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A Brief History of the 20th Armored Division at Dachau 
 

The Dachau concentration camp was not assigned to the 20th Armored Division.  
However, on April 29, 1945 while enroute to their assignments, soldiers of the 20th Armored Division 
briefly entered Dachau concentration camp. They participated in liberation including witnessing (along 
with GI’s of the 45th and 42nd Infantry Divisions) railroad boxcars containing thousands of dead 
Buchenwald inmates, the stacks of dead bodies, the crematorium, the gas chamber, the gallows, the 
bodies of dead SS guards, and the thousands of emaciated inmates. Some shared rations until medics 
stopped them as the high calories were harmful to the starving inmates. Some took photographs of their 
surroundings. Following their visits to the concentration camp (generally reported as 2 hours or less), 
soldiers of the 20th resumed movement toward their assigned objectives in the next day’s Battle and / or 
occupation of Munich, or toward the Austrian border in pursuit of retreating German forces and a 
feared national redoubt in the Alps.  
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Pathways Into & Through the Camp

 
(Fair use of map from ‘The Rock of Anzio,’ by Flint Whitlock.)  
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1.  S/SGT Wilburn Smith (C CO., 27th Tank Btn., 20th AD), in a jeep at the unlocked and unguarded west gate to Dachau’s SS training 
facility, (1) above.    We presume this served a 20th AD entry point into the camp.   
1a. Wider view, souvenir photo from the collection of Pfc Felix A. Cizewski 45th Signal Co., 45th Infantry Division.   
1b. Soldiers of the 42nd ID guard this same gate.  (U.S. Army photo via the NY State Military Museum.)   
 
 

  
 
2.  At different times, soldiers of the 45th and 42nd Infantry, and 20th Armored Divisions, also entered the SS training facility 
through the unlocked and unguarded railroad gate, (2) above.  Soldiers of the 45th killed several SS soldiers in the vicinity of the Nazi 
death train. (U.S. Army photo via the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM).) 
 
 

  
 
3.  Each Division’s units proceeded past the railroad cars of deceased Buchenwald inmates (ie., death train), into varied parts of the 
camp’s interior.  It’s believed that the 20th AD traveled the dotted line marked LINDEN to the main gate of the concentration camp,  
(5) above (LINDEN was the 42nd ID’s onsite Commanding General).   The pictured gate has since been demolished.   
(Photo from the KZ-Gedenkstätte Dachau website.)  
 
 

  
 
4.  Via varied routes, each Division’s personnel eventually came to the camp’s Jourhaus building, (6) above.  Photo depicts the 
International Red Cross (IRC)-arranged surrender of the camp to the 42nd ID.  Standing atop a Jourhaus bridge wall, theatrically 
directing his troops with a riding crop, is Brigadier General Henning Linden (the 42nd’s Assistant Division Commander).  Standing tall 
at left, SS-Untersturmführer, 2nd Lt Heinrich Wicker (acting camp commander), surrenders the camp.  Swiss IRC delegate, Dr. Victor 
Maurer (wearing a white (red cross) armband, who arranged the surrender), stands between.  Troops and inmates clamber at right.  
Wicker (hastily thrown into camp command, just hours before) didn’t survive the day.  
(U.S. Army photo via the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM).) 
 
 
5.  Through the Jourhaus, (6), soldiers of the three co-liberating Divisions entered the Prisoner Compound ([8] above), and points 
beyond.  
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6.  At some point, according to investigation by the Seventh Army Inspector General, soldiers of 1st Battalion, 222nd Infantry 
Regiment (IR), 42nd ID and soldiers of the 157th Infantry Regiment, 45th Infantry Division killed an estimated (17) SS soldiers at 
Guard Tower B, (7) above. (Public domain photo from the National Archives.) 
 
 

 
 
7.  Separately, a small number of soldiers of Co. I, 157th Infantry Regiment (IR), 45th ID, lined up an estimated 75 unarmed & 
surrendered SS guards in the camp’s Coal Yard, (11) above.   With machine gun and small arms, they killed an estimated 17, 
wounding numerous others.   C.O., Lt. Col. Felix Sparks (Commander, Task Force Sparks, 45th ID) arrived & interceded to prevent 
further bloodshed (see photo).  (Public domain photo from the National Archives.) 
 
Before day’s end, as many as (50) SS soldiers were killed: approx. (16) in the coal yard, (17) at Guard Tower B, (4) in the train yard, 
and several others, elsewhere in the camp.  Ultimately, no one stood trial for murderous war crimes, as following V-E Day, General 
George S. Patton (in his then-role as Military Governor of Bavaria) dismissed all U.S. Army charges.  
 
 

 
 
8.  General Linden in triumph. (U.S. Army photo via the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM).) 
 
At some point later on this long day, nearing the end of this long war, the 45th ID’s Lt. Col. Sparks and the 42nd’s Brig. Gen. Linden 
engaged in a heated argument in front of the Jourhaus, (6), over military jurisdiction and command authority. 
 
While Linden & the 42nd had accepted the camp surrender, Sparks & his 45th troops had not only arrived earlier, but (unlike Linden 
and company) were legitimately assigned the sector by Seventh Army command.  Linden’s crossing the 42nd / 45th Division 
boundary not only endangered soldiers of his own 42nd and attached 20th Armored Divisions, but those of the 45th, as well.  Earlier 
in the day, Sparks and his men had come under friendly fire from units of the 42nd.   Official radio logs show that not only was the 45th 
ID, but also XV Corps itself, dealing with the 42nd's inappropriate crossing of Division boundaries, vis-a-vis security, safety, and care 
of 32,000 liberated inmates. 
 
As tempers exploded, an exhausted & weary Sparks pulled his Colt .45 service pistol on the (technically) superior officer, threatening 
the General, accompanying journalist, Marguerite Higgins, and their media-circus entourage, to withdraw from the camp immediately.  
 
On 1 May, Col. Sparks was relieved and returned to the U.S.   It's unclear if this was over the murders of SS soldiers at the camp, his 
clash with Linden, or both.   
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20th Armored Division Photographs 

of the Dachau Concentration Camp 
 

 
Warning: 

Contains Graphic Images 
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Train Cars with Deceased Buchenwald Inmates 

 

Soldiers of Headquarters Company, 220th Armored Engineers Battalion, at the boxcars with deceased Buchenwald 
inmates (3).  
 
From the collection of the late T/5 George Stuber (HQ Company, 220th Armored Engineers Battalion, 20th Armored 
Division). 
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Deceased Buchenwald inmates in a train car. 

From the collections of the late S/SGT Wilburn Smith (Co. A, 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.) and the late T/4 
Hubert Paul (HQ CO., 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.).  Courtesy, S/SGT Smith’s grandson, Marshall Van Hoy, and 
T/4 Paul’s son, Larry Paul.  
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Deceased Buchenwald inmates in a train car. 

From the collection of the late T/5 George Stuber (HQ Company, 220th Armored Engineers Battalion, 20th Armored 
Division).  
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Deceased Buchenwald inmates in a train car.  Following image is of an Officer inspecting this train car. 
 
From the collections of the late S/SGT Wilburn Smith (Co. A, 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.), the late T/4 Hubert 
Paul (HQ CO., 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.), and the late T/5 Richard L. Moffett (Service Co, 27th Tank Btn).   
Courtesy, S/SGT Smith’s grandson, Marshall Van Hoy, T/4 Paul’s son, Larry Paul, and T/5 Moffet’s son John Moffett.  
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A U.S. Army Captain inspects the train car in the image above.  Thought to be CPT Roy Wellburn (2nd Platoon, 
Company A, 692nd Tank Destroyer Regiment; attached to the 42nd ID's 222nd Infantry Regiment), presumably enroute 
to the next day's occupation of Munich and photographed by a GI of the 20th Armored Division.   
 
From the collections of the late S/SGT Wilburn Smith (Co. A, 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.) and the late T/4 
Hubert Paul (HQ CO., 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.).  Courtesy, S/SGT Smith’s grandson, Marshall Van Hoy, and 
T/4 Paul’s son, Larry Paul.  
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Deceased Buchenwald inmates in a train car. 
 
From the collections of the late S/SGT Wilburn Smith (Co. A, 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.), the late T/4 Hubert 
Paul (HQ CO., 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.), and the late T/5 Richard L. Moffett (Service Co, 27th Tank Btn).   
Courtesy, S/SGT Smith’s grandson, Marshall Van Hoy, T/4 Paul’s son, Larry Paul, and T/5 Moffet’s son John Moffett. 



12 

 
 
Deceased Buchenwald inmates in a train car. 

From the collection of the late T/4 Hubert Paul (HQ CO., 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.). Courtesy son, Larry Paul.  
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The Prisoner Compound 

 
From the collection of the late CPL. Ed Sanoba Co, C, 20th Tank Battalion.  Courtesy CPL Sanoba’s daughter Kathi 
Sanoba. 
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Dead SS Camp Guards 

 

Soldiers of Headquarters Company, 220th Armored Engineers Battalion on April 29, 1945, on their way to Munich 
Note the 20th AD shoulder patch on the soldier at far right.  This may be in the SS facility(4) near the boxcars. 

From the collection of the late T/5 George Stuber (HQ Company, 220th Armored Engineers Battalion, 20th Armored 
Division).   
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Apparently, the body of an SS camp guard beaten to death by inmates. Some form of identification is displayed next 
to his body. 

From the collections of the late S/SGT Wilburn Smith (Co. A, 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.) and the late T/4 
Hubert Paul (HQ CO., 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.).  Courtesy, S/SGT Smith’s grandson, Marshall Van Hoy, and 
T/4 Paul’s son, Larry Paul.   
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Liberated inmates by the camp barracks. Guard Tower B(7), where soldiers of the 42nd and 45th ID killed SS guards. 
 
Man RIGHT OF CENTER looking at bodies in the Wurm River Canal. 
 
From the collections of the late S/SGT Wilburn Smith (Co. A, 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.) and the late T/4 
Hubert Paul (HQ CO., 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.).  Courtesy, S/SGT Smith’s grandson, Marshall Van Hoy, and 
T/4 Paul’s son, Larry Paul.  



17 

 

Unidentified man looking at bodies in the Wurm River Canal, possibly murdered SS guards.  

From the collections of the late S/SGT Wilburn Smith (Co. A, 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.) and the late T/4 
Hubert Paul (HQ CO.,27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.).  Courtesy, S/SGT Smith’s grandson, Marshall Van Hoy, 
and T/4 Paul’s son, Larry Paul.  
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Stacks of Bodies in the Camp Yard 

 

Bodies were stacked outdoors(9). 

The Allied air campaign had caused a shortage of coal.  As a result, by February 1945, the crematoria in camps and 
subcamps had ceased operation for lack of fuel. 

Shortly before liberation, the camps effectively ceased functioning.  Some of the assigned guards fled.  Starved and 
exhausted Dachau inmates were no longer able to haul by horse carts their deceased comrades to the mass grave 
site, 2 miles away in Leitenberg. 

From the collections of the late CPT Sherwin H. Northcutt (Commanding Officer, Co. B, 20th Tank Bn., 20th Armored 
Div.), and the late 2nd Lt Clifford E. Conner (Commander, 3rd Platoon, D CO., 20th Tank Bn., 20th Armored Div.)  
Courtesy, Cpt. Northcutt's stepson, Jeff Milstead, and Lt. Conner's son, William E. Conner.  



19 

Crematorium and Gas Chamber 

 

Dachau’s Crematorium(9). 
 
From the collections of the late S/SGT Wilburn Smith (Co. A, 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.) and the late T/4 
Hubert Paul (HQ CO., 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.).  Courtesy, S/SGT Smith’s grandson, Marshall Van Hoy, 
and T/4 Paul’s son, Larry Paul. 
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Gas Chamber in the Crematorium 

 
 
CPL. Ed Sanoba Co, C, 20th Tank Battalion in front of the gas chamber. 

From the collection of the late CPL. Ed Sanoba Co, C, 20th Tank Battalion.  Courtesy CPL Sanoba’s daughter Kathi 
Sanoba. 
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Inmates’ uniforms, outside Dachau's gas chamber(9).  
It’s unknown if the uniforms belonged to inmates killed in the gas chamber, or elsewhere.   

 
From the collections of the late S/SGT Wilburn Smith (Co. A, 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.) and the late T/4 
Hubert Paul (HQ CO., 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.).  Courtesy, S/SGT Smith’s grandson, Marshall Van Hoy, 
and T/4 Paul’s son, Larry Pau 
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For reasons unknown, the SS never used Dachau’s operational gas chamber for mass extermination.  Gunshot and 
hanging were the most frequent form of execution at Dachau. 

 

From the collection of the late CPL. Ed Sanoba Co, C, 20th Tank Battalion.  Courtesy CPL Sanoba’s daughter Kathi 
Sanoba. 

Typically, inmates selected to be gassed were sent to the Hartheim Euthanasia Centre, 149 miles to the east. Likely 
several thousand Dachau inmates were gassed there. 

Dachau’s gas chamber became operational in 1944 and was used in an unknown number of deaths.  Also unknown 
is how many of those were executions, and how many were part of ongoing SS medical experiments performed at 
the camp. 
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The Crematorium 

 
From the collection of the late CPL. Ed Sanoba Co, C, 20th Tank Battalion.  Courtesy CPL Sanoba’s daughter Kathi 
Sanoba 
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From the collection of the late CPL. Ed Sanoba Co, C, 20th Tank Battalion.  Courtesy CPL Sanoba’s daughter Kathi 
Sanoba 
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Stack of bodies in the crematorium. 
 
From the collections of the late S/SGT Wilburn Smith (Co. A, 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.), the late T/4 Hubert 
Paul (HQ CO., 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.), and the late T/5 Richard L. Moffett (Service Co, 27th Tank 
Btn).Courtesy, S/SGT Smith’s grandson, Marshall Van Hoy, T/4 Paul’s son, Larry Paul, and T/5 Moffet’s son, John  
Moffett.
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Stack of bodies in the crematorium. 
 
From the collections of the late S/SGT Wilburn Smith (Co. A, 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.), the late T/4 Hubert 
Paul (HQ CO., 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.), and the late T/5 Richard L. Moffett (Service Co, 27th Tank Btn).   
Courtesy, S/SGT Smith’s grandson, Marshall Van Hoy, T/4 Paul’s son, Larry Paul, and T/5 Moffet’s son John Moffett. 
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SS Facility 

 

S/SGT Wilburn Smith (Co. A, 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.) and an unidentified colleague at the main entrance to 
the SS training facility(4). 
 
From the collection of the late S/SGT Wilburn Smith. Courtesy, grandson, Marshall Van Hoy. 
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Unidentified 20th AD soldiers at the Dachau SS barracks(4) in the SS compound. 

As the soldiers are wearing helmets, the photo appears to be from April 29 or 30, 1945, rather than from postwar GI 
tourism. GIs did not wear helmets during postwar GI tourist visits.   The handwritten caption, "Hitlers (sic) office”, is in 
error. 

From the collection of the late T/5 Richard L. Moffett (Service Co, 27th Tank Btn).  Courtesy, son, John Moffett.  
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Town of Dachau 

 

Soldiers of the 20th in the seemingly quaint town of Dachau, where Churches and a roadside crucifix are grossly at 
odds with the horrors occurring inside the nearby concentration camp.. 

From the collection of the late T/4 Hubert Paul (HQ CO., 27th Tank Btn., 20th Armored Div.). Courtesy son, Larry Paul. 
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On April 28, 1945, with American troops just across the Amper River, anti-Nazis in the town of Dachau staged on 
uprising. Among the resisters were escapees from the concentration camp. The SS quickly suppressed the uprising 
and killed as many of the resisters as they could capture. Their bodies were public displayed. This is tentatively 
identified as a photo of bodies of the resisters on display in the town of Dachau. 
 
The resisters do not appear to have coordinated the uprising with the nearby American troops. 
Except for the August 1944 Paris uprising when the 2nd French Armored Division quickly came to the support of the 
resistance, all similar uprising were crushed by the Nazis before Allied or Soviet troops linked up with the resisters. 
 
From the collection of the late Robert A. Abercrombie (Company B, 27th Tank Battalion, 20th Armored Div.). Courtesy 
daughter, Nellie Smith.  
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Entry from the diary of the the late Robert A. Abercrombie (Company B, 27th Tank Battalion, 20th Armored Div.). 
recording “conquering” Dachau (designated by the letter C) on April 29, 1945. That may refer to both the town of 
Dachau, the SS Training Facility, and concentration camp as soldiers of the 27th Tank Battalion were in all three on 
April 29, 1945.  
 
From the collection of the late Robert A. Abercrombie (Company B, 27th Tank Battalion, 20th Armored Div.). Courtesy 
daughter, Nellie Smith. 
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Dachau Photos from The 20th Armored Division in WWII (1946) 
The following four pages are from "The 20th Armored Division in World War II: Armor in the ETO” 
(United States Army, 1946.  World War Regimental Histories, Book 63). 
 
Included are (21) Dachau photos illustrating what soldiers of the 20th Armored Division saw and experienced during 
liberation. 

Seven appear in the collection of the late S/SGT Wilburn Smith (Co. A, 27th Tank Bn.), and are also included here. 
 
One is similar to a photo in the collection of the late T/4 Hubert Paul (HQ Co, 27th Tank Bn.). 

At least two are by U.S. Army Signal Corps photographers. 
 
One is a post-liberation photo, and probably not a 20th AD soldier’s. 
 
The photographers of the remaining six are not identified.
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For more information: 

 
20th Armored Division in World War II 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/815460371848035
https://www.facebook.com/groups/815460371848035

