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Operation Keelhaul

Major Denis Hills, a highly decorated officer of the British Eighth Army, was a valiant officer who undertook an open insurrection against the inhumane acts of the USSR. Between 1946 and 1947, in a mission that was aptly named Operation Keelhaul, Hills was given nearly five hundred suspected ex-Soviet prisoners for screening at Riccione. His orders were to select anyone even remotely suspect of possible associations with the enemy and to repatriate them all – an order that would result in not just simple repatriation, but also unprejudiced extermination.

By creating ambiguities in the exact classification in the screening process, Hills was able to aid many to their escape of an inevitable death. Through his further private urgings, an even greater number of human lives were spared from unnecessary slaughter. In these acts of subterfuge, Hills managed to save over three hundred lives.

His moral actions were not restricted to simply those undertaken during Operation Keelhaul. Major Denis Hills was one of many British officers who opposed and countered the savage castigations of the Soviet Repatriation Commision. His work and achievements were spoken of as “highly humane” and “defending the principles in the name of which the Second World War had been started.” 

Hills’ acts of insubordination to alleviate the slight inadequacies of direct orders were though perhaps slightly rebellious, necessary nonetheless. However, an honest philanthropist at heart, Hills eventually admitted to manipulations of the system in the name of his love for humanity. His eventual demotion was unrelated to these acts of extreme kindness and care.

