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In planning this very readable, fas-

cinating and richly detailed book, Mar-
tin Gilbert appealed all over the world 
for those who had witnessed VE-Day 
(May 8th, 1945) to write to him with their 
recollections. Many hundreds replied – 
combatants and civilians, young and 
old, POWs and partisans, the liberators 
and the liberated, and the defeated. 
Gilbert skilfully weaves these recol-
lections into a narrative that draws on 
archival sources, as well as newspaper 
accounts, to tell the story not only of 
VE-Day, but also the months leading 
up to it and beyond. In his introductory 
chapter, he writes: “in the span of a 
single volume only a small part of the 
historical tapestry can be presented.” 
How magnificently he does so.

The end of the war in Europe 
came at different times, in different 
places, for different people, as the 
Allies pushed into Germany from the 
west and the Russians from the east. 
Europe was transformed into a chaos 
of refugees, deprivation, punishment, 
vengeance, a search for a new life, 
displaced persons, former POWs, lib-
erated forced labourers, German civil-
ians trying to flee from the Russians, 
German soldiers trying to return home, 
concentration camp survivors – “an 
immense and uncontrollable flood of 
humanity.” At the same time tensions 
were growing between the Allies and 
the Soviets over the future of Europe. 
The German surrender to the western 
Allies at Reims was not recognized by 
the Soviets until a second surrender 
to Marshal Zhukov took place in Ber-
lin. As a result VE-Day in the west was 
May 8th and in Russia May 9th.

The great strength of the book is 
undoubtedly the plethora of recollec-
tions quoted, many of which move the 
reader to tears. Gilbert contrasts the 

euphoria in western capitals as the war 
ended with the realities of life for those 
who had been liberated. For many it 
was a time of sadness and despair, 
especially for Jewish concentration 
camp survivors, as they realized that 
they were “not wanted anywhere” and 
they faced continuing antisemitism. “I 
had no home, no country, and no one 
to return to,” said one Polish Jew. As 
soldiers uncovered the horrors of the 
extermination camps they had been 
profoundly affected, as they “inhaled 
the stench of death, and the barbaric, 
calculated cruelty.” For those in west-
ern Allied countries who had lost loved 
ones there was sadness and bitterness, 
and many returned POWs found it dif-
ficult to adjust to freedom. For German 
women there was the agony of mass 
rape by Soviet soldiers and subse-
quent suicide, and the realization that 
“it had all been for nothing.” There was 
utter devastation, Berlin described as 
“the capital of defeat, a charred, stink-

ing broken skeleton of a city.” There 
was also the bitter irony that food for 
many a liberated prisoner was the final 
blow, and they perished. Descriptions 
of celebratory street parties and bon-
fires are juxtaposed with Lancasters 
dropping food to the starving Dutch, 
as fighting continued in some parts of 
Europe up until and including May 8th 
and 9th. In the Far East the bloody war 
against Japan continued. 

The final sections of the book 
examine the aftermath of VE-Day. For 
returned Russian POWs there was 
no heroes’ welcome, but years in the 
gulag; in Eastern Europe the imposition 
of puppet Communist governments; 
the partition of Germany; the western 
Allied struggle to balance revenge and 
magnanimity; the many in all armies 
for whom the postwar was a lifetime 
of nightmares; continued rationing 
and political upheaval in Britain with 
the defeat of Churchill at the polls; the 
final months of the war against Japan; 
and ominous future trouble spots 
developing around the world. The price 
paid for freedom, particularly by civil-
ians, had been high, as is dramatically 
shown in William Hitchcock’s book “The 
Bitter Road to Freedom,” which I would 
recommend to be read in conjunction 
with Gilbert’s volume, an important 
contribution to our understanding of 
this watershed moment in history.
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