
Minutes 

JACK COUGHLIN 
November 5, 1997 

Interviewers: Sam Kenner 
Zelda Kaplan 

Notetaker: Jodie Birdwell 

12 min. Born in Lynn - lived in Swampscott. Enlisted in 1942. Harvard Business 
School and married shortly after. Couldn't wait to enlist- father heavily 
decorated. Whole family patriotic. Couldn't believe we were attacked. 
Motivated after Pearl Harbor. In ROTC at Yale - flunked out, then enlisted. 
Tried Navy first. Entered the enlisted reserve corp. Early 1943, called to 
active service. Went to Camp Evans and then Virginia. Applied to OCS and 
assigned to aircraft unit on Cape cod. 

17 min. Became an engineer. His team repaired everything; had talent and equipment. 
John Hancock was the captain, easy to work for. After the war, he went to S. 
Pacific. 

Raced into Germany, ended up in Ludwigslut. Sent across the El River. Five 
minutes behind front line (not infantry). Soup bowl factory there. The 
captain told them to load up trucks of bowls, several thousand, and shipped 
them to the camp. He went the next day and he saw the horror. Wrote his 
Dad a letter the next day. 

21 min. He had not heard anything about these camps. There was remote press as far 
as he was concerned. Was anticipating nothing. Says he did not liberate the 
camp. 

23 min. Reads the letter. Writes about the soup bowls. First went to the hospital. 
Most men too weak to stand. Skin and bones. Vivid description. The camp: 
lived in brick buildings, rations. Living conditions: open graves, bodies 30 to 
a pit with only tattered uniforms - death by starvation. No ovens that he saw. 
Bonfires with prisoners huddled around them on a hot day. 
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28 min. Camp at Woebblin - four miles from Ludwigslut. The camp was freed on May 
3rd - existed 6 months. Fifty died each day (gives other statistics about 
camp). Contained all nationalities (Dutch, French, etc.). Found his 
information about the camp in an article by a chaplain from the 82nd 
airborne. 

Verbal contact - gave hospital mates chocolate and cigarettes. He could speak 
a little French. Went to church in Germany - didn't understand how the 
people in town didn't. Took pictures of German farmers digging up graves -
bodies wrapped in sheets. Ten to 15 pits in one area. The 82nd airborne 
divisions making some 55 officers dig. Barracks: barbed wire, dirt floor, 
turnips in corner, barrel of rags. Bodies emaciated. Went through hospitals -
spoke to a couple - sunken eyes. Woman's camp fairly close. All 
townspeople attended the funeral and all people in the town professed 
ignorance the presence of the camp. James Gavin - General to whom 
Germans surrendered. Saw the surrendered Germans coming toward them on 
the road. 

39 min. Story: An Armenian watchmaker captured by the Germans during the 
Turkish massacre. Was saved by British. Ended up in an American mission. 
Chatted with missionary and he asked if he could go with his group to see his 
brother. They smuggled him to his brother and then he went back to his 
family. 

He was not to mingle with the civilians. The German POW's denied the 
existence of the camp. No sign of remorse. 

45 min. Prisoners (Czechs, Poles) - bunks lined with barbed wire. What allows humans 
to deal with other humans in this way? Moneymakers? Has read theories but 
doesn't know. Where was the church? 

Sister joined the waves and served 3 years. Brother enlisted with him. Was in 
the 5th Army. Father severely wounded and decorated in W.W.I. He now 
knows how his mother must have felt. 
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56 min. No debriefing in the military. Didn't want to tell his mother. He talked to his 
kids. No discussion in the unit. Defies those who deny the Holocaust. He 
was sensitive at the time. Wrote hundreds of letters home about the camp. 
Has the original letters. Doesn't want to take credit for the liberation. He 
helped the people within it. 




