Part I

Letters from, to or about German POWs imprisoned in Camp Algona, 1943-45:

The Walter Bedel Collection:

   (translated by Keith D. Collins)

A teacher of Latin, Greek and German, whose family had little sympathy for Adolf Hitler or his National Socialists, Walter Bedel served as a director of POW education at Camp Algona. Issue #9 of the first Camp Algona newspaper, the Drahtpost–which this native of the Black Forest helped edit—announced the birth of Agnes, one of his two daughters, and included the below drawing.
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16 July 1944

(letter from Walter Bedel’s wife, Gertrud, to her brother Wolfgang Steurer. According to Walter and Gertrud Bedel’s daughter, the letter consisted of “extraordinarily indistinguishable writing on very poor paper”.)

Dear Wolfgang,

Here is a letter for Erwin, which I would like soon to end up in his hands. Don’t have his address and ask you to forward it on as soon as possible. One of my students lives now in Greifswald. Isn’t that nice? (I would guard against sending you there!)

No further news of Walter. I’m waiting now for the notice of his missing in action. Being a prisoner is best when compared with the other possibilities that might have occurred, although it isn’t pretty—years behind barbed wire, barracks, the same faces, radio…. and so on. How we looked forward to that first summer together! And now already three summers passed. Oh well, it won’t last much longer [words made illegible by censor]
Health-wise everything is fine, and the anticipated joy over Walter’s certainly very enchanting daughter is worth a lot; no one can deny that. You have to live now with the hope that he was taken prisoner unharmed—so that from one day to the next everything goes splendidly.

Just in case you have something to write, my address is on the reverse side of the envelope.

28 October 1944

(postcard from Hedwig Steurer, Walter’s mother-in-law, to her daughter-in-law, Erika Steurer)

My dearest Erika,

Walter’s first letter came on my birthday [26 October], today his second arrived. From the 18th and the 20th by air mail. He writes full of concern for us out of frantic uncertainty. Outwardly he appears to be doing well. He sends “little Erika” his greetings. How have things fared with you? I’m concerned about your welfare, Love.

6 November 1944

(letter from Gertrud Bedel to her brothers Wolfgang and Erwin Steurer, and Erwin’s wife, Erika)
Dear Brothers!

Today I received the second letter from Walter, ostensibly sent in August. Will let you share a little of it:

Yesterday I was at a little evening entertainment with cocoa! And cake! And amusing things. A fiddle played a few folk songs…This Sunday afternoon I’ll read “Dichtung und Wahrheit” [“Poetry and Truth”] because a few pages have recently [passage made illegible by censor] me. Perhaps you’ll be sitting around your table at the same time, perhaps Vater at the piano in defiance of all the darkness; you’ll read together, talk with one another – you all of whom I think so dearly… Is Erwin still at the old place? I recently read of Köthen in the newspaper. Greet him, Wolfgang; greet all, for whom I wish many blessings in these difficult days…


Well, I’ve delivered these greetings as requested. Please, dear Erika, would you be so good to let Wolfgang know as well. [passage made illegible by censor] 

Warmest Thanks! Mama thinks you are sick and Wolfgang’s had an accident with the motorcycle and the flyers and so forth…. and so forth…! Write me a card sometime.
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The Hermann Börner Collection:

   (translated by Bernhard Mikoleit)
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Hermann Börner wondered later in life what miracle saved him and his family from official wrath over the revealingly descriptive and frank letter he wrote home to his parents from Utah Beach on Whitsunday 1944, just days before the U.S. invasion of Normandy. The personable tone of that letter was in sharp contrast to the businesslike one of this Rheinlander’s post-captivity communiqués.
24 May 1944 

(letter from the French coast, Normandy’s Utah Beach)
You dears at home!
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Just getting around to write you some lines. I’m currently not at my company anymore, but at the sick bay of the regiment staff for some days. They commanded me to this place and I must replace a porter for the sick from the Regiment units. Thus, I’m at senior physician Hachenberg’s again, whom I was with when I was in Baumholder. Have a lot of work because I’m totally alone here. Our Ogfr. went to Germany this morning. His deputy is still not here. I would have liked to give him a letter for you to take with him but didn’t have the possibility to write...
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Meanwhile Whitsunday is over. For some days it was unbearably hot here. Today the deputy for our Ogfr. came, a Uffz. whom I already knew from Baumholder. Now, at least, I don’t need to do anything alone any more. Yesterday I did a big cycle tour. I was at the 6th company and visited my comrades. Everybody was pleased when I came, even the top kick. But the troop doctor was pleased the most, Doctor Schule from Heidelberg. “There’s my Shorty coming” he said when I came tearing up. I picked up my mail at the Company, which already had arrived in the meantime. There was Vater’s letter from 15 May 1944 in which he wrote that you got my letter from 2 May. Beside this there are still two more letters on the way from me. Hopefully they have arrived in the meantime.

Feel free to continue writing to my old number. This has nothing to do with my detail for the sick bay. The mail will be delivered from the 5th Company to the Rg. staff by a motorbike reporter. You will probably find out very quickly where I’m situated right now. I am very close to the city (2 km) that you can see on the picture postcard. 

Here on the K. [probably stands for “Kompanie” or “Küste”—“coast”] everything is still calm. [phrase made illegible by censor] gives us a lot of trouble also here at our whereabouts. We are hanging around half of the time in the air-raid trench, but this is not as bad as it will become (because it will start soon and probably it will start here first). Well, we won’t let them get us down so fast. (If I should land in Canada I will send you picture postcards) [The two sentences in brackets were made illegible by censor and were inserted again later, after the war, by Börner himself.] With regards to this we are quite hardened already, just because we are in a very dangerous corner.

How are you? Is everybody healthy? Did you start already with the roof? What are Onkel Ernst and Karl doing? Did Mutter get my letter for Mutter’s Day? It would really delight me… Meanwhile I got the small parcels. One trading stamp is valid for one small parcel of up to one kilogram. But please send only what keeps a long time—especially something to smoke, otherwise one gets pretty nervous. The post requires 6-7 days. I must close now. I beg your pardon for the bad handwriting; I’m writing on my knees.

You all be heartily greeted one thousand times from your Hermann

26 June 1944

(letter from a U.S. Army POW camp in Great Britain)

My dear parents!

I’m happy to be at least allowed to write you. I’m in American captivity and doing well. I was slightly wounded on the right cheek. Four days ago the doctor here in the military hospital removed the shell splinter by operation. The wound was healing pretty well. When I’m back among you, you won’t be able to see anything of it. I’m in an American military hospital for 14 days, nursing German wounded. The food is good and plentiful. We also have something to smoke. Please don’t worry! Sometime the day will come when I will be able to be together with you again. I’m together with some old comrades.
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Did a D.R.K. [German Red Cross] nurse inquire about you for me already? If she does it, please answer her kindly and greet her heartily from me. How are you? Many greetings to my brother Karl and to Lieschen. Please write soon and pay attention to the correct address. How is the work going? How will the harvest be? Be heartily greeted from your son. I’m in complete health! Hermann

1 August 1944

(from “Master Sargeant Josef Hübschen, in the Field” to “Otto Börner, Dabringhausen bei Köln, Haussels 6”)

Honorable Herr Börner!

Upon orders from my company commander, who is on sick leave, it is my duty to inform you of the sad news that your son Hermann has been missing since 7 June 1944. Your son was attached to regimental headquarters as a stretcher-bearer just before the beginning of the invasion and provided his service at those medical quarters there. The regimental headquarters was located in St. Cyr, near St. Mere-Eglise, District of Cherbourgh, France.

As the invasion began, the enemy’s main thrust of attack was exactly in this area. In the course of the battles the unit scattered. Every inquiry about your son has remained unanswered. After the passage of several weeks and no news about the fate of your son from other units, or the infirmaries of the company as the case may be, it was assumed that you son was killed in action or taken prisoner. We suppose captivity since as a stretcher-bearer he would have been outwardly recognizable by his Red Cross armband and thus he must have received the treatment of a non-combatant, so being taken prisoner is much more likely.

The company will continue to strive to penetrate the darkness that is the fate of your son. Should we uncover any other leads, we will bring you up to date immediately. We all hope and wish that our dear comrade Börner may have landed in captivity in good health, so that someday he can return to you. In the hope of a quick resolution of the unknown, I remain in sincere sympathy with a “Heil Hitler”, yours truly, Josef Hübschen

[image: image9.png]



3 August 1944

My dear parents,

I’m now in America and continuing to do well. I hope everything is still the same with you. What about work? Hopefully you are doing pretty well. I’m longing for you. When I think about Haussels and the beautiful river valley, about my beautiful Bergisch homeland, my whole youth spent in my parental home comes to mind again. We all are hoping that we will be able to be home with you soon. We all are counting on you.

It’s quite hot here. The sun is burning the whole day. I’m going to be brown as a Negro. I’m just slowly becoming familiar with the strong heat…

I greet you heartily in grateful remembrance of you, my loved ones. Your Hermann

27 August 1944

(letter from Börner’s parents, near Cologne, addressed to “Sanitäts Ob. Soldat Börner Herm. 31 G-120309, U.S. Army P.W. I B, Great Britain”)
Dear Hermann,

Yesterday we got the first message from you since the letter from 1 June. Our joy was great! We are so grateful to God that he kept you so mercifully and that you are still doing well. We hope that someday we can pull you close to our hearts again. We also are doing well. The grain harvest is more or less done. There is a lot of fruit. The repair of the roof is done. Hopefully you’ll get this letter quite soon. Warmest greetings from your Mutter, Vater and Onkel

31 August 1944

Dear parents,
I’d like to please you again with some lines, my dears. I’m still completely healthy and hope the same for you at home. I’m able to write you outdoors because we have nice weather. Hopefully you have had good weather for the harvest and got everything into the barn all right.

My birthday is in three days now. Sadly, I must celebrate it many thousand miles away from my homeland without congratulations or a greeting from you—but I know that on the third you will be with me in your thoughts. This is also a nice certainty... I remain now, with thousand greetings, E. Hermann 

14 September 1944

Dear parents,
First, hearty greetings! How are you? I’m still healthy—what I hope for you all, too. Are Vater and Karl still at home? Mutter’s birthday will be soon. It’s too bad that I won’t be able to be with her than. When will I be with you again? How will it be then? If only we can see each other healthy... Hopefully I’ll get a message from you soon—but the distance is so terribly long. If we go to bed here, the n you at home are already getting up again. You might be already done with the harvest. How are the potatoes doing? [four lines made illegible by censor]

I must close now. May all of you be entrusted to God and be greeted a thousand times and kissed from your Hermann


28 September 1944

Dear parents,

…Slowly it’s getting cold here, but today at noon we had the nicest sunshine. How does it look at home? Will we get a lot of fruit this year? Hopefully, yes—you need it so badly… Oh, how I’m longing for you! How great will be the joy, when we see each other again. But, our life lies in the Lord’s hand und we must wait patiently and with hope. So, be heartily greeted—also to the people of Haussels—until the reunion to which looks your Hermann 

28 September 1944

(postcard written on the same date as the previous letter)

Dear parents,

We’re doing well, working daily at the local farmers. The farming here is quite different from what we have at home. Please try once to write me via air mail. That goes quick… Be warmly greeted for a good New Year from your Hermann

2 October 1944

(letter from Familie Börner to their son and brother, still erroneously addressed to a U.S. Army POW camp in Great Britain)

Dear Hermann!
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This is the [one word made illegible by censor] letter to you. We have heard from you again only once. We hope that you are still doing well. Yesterday Karl was with us and says hello to you. Here, everything is as it was. Hopefully, you finally will get mail from us. As God will protect you, may he also keep us. Put all things in his hands: only that gives us rest and peace. So, for now be warmly greeted from your Mutter, Vater and Onkel

18 October 1944

Dear Hermann!
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We got your first letter from America. We are very happy that you are still doing well. Hopefully you will be forwarded the letters that went to England. Your letter from America took nine weeks. Here, everything is as it was… All are happy that you are still alive and that we are allowed to have the hope of seeing you again, someday. Even if oceans lie between us, at least we are, after all, together in our thoughts. Come what may, we will look bravely to the future and trust only in God. He will not abandon us. Do you have the opportunity to learn the language there? Be quite warmly greeted from your Mutter, Vater and Onkel

8 November 1944

(letter from Börner’s brother, Karl)

Dear Hermann;
We got your precious letter of 3 August 1944 with great pleasure and in the name of all of us here at home, I thank you very much.

A lot has happened here at home. Four weeks ago Lieschen had a little accident—to be precise, on the right hand 1 ½ digits from the index finger got lost. She fell into a machine, but by now it has healed nearly completely and she is able to work a little bit. And, I became a soldier a few days after Liesel’s accident. I’m doing well and this is probably the main thing. I have some days of vacation right now, because our Father is sick. I hope that you will read these lines composed and will not worry too much about the loved ones here in the homeland. Vater is very weak at the moment, but if God wills it—and we all hope so—he will be better soon. Because of the work here Liesel will help Mutter a lot when she is living here again. Last week we got a cow from Kantenbach; she gave good milk today. The harvest has been brought in quite well. We had a huge amount of fruit this year. How are you doing, dear Hermann—have you adjusted to the climate there? When you get this letter Christmas may be standing in front of the door; we all hereby send our best Christmas greetings. We hope as well that the war will come to an end soon and that we all can be together here within the next year. Now be entrusted to God and heartily greeted from your parents, Onkel Ernst, from Liesel and your brother Karl
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6 December 1944

Dear parents,

Hearty greetings and congratulations to the New Year! May it bring us the longed-for peace. How are you doing? I myself am still healthy…

Christmas is coming closer and closer, so we prisoners must think particularly often of our native country and of home. My nicest Christmas present would be a letter from you in far away Germany. Even if the distance might be great [three lines made illegible by censor] With these [words made illegible by censor] will it become easy for me to get over the otherwise nice but for us difficult Christmas days. Greet Karl on his birthday from me. In faith, your grateful Hermann

11 December 1944

(letter from Familie Börner, now addressed to “Obersoldat Hermann Börner 31 G-120308, P.O.W. Camp Atlanta (N) Co.7, c/o Box 20 G.P.O. New York”. The Familie Bluhm likely had been sent to the Börner home to escape bombing raids over Düsseldorf.)

My dear Hermann!

Your last letter of 3 August came from America. We have all been waiting with longing for a sign of life from you and hope that you are still doing well. 

Some weeks ago your brother Karl wrote you on behalf of Vater in the days of his leave; Karl is actually a soldier again. Your dear father was very sick but now, my dear boy, to our great pleasure, I can inform you that it seems to be that the worst is over. This morning it was six weeks ago that Vati had a stroke. Those were difficult days and nights, but they are overcome with God’s help. Some days ago now Vater started eating again and my joy is great. Now we hope for sure that his condition will get better with the passing of every day, so that he can celebrate Christmas together with us again. Our longing for you is often immense and we all hope to meet again quite soon. Our joy will be great, if we are allowed to pull you close to our heart again. Onkel Ernst and I are doing quite well in regards to our health, thank God. I’m happy that Vater must not stay in the hospital so that I can nurse him myself.

[image: image13.png]


Last autumn the fruit made us a lot of work, but now most of it is done. Pity, that you couldn’t eat from it! Lieschen moved to Loosenau to her parents. This is really the best. The Bluhm family from Düsseldorf is still living with us and we get along with each other quite well—the children feel like at home here. Herr. Bluhm was in the hospital for some weeks, but now is here in medical treatment.

I must close. Be tenderly greeted, until our happy

and fortunate reunion, from your Onkel Ernst, Karl and Lieschen, and from your loving parents
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27 December 1944

Dear parents,
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One more letter in the old year! Hopefully you, my dear loved ones at home, are in the best constitution. I myself can’t complain—I’m doing well. We celebrated Christmas in the circle of comrades—but you can’t celebrate where there is no good atmosphere. It was a silent inner fire. 

How are things in the beloved homeland? Unfortunately my Christmas wish didn’t come true. Maybe a little letter from you will arrive for New Years. Be a thousand times quite heartily greeted, your grateful Hermann

15 April 1945

Dear parents,

Last week I got your letter from 2 October. My pleasure is always very great if once again some lines arrive from home. How is Vater doing now? Hopefully he will be healed soon, so that he must not lay in bed any more. Oh, how might it look there if this letter finally arrives! My thoughts always are with you in the homeland. May the Lord protect you from all harm…

I’m working as a dishwasher up in the kitchen for a while—but it’ll still be a long time before I’m a millionaire… Your son Hermann
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29 April 1945

Dear parents,
Hearty greeting from your Hermann. How are you doing? Hopefully, my dears, you escaped the worst events of the war. How often must I think about you in this difficult time. Where might Karl be? Do you still have good news from him? I’m doing well, still. Don’t even worry about me, as you have enough or, better said, much too heavy a destiny to carry. What should have fallen to us, you must now carry on your shoulders. Be brave and confident in the Lord. He is the master over the whole world—even over philosophies of life that I learned to disdain. Someday we will see each other again. We must wait and not despair. I remain your Hermann
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The Johann Bresseler Collection:

   (translated by Bärbel McGee, with Petra McGee-Williams)
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The director of the Camp Algona choir, Aachen native Johann Bresseler compiled a songbook of the sheet music of dozens of composers. Perhaps as a distraction from the anguish of not hearing from his parents, wife and small children for over eleven and a half months, he cut out scores and hand pasted the cuttings into his handcrafted songbook, then indexed them according to composer and each song’s title.
11 September 1944

(letter from “Unteroffizier Joh. Bresseler, 7WG-060149, Prisoner of War Camp, Camp Algona, c/o G.P.O. Box 20, New York” to “Frau Berta Bresseler, 22 Langbroich-Harzelt 14, Kreis Geilenkirchen, Reg. Bez. Aachen”)

My beloved wife and dearest children,
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Today is Sunday and I write a letter. I am healthy and well. My biggest worry is you, my loved ones, at home. I pray for you, that you are all well, and you will survive these difficult days. Every day brings us nearer peace and our reunion is getting closer. My wish and my hope is, that we are all healthy at our next meeting. I have nothing new to write, but wait with patience to hear from you. I have not heard from you in four months. And the same time will also go by again. But in our thoughts we are near one another, I hope—and that our beloved parents are well.

Fall is coming and it is getting cooler. The winters are very cold. Are you still in Langbroich and not in Aachen? I told you what to do. Greetings from me to relatives and friends. To my loved ones greetings and kisses from your very loved husband and father, Jean 
21 September 1944

(Knowing that Aachen had been severely bombed, Bresseler desperately wrote to both family and acquaintances in the hopes of locating his family

—as in this form letter.)

My dearest, from America, 

I am a prisoner of war and send you heartfelt greetings. I am well, and hope the same for you. My biggest worry and fate is my Bertchen and children, also my father and mother. Please write to me. It will take months before I get mail. My thoughts are always at home. With God’s care and help we will get over these difficult times. Do you know the address of my wife and parents? I don’t know anything. Pleas try to contact them. With sincere greetings, and hope for a speedy reunion, Hans Bresseler 

16 October 1944

My dearest wife and my dearest children,

I worry about you loved ones and I also know how hard our dear homeland has been hit. I don’t know where you are, the children, or our parents. I will use the address in Langbroich-Harzelt to write and I will hope that you are there. Much misfortune has visited our homeland – Aachen. If you survive all of the events of this war physically and in good health, then everything will be good. God willing, we will be reunited. My thoughts are always with you. I worry not knowing how you are, my Dears. Without you my life is useless. My strength is my belief in prayer. How are the poor old parents? Where are they, where is my father? I cannot imagine how he can go on with his bad health. This letter will reach you at Christmas time. May the Christ child bring you strength and energy. I am well. Many greetings and kisses, from your Jean 


9 November 1944

My dear Bertchen, my dearest children,

I am well; don’t worry about me... I am looking forward to the day, when I receive your first lines and your first sign of life is in my hands. My happiness will be great to see you all again. Tell the loved little ones from me, when I am at home, I will play with them. Those days will come and I will be there. 

Now my loved greeting and kisses, your Vater and your Jean
13 November 1944

My dear Bertchen, my dearest children,

Today I will again write to you… Mailed a telegram with answer back to you, to get your address. I still don’t know whether you have received my mail. I am very anxious about you, because you are in the biggest danger zone. I understand that there is not much left from our house in Aachen. If I come home well and we are together again, then everything will be good. I am worrying about my parents, too, because I don’t know where they are and what my father has to suffer with his illness. The mental stress is getting to me. My thoughts and hope are that we will meet again—then I find again strength. So, I hope, the same for you my love. To you and my dearest little ones, many greetings and kisses, till we see each other, your Jean

30 November 1944

My dear Bertchen, my dear children,

Hearty greetings, I am mailing you this card. I am well. Would be a lot happier if I might see some mail from you. The winds are blowing; we are expecting cold weather. Greetings to the loved parents, sisters and brothers. You, my beloved heart, and the beloved children—I am homesick for you. Hope we see each other soon. Many greetings and kisses, your Jean
4 December 1944

My dearest Bertchen, my dear children,

Today is again Sunday. My thoughts are with you and the children. Hope that I will soon receive your first mail. The time of waiting grows longer and longer. Today I prayed for you at the Holy Communion. I am well. Wish I would hear the same about you. I am worrying and torment myself. Now is the first Advent, the time we so much enjoyed—the waiting time before Christmas. Today is a hard day for me. My memories and my thoughts are around you, my love, and the dear children playing at Christmas. In my mind I see our living room, the Christmas tree, the nativity scene and the children, Peterchen and Hansi, singing, “O come, all ye Faithful”. It doesn’t matter: should we all be alive and see each other again, then luck will once again be ours.

Greetings to all of my loved ones, to all my loved parents and sisters and brothers. You stay brave and stay mine. I greet you, kiss you and the loved children. Stay well until I come home, your Jean
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1 January 1945
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My dear Bertchen, my dear children Peter, Hans, and Benno,

One year is gone. As I think back, it was rich in everything. I cannot write it down. It would be unreal. I have, just like you my love, in the past year experienced sadness. You and I will not know, at the beginning of the year, where we are. It hurts me that I have not heard from you and the children in a half a year. Because of the horrible events that have occurred in our hometown, Aachen, you must have been late receiving my first letters. That not knowing must be hard on you. My first wish for the New Year is that I hear from you and the children soon, that I know where you are: I hope that you are well. If this is the case, than our luck is enough.

My thoughts also go to my parents. All of you have gone through a terrible time. May this year bring us together—the happiness and good fate would be inconceivable. I am well. I have to write this to you, because I don’t want you to worry. I pray to God that my wishes come true. I kiss you and greet you, the children, and parents, your Jean
13 January 1945

(telegram from “Familie Bresseler, Lübeck” to “Frau Bresseler, zzt bei Dir. Fritz May, Warbruckstrasse 35, Marxloh, Duisburg/Hamborn”)

FROM JOHAN GOOD NEWS FROM AMERICAN IMPRISONMENT. VATER

31 January 1945

(letter from “Jos. Grignard, (24) Lübeck, Nebenhofstr. 14, z.Zt. bei Buschow”)

Dear Johann! 

Joseph Grignard sends you all the best from Lübeck. Hopefully, you are still well. Your mother and your father are here in Lübeck. Also Aunt Gretchen is here with Aunt Trude. We were all very happy to hear where you’re hanging out now. Now you can get to see New York. We are all fine. I still haven’t heard anything from my parents and sister. We are constantly getting letters from your brothers Willy and Peter. Hopefully, you will get this letter soon, and we a letter from you. And above all, come home soon. I must close now. Good-bye. Father, Mother, Aunt Gretchen, Aunt Trude, Uncle Hans, and Joe Grignard send you all their best. Once more, good-bye!
1 February 1945

My dear Bertchen, my dear children,

I count the month of February. Outside we have ice and snow. Here it is very cold, harsher than at home...

With longing, I wait for your mail. Nine months have gone by since I received your last letter. Did you receive my telegram? Anxiously, I follow your fate, but try to stay busy with studying and work with textile projects. In teaching, I have a few comrades from the München-Gladbach area. We are closely bound together by our homeland. We all bear the same fate. The comrades are the same age or older, who like me mostly don’t know what happened to their loved ones… Heaven should help us, that we will see each other healthy. I think that our coming together will be beautiful. Be good, greetings to all with many kisses, your Jean 
12 February 1945

My dear Bertchen, my dear children,

Today is Sunday. For you and the young ones a little greeting card. After some cold days it was a nice spring day here today, but I don’t know how long it will last. Still I have not received any mail. I am often discouraged. I will not lose hope. I am well. I am healthy. Hope the same for you. Many happy greetings from my heart to you, my love, and the children. Many loving kisses, Jean

15 February 1945

My dear Bertchen, my dear children,

Again, half a month went by, so I have sent to you, love, and the children a letter. I am well, but longing for you. How are you? No mail again from you. Most of my comrades received mail. I don’t know where to write—to Aachen, our home address, is hopeless. I don’t know what to do. If you are no longer in Langbroich, the mail should go to Aachen or from Aachen to your new address. I wrote a telegram on 24 October 1944, an express letter on 29 October 1944 and a letter to the Apostolic Delegation, Washington D.C. with answer back 6 November 1944. I will not lose my faith. I should get mail soon. Since July, I have not seen Heiner Jansen from Langbroich, so I don’t know anything about him. I think, that you either stayed in Aachen or Langbroich, when my first letter arrived. Hope that you will receive my mail. I pray to God, that you are well and healthy when we see each other again. Greetings to all. Very heartfelt greetings and kisses from your husband and father, Jean
1 April 1945

My dear parents,

I still have not heard from Bertchen and children. I also have no address. Tell Bertchen about me. I yearn for her mail. Eleven months have gone by since her last letter. I worry about all of you. Easter is near. I’ll pray for you and take Holy Communion for you. May God help and protect you through this difficult time.

I am well. Hope the same for you. I know about the attacks in our hometown. We probably lost everything—but if we all are well and we see each other again, we will start from the beginning. That reunion will be great. I always think about you. We are together, so far away... How difficult is your life? Vater with all of his health problems... I can hardly concentrate on all the troubles. I could always help you and my parents, but now I am powerless. 

Sincere greetings and kisses, parents, Bertchen, and children, from your Jean 
12 April 1945

My dear Bertchen, my dear children,

I received your first letter since 6 May of a year ago. I am so happy, to have your address. I always wrote to Harzelt. My mail must be at a different post office. You are all okay? I am also fine. Your letter from 11 December came via England. Will write again in a few days. Be brave—everything will be better. Greetings and kisses to all of you. Till we see each other again, your Jean
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15 April 1945

My dear Bertchen,

With great happiness, I received on 9 April 1945 your last letter, after 11 months. I am so happy that you and the children are in Duisburg. With God’s help, I hope that you didn’t have too many difficult days. Did we lose everything in our hometown, Aachen? …Please go to the Red Cross or a post office, find out about my mail.
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Came over England to North America. I am about 500 miles south of Canada. The climate is good; winters are cold. I am well. My comrades are mostly gone. My love, I am so happy, since I know that you are alive and well. God help us that we all will see each other soon, and we will be together. Wish I had a picture of you. Mine are gone. Please send one if you can find one. How are my loved ones, you dear children? Sincere greetings and kisses; many greetings to all at home, your husband, Jean
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The Alfred Dilges Collection:

   (translated by Bernhard Mikoleit)

10 April 1944

My true loved wife and Fredl!

Today I’m writing you the first letter out of a new camp, as you can see from the return address. [two lines made illegible by censor] I also got some cherished letters, one from Christmas. Dear wife, I can believe that it was a sad Christmas for you, as it was the same for us here—and so is Easter, today. My thoughts are always the same, they are always with you, my dear wife, and I have only the one wish that the war will be over soon, and I can see you and everyone else again, in good health.

I’m working here in the kitchen because it makes the time go by a little faster. Also, we get paid for that and you don’t hang on my thoughts all the time. Dear wife, each time you write little Fredl becomes funnier and funnier and already is able to get up and sit by himself. I really would like to be with him at this time and enjoy that, but unfortunately it’s not allowed for me to be there, so willingly I will bear it and hope that he will stay healthy and that I can take him in my arms later as a strong and healthy boy.
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I greet and kiss you both tenderly and sincerely, in the hope that you are doing really well, your dear dad, Alfred
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The Alex Funke Collection:

   (translated by Hilde Beckman)
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As a young man a member of the officially disfavored Bekennende Kirche and a banned young-Christian organization with foreign ties, theology student Alex Funke struggled to honor his religious convictions while navigating the dangerous tide of deepening Nazi dictatorship. Apprehended repeatedly by the Gestapo, he ultimately was given the chance to “rehabilitate” himself through service with the Afrika-Korps. After being captured and transported to the American Midwest, Funke made the acquaintance of men put in charge of German POWs’ spiritual welfare. As a protestant chaplain, he was escorted by car—dressed in his German uniform—around the entire four-state Camp Algona system, from the banks of the Mississippi to the woods of Northern Minnesota, not far from the Canadian border, to the Great Plains of the Dakotas. After the war Funke returned to those rolling plains during a visit to then-retired commander Arthur Lobdell’s home in Lincoln/Nebraska as part of a seven-month U.S. tour in 1949, sponsored by the Lutheran Student Association. Funke would spend the rest of his life caring for the spiritual as well as physical well-being of others: late in life he published the story of his and his wife’s battle with Alzheimer’s, which ended with her death; a later book examined the aging process as seen through his own personal experience.
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25 February 1944

(letter to Sister Agnew Mauff, in Witten; she and Funke had been in the same religious circles before the war)

Dear Sister Agnes!

This time a letter will go to you. It has been on my desk all day. I am happy to have lots to do. It makes the time go faster. I am in charge of a company of men. It can be quite frustrating at times, but it also can be rewarding. The snow is all gone and we’re enjoying spring-like temperatures. We hope that nature will turn green soon. That’s when we’ll be working on the farms. Health-wise I am fine—it is just that we are all longing so for home. Sadly, I’ve not had any mail since May of 1943. I do wonder and worry about how all of my loved ones are doing—I also think often of all of my friends in Witten. Are they still alive? Have there been any air raids? What do you hear from Pastor Busch? Also, have you heard from Bauer? He was last thought to be missing in Russia. Do you still have Bible study? How is Pastor Leyen? How I yearn to be among you all! How long will it be before we get to come home? “Give me and everyone who longs for You and Your grace a patient heart.” I do have things to read and hope for more. We hold church services and have a choir and Bible study, as well as working groups in theology. I help teach and it makes me happy. God puts us to tests even here, and sometimes these tests are not so small. I do have a happy heart. All things are in God’s hands. Please greet everyone I know in Witten. Especially warm greetings to you, your Alex Funke

29 March 1944

(letter to Funke’s pastor uncle, Paul Tegtmeyer. Bethel is a German-Lutheran home for disabled people. A curious irony of history, Alex Funke visited Clear Lake/Iowa [this editor’s hometown] in the 1970s to help lay the ground work for the creation of Handicap Village—as it was known then—a comparable institution built on the Bethel model. Although he was only some 75 kilometers [about 50 miles] from Algona, Funke did not visit the site of his former wartime imprisonment.)

Dear Onkel Paul!
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My mother told me that you have my address. I hope to receive a letter from Bethel soon. I’ve gotten a few letters already, and each time one came it was a joyous celebration. I have been one of the lucky ones who, so far, have had only good news from home. I am all right and my health is fine.

Occasionally I am assigned work outside the camp. I also read a lot, studying the Letters to the Philippians right now. Tomorrow we’ll start with Amos. I received Sass’s book on Communion and also other useful books through the Red Cross. We also have a theology “faculty.”  We have Bible study, a seminar on the New Testament teachings, the Greek New Testament and the homiletics by Schaaf—whom you probably know. We hold a lot of instruction for the men here. I also have several books on German history, and there are other books available, relating mostly to different occupations.
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We’ve made our barracks as homey and livable as we could. By my bed hangs a large and very pretty watercolor of your house. It was painted from the side of the greenhouse. It was my birthday present, copied from a picture in the Bethel calendar, which I found in one of the books.

How are you? And is Tante Marie well? Is Mieke still at the same place? Anni is most likely in Steinhagen? What is the news from Richard? And how are Tante Minna and her boys doing?  Greetings to all of my loved ones; my thoughts are ever at home. Heartfelt greetings also to Pastor Frick. With loving thoughts always, your Alex
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10 June 1944

Dear Onkel Paul,

This week my thoughts wandered more than ever to my home and to Bethel. Last Saturday in a letter from Emil, I got the news that Walter lost his life on the Eastern Front. It is extremely hard not to be with loved ones when such sadness enters our lives.  Of course I have had the feeling for the longest time whenever a letter came from home that it might contain such news. In these times we realize more often that small things seem small and great ones, great. So God’s word appears surprisingly to the grieving as praise and a blessing. It should fill you with thankfulness that Walter found that the Bread of Life is the way to a hopeful and joyful conviction. He was almost a son to you. Unfortunately, I never met Walter’s bride-to-be, but when you see her, dear Onkel, give her my condolences and greetings. In other letters I have also heard of the deaths of people I knew and of friends I studied with. What will my homeland be like when I see it again?

I am well and keep very busy. Am so glad to be able to hold church services. Am reading about Communion and about the prophets at this time. I was quite shaken. Have the New Testament in Greek and other books to read as well. We follow current events with great interest and with longing for home.

Greetings, please, to Pastor Frick, Tante Minna and other loved ones. To Tante Maria, to you, and to everyone my hearfelt greetings, your Alex

2 October 1944

Dear Onkel Paul!

Your precious letter gave me the greatest joy! I had just returned from a trip to another camp and found ten letters awaiting me. I hope that you have also received some of my letters in the meantime. The joy and the sadness that I get from reading your letters is very intense and remains with me always… So much of home is probably different from what we see in our minds, but the picture of home never fades: it even gets clearer.
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Yesterday we celebrated thanksgiving for the harvest. Beautiful gladiolas were on the altar. I am the pastor of a young men’s group. We hold church services and a growing, deepening Bible study of the first letter of Peter. Then there are lectures. Some of the topics have been: the origins of the Old and New Testaments, Who was Christ?, the spread of the Gospel at the time of the Apostles, etc. Tonight it will be the age of persecutions. I often also go to other camps, and the kilometers I have traveled count into the thousands. May God make his word rouse those who hear it. I read your reports about East Friesland with much pleasure, especially the accounts of all the relatives. Please greet everyone you see and especially Pastor Frick. I wrote to Heiner Wolf, though I’ve not heard back...

In gratitude and faithfulness, your Alex

4 December 1944

Dear Onkel Paul!

Many thanks for the three letters that were written in August. Reading them gave me much joy. It is good to know that you can do all that work by yourself. The other news is also gratifying. At this time of Advent I think even more often of Bethel. We just had singing, in three-part harmony “ O my comforter” and “Savior, tear the heavens open”. Afterwards there was a lecture by a noncommissioned officer about the proposition of Spengler, about The Decline of the West. It was quite impressive. I am happy in my belief and actively involved—like the poor, who make many rich.

Greetings please to all of my loved ones, and also to Pastor Frick, whose two letters I received. In thankfulness my sincere greetings to you, Ali
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The Erich Glowania Collection:

   (translated by Guntram Gudowius)

Originally from Peiskretscham, in the pre-war German province of Silesia (now occupied by Poland), Erich Glowania came from a petite bourgeois family. Later a school director, during his imprisonment at Camp Algona this towering man “borrowed” from the letter quota of Johann Gaida, a POW pal who did not fully utilize his correspondence allowance, in order to send more letters.

18 September 1944

My dear parents!

First of all I send you the kindest Sunday greetings. Yesterday during a camp evening my thoughts tarried again in my native country with the motto: “A Bridge to the Homeland”. Among recitations of old classic poets, the camp choir sang old German folk songs and the band played beautiful waltzes and operetta music.

On such an evening I again felt so close to home and my life rose again before my inner eyes—and at the same time a yearning awoke to see fairly soon my beautiful native country, my dear parents, my faithful brother and the little girl of whom I’ve grown so fond. But everywhere uncertainty reigns: When? It will be an endless spring when, after long years of separation, parents and sons will see each other again. With these thoughts I want to close this letter.

With hope for an early reunion, your thankful son Erich greets you, dear parents. Many greetings to Grandma and Günter! 
21 September 1944

My dear parents,
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Since the mail is taking rather long I don’t want to fail to send you my New Year’s greetings. Dear parents, brother and grandma: may the New Year bring you good fortune and blessings. May the Good Lord grant you contentment and everlasting health. Perhaps my and your wish will come true, that I will see you again soon in my native country.

Many New Year’s greetings sends you your thankful son, brother and grandson, Erich 
25 September 1944

(letter listed under the address “Johann Gaida 7WG59782, Prisoner of War Camp, Camp Algona

c/o. G.P.O. Box 20, New York”)
My dear parents,

...I just returned from the Sunday service and want to write you these lines. Dear Mutti, once I asked you to get me some law books. If it hasn’t been possible for you till now I’d ask you to ask Onkel Karl or approach the judge about this matter—or the lawyer. Mainly it concerns the B.G.B. [civil law book] and the criminal code. Dear Mutti, you would be doing me an immense service, as we are making huge progress in our lessons here.

On 24 October our theatre group will have its premiere. The preparations are in full swing already. We were able to get our hands on the necessary materials. The most beautiful fabrics are ready, and the tailor and carpenter are in the midst of creation.

Dear parents, isn’t Günter coming home on leave soon so that he, too, can write me a few lines? I almost can’t wait for the day when I’ll receive his first message.

Many greetings to you, Günter and Grandma from Erich 
9 October 1944

My dear parents,

...I told you already in my last letter something about our new teacher. Until 1938 he was a lawyer and now he’s the company lawyer of a trading company. The lessons are steadily improving. Since our district court judge isn’t too fluent in trading law, this new comrade will be of valuable service. I can tell you that never before in my life have I been involved in such a far-reaching mental training as here in imprisonment. I want to tell you in short my daily routine:
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I get up at 6:30, breakfast at 7:00, at 8:00 our theater rehearsals start and last till 12:00. Following that is lunch and at 1:00 rehearsals continue till 5:00. At 6:00 my law lessons start and go till 8:00 and are followed by English or math lessons. Till taps, I prepare for next day. 

Many greetings to you, Günter, Grandma and the Kurek family send your thankful son Erich 

[image: image39.png]



11 October 1944

My dear parents,

On Sunday we once again thought of our native country in a festive way. It was a presentation of German poetry and music, and one comrade who is a true performer recited poems of Göthe, Schiller and Eichendorff while a record player played pieces of Beethoven, Mozart, Schubert and Händel. Such celebrations are a true bridge to the native country. Many kind greetings send you, dear parents, your thankful son Erich 

Please send me a picture of you and Günter.
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16 October 1944

My dear parents,

I just returned from the Sunday service and want to write you these lines. Yesterday our camp band held another evening concert which consisted of a somber and happy part. In the first only solemn music was presented while in the second part dance music was offered. It was a lively evening. This afternoon I’ll go again to the camp preacher who each Sunday holds Bible lessons in a small circle; we are usually six men, and the lessons usually end up very lively and happy. I often talk with him in his room and then I always have to think of the cozy hours I enjoyed with curate Malik. He’s such a funny and good fellow after all, that I can’t help but get along with him.

Dear parents, how did you spend your Christmas holidays? Hopefully well, for you don’t have to worry about me. Many greetings send you, dear parents, your thankful son Erich

23 October 1944

My dear parents,

It’s always my greatest joy on the weekend when I can write you these lines and at the same time look back on the past week. Even behind barbed wire one spends cozy hours, hours of intellectual creation and hours of contemplation. Sometimes I feel like a monk who, locked away from the outside world and its joys, seeks the path to God. Similarly I should fare in my striving for intellectual and spiritual wealth, which can not be diverted by Earthly temptations. You might well remember that while at home friends or maybe some female elements as well understood excellently how to divert one from one’s intensive work. But if one has had to pass through the hard training of a soldier and then is forced by fate to reflect on the past, one can recognize the right way again. Kind greetings sends you, dear parents, your thankful son Erich

Greetings to Grandma.

30 October 1944

My dear parents,

Again we are at the end of a month that passed extremely fast. It presented me with very many beautiful days. But just as this month ends, one day our imprisonment will find its end, too. And, at month’s end, we are still working feverishly, for today is our premiere: “Der Neffe als Onkel” [“The Nephew as Uncle”], during which the American camp leadership will be present as well. Costume and dress rehearsals went without a hitch. Hopefully fortune will be with us this evening, too.

Yesterday on Sunday once again an evening of played records was held with the motto: “Mörike Evening”. Pieces of Beethoven, Hayden and Schubert were played and decorated with poems by Mörike.

Dear Mutti, you don’t have to send me any law books now, for the YMCA will deliver some. Many greetings sends you, my dear parents, your thankful and faithful son Erich

Kind greetings to Grandma and Günter as well. 

21 November 1944

My dear parents,

I just returned from the music evening, which was held by our camp band, and want to write you these lines. Once again it was a marvelous concert. One could really say that the old spirit is revived, since in such a hard time as in imprisonment everybody has the urge for something that gives him inner peace and strength. It is as if the private who once prepared himself for an easy and lively life is now transformed. Old marches, waltzes and symphonies are preferred to popular songs and tangos. Our theater group is planning a big surprise for Christmas, for we received a play about the genesis of the song: “Silent Night, Holy Night”. The play will be framed by music; “The Woodchopper March,” the “Ave Maria” and the song “Silent Night”—sung by the camp choir—will provide the necessary air of respect.

A thousand greetings sends you, dear parents, your thankful, faithful son Erich 
27 November 1944

My dear parents,

…We now have a Catholic camp priest as well, who was priest in [the Silesian town of] Kattowitz. Yesterday we had to perform once again our old play “Der Neffe als Onkel” and in a week from Monday we’ll come out with our new play. We’ve already received a shipment of Christmas trees for the camp. And it has been snowing significantly, so that the necessary Christmas mood is already here. The most beautiful Christmas present and the biggest surprise for me, though, would be the first greetings from my native country—and foremost from my madly beloved parents. The hope and yearning for the much-longed-for message is growing day by day. Hopefully fate will bring us peace next year so that I’ll be able to celebrate next Christmas with you once again. With these thoughts I want to close now and send you, my dear parents, the kindest greetings, your thankful son Erich

30 November 1944

My dear parents,

Writing you these lines today, I can say it’s a different season. Winter has already erased all signs of summer and everything’s covered with ice and snow. The severity of the cold increases day by day.

 Dear parents, how is Günter doing? Has he been on home leave already? Hopefully he was home for the Christmas holidays. Thousands of greetings sends you, dear Parents, and Günter and Grandma, your thankful son Erich

4 December 1944

My dear parents,

…I just returned from the Sunday service and want to write you these lines. In church we are celebrating the first Sunday in Advent. Just as humankind waited and hoped for such a long time for the salvation of the world and for our Redeemer, we comrades have to wait and hope, till the bells of peace call us home to the best we own here on Earth—our homeland, with its loved ones.

Tomorrow we’ll have the premiere of our new play, “Die Drei Langhänse” [“The Three Langhänse”]. Within the week we’ll give 44 performances in total. This week our law books arrived as well, so that our work gets ever more expansive. Our camp newspaper insisted to print an essay about the tireless work of our study-group.

Sorry about the end of the letter, but I’ll have to close now. Many greetings sends you your thankful son Erich

11 December 1944

My dear parents,

It’s Sunday again and the second light is glowing on the Advent wreath. St. Nicholas’ Day, which brings joy and excitement to so many families, has come and gone. I regret that that day only came to mind late in the evening and then in all calm I thought of the happy childhood days when I, too, was visited by St. Nic. But St. Nicholas didn’t forget us here in imprisonment, for finally the first message from home arrived. The lucky recipient was a comrade in my barrack with who I already had been before our capture. It was a package from his parents in Germany. The joy about the first message from Germany was just as great with everybody else as it was with the recipient who couldn’t grasp it.

Dear parents, I want to inform you right away that you don’t need to send a package, for I’ve not yet suffered from hunger.

Many greetings sends you your thankful son Erich

25 December 1944

My dear parents,

This is the first time in my life that I can’t celebrate Christmas in your midst—and I never could imagine how hard it must be to have to spend Christmas Eve far from home and separated from dear parents and siblings. And that’s why I get struck twice as hard this year. I’ve tried already to avoid these thoughts but I haven’t succeeded. Over and over again I see the image of my dear parents before me—and then the image of my dear but certainly today sad Mutter, then the image of my dear, good brother, who I haven’t seen for well over two years now. Shouldn’t I be overcome by homesickness then? But there’s so much consolation and peace in the Christmas message, that we only have to hope and wait with trusting hearts till the bells of peace will open the gates of imprisonment again; then we’ll celebrate a second Christmas.

A thousand kind Christmas greetings sends you on Christmas Eve, your thankful son and brother Erich 
1 January 1945

My dear parents,

First of all, I send you the best greetings and wishes for the New Year. May the good Lord grant us the long awaited peace this year. I go into the New Year with greatest confidence and trust.

For half a year now, I haven’t received any messages from home. Please send all the letters you write me via air mail. Now I still want to tell you something about our Christmas celebration. The party was well prepared. The hall was magnificently decorated. Coats of arms of German cities adored the walls. Every one of us had apples, nuts, almonds, gingerbread and other gifts of love at their setting, donated by the German Red Cross. The old German Christmas songs were heard and nobody forgot his loved ones back home. After the official part of the Christmas party, during the coffee circle Santa Claus appeared and handed out presents to the comrades. I got two packages—two volumes of Göthe’s “Faust” and a leather photo album.

I have to close now and so send you, dear parents as well as Günter and Grandma, the kindest New Year’s greetings, Erich




19 March 1945

My dear parents,

After waiting for mail for a month, I just received your letter dated 13 January. I am surprised that you receive so little mail from me. Dear Mutti, for several weeks now I’m only getting your air mail letters. You can write as much as you want; please write as often as you can. Otherwise, I’m doing fine. Many kind greetings to you, Günter, Grandma, Fräulein Fabisch and Bero sends Erich 

The Josef Görtz Collection:

   (translated by Bernhard Mikoleit)

5 December 1944

(postcard from Iowa’s other base camp, Camp Clarinda, sent to “Fräulein Marta Comanns, Friedrich-Strasse 16, (22) München-Gladbach”; perhaps she had been evacuated from her industrial city to avoid air raids, as on the front of the letter someone hand-wrote “new address: Dalbe ü. Tangerhütte, bei Schütte”) 
My dear Ma! [Görtz’ nickname for “Marta”]
I’m just coming from work. Outside is the nicest winter weather! I can watch the whole camp from my window. Everything is snowed in and smoke is coming out of all the chimneys. This picture reminds me of beautiful vacations in the mountains. Why didn’t I take you with me? Girl, we have a lot to catch up on—and we are already looking forward to that day. I hope that you are doing well. I’m always thinking of you, J.


The Richard Horldt Collection:

   (translated by John Chaimov)

A native of Königsbach in Baden, Richard Horldt delighted in visits from his brother Heinrich, who had immigrated to Detroit in the 1920s. Oddly, Richard erroneously reported to his family back in Germany that he had not heard from his brother. (Emigrated relatives frequently contacted their German-POW kin—or vice versa, as in the case of Hans Krüger of Berlin, also at Camp Algona. One uncle in St. Louis advised his detained nephew to “Get out, get out and see something of this great country”, while other relatives came and spoke to their relations through the barbed wire.) While fortunate as a POW in the New World, Richard Horldt did not fare so well in the Old: although shipped back to Europe in spring 1946, he was denied release. When finally granted his long-hoped-for return to his family in 1948, Horldt walked into his village, unannounced. A neighbor woman saw him first and ran to a nearby field to tell his wife—but Emma would not believe her. His daughter did not know him.
26 October 1944

(postcard from Richard Horldt to his wife, Emma, and young daughter in Königsbach, near Baden)

My faithful Mutter and Ingrid,
Today I’m sending you yet another postcard greeting so that you’ll receive plenty of mail from me, since that’s the only thing I can do for you. I am still doing very well. I do worry, however, about you two. Please answer me soon. Sending you regards and kisses, love, your Vati 
16 November 1944

Dear wife and daughter,
Today again a brief postcard hello with the news that I am still utterly healthy. I hope that is the case with you two as well. If I only had some mail from you, I’d be much calmer. Please write to me often and don’t forget the pictures. Until we see one another again—sending you regards and kisses; warmly, your Vati

7 December 1944

Dear Mutti and Ingrid,
Just so you see how my thoughts are with you every day, I want to send you another postcard greeting. [words made illegible by censor] and ask you, no packages to me.
Sending you greeting and kisses, love, your Vati

18 December 1944

(letter from “Sergeant Major Richard Horldt 81 G-273155, Prisoner of War Camp, Camp Algona,

c/o G.P.O. Box 20 New York” to “Degree of relation: brother, Herr Henry M. Horldt, 5221 McClellan, Detroit 13, Michigan”)
Dear Brother,
With joy I received your letter of 28 November and am amazed that you found out my address so quickly. So, it worked out after all! Now, you want to know how things are at home:

Dear Heinrich, in that regard I can only tell you that up to July 1944 everything was all right. As for after that, even I don’t know anything, for I haven’t gotten any further news. Up to that date everyone was healthy; even Vater was up and about in ways that amazed me whenever I was home on furlough. Of course, Mutter takes the best possible care of him. His grandchildren bring him the greatest pleasure. Arthur has three children and lives in Wössingen. I have a baby daughter, three years old, and live at home.

Filled with worry, I await the first mail from home. Would it be possible for you to visit me? For today, regards to you and your family, warmly, Richard 
22 January 1945

My dear brother Heinrich,
I have been waiting for a letter from you for three weeks, which was evidently here but then got sent back because the address wasn’t exactly right. Please note my address, below—exactly—so that mail gets through.

Dear Heinrich, I received your lovely package and thank you from the bottom of my heart. This made me all the happier since I always used to get packages from home at Christmas. This year, on the other hand, I haven’t gotten anything. Even for mail I have to keep waiting a bit, which I’m happy to do so long as they find out soon back home where I am. For that reason I can’t give you any further word about our parents. I’d really like to know how your family’s doing. What are Martha and the kids up to? Hopefully, a letter will arrive in the next few days.

Sending you and your family regards, very warmly, your brother Richard 
29 January 1945

Dear Heinrich,
At last your letter of 28 December 1944 arrived, for which I thank you kindly. The delay arose from the incomplete address, to which you will please want to pay attention in the future.

Dear Heinrich, you ask me to tell you what sundries I could use. That’s not so simple for me, since I don’t know what opportunity I’ll have to reimburse you for the expenses. Nevertheless, I do want to do what you ask and tell you the things that I lack most: perhaps a pocket watch, a fountain pen and pencil, a wallet, a razor and, lastly, a photo of you and your family. The other things I need on a daily basis I am able to obtain here in the canteen.  A tobacco pipe also would be nice, but only if it’s possible for you. And still, the thing I wish for most is to see my dear ones again back home.

Sending you and yours very warm greetings, your brother Richard 
26 February 1945

(postcard)

My dear wife and daughter,
Yet another week has passed and still I have no word from you. This has me very worried. I am doing quite well; this week I’m working in the office. I have also heard nothing from Heinrich. I hope you are all still healthy and that we’ll be seeing one another again soon. Sending you regards and kisses to you all, Vati 

1 April 1945

My dear faithful Mutti and Ingrid,
Yet another month has gone by and I still have no news from you. I want to make do with that, but only hope that you got mail from me for Easter. Someday that pleasure will be mine, too. I hope you are still healthy and able to celebrate the holiday joyfully. My thoughts are with you always, though tortured by worries about you. I’m still doing very well and for that reason ask you not to worry about me. Did you already send me pictures? I would ask you not to send packages but to write me very often. I hope we’ll see one another very soon. I’m sending you regards and kisses. Love, your Vati
Also give a warm hello from me to both parents, siblings, the Föllers, the household help, and to Sofie. 

5 April 1945

Dear Heinrich,
Happy birthday on 7 April and best wishes from the bottom of my heart. I’m still well, though I still haven’t gotten any mail from home and haven’t gotten mail from you since Christmas. I’d love to know a little about how things are with you. If it would ever be possible for you to come here, just imagine how happy Vater would be. For today, I’m sending regards to you all, Richard 
19 April 1945

My dear Mutti and Ingrid,
Amid thoughts of you I want to tell you that I’m still well. Only the enormous longing and—something I never knew before—homesickness weaken me more and more, day by day. If only I received post from you, then everything would be better again. I hope you’re all still healthy. Sending you regards and kisses, your Vati 

The Richard Jäger Collection:

   (translated by Keith Collins)

A Hessen, Richard Jäger felt deeply impressed by the Amerika he found as a POW. After the war a civil servant in his hometown’s town hall, he remembered gratefully the treatment shown him by the Americans who befriended him—people he tried to stay in contact with well after the war’s cessation. Some sixty years later, he eagerly supported TRACES’ research and preservation efforts—even to the point of donating hand-crafted, engraved rings he had made for his sweetheart and himself out of molten silver coins, while a POW on the prairie.
15 March 1944

(letter “from the field” from “Leutnant Lüsching, Feldpost Nr. 04031 D” to “Familie Karl Jäger, Borken Bezirk, Kassel, Krausgasse 25 ½”; some sixty years later Richard Jäger contested the truth of the letter, dismissing Lüsching’s account as “fiction”)

Honorable Familie Jäger!

 
As company commander, I have the duty to inform you that your son, Private Richard Jäger, born on 28 December 1924, was missing in action as of 27 January 1944, after a battle in difficult terrain near Monto Rotondo, in Southern Italy. I was not permitted to release this information to you earlier, since by order of the Supreme Command – West a period of six weeks must first elapse. The company was situated on high ground, which was bordered and encircled with ravines covered with thickets of brush. In the process of a vacating maneuver, Richard—in a textbook example of performance of duty—was the last man of his group to leave the position. I assume that he must have lost his way and in nearly impossible visibility (due to the landscape) ended up as an American prisoner of war. A scouting patrol sent out after Richard could not determine his whereabouts.

I can certainly understand your anguish over the uncertainty of Richard’s fate and, with you, I feel the loss deeply. Richard is for us a dear comrade and was one of my best men. May you, dear Familie Jäger, find comfort in the thought that, after the end of this epic struggle for the fortune and future of our people, Richard will return unharmed to the circle of your family. We, his comrades, also hold dear this hope.

Richard’s personal effects will be sent to you in the next few days. I ask you to please send any news of Richard you might receive to us at Field Post No. 04031 D. In our shared hope for Richard’s safe return, I remain your Rudolf Lüsching


The Helmut Jährig Collection:

   (translated by Bernhard Mikoleit)

 Helmut Jährig has witnessed four systems of government 


in his life: Hitler’s National Socialism, Roosevelt’s mobilized United States, the Soviet-backed “German Democratic Republic” and now the Federal Republic of Germany. Under each regime, this native of the now-border-region Upper Lausitz has made the best of the situation in which he found himself—and, oddly, thrived each time. As a POW he enjoyed practicing his drafting skills—to the point of recording on color-coded maps the layout of Camp Algona and some of its branch camps in Minnesota. After the war, he used such skills in his work.

12 September 1944

(letter, received 22 March 1948—3-1/2  years later)

My dear parents and grandparents,

Some days ago I received your precious letters from May and June. I was very pleased and want to thank you heartily. The lake where we bathe is shallow, so dear Ruth you needn’t worry about that. I didn’t get any letters from Jürgen till now, although I wrote him a couple times. I write more seldom to Ruth, as writing to you takes precedence.

Next week I will send you a picture of me. I got them today; they actually could be for Vati’s birthday (although a little late, but earlier was not possible). We were in the cinema on Sunday; they showed a nice love movie. We also went roller-skating again, so there’s always a little variety.

I think Siegfried Böhme is about to go to school? I got also a letter from Regina today. She wrote me that the girls would all like to wash your laundry if this makes you worry so much. This is always a sore spot for us all here. I’m doing well so far, and I hope the same for you. 

For today, best wishes from your Helmut

Greetings to Hans, Edith and Frau Böhme and Siegfried.

The Hans Kölkes Collection:

   (translated by Bernhard Mikoleit)

Born in the densely-settled Ruhrgebiet, Hans Kölkes was beaten by the British soldiers who captured him in North Africa—as can be seen by his bruised lip, in the U.S. Army mug shot on the lower right-hand corner of this book’s front cover. His lip had healed nicely, however, by the time he posed under the open prairie sky as a blonde woman (center row, sixth person from the right) with a POW theater group.
15 February 1944

(postcard to Heinrich Schönhardt, in Duisburg-Bissingheim)

Dear Onkel, dear Tante,

If you get this postcard now, then you will have gotten mail from me several times. As you now can infer from all that letters and postcards, physically I’m still doing well. I hope the same for Erich and Margret. Life is moving on here in always the same monotone way. Nevertheless, the barbed wire will fall some day and we will return to our loved Vaterland. Greetings from your Hans


The Emil Kreisel Collection:

   (translated by Bernhard Mikoleit) 

Former Waffen SS member Emil Kreisel returned to Europe by summer 1946, but he would never go home again. First, due to his political “contagion”, the Americans detained him further in a POW camp in Northwest Germany. When they finally released him, he could not return to his native home in the Sudetenland, as in summer 1946 the recently restored Czechoslovak government expelled the three million ethnic Germans living in that country—including the Kreisel family. By the time he wrote the letter of his to be found in Part II, his wife Gertraud had made her way to Bavaria—where he finally found her. Interestingly, while this book’s editor found Kreisel an exceptionally welcoming and kindly elderly man, his letter as a POW suggests how much he’d bought into the National Socialist mindset—so that he described Easter not in religious but rather almost pagan terms.
6 April 1945

My dear wife,

Many heartfelt greetings are flying over the ocean. It’s some days after Easter—the festival of nature’s resurrection. But here it was actually more like an awakening. It’s been snowing more fiercely than on Christmas. The only bad thing is that I didn’t get any mail till now. Many of the comrades already are receiving messages from home. If I also will receive them sometime, than I’ll be much calmer. [five lines censored, with that text completely cut out] I’m still healthy and have the ardent wish that you also enjoy good health. 

Give my greetings to all the relatives. My little wife, I send sincere greetings to you and Hartwig and stay in love, your Emil

The Hans Krüger  Collection:

   (translated by Margot Borcherding & Roger Mollenbeck)

Berliner Hans Krüger’s letters not only exhibit an impressive ability to “greet each day cheerfully” (if, that is, the phrase wasn’t simply for the benefit of his parents’ peace of mind), but suggest characteristic Berliner Toleranz: Might the names of Budapest residents “Anton Kuszel” and “Elisabeth Szalzinger” actually be those of refugee German Jews? Certainly, before the Nazi madness captured the country, Berlin in particular typically provided Germany’s Jews a relative atmosphere of acceptance; they were indelibly integrated into the capital city’s business and cultural scene and, as a family of shopkeepers, the Krügers would have had frequent contact with Jews—at least until 1933. At the very least, that even from behind a barbed wire pen on the prairie young Herr Krüger went to such lengths to maintain contact with his friends speaks volumes about his personal values. Later, living in communist East Germany, among family and friends he was known for his vivacious openness and personal ease. 

4 January 1944

(postcard to “Herr Emil Krüger, Kopenhagenerstrasse 76, Berlin N 58”; Herr Krüger likely remained in Berlin to oversee the family’s shop, despite the obvious dangers of living in the Third Reich’s capital)

Dear Vater!

Christmas is over; understandably my thoughts were at home. Nevertheless, we have had a very nice, home-like celebration together. Santa came to visit, bringing various presents. I hope that very soon I will receive mail from my dear home. Finally I would like to know how you are all doing at home.

New Year’s greetings from your son Hans

30 July 1944

(letter to “Frau Lotte Krüger, Böhmstrasse 26, Landsberg/Warthe”; perhaps Frau Krüger was in the family’s native Landsberg, fleeing the increasingly devastating bombing of Berlin)

Dear Mutter, Vater and Gerhard, 

Since my imprisonment, my only worries have been about you. Now I am assured that you know about my imprisonment and know that you will not worry about me needlessly. I was captured on the 25 June and, considering the circumstances, everything is going well. I traveled through England to America. The trip across the ocean and the journey through England and America were very interesting and also comfortable. Only the barbed wire is depressing—but I have bravely overcome that, and I greet each day cheerfully, come what may. Considering the circumstances, I am doing quite well in the base camp. I have a comfortable bed, enough clothing, even for sports. I can attend to my hygiene, participate in sports, have intellectual diversions and also work. Board and cigarettes are sufficient. I only miss beloved golden freedom. All my hopes go to early sunshine and my return to my beautiful, beloved home. Dear Mutter, that should be a great party!

Tante Grete lives about 800 kilometers from this camp. I thought of the address: “Gustav Mauritz, Musgekon/Mich.” Please let me know if the address is not correct. I also will be allowed to write to her. Every week I am allowed to write one letter and one card. You, on the other hand, can send as many letters, packets and packages as you want. You will have to ask others in the same situation (the parents of my fellow sufferers) about the package regulations. Please send the news of my imprisonment to the following addresses, with the fastest mail service possible. Hedwig Schmide, Ostrow/Warthegau, Hermann Göringstrasse 14; Gina Matthias, Marga Stier Spur (see old letters), Anton Kuszel, Törekbalinti near Budapest, Simandigasse 43; Elisabeth Szalzinger (address like Kuszel’s). Send by mail—if possible, by air mail!

Loving greetings from America from your Hans

13 August 1944

My dear Vater! 

I am sure by now you have received my letter that I sent to Lansberg and have learned of my fate. I would never have thought that the war would end this way for me. I will repeat the most essential content of my earlier letter, in case something has been lost.

On 25 June I was taken prisoner by the English. I came here by way of England. I am—or, better said, I must be—content with my lot in life. Rationing and other small things that belong to a communal life are satisfactory. Till today I have only worked one day—agricultural work with a farmer. As the harvest is coming, we should have plenty of such work soon. That is a good thing, since one has more money and doesn’t have to make do with so little. I altered my suit to a more casual one by making short pants. Since so little work has come up, I have become in the meantime a pretty lazy fellow. My sole occupation till now was eating, sleeping and some sports. You can write me as often as you want!

Loving greetings to you, Mutter, Gerhard and Heinz from your Hans

 19 October 1944

My dear Vater!

I want to use today’s card to send you my best wishes for the Christmas holiday and for the New Year. Yesterday we had a beer party, so today I have a bit of a hangover. Recently I worked here and there, so I have some more money.

Now, for you, Heinz, and everyone, loving greetings, Hans




23 November 1944

Dear Vater!

Last Sunday I was injured playing soccer, so I have a few days to laze around again—and that is not too bad for a few days. I am spending my time reading books and magazines. It is gradually getting cold here. We heat up the stove and don’t stick our noses out of the barracks unless it is really necessary.

Warmly, Hans


15 March 1945

My dears!

I have not received mail from you for a long time. I am very worried since the news reports aren’t exactly hopeful and good. But it doesn’t really matter to me, as long as all goes well with you at home. The cozy unemployment of winter is unfortunately over; now the good old work will start. Well, that’s all right, too: we will bear it stubbornly. I don’t want to say that the work is difficult, just so simple and uninteresting. There is one advantage, that one has more money for snacks and so forth. They shame me by saying that I smoke too much, but what is there to do otherwise, out of boredom?

I have only had the one card from Tante Grete, although I have written often. I will just let it be; apparently they don’t want to have anything to do with relatives. Yes, that’s the way people are. Several comrades here constantly get mail from select relatives.

Warm and loving greetings from your Hans

The Werner Krüger Collection:

   (translated by Keith Collins)

A pre-war friend of fellow Camp Algona POW Gerhard Sander and a longtime (albeit unknowing) neighbor to Alex Funke, Kurt Rasokat and Eduard Kaib, Werner Krüger found his involuntary absence from Germany’s Bielefeld area a chance to experience mainstays of American lore—such as crossing the young country in a Pullsman car and boating on the Mighty Mississippi River. Later in life a world traveler, he would laugh when reminded of the snake he found in an Iowa bale of hay:

As Germany has few snakes, startled Krüger screamed and jumped back in fright when the yellow and brown creature slithered out of the bay he was carrying and fell to the ground. Laughing, the farmer took the snake, opened its mouth by pinching the back of its jaws and spit his chewing tobacco juice down its throat. The snake immediately died and, unbeknownst to Krüger, the farmer skinned it. A few days later, when the farmer appeared at branch Camp Eldora, Krüger thought he’d done something wrong to be called to the gate. The friendly farmer, though, simply had come to present him with the reptilian trophy.
22 November 1944

(letter from “August Krüger, Örlinghausen/Lippe, Marienstraß 5” to “Arbeitsmann Werner Krüger/Worker Werner Krüger 7WG-60810, Prisoner of War Camp, Camp Algona, c/o G.P.O., Box 20, New York, N.Y.”) 

My dearest Werner!

I heard the news from Mutter by telephone, that she had received your card from America. I was thrilled about this news. It had been so long since we had heard from you. I am happy that you are doing so well to this point. You are really now quite far away from home, which is not that nice. But the main thing is: all is well with you. 

Well, the war will be over one of these days and then we will see each other again, I hope.

We will try to send you the books you are looking for. We must first ask, though, at the Red Cross whether it is permitted to send used books. Tomorrow I am going again to Mutter’s for the day and we’ll see what she wants to do. 

The Fleers from Bielefeld are now staying with us; they are making themselves at home. Mutter and all the others in the house are doing quite well so far. Otherwise everything is just as it used to be in town. I am still at my old post and am bearing up here just fine.

A few days ago I was in Papenburg/Ems on business. On the way home I disembarked in

Lingen and visited the Lingeners for a short time. They were very pleased with my unexpected visit and I found them all in the best of health. In the hope that things will continue to go well with you, I close with the warmest greetings and wishes. Your Vater who loves you
26 December 1944

Dear Werner!

First and foremost, we send to you the warmest holiday greetings. Today, during this Christmas season, while we sit here at home so comfortably together, we think of you and regret it so much that you can’t be with us. Hopefully, we will be able to celebrate the next season together. How did you spend Christmas then? Did you receive our letters already? You will not have received yet the package of 27 November 1944. We hope that all is well with you as it is with us. Willi Kröger is still in the hospital, but he hopes to be fully recovered from his illness soon. Marianne Grube was married on 22 December 1944 and now she is the young Frau Watermann. Tomorrow Tante Marta will slaughter her large hog; you are most heartily invited to feast on the sausage pudding. Willi will be discharged from school at Easter time and wants to become a shoemaker. He is still so short; you could easily give him something of your height. We’ve had all sorts of visitors for the holidays. Onkel Willi Fleer is seemingly forever here. He transferred his business to Theopold. Hilde and her husband are also here for the holidays. Little Heidi is a sweet little girl. Recently I also was at Reuters in Pivitsheide; all is well with them and they send their warmest greetings. Today we met Lilli Brinkmann on the road to Menkhausen. She wanted to go to the movies here. She wants to write you one of these days. After supper we want to go over to Tante Auguste and Onkel Adolf’s for a while and conclude the holiday celebrations there.

Well, once again warmest greetings from home until we are happily reunited, as well as from all who inhabit this house, Vater and Mutter
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Hermann Börner (left) and friend, in Germany





future Camp Algona Lagersprecher (“camp speaker”) Friedhelm Henkel (right), while still with the German cavalry in Normandy





POW camp dining hall; the Germans were responsible for planning and running their own food service





Pechgrün, the Sudetenland village of Camp Eldora POW Erich Heinzl





Iowa farmers making hay with what then was the most modern agricultural technology on the planet; at that time, most German farmers still used oxen and other farming methods not far removed from their medieval ancestors (courtesy Waverly Public Library)





Erich Heinzl’s family resembled rural families throughout Germany of that period. Heinzl (upper right corner), however, grew up in the Sudetenland region of Czechoslovakia in a village of mostly ethnic Germans, with a fractional Czech minority. When the Czechoslovak government expelled that country’s three million ethnic Germans (1/5 of the total population) in summer 1946, communities like Pechgrün emptied overnight. Over the next 30 years Prague’s central planners ordered the village broken down and shaved off at its base; today part of it lies under an artificial lake, with the bulk of the former village now a massive slagheap. In short, war made centuries-old Pechgrün vanish from the world without a trace.





snow-lined woods near Erich Heinzl’s familial home in Pechgrün








Karl Becker (center) poses with other members of a POW kitchen dishwashing crew.





Camp Algona Lagersprecher (after 8 May 1945) Friedhelm Henkel (left) and Johannes Bresseler (Camp Algona choir director)





Bresseler’s sentiment was typical; “Letter from a Mother [Alice Fliegel] to Her Son” in issue #7 of Lagerzeitung (20 December 1945):





My Son—My Dear Child!





Once you were small and my—and only my—child. I had a desire that could only be mine and a tenderness which awoke with you in the morning and went to bed when you did; this desire was satisfied whenever you said my name and kissed me.


	Those days are long gone. They are as far from me as an unknown land. Only, sometimes—in seldom, unhappy hours—they creep back close to me and take place once more...


	Like today.


	The great ocean lies between us—years, too, already! The great ocean lies between us, but today it cannot separate me from you. You have once again come into this bright room, into the same in which you played as a child. You are with me, and I have decorated the Christmas tree—as you would have liked to have had it—with red apples, with colorful sugar rings and a special blown-glass star. It is an old-fashioned child’s Christmas tree—and I can see your curious, childlike hands tug at the bright birds’ evergreen boughs.


	In those days I thought that I had so many worries, and that it was difficult to raise a boy. Only today—when everything around me is so empty, so quiet—do I appreciate how rich I was then.  There is no loneliness and no despairing, no tiring or failure, so long that a child brings joy to life and demands every day a new duty from us. Only those who aren’t needed are lonely—those who sadly forget the power of their own heart.


	I see three images in front of my—in front of our—Christmas tree: In one you look at me with cheery eyes and stand, laughing, in a summer meadow in the midst of flowers. Oh, my boy—that I was not indulged in retaining that laughing carelessness! 


	The second image is the seriousness of my work and worries in your eyes. They gaze so deep and true at me! It is your first day of school. You had given me your little boy’s hands and promised never to leave me. Now, though, everything has turned out differently. I myself gave you back your word, for I knew it so surely then, that I no longer had the right to claim your presence. Duty is stronger, but somewhere hidden in the corner of my heart have I always waited for you to return.


	And now I see the dear little third image that appears before me. We are sitting close to each other on a bench in our garden, under the single lilac bush—which is in full bloom. The heavy boughs hang over your young, hopeful face. This image came into being a few days before that ship took you away from me; never have I cherished it so intensely like today.


	Only, now sad thoughts have returned. Now that I’m so lonely, I certainly don’t have the strength to master my weary heart. I miss your youth and cheery courage and also the tenderness of your love, as now there is no one who lays his head on my shoulder and strokes my busy hands. And neither does anyone bring me flowers, which you used to pluck for me. Do you know how often you used to do that, my dear boy, when the whole meadow which led past your way to school was in bloom?


	But, the lights of my small tree don’t want that I’m sad today. They speak to me of you—always only from you—and suddenly there’s no distance any more! No, the distance is transformed into a cheery closeness of heart—and there you are. Together, we watch as the candles on our Christmas tree burn out gradually, crackling.


	It smells of fir trees, apples and cake in my Christmas room. I take your grateful, tender hands and give you back a happy kiss—you, my dear, big boy!








Alfred Neber (second from the right) and other members of a POW kitchen crew





Iowa was one of only two states to have all three Axis-power POWs on its soil. German soldiers built Iowa’s other base camp at Clarinda, but they later were moved to make way for arriving Japanese prisoners; in large part, the Germans were sent to Algona, which had been built by Italian POWs. Like Algona, Camp Clarinda had its own constellation of branch camps—two of which were assigned to its northern counterpart during the transition (Shenandoah and Tabor).


Camp Algona’s branch camps were:





—(in Iowa) Charles City, Clinton, Eldora, Muscatine, Onawa, Shenandoah, Storm Lake, Tabor, Toledo and Waverly





—(in Minnesota) Ada, Bena, Bird Island, Crookston, Deer River, Hollandale, Howard Lake, Fairmont, Faribault, Grand Rapids, Montgomery, Moorhead, New Ulm, Olivia, Ortonville, Owatonna, Rema, Saint Charles, Warren and Wells [some sources also name Princeton as a branch camp of Camp Algona; others do not]





—(in North Dakota) Grafton and Grand Forks





—(in South Dakota) Sioux Falls and Yankton








Alex Funke, in his Afrika-Korps uniform, during his imprisonment as a German POW at Camp Algona





Karl Becker (left) poses with two friends before the war. The young woman was killed in a bombing raid over Kassel—where she was working as a house servant—which reportedly killed 40,000 inhabitants in a single night.





a POW-built Camp Algona altar








This and two other similar cartoons are from a series of about 50 comic plates which comprised a hardcover booklet published by POWs to depict typical daily-life camp scenes. Humorous rhyming verses accompanied the sketches—with this one describing the men’s moving from one barrack to another.





the Familie Glowania of Silesia, in the late 1920s; little Erich stands between his father and his mother





Arvid Buchroth earned this “Certificate of Achievement” (signed by Camp Algona commander Arthur Lobdell) by completing a course in English comprehension. Iowans’ lingua franca was only one subject offered at the camp, offered by POW instructors; others included ancient Greek and Latin, French, German, literature, philosophy, biology, physics, chemistry, math and algebra, as well as more.





This POW band performed outdoors—as did POW singing groups. On subtropical Iowa summer nights townspeople in Reinbeck would close main street so their German “guests” could sing German as well as American songs for passers by. Thereafter, Reinbeckers and Germans alike retreated up the hill to the Methodist church basement, where all enjoyed a banquet dinner—until the POWs had to return to their pen.





from the play “Stille Nacht, Heilige Nacht” (“Silent Night, Holy Night”)





This ad for the play “Die Drei Langhänse” [“The Three Langhänse”] appeared in issue # 3 of the Drahtpost, 3 December 1944.





This view from a Camp Algona guard tower suggests the loneliness of the windswept and—for the Germans—seemingly treeless, utterly endless prairie beyond the barbed-wire fence. Joachim Starkloff—originally from Erfurt but after the war West Berlin—said he’d had his fill of Nazism and the war; he’d take a book by the German thinker Arthur Schopenhauer, find a seat next to the barbed wire, read philosophy and periodically stop to simply gaze out over the vast Iowa prairie. Like others, he reported going out at night to stroll along the fence (with special pleasure in the throes of Iowa’s sub-arctic winter) to soak in the unbroken view of stars. He said, “I felt so small there, like a human grain of sand. We were taken away from all that Nazi madness and that horrible, murderous war; we were able to find the peace of mind to regain a more balanced, more natural perspective. That unique and for us foreign landscape reminded us of how unimportant human folly and vanity really are”. Curiously, some of the survivors of the 186 refugees that Iowa Quaker farmers and college kids gave safe haven to from 1939-43 at Scattergood Hostel, near West Branch, made the same claim—that [even involuntarily] finding themselves on the Iowa prairies gave them the quiet and calm they needed to put their shattered lives back together. [See Out of Hitler’s Reach: The Scattergood Hostel for European Refugees, 1939-43 by Michael Luick-Thrams]





If POWs pooled their funds, the U.S. Government would allow them to pay for the guard and train ticket to send one imprisoned German POW brother from one camp to join another. These POW twins were imprisoned at Minnesota’s Camp New Ulm.





Richard Horldt, photographed while a POW in England—after the war but while still as a prisoner








In the canteen POWs found items that they had not seen in years in wartime Germany—and at reasonable prices. A July 1945 inventory of canteen items for sale at Camp Hearne/Texas included: pen sets, penholders, erasers, water and oil sets, pencils, drawing paper and ink, notebooks, tablets, steno books, dictionaries, Zippo flints, buttons, thread, matches, tobacco, cigarette papers, body powder, hand cream, shampoo, hair tonic and gel, soap, coconut oil, Chap Sticks, Vaseline, toothpaste, tooth brushes, Listerine, shaving cream, aftershave, razor blades, pocket games, chess books, ash trays, mirrors, glue, sandpaper and billfolds. (Mike Waters, 2002) Beer, soda, toiletry bags and other items also were available, at least at other times, at other camps.





German POWs worked in various offices—for example, for the U.S. camp administration, in the canteen, hospital, library, laundry, workshop or for the newspaper. They could work for pay from each other for jobs like tending the coal-burning stoves or cleaning the showers and toilets in each barrack. For work outside the camp POWs earned 10 cents an hour, up to 80 cents a day, even if a work day stretched beyond eight hours long during harvest time. So that the men could not escape and buy their passage, the government paid them only in printed scrip (coupons) specific to each camp.








Richard Jäger of Hessen





German POWs pose in a Minnesota cornfield near Ortonville. Helmut Jährig stands at the far left.








Hans Kölkes poses with a POW theater group; he is the blonde “woman” in the center row, sixth person from the right.








Emil Kreisel strolls with his wife Gertraud through the occupied Czech capital of Prague, where she worked.





Hans Krüger as a young soldier








Familie Krüger of Berlin; Hans is the little boy in the middle








German POW-style “Bier und Karten” (courtesy Northwest Minnesota Historical Center at Minnesota State University Moorhead—hereafter referred to as the “NWMHC/MSUM”)








“Speaking of injuries…”








The camp doctor wasn’t always on duty: here Doktor Stieve takes a bit of  R  an’ R  himself—probably at Minnesota’s Camp Fairmont. At the base Camp Algona itself, German doctors and other health workers—including field medics—worked side by side with American counterparts.








Werner Krüger at Iowa’s Camp Eldora





The Krügers’ leather shop in Berlin, in the early 1920s.





Like most POWs at Camp Eldora, Erich Heinzl (center, in his beige medic suit) was but a lad.
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