 
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Speaking of Gorbachev, any fair 

assessment of his role should 

acknowledge different 

perspectives. Any “top down” 

discussion of the fall of the Wall, 

and communist totalitarianism in 

general, demands a look at 

Gorbachev, especially his 

denouncing of the Brezhnev 

Doctrine. He is revered in the 

West, and many Americans look 

at him through a semi-heroic lens. 

That conclusion is not shared with 

everyone, however, especially 

citizens of the former Soviet 

Union who blame Gorbachev for 

the Soviet loss of power and 

prestige. Shortly before the fall of 

the Berlin Wall, journalist David Remnick interviewed a Soviet factory worker who proudly 

displayed a dual tattoo on his chest of Lenin and Stalin. When asked if there was room for 

Gorbachev, he replied, “I wouldn’t tattoo his name on my [backside].”206  Author Andrew Meier 

found similar results. “Gorbachev will pay for his sins!” one former Politburo member told 

Meier, “I can’t stand to see the sight of his pig’s mug!  He’s a traitor!  A traitor to the 

Motherland!  He’s sniveling about how no one here thanks him, about how ungrateful Russians 

are to him. To hell with Gorbachev.”207 
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Conclusion 

Congratulations, you’ve reached 

the end of the trip! Hopefully 

your time in Europe has been 

both fun and educational. 


