Afterword: An Impetus for Human Growth





Ultimately, Camp Papers/Lagerzeitungen is about human growth.


Observant, reflective readers will notice simply from the logos of Camp Algona’s two German-POW newspapers that the men’s process of confronting their nation’s collective transgressions while under the yoke of National Socialist criminals began already on the Iowa prairies—in some cases up to three and a half years before many of the former soldiers even returned to Germany. The Drahtpost’s logo, for example, featured a row of windowless barracks under darkened skies, shoehorned behind barbed wire, while the German Homeland—in clear but almost subliminal contrast—basked under a rising sun. That logo portrayed the collective experience of the imprisoned POWs as an idealized, long-suffering group; just as under Nazism the fate of the individual had been superceded by that of a Teutonic Volk of mythic proportions, the limited-edition yet self-important camp paper alluded not to individual POWs’ plights but to a communal, faceless one. (Interestingly, the Drahtpost did feature poems, essays and artwork dealing with some of the men’s personal experiences on the front; while such writings reflected individuals’ processing their own wartime wounds, the Lagerzeitung dispensed with that particularized process of confronting one’s past and turned to questions regarding joint responsibility and how the men, as members of the German nation, might rebuild their country and their lives, immediately and into the future.)


The Lagerzeitung’s logo, on the other hand, showed two well-toned individuals holding up a massive “LZ”. Although they stood against a backdrop of ubiquitous barbed wire, at least the men did stand as two individuals. As if emerging from a bad, prolonged dream, with the issuance of a new community ledger—presumably with mostly new editorial staff, but definitely with new objectives and guiding principles—the several thousand German POWs still held captives at Camp Algona or its dozens of branch camps began to leave behind the blind collectivism of the Hitlerian fog which had enveloped an entire nation for too long and with disastrous consequences. At the same time, they also began to feel the weight of history upon them; they and their compatriots would carry the burden of Germany’s historic failure for the rest of their lives.


More substantially than mastheads, the actual contents of the Lagerzeitung document an about-face: whereas the Drahtpost celebrated militarism and nationalist nostalgia, its replacement decried both. Instead, it looked forward—albeit all the while keenly aware of the agonizing losses and changes requisite to forging a new, acceptable society out of the ruins of dejected, now-despised Deutschland. Tellingly, although an American guard had reported to the Fargo/North Dakota Rotary club in August 1944 that the POWs are ‘cocky’ and arrogant [and] deeply resentful of being penned up with barbed wire, for they feel that they are the superior race,almost immediately following Nazi Germany’s defeat, its far-flung sons in the American Heartland began taking cues from their captors. In his hard-hitting column featuring the archetypes of Jupp and Michel, in August 1945 soldier-writer Karl Seidenglanz touted the democratic example of the POWs’ “hosts” even as he had Michel refer to the Germans as innocents—a claim maintained by many Germans long after the atrocities of their misguided nation were well publicized. At the same time, it was on the pages of the Lagerzeitung that the editorial staff conveyed some of the POWs’ rejection of those very crimes:


…all decent thinking men in Camp Algona have turned away from [pictures of liberated concentration camps which they were forced to watch in the camp cinema] with utmost revulsion and condemned the atrocities with deepest regret. The film recordings and magazines, which we also have seen in this camp, shook us—particularly as front soldiers who have fought obediently and conscientiously as soldier and human being… 


Once the POWs realized that the ideology so many of them so blindly had embraced was utterly corrupt, they were easily and almost instantly disabused of their earlier illusions. Of course, that excruciating process—so very painful because of the soul searching and subsequent rejection of one’s previous self identity—eventually would liberate these men from the toxic legacy of the Nazi experiment which had taken claim of their lives and Homeland. Having survived the various horrors inherent to dictatorship and global war, these men, as individuals, would emerge wiser, stronger and more tolerant. At least that, after too many years of tyranny and senseless bloodletting!
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