Introduction





In the freshly thawed, brown and barren early spring of 1998 I drove from Minneapolis/Saint Paul south to my native Iowa. Enroute to visit my parents at Ashlawn Farm, I detoured to spend an afternoon and evening in Algona. A chilling, windswept day, my wanderings round that quiet little North Iowa county seat struck me as eerily haunted, for merciless prairie gales assailed me even while seeming to whisper hints of the rich yet all-but-vanished history I’d come seeking. First, I visited the abandoned site of the World War II-era POW camp once located there (now the municipal airport); then, I called on local farmers for whom imprisoned German soldiers had worked so long ago. I also checked out the disheveled collection of related clippings at the public library and stole a glimpse of the vast, two-thirds-life-size POW-built nativity scene (housed in a tin shed at the edge of the fairgrounds), before making my way to the bolted-shut Kossuth County Historical Society Museum. A leaning, two-storied white-frame structure on an artery off of State (Algona’s ailing Main Street), the building appeared to have not been visited for ages. Still, my host led me through a maze of stray artifacts, up creaking stairs, to a dusty pile of paper. At first glance I didn’t realize what the tattered, yellowed mass was; upon a second, though, I felt like a Victorian explorer, uncovering the hidden entry to an ancient civilization: I’d chanced upon a virtually complete set of Camp Algona’s two German-POW-produced newspapers*; I had discovered a nearly lost world!





The Human Legacy





Blessed to be bilingual at such a singular moment, I marveled at the vivid, unmatched contemporary accounts of camp life: summaries of world news and war developments, essays and short stories, reports from the stage and soccer field, poems, crossword puzzles, birth registries and so on. Even as I began digesting this rich find I sensed the pressing obligation that locating such a trove implied: After these accounts had laid mostly unknown and neglected for more than half a century, it was time to preserve them and make them assessable not only to the English-speaking U.S. public through painstaking translation, but also to Germans who on their own never would know to comb the soiled shelves of some obscure frame building on the vast North American prairie for clues to a fading yet fascinating sub-chapter of larger world histories.


For to me these pages poignantly convey a compelling spectrum of human emotions and experiences, painted in broad yet revealing strokes. TRACES—the non-profit, educational organization of which I now am director—exists to gather, preserve and present just such enduring human legacies before they are lost to the world; among others, we tell stories of German and Iowa POWs as they were imprisoned on each others’ soil during WWII. By doing so we hope that today’s and future generations might understand and emulate the qualities of the universal human spirit that allow us to rise above and eventually defeat the prejudices, fears and conflicts which otherwise can demean, diminish or destroy us.


Although POWs have been the focus of a number of academic works and popular films, TRACES’ main goals are historical preservation as a means to facilitate increased awareness, not just research for its own sake or as entertainment. Ours is an effort to raise universal issues such as personal accountability and civic responsibility, the fluid lines between “good’ and “evil”, revenge and compassion, “perpetrators” and “victims”—and the inalienable humanity of both. To tell a story effectively and thus reach greater goals, however, it must be told in its wider historical context:





The Historical Legacy





By the end of the Second World War some 435,000 German, Italian and Japanese POWs found themselves imprisoned in the United States; millions more Axis and Allied POWs were held in other camps in Europe, the Soviet Union, Canada, Australia and Africa. The roughly 378,000 German POWs held in over 500 U.S. Army-operated camps across the United States worked in agriculture and forestry, light non-military industry and on construction projects, and performed other useful wartime tasks. In the process, they directly encountered “the enemy” and underwent pivotal changes as individuals and as a group—thus funda-mentally influencing post-war German values and institutions, as well as American-German relations. Many even immigrated to the United States after the war.


�
From 1943-46 Camp Algona and its ever-changing roster of 35 branch camps spread across Iowa, Minnesota and the two Dakotas housed up to 10,000 German POWs. Iowa was one of only two states to host POWs from all three Axis nations. Its first POW base camp, Camp Clarinda, housed initially German, then Japanese prisoners; Italian POWs built Camp Algona before German ones then fully occupied it and remained until the camp closed. The stories of German POWs in Iowa—and, as a comparison, those of Iowa POWs in the Third Reich (see TRACES’ Enemies Within: Iowa POWs in Nazi Germany)—challenge those who encounter them to deal with the origins and the effects of dictatorships and militarism, as well as with the larger legacy of the Third Reich/Holocaust/World War II. 


To identify foci for exploring such issues, in 2001 and 2002 a TRACES team filmed over 75 hours of interviews with former German and Iowa POWs or their family members. It also collected many artifacts related to the one-time German POWs: more then 280 letters between the Upper Midwest and Germany during and after the war, over 300 hundred photos, numerous POWs’ journals, religious or text or other books, contemporary films of Camp Algona and POWs at work on Minnesota farms, camp “money”, handmade maps, numerous paintings and cartoons and sketches, chess pieces carved from stolen army broomsticks, certificates and IDs, U.S. Army checks payable to Europe-bound POWs, clothing, a pipe and toiletry bags bought in the camp canteen, razor and paint sets, woodcarvings and the tools which made them, jewelry boxes, a snake skin preserved by a POW, a varied assortment of duffel bags, sheet music, memoirs, blueprints of the POW-crafted 2/3rds-lifesize nativity scene and copies of the two camp newspapers, which I first saw in Algona at the time of the de facto inception of TRACES’ work.


The 24 German POW-generated editions of the two papers once extant over a 15-month period at Camp Algona represent both a researcher’s dream and nightmare. While the Drahtpost and its post-capitulation successor, the Lagerzeitung, provide rare insight into daily life at Camp Algona and its satellites in four states, they are imperfect fragments of a larger picture which by now mostly has evaporated into the consuming vapors of Time. For one thing, the newspapers reveal perhaps as much through what they actively omitted or simply ignored as through what their contributors recorded in them. As the German POWs well knew, their articles, reports, short stories, poems, announcements, etc. would be subjected to U.S. Army censors; each issue had to be submitted for approval before publication and each copy (!) was marked with the ubiquitous lavender circle which testified “P.W. CAMP ALGONA, IA.-CENSORED”. Despite the subsequent self-censorship that indelibly marked the topics covered and the content of that coverage, however, the men did leave us with significant, worthwhile records of not just a cross-section of their experiences, but their perceptions of those experiences.


A second weakness of using these newspapers as primary, “reliable” sources of information lies in the men’s own erratic political evolution. As varied and generally talented, and as well-traveled as many of the men who wrote these newspapers were, those of draft age had been weaned on National Socialism; most free-thinking, democratic tendencies had been bred or stamped out of them long before they landed behind barbed wire. Thus, at first, the Drahtpost mirrored its staff’s unshakably pro-German, decidedly Nazi bias; that blind loyalty to Nazi ideology warped both the paper’s fare and slant. Only later, after the collapse of the Hitler regime and, moreover, after the revelation of widespread atrocities committed by it, did the POWs as a group begin to re-examine not only their personal values but also their political Weltanschauungen (“worldviews”): Only the post-capitulation Lagerzeitung published articles and poems critical of dictatorship and receptive to “American” ideals of democracy and freedom. Whereas the previous camp newspaper had ran a sappy series of nostalgic images of the Heimat (the “ Homeland”), only after the German defeat did the men begin to reflect on where they were and who their hosts were—among other ways in the form of a didactic series about Iowa, Minnesota, Nebraska and other states.


Beyond the poli-tical (the Greek root of the word implying that “politics” simply is how one lives and moves within the [power structure of the] city/state), the purely personal implications of these men’s writings—discussed in-depth throughout this book, in introductions to each issue—will fascinate and enlighten the curious and open-minded. Here, between the lines, lies much of the Human Experience distilled in a couple hundred articles, poems, essays, reports, announcements and such.


�
Practical Notes





Like the POWs who felt they could not include in their articles all they would have like to have said, I felt I could not include in this book all of the articles I would have liked to have reprinted. Almost every issue, for example, featured news under the heading Weltlage (“The World Situation”), short stories, sports reports, crossword and mathematical puzzles, a column “From the Camp Pastor’s Folder” and so on. In my flawed capacity of editor I ultimately had to make imperfect selections of what to have translated and publish, which drawings to restore and which to ignore; while offering here and there a solitary example of a short story (typically a sappy romantic tale or a legendary war account) or a sports report, I otherwise deleted the rest of their ilk from the pool of possible inclusions. It did seem necessary, however, to include records of unique happenings: Most poetry not written by POWs did not cut the grade, even as soccer scores and most reports from the front were falling to the cutting floor (after all, the latter can be more objectively studied from the better history books on the subject); summaries of in-house theatrical productions or greetings from this or that branch camp, on the other hand, were reproduced without exception. Even if we did publish them, I abridged the occasional World Situation or sports report.


Regarding translations: although our volunteer translators disagreed—or, rather, exactly because they did—we have left the names of the two POW camp newspapers as they were, as there was no obvious English equivalent of Drahtpost (as both “telegram” and “wire mail” are problematic). Also, given that German and English both contain phraseology, meanings and nuances not readily found in the other, occasionally minor license has been taken to “Anglify” this or that German word or phrase, if doing so facilitated the text either being more understandable or richer. The sexist “mankind” has been left, as it reflects that era, and the words “Homeland” and “Fatherland” have been capitalized to reflect the virtual proper-noun status both knew during the Third Reich; possessing quasi-religious overtones, those words’ power in the minds of the POWs was far greater than most modern readers of English normally could imagine. Also, the standard German use of passive-voice verbs has been retained, for it reflect aspects of that nation’s mentality. Using that same logic, we have left dates as the POWs wrote them: day first, followed by month and year. Regarding headings: headlines and reports are delineated


Like This


While subheadings are indented and underlined


and the titles of poems, essays or short stories are centered and printed in bold.


Although TRACES was not able to rescue all of the artwork used in the two papers, thanks to dedicated effort we were able to restore many pieces representative of the art used to so thoroughly and skillfully illustrate the POWs’ communal notebook. Many of the illustrations are “extras”, reproduced here even if the corresponding texts were not. On a final note, the 24 editions are reformulated and translated versions of their original selves, with little semblance to the original layouts, fonts or paper texture and color—which is a pity, as the actual issues were works of art and remain a pleasure to the eye.





 Acknowledgments





TRACES’ initial Grand Plan involved appealing to State of Iowa, Federal, corporate and non-profit sources for the financial support necessary to pay to have letters in its possession and the contents of Camp Algona’s two POW newspapers professionally translated. Given that soon after TRACES’ official founding in autumn 2001 the State of Iowa experienced its most severe budget shortfalls in living memory and most corporate or non-profit grant givers depleted their ready reserves by contributing mightily to post-9/11 relief efforts, that Grand Plan died a quick death. In a blind yet charmed leap of faith, as TRACES’ executive director I unilaterally sent out 105 emails to all of the German-speaking names in my address book. Within two days I not only had enough volunteers to translate the 282 letters included in the companion volume to this book, Lebenszeichen/Signs of Life: The Correspondence of German POWs at Camp Algona, Iowa 1943-46, but “extras” to whom I spontaneously gave the task of translating a couple hundred excerpts from the Drahtpost and Lagerzeitung. This unexpected response, wildly supportive of translating these precious documents, suggests immense popular interest in these texts, let alone in making them available to the general public. Truly a “People’s Project”, this documentation took place in less than two and a half months—and those in mid-summer!—and resulted in an invaluable repository of an otherwise lost subchapter of German/American as well as world history. TRACES remains inexpressibly grateful to these people for their tireless translating:





Joyce Adams, Harold Brands, Ilse Bruntjen, Heino Erichsen, Hannelore Furness, Stuart Gorman, Franz Heizler, Ceit and Michael Hustedde, Alex J. Kay, Sig Kramer, Gunter Krauthamer, Baerbel McGee, Heidi and Kent Mechler, Paul Nagy, Marty Pauley and William Shetter.





Of special note are those above-listed individuals with “personal connections” to the German POW or larger Third Reich [hi-]story: one of the translators fled the Nazis with his parents as a boy and found a safe haven on the Iowa prairie (see TRACES’ Out of Hitler’s Reach: The Scattergood Hostel for European Refugees, 1939-1943); two others are former German POWs themselves, who later emigrated to “Amerika” and yet two more came to the United States due to marriage. The seamless bonds between personal and social history are truly thrilling to witness!


The following persons also provided invaluable assistance in making this book a reality:





Jere Brands checked the translated texts for accuracy and flow, as well as tirelessly translated “last minutes”; Rayf Schmidt performed his Computer Wizardry (especially in reconstructing with mouse or black pens most of the POW art featured in this book) and Patricia Schultz—TRACES’ president and my one-time high school English and journalism teacher—oversaw tidying technical snafus and graphic layout, and brought us treats.





*TRACES offers its boundless thanks to the former German POWs or their family members who supplied us with either copies or the originals of the two POW newspapers featured in this book (as while I first saw the newspapers in Algona, the actual copies came from the POWs themselves or missing issues were located at the National Archives and Records Administration in Washington/DC): “Without you or your [family’s] openness and generosity, TRACES could not exist. May we hereby do honor to the significance of this important legacy”
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