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Prisoner of War: Europe 
 

In the broad trauma of war, everyone in a war zone has to deal with a special sub-category of 
trauma--that of being captured by the enemy.  
 
The most crucial moment for a soldier is at the time of capture.1 That instant determines 
whether the vulnerable individual is slain or taken captive. The difference between life and 
death is dependent on the attitude and control of the conqueror. One more pull of the trigger 
turns a potential POW into a KIA. Soldiers in the heat of battle, who are just trying to survive 
themselves, cannot always be condemned when adrenaline or bloodlust leads to actions that 
they would never commit in civilian life.  
 
There is often a blurry continuum of guilt. On the low end, there are lives ended as an 
unavoidable circumstance of the situation. On the high end, there is the execution of wounded 
men or prisoners, as well as starvation, torture, and other brutality leading to death because of 
ideology or strategy. The latter we call war crimes. 
 
The Geneva Convention sought to provide protection for noncombatants and prisoners. It was 
an attempt to provide rules for an inherently unruly human activity. In a perfect world, all 
combatants would follow the rules. No war, however, has ever come close to that ideal. World 
War II was no exception, and both sides were guilty of conduct that violated the rules of war. 
But for every instance of Allied soldiers committing heinous acts, Germany and Japan trumped 
those many times over.  
 
Whether they were men who fell from the sky, were plucked from the oceans, or surrendered 
singly or en masse on land, the combatants of World War II had millions of opportunities to 
demonstrate their treatment of prisoners of war. Treatment varied greatly depending on a 
multitude of factors. 
 
Determining the number of prisoners of war depends on the source and how the counting is 
done. John Ellis puts the number of American prisoners of war from the Army and Army Air 
Force at 120,000 (not including members of the Navy or Marines).2  According to another 
source, the Germans alone held 75,850 American prisoners of war by March 1945.3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://hrlibrary.umn.edu/instree/y3gctpw.htm
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POWs at Stalag 11B at Fallingbostel in Germany welcome their liberators, 1945 April 16 
(ww2today.com) 

 
As the war with Germany ended in early 1945, prisoner of war camps were liberated. With 
Germany's surrender in early May, Allied prisoners of war started returning home by the 
thousands. 
 
Every released man, and woman, had a story to tell about being a captive of the enemy. There 
were common themes, such as hunger, boredom, and yearning for home, but each had a 
unique experience as well. 
 
This week will highlight the experiences of nine La Crosse County men, as related by them in 
local newspapers, just weeks after being freed. 
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(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 June 24, page 3) 
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(The Nonpareil Journal, West Salem, Wisconsin, 1945 June 21, page 1) 
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(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 June 24, page 7) 
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