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Nearly 1,500 British prisoners of war were sent to the Nazi death camp during the Second World War.  
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t was a scene of rural tranquility:  
a small copse surrounded by 
fields of yellow clay rolling into the 
distance. Staggering down off the 

trains after their long journey, the men took 
little notice of the suitcases and abandoned 
belongings in heaps by the platform. Had they 
crossed the border? Was this freedom?

“Bewegen sie! Bewegen! Schnell!”
The cries of the German guards brought 

them back to reality. It was the end of 1943. 
The tide of the war may have been turning, 
but for Arthur Dodd, a young Royal Army 
Service Corps (RASC) driver captured in 
North Africa, the hell was only just beginning.

Auschwitz. The name invokes images of 
despair and the evils of the Holocaust. Of 
bodies lying by the hundreds in huge pits  
and sadistic SS guards mercilessly forcing 
women and children into gas chambers.

The largest of the Nazi concentration  
and extermination camps, located in 
southern Poland, Auschwitz consisted  
of Auschwitz I, the administrative centre, 
Auschwitz II, an extermination camp,  
and Auschwitz III, a work camp. With around 
40 satellite camps as well, each area had 
prisoner populations ranging from several 
dozen to several thousand.

It was here that Hitler’s fanatical regime 
unleashed the machinery of destruction  
and experimentation that would ensure its 
infamy: The Final Solution. Jewish, gypsy  
and other “degenerate”, untermenschen 
(under-men) prisoners were gassed and 
cremated in their millions.

THE ROAD TO HELL
Born and raised in Cheshire, Arthur Dodd, 
now 87, had volunteered for service despite 
having a foot crushed in a machinery 
accident. The RASC driver had been 

dispatched in a mass convoy to North Africa, 
to fight the ‘Desert Fox’ Erwin Rommel. At 
Tobruk, he had seen his first action, coming 
under tank fire and then machine-gun 
ambush. A two-day walk to freedom, from 
the wreckage of death, landed him straight 
into the arms of the waiting Germans.

After six months in a camp at Fara Sabina 
in Italy, Dodd and his fellow prisoners were 
dispatched to work in Nazi-run quarries and 
pits in Austria, Czechoslovakia, Germany and 
Poland. When at one stage they refused to 
help the Germans – “The Geneva Convention 
strictly forbids forcing POWs to help the 
enemy’s war efforts! We will not go down  
a mine!” shouted Dodd – they earned 
themselves a beating at the end of rifles.

Early one morning, after this show of 
force, the rebellious Brits were crammed  
on to a train and taken south. Twenty-four 
hours later they had travelled 200 miles to  
a small town west of Krakow.

On the day Arthur Dodd and the British 
POWs arrived, the first thing they noticed  
as they approached was the severe cold.  
And then the stench.

“It was unbelievable,” says Cyril 
Quartermaine, 87, an RASC contemporary 
captured, like Dodd, after the battle of Tobruk. 
“We could see the smoke coming from the 
chimneys. Then as we got off the cattle trucks 
at the gates, there was this terrible meaty 
smell that got on to our clothes. We couldn’t 
get rid of it. I’ll never forget it.” 

Marched by German soldiers to  
their new barracks, Dodd saw a young 
Jewish girl being savagely beaten by  
a pistol-wielding SS officer. She was 
naked from the waist and clearly 
undernourished. For many of the Brit 
POWs, it was too much. Dodd stepped 
forwards, growling, “Come on lads,  
I’ve had enough of this b*stard!”

A rifle stopped him in his tracks. 
“Anhalten sie! Er werde getut!” The 
meaning was clear – another step 
forwards and he would be shot. His 
rage overcoming the menace, Dodd 
took a dreadful risk.

Holding his pistol, the 
SS man walked up to the 
Brit and stared coldly into 
his eyes. Without dropping 
his cynical smile, the 
officer nodded then 
backed away. “Ein anderer zeit [another 
time],” he whispered. The guards began 
striking the girl even more brutally. The  
men never saw her again.

DIARY OF A PRISONER
A typical day in the camp began at 5am, with 
the macabre sounds of a Jewish orchestra 
playing as the trains disgorged their latest 

human cargo – some to the gas chambers, 
others to work details. Escape was  
near-impossible: there were triple rows  
of electrified fencing together with  
machine-gun towers and sentries.

Unlike the Jewish prisoners, though, the 
Brits were set to skilled work, and fed and 
housed in slightly more tolerable conditions. 
“If you could call a bit of liquid they called 
soup, with some mouldy carrot, food,” 
remembers Dodd. The men had all dropped 
to near-skeletal weight by the end of the war.

They kept up their spirits by playing 
football and forming the England E175 team. 
But many also went mad while inside: “Shoot 
me, go on, shoot me!” screamed one young 
man at the guards, who then beat him.

Despite this, Dodd, Quartermaine and 
many others attempted to sabotage what 
they could. “There wasn’t a thing that  
went out of there that worked properly,” 
Quartermaine remembers. “Too much sand 
in the cement for the Germans’ air-raid 

shelters, for example, so they cracked more 
easily when hit.” Dodd was to face torture  
and beatings as a result. 

Worse times were to come when they 
were bombed by Allied aircraft – nearly 40 
POWs died during the raid – and after the 
camp opened its doors. Fleeing the 
oncoming Russian Red Army, the German 
guards force-marched the remaining POWs 
ahead of the Soviets. This was the infamous 
‘Death March’, January to March, 1945.

The temperatures dropped to 25 degrees 
below zero. Men froze, starved to death. They 
took to sharing their coats – if they had one 
– and sleeping together to stave off the cold. 
In the towns they passed, they witnessed the 
slaughter by the retreating Nazis. In a Russian 
POW camp, they came across prisoners who 
were cannibals. Only the bravery of Canadian 
POWs, who volunteered to drive lorries and 
deliver Red Cross parcels, helped save them.

LIFE AFTER AUSCHWITZ
Dodd is elderly and frail now, a shell of the 
young man who walked through hell and 
back. As Colin Rushton writes in the book on 
Dodd’s experience, Spectator In Hell: “The 
memory of it now only comes to him in 
waking moments when he thinks back  
to an extraordinary episode in his life. He  
will forever be able to recall the most minute 
detail of what happened, 
but the nightmares  
have stopped.”

Spectator In Hell:  
A British Soldier’s  
Story Of Imprisonment  
In Auschwitz by Colin 
Rushton is out now, priced 
£9; summersdale.com
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SECRET JEWISH RESISTANCE After the war, reports emerged of a brave few taking on the Nazis 

 Urban rebellion  The Jewish Combat 
Organisation (JCO) was instrumental  
in the first urban-mass rebellion, the 
Warsaw Ghetto Uprising. A walled  
area was cordoned off to hold the 
Jewish population until they could be 
exterminated. On 18 January 1943, the 
JCO took control of the ghetto. They 
held out for three 
months before the 
Nazis’ assault, which 
blew up the ghetto 
block by block, killing  
a reported 56,000. 

 Concentration-camp uprising  There was 
much resistance in the concentration 
camps, most notably the Sobibor uprising 
in October 1943. A group of Jewish 
sonderkommandos (inmates who cleared 
the gas chambers and crematoria)  
killed 11 SS guards and blew up 
Crematorium IV via smuggled explosives. 

Approximately 300 
prisoners managed to 
escape, while those left 
behind were liquidated.  
The camp was closed 
shortly afterwards. 

 Jewish Nazis  There were many highly 
decorated soldiers that were Jewish in 
Hitler’s Army. Most notably, Major Ernst 
Bloch, who assisted in the rescue of Joseph 
Isaac Schneersohn – one of the most 
influential world leaders of Jewry – from 
the Warsaw Ghetto. The highest-ranked 
Jewish member was Field Marshal Erhard 
Milch (right), who was deputy to 
Luftwaffe chief Hermann Goering. 
Allegedly, Goering falsified Milch’s 
birth record amid public outcry. 
Goering replied, “I decide who  
is a Jew and who is Aryan.”

 Peaceful resistance  One of the most 
famous acts of peaceful resistance was 
performed by Eugenio Calò, an Italian 
partisan of Jewish descent, who fought 
against the Germans in Tuscany. 
Assuming command of a small group, 
he captured 30 German soldiers, but 
instead of executing them, much to the 

will of his men, he kept them 
in humane conditions and 
turned them over to Allied 
forces. He was captured  
on 14 July 1943, tortured 
then murdered. 
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Prisoners arrived  
in cattle trucks  

with no idea what 
lay in store for them

Arthur Dodd, from 
Cheshire, spent two 

years imprisoned  
in Auschwitz
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 “As we got off the cattle trucks there  
 was this terrible meaty smell. We  
 couldn’t get rid of it. I’ll never forget it” 


