12 January 1945

Dear Werner!

[image: image1.png]


On Monday, 8 January 1945, we received your red card of 25 July 1944, from America. In response to your card of 2 August 1944, we’ve already written several times. Hopefully, you’ve already received some of this mail. Unfortunately, we couldn’t put the state where your camp is on the address, but we would certainly hope that the letters we’ve written have made it into your hands. The camp in which you find yourself is located a far cry from us and indeed, lies on one of the largest rivers in the world, the Mississippi.
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Dear Werner, now you’ve already been in captivity several months, but we would hope that all is well with you, which we can report is the case with us. Both of us continue to work at our old jobs just as before. Today I have the day off and am spending it with Mutter at her house, around the warm oven. For the time being winter is so beautiful here, the snow is about a foot deep. When we look out the kitchen window, we remember fondly the times when you raced over the snow with your skis. Are there opportunities for you to go skiing over there? Write us sometime what all you can do in the camp. Do you have to work, or how do you guys spend your time? What kind of care is available should something be wrong with you, so write about it to us please. Willi is to be released from the hospital in a few days and will most likely spend his sick leave here at home. We haven’t heard any further news of Walter for a few weeks now. Grete and Karl’s little Klaus is making good progress and is the sunshine in that home. Within the last few days we received a letter from Helmut and everything continues to go well with him. Here at home we‘ve had another living soul move in, namely Hilde’s little girl. Onkel Willi will open his business at Theopold’s next week and we wish them success in this endevour. On 27 November 1944, we sent you a small package and hopefully you will have received it by now. Now we will bring this letter to an end for today. In the hope that these lines reach you in the peak of health, we greet you most fondly. Until our happy and imminent reunion, your Vater and Mutter

The Heinz Lepinat Collection:

   (translated by Doris McCready)
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As a young man living in Hitler’s Third Reich, Berliner Heinz Lepinat so enjoyed his compulsory service in the Reichs Arbeitsdienst [“Imperial Work Service”] that he became a semi-professional soldier, even though his and his wife’s training had been in fur preparation. (His new bride worked for a firm which had been “Aryanized”—forcibly taken from its original Jewish proprietors and sold for below market value to “German” owners.) After the war, the couple found themselves living in the western outskirts of Berlin, but in East Germany. They accustomed themselves to living under communist rule—until the worsening political climate there of the early 1950s. Using a sham “malady” which necessitated that their little son, Klaus, be taken across West Berlin territory in order to reach Charité hospital in the heart of the East, the Lepinats disembarked the train they were riding across the former capital’s Allied-occupied zones; they got out—and never looked back, even though it meant starting life all over again.
late July 1944 (postmarked 25 August 1944)
I finally can write my first letter from America to you, dearest Kätchen. I landed in the best of health [one word made illegible by censor] At this time we are working as farmhands in the vast cornfields. We earn about $1 a day. We receive this pay in camp scrip, with which we can purchase various things in the camp. The weather here is much warmer, which does my body good. Now my greatest wish is to get news from you. According to others here, we can’t expect our first mail until Christmas. My address is listed below.

My very best to you and many kisses, your Heinzelmann

Many greetings as well to our parents and all relatives and acquaintances.
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28 July 1944
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(letter from Heinz Lepinat to his wife, “Frau Käte Lepinat, bei Sellin Family, Retzow n. Lychen”; she was residing in the outskirts of Berlin)

Dearest Kätchen!

This second letter is now in your hands. Just as you will have to get used to the Latin script, hopefully we will not have to get used to a long time apart. You would hardly recognize me, since I have achieved a tan that was never possible before—and that in comparison to buddies who turn red but not brown. If this keeps up I will soon have reached the color of a Negro.
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Today… I am allowed to write a postcard, which I will send to our parents, so that they also will have a sign of life from me. Surely you will be content with this letter. I do hope you are all as healthy as your Heinzelmann, who is always in loving thoughts with you. Greetings to Sohnemann and the landlords. I love you very much!

2 August 1944

Dearest Kätchen!

This third letter will be ready today... Please acknowledge these past letters to you, and send a picture of you and Sohnemann. I don’t have any other wishes at this time.

Our work is still the same. As my last amusement I saw the movie “Der Hauptmann von Köpenick” [“The Captain from Köpenick”] and the movie “Walzer von Strauss” [“Waltzes by Strauss”]. The movie showing took place outside, as the nights here are not so cool. We may expect additional heat in the month of August. Tomorrow we are getting paid, and I shall treat myself to a pair of tennis shoes for $2.50 so that I can run better in sports.

Now I greet you, dearest Kätchen; in everlasting love, your Heinzelmann

12 September 1944

Dearest Kätchen!

As we are permitted to write in German script, I shall return today… to my beloved script. The time comes closer and closer when I can expect mail from you and the parents. By the way, you do not need to purchase eyeglasses for me, as I have already received a pair. As to the weather, this month has become much cooler. This is naturally better for us than the everlasting summer heat. [one line made illegible by censor]
Our time is filled with work, sports, music, chess, and other games. We have a small band in which I play the violin. I am trying very hard to perfect my playing. Perhaps it is possible for you to send me some good music lessons for violin and for piano as well as the sonatas of Diabelli for piano. Loving greetings, Heinz

22 September 1944

Dearest Kätchen! 

…A beautiful sunny day is ending, and soon the sun here will also lose its impact. We have already received winter clothing. We certainly will not freeze. I await with longing your first letter; hopefully it will not be much longer. The day after tomorrow we are putting on a production with the title “Comrades Play for Comrades,” in which your Heinzelmann will play, together with six buddies. There are one trumpet, two clarinets, two violins and one pianist. A set of drums will probably be added. My health is very good, and I trust yours and Sohnemann’s are the same. As you last mentioned, Klaus had whooping cough.

Now I kiss you with all my heart and send many loving greetings, your Heinz

3 October 1944

Dearest Kätchen!

Still no news from you—this is important for you to know. I’ll inform you of that the first thing, each letter.

The month of October has shown its bad side: it has only sent us rain. Hopefully cool autumn days will arrive here, so we can play our beloved handball. Right now my days go as follows: 6:30 get up, 7:00 breakfast, 8:30 - 11:00 English lessons, after which we practice until 12:00. Lunch is at 12:10. After this I play the violin until 2:00, after this, study until 5:00. At 5:00 then is supper, and from 7:00 to 8:30 our camp band practices. Until 10:00 we are allowed to spend time together, and one minute later everyone is in his bed. My thoughts then are of you until sleep overcomes me. 

Dearest Kätchen, I love you so much; your Heinzelmann

30 October 1944

My dearest Kätchen!
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Es lag schon lang ein Toter vor unserem Drahtverhau,
Die Scnne auf inn gluehte, ihn kuehite Wind und Tau,

Ich sah ihm alle Tage in sein Gesicht hinein,
Und immer fuehlt ichs fester: Es muss mein Brudor sein.

Ich sah in allen Stunden, wie er so vor mir lag,
Und hoerte seine Stimme aus froliem Friedenstag,

Oft 1in der Nacht ein Weinen, das aus dem Schlaf mich trieb;
Mein Bruder, lieber Bruder - hast du mich nicht menr lied?

Bis ich, trotz allen Kugeln, zur Nacht mich ihm genaht
Und ihn geholt. - Begraben: - Ein fremder Kamerad.

Es irrten meine Augen. - Mein Herz, du irrst dich nicht:
Es hat ein jeder Toter des Bruders Angesicht.

Heinrich Lersch




…Yesterday I celebrated my birthday. It was even a Sunday this time, and also a sunny day. We have had beautiful weather for the last two weeks. I was really in a good mood yesterday, and this was the reason: a buddy who has been with me since our imprisonment received his first mail from Germany. On the same day as his mail went from England to Germany, mine went as well. So at least I am sure that you are informed of my whereabouts. Should this letter reach you at Christmas, my greatest desire is that it will find you in the best of health. I myself am in great condition, which I noticed at our handball game yesterday. I am sending you my sweetest thoughts and kisses, your Heinzelmann
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21 November 1944

My dearest Kätchen!

Today we received a preprinted Christmas card that may be mailed only with address and return address. I addressed it to my parents.
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An hour ago I had a dentist appointment; he pulled a tooth from the upper right side. After X-rays the German doctor had arrived at this decision. So now I am missing two teeth. The surgery went very well.
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Last Saturday and Sunday we gave our first concert. It lasted one hour. The overture “Poet and Peasant” was especially well received. Soon our theater group will begin the production of “Der Zerbrochene Krug” [“The Broken Jug”] by Heinrich von Kleist. Preparations for the Christmas celebration are underway.

My health is good. My thoughts hurry to you each day, and I think of you and Sohnemann with great love. I greet and kiss you, your Heinzelmann
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12 December 1944

My dearest Kätchen!

Only a few more days, and Christmas will be at the door. Only a few comrades here have received mail so far. The most beautiful present for me would be mail from home. For the past week we have had the nicest winter weather. There are hard frosts and much snow. We are being cared for so well that this winter does not bother us. I hope you were able to find sufficient heating material in time, so that you and Sohnemann won’t suffer from the cold. My heart sends greetings of love and thankfulness for all the beautiful hours, which will be with us evermore. Separation is hard, but I believe, like all of my comrades, that we will meet again. Greetings to you and many kisses, your loving Heinzelmann
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23 February 1945 (postmarked)
My dearest Kätchen!

In my last letter of 30 January 1945 I told you that I already received five letters and two postcards from you. My dearest wish is to have a picture of you, so that I can have my dearest on Earth with me. [two lines made illegible by censor] The only thing I have of you is the gold ring, which united us on 7 August 1940, for the rest of our lives, together through joy and suffering. The farther fate has driven me from you, the stronger my feelings have become; they belong to only one on this Earth—and that is you, my dearest Kätchen. It fills me with pride to know through your letter what a wonderful little person our Sohnemann has grown into. Give him a little kiss on his cheek and tell him that Papa sends loving greetings. To you I send many kisses and loving greetings, your Heinzelmann

10 March 1945

My dearest Kätchen!

I have been in a branch camp for a few days, and today was my first day of work at a greenhouse, packing young plants, as well as little trees and flowers. Winter is finally over, and I hope that warmer days have begun for you too. I am fine health-wise, which I wish for you as well.

Your Heinz sends loving kisses.
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17 March 1945

My dearest Kätchen!

The day before yesterday I wrote a letter. Perhaps you’ll receive this card even before the fore-mentioned.

We work every day for eight hours, and so we appreciate the end of the day. My health is good, and I hope yours is too. Please give Mutti and Papa my best greetings. I remain your ever-loving Heinz
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13 April 1945

My dearest Kätchen!
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A letter from you dated 17 February has arrived. I was sorry to hear that you had not heard from me since 2 August. By the way, I laughed heartily over the little note from Sohnemann. You guided his pen! Please give the little man a kiss on his right cheek and tell him that Papa rejoiced so much over his work. I do not as of yet have the picture you mentioned. I am anxiously awaiting it so that I can place it on the table I made myself. I can only see your image in my imagination, and I love it so. In these trying days my thoughts are with you and the parents so often, also with brother Kurt. May the dear Lord protect you all and grant that we will meet again, in good health. Sending many loving kisses and best greetings, your ever loving Heinz
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The Otto Leschhorn Collection:

   (translated by Doris McCready)
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Left-leaning, fun-loving Otto Leschhorn grew up in a village near Giessen. As a POW in the American Midwest, he bid his time hanging out with artistic crowds, playing in the camp theater and engaging buddies to sketch portraits. As a gift one Christmas, his acting clique bound all of the colorful playbills from the season’s performances into a beautiful, navy-blue hardcover volume and presented it to the cast. Leschhorn kept it till the end of his life as a fond memento of his short-lived acting career on the prairie.
4 June 1944
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(letter to Otto Leschhorn’s brother, Willi)

My dear little brother!
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Today, the first Sunday in June, my little letter shall be dedicated to you again. Most of all I must thank you heartily for your dear letter of 2 February 1944, which I received this week. Once again it was the first letter in four weeks. As I read from your lines, you and the folks are well—which I can say of myself as well and which, of course, is the main thing. Your birthday party must have been quite nice. Well, hopefully soon I may celebrate with you once again. How are my buddies, Ernst Klein and all the rest? I have written Willi Röll as well. I hope they will stay well. Dear brother! You don’t mention whether you have a girlfriend? That is the most interesting thing to me.

Now, once again, I have to close for today. Hoping for a happy and healthy reunion in my dear homeland, I greet you, as well as our parents, your Otto!

Greetings to all of the girls in Villingen!

18 June 1944

Dear parents and brother!
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…Life here is one day like the next but, God willing, this time of suffering will pass for us. How often do I think of the beautiful song of the “Old Parents’ Home.” Vater used to like to sing it: “Where the village ends, where the mill wheel turns by the brook, there lies under scented flowers my parents’ home, so dear and familiar, that I’ve not seen for so long.”

With these words I would like to close my little letter for today. Hoping to meet again happily at the old home, I greet you, your Otto
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25 June 1944

Dear parents and little brother!

Today I can give you my hearty thanks for your two letters. Yesterday I got a letter from Mutter. It was dated 22 February 1944. And today I got an air mail letter from my little brother. It was [date made illegible by censor] 1944, written exactly one month later. I was so happy to read a letter from you once again—especially today on Sunday, when I received the letter from Willi.

As I can see in your letters, you are all quite well, which I can say of myself as well. As Willi writes, Vater and Mutter celebrated their Silver Anniversary on the third of April 1944. I would have forgotten it. Please don’t be mad—so now I would like to send Vater and Mutter herewith my very best wishes. May God grant that we might celebrate your anniversary at home together.

For now I greet you, hoping for a happy reunion in our dear homeland, your faithful son and brother Otto

6 August 1944

My dear parents and little brother!

Today, Sunday, I can tell you with great joy that last week I received three letters from you. The first was a picture of my dear brother, which pleased me so much. The second letter was from 12 March 1944 and the other from 5 April. My heartiest thank-you to you all for the letters. As I see from your letters, thanks to God you are well, which I can report of myself as well. In your last letter you told about your Silver Anniversary. I noticed that you celebrated sort of meagerly. Well, should I return in one piece, we shall do this over. You are so right: it won’t work without Otto. Until that day, I wish you good health and every good thing, until we can be together again.

For now my heartiest greetings and wishes for a happy reunion, your faithful Otto

27 September 1944

Dear parents and little brother!

Today you again will receive a few lines from me. I especially would like to express my heartiest gratitude for two letters which I received last week... They were already a little old, but at least they were a greeting from my dear parents in my beloved homeland, something which establishes solidarity with us in our present situation of not being free.

Here everything is the same. This week I worked for a farmer for the first time. Of course at night we all return to the camp. [one line made illegible by censor] 

Hoping for a happy and healthy reunion in our dear beloved  homeland, I greet you heartily, your faithful son and brother Otto 
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25 December 1944
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My dear faithful parents!
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You should receive a letter from me also today on my birthday. Most of all many thanks for your letter of 25 September, which I received last week. Along with your letter I received a letter from Greta, the same date as yours. In this letter I read what you apparently feared to write me, but which I sensed from both of your last letters. Greta wrote that my dear little brother went to his eternal rest on 4 September 1944. It was a terrible blow for me when I read those lines, but I am comforted by my buddies, who also have gotten similar news, or even worse. Rest in peace, little brother; no one can change the situation and who knows if it is not better this way for him. In the end, we all have to walk the same path.
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As for me, I am still in quite good health, which I also hope for you both. Greetings to you until we meet again, your faithful son Otto!
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The Wilhelm Maas Collection:

   (translated by Bernhard Mikoleit)

18 January 1944

(letter to “Fräulein Hanna Wagener, Rathaus Höxter a.d. Weser, Westfalen”)
My dear, good Hanna!

Today I have a very special greeting for you. As I wished the picture would be, so it did not turn out. I’m sitting there so stiff, so put up. It just went so quick—and don’t let yourself be disturbed by that. I look pretty civilized; the little jacket keeps me quite warm. With the active help of an expert I made it by myself, out of an old blanket. I was not allowed to write something personal on the back page—but I did it right now. Please add “December 1943”. Hopefully, I can make you happy with the picture. Anyway, it will call to mind nice memories every time when you will take it in hand. I wish you a pleasant rest every evening, even if it is only your picture that stands on my little dresser. Very sincerely, your Willi
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The Wilhelm Martens Collection:

   (translated by Sonja Schunert)
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A merchant by training, Wilhelm Martens left his sea-bound native Schleswig-Holstein and moved to the foothills of inland Silesia, where he established a grocery on Greiffenberg’s Marktplatz [“Market Square”]. As he prospered he took as his wife his attractive shop clerk Martha. The couple soon had three little girls—who because of the  war would hardly remember their father by the time he finally returned to Germany in 1948, after more than three postwar years of forced labor on first Minnesota, then English farms.
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Because Joseph Stalin pushed Poland west as Nazi Germany collapsed, Silesia became Polish overnight. At first forced to stay because of her business knowledge when most other Germans were fleeing or being expelled from what was now “Gryfow”, Martha Martens finally fled with her three daughters to Soviet-occupied East Germany. The four of them lived in the sequestered margins of a resentful business-class family’s large home, with little to eat and almost no possessions. By the time their husband and father found them, he could only come to visit, as the family had neither the permission nor the means for him to stay. By fall 1948, though, Wilhelm and Martha Martens plotted an escape: while Wilhelm took two of the girls with him, legally, over the border into West Germany on the train—with the requisite papers in hand—Martha and the middle child, Kristine, walked through a forest by dead of night in order to reach a refugee camp until they, ultimately, could join Wilhelm and the other girls in Oldenburg.
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While not a Nazi per se, like many Germans after the fall of their Kaiser at the end of the first world war, before 1939 Martens had been rather nationalistic in sentiment and word. He volunteered for the army, then, “so as not to miss all the action”. Little did he know, but that “little adventure” would take him across the world and back—and deny him knowing his three daughters’ childhoods. Ironically, he went to war to “save Germany”; by the war’s end, however, he’d lost almost everything he’d ever had or ever known.
4 December 1944

My dear Marthel and children, 


I don’t have much to write, because I haven’t any letters to answer yet. Hopefully, I will get some mail from home soon.


Last week I had a picture taken of me and will send you a photo immediately. I also will send one to our parents, in case one gets lost.


Otherwise I’m still fine. Has winter set in there already? There is also another comrade from the Riesengebirge [mountain chain in Lower Silesia] in our camp. He lives near Hirschberg! I am now also busying myself a lot with painting posters and with drawing. I already have made a few drawings for the camp newspaper. We have a cinema now, too—twice a week, with many Mickey Mouse films. There was even a German film here the other day.


In this way one week after the other goes by. Who knows when we will be able to see each other again. I beg you to give our parents my regards. Greetings and kisses from your Willi

[image: image39.png]ity ! ol b, 3ty o cavmt £
;«7 - Jood bye S et iy,
R - o Mg gl e 4 Ll
Ueio foe day. bor Uy Lo Sean.. b tote ey
gon L Al bt oy s My ol dind
Up die Mt 0 sy plssc il A G i, ol
ld 1o bucdd ensts B mir 8ol Al Y b lold e,
il - bl aid i omunihra Tl

o oy

g omd T Lk o pood

4e o bt i G0 B o
Hd etcopha

R e PP S
J,,._J,l alede gom oty o o Ll

Oud owr g Ao 7:5;: e "2
i






The Ludwig Mohrhenne Collection:
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   (translated by Guntram Gudowius)

7 June 1944

(letter to the Karl Mohrhenne family)

Dear Mutter,
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For your forthcoming birthday I send you my kindest greetings. May the good Lord grant you health and strength again for your new year of life. My letter probably won’t arrive in time; I only thought of it a few days ago. Hopefully it won’t be necessary next year that birthday wishes have to travel such a long distance.

Several days ago I received a letter from the Kampmann family. One is always immensely delighted when one can read a few lines from beloved home.

Nothing’s new with me otherwise. As I wrote you already I’ve been working on the farm for some time now. Our daily work is hoeing onions and beets. We work over immense areas. It would be better if I could help you now, since you have so much work to do.

In hopes that you all are still well, be greeted a thousand times by your Ludwig 
11 September 1944

Dear Loved Ones,

Yesterday I received both your letters... I was very delighted to be able to read again a few dear lines from you, especially since it was the day before my birthday. Dear Mutter, how well you have timed the greetings to my birthday! It has given me the greatest joy on this day, which I enjoyed in best health; I thank you with all my heart for the greetings and blessings. The date corresponds exactly with the day of writing. 

Again I start a new year of my life, which at the same time is a new year in imprisonment. Hopefully I won’t have to experience my next birthday behind barbed wire any more. Dear Lina, I totally forgot to congratulate you on your birthday, which you celebrate at the same time as I. Belatedly I wish you for your newly started year of life all the best and the Lord’s rich blessings.
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In hopes that you all are still doing well, I close with a thousand kind greetings to Karl and Heinrich—who probably are far away from you, too. Your Ludwig

The Alfred Neber Collection:

   (translated by Ralph Neber)

Growing up as a teen in Kaiserslautern in the early years of World War II, Alfred Neber saw how French POWs were treated by his fellow Germans. Little did he realize it but, after being inducted into Hitler’s Wehrmacht, he’d become a POW himself—and sit out the rest of the war on the endless prairies of Iowa and Minnesota.
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On the day the above photo was taken, he made a casual comment to the Algona-area farmer (whose truck sat in the background of that stubbly oat field), that “I think Germany has lost the war”; America was simply too large and well supplied for resource-poor Germany. While to this day he is unsure, Neber suspects that the little Hitler-Youth-looking blond in the bottom left hand corner of the photo betrayed him later that day to Camp Algona’s Nazi clique. Neber further suspects that his buddy wearing the sunglasses betrayed to camp guards that those same Nazi stalwarts planned to assassinate Neber that night for “treason”. When called to the commander’s office, the German Lagersprecher [“camp speaker”] admitted without compunction that, yes, if the Americans returned Neber to the camp, they’d kill him. That night of near-murder was the future history teacher’s ticket to Camp Howard Lake/MN, Algona’s repository for anti-Nazis, Austrians, Poles and others who did not fit into the Nazi enclave—that is, until 8 May 1945. It was at that point that, no longer fearing a Nazi reprisal against German-held American POWs, the Americans forced the passing of intra-compound governance to non-Nazis; the camp newspaper gained a new name and editorial staff at about the same time. For his part, like Richard Jäger and some 20,000 other German POWs, Alfred Neber would be chosen to participate in U.S. Government-led “re-education” programs in the Northeast—which, in turn, would be Neber’s ticket to a speedy return to his ruined country and to a future in (re-) educating postwar Germany.
12 December 1943

(letter from Hans Schreiner to the family of Alfred Neber, with whom he fought in Italy)

Dear Frau Neber,
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Now that I’m in better health, I’m able to write you some lines.
 
In Sicily your son and I were together in the same unit. He was my messenger, which means that he was the one I was always with. On 5 August I was wounded, and since that day I haven’t received any news from my unit, although I’ve written often. Because at the time our unit was separated, I think no news or only incomplete news was given to the relatives of our men. As your son and I were good friends, your address is the only one I have from all my men. All other parents won’t get any news in the near future about their sons. I assume that you, meanwhile, have gotten a short message about where your son is. To this, some details:

On 28-29 July we were in a really bad state, because as an established unit we were totally cut off from the others. During the fight your son was hit two times: first a grazing shot on the right or left foot (I can’t remember exactly), then, as he crawled back to me, he got an internal gunshot wound with a bullet in his backside.

We had no chance to rescue our wounded comrades. At first we were totally surrounded by the enemy and then we lost lots of soldiers and, finally, we were massively shot at by artillery. As night fell, we found a way to break out with twelve comrades and in the next morning we reached our unit. I was the last man to leave—with the Americans only 20 meters away. Some moments later we saw from behind the bushes the Americans entering the cave where our wounded comrades had been. Your son was the only English-speaking man, so he talked to the American soldiers. We knew that American soldiers behave correctly and we also knew that our comrades would have good health care, so we needn’t be worried about them.

On 28 December I’ll be passing through Kaiserslautern and I’ll visit you. I’m waiting for your news if you hear anything about your son. I thank you for this.

You don’t have to worry about your son’s grazes, as I personally gave him first aid and I hope that he soon will be healthy. That he now is an American prisoner of war is painful for you, but the knowledge that you will get him back after we have won the war will be a great comfort for you and allow you to bear the pain.

If you have the addresses of other comrades, please send them to me so I also can write to their relatives.

In the hope that these lines will bring you and your loved ones a little bit of Christmas happiness I greet you till the 28th of this month. Yours, Hans Schreiner

[image: image46.png]


The Kurt Rasokat Collection:

   (translated by Keith Collins)

While a POW  at Camp Algona and active in the same religious-study programs, Rasokat became a lifelong friend and later colleague at Bethel of Alex Funke’s.
11 June 1944

(letter from Kurt Rasokat’s sister, Margarete Ludzuweit, in Tuppen, East Prussia. This letter and the poem itself are eerily prophetic, for the Rasokats lived in a region of Germany that would be lost after the Third Reich’s collapse. Like millions of other ethnic Germans living east of the Oder River, they would be expelled from what had been German territory for centuries but would fall inside the post-war boundaries of Poland, Lithuania and Soviet “Kaliningrad”, an ill-fated city state carved out of the former German Baltic port of Königsberg.)

Dear brother Kurt!

Today I found such a pretty little poem among some old page, “My Homeland”!

My homeland has only hills,

only a small village old and pale,

a mill without paddles

and a little brook plays in the vale.

Proud castles I saw sparkling,

my homeland is only plain,

wide oceans I saw beckoning,

my homeland is not there.
Childhood home, full of songs,

full of happiness and sunshine,

my dreams call me forth

into your sweet Eden.

Years have flown by, and

so many a hearts were broken,

the waves have driven me far away

yet homesickness crept after me.

My homeland has only hills,

only a small village plain and faded,

but the yearning for it

flaps the wings of flight home a thousand times.

As I hailed my home town late,

I found my parents’ house empty,

no Mother to kiss me—oh,

the old homestead is no more.

On the graves of my loved ones,

climb roses and a marker,

what love in sorrow has written,

is flanked with thorns.

Once in my childhood years
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the words of my mother enveloped me gently.

“We have departed quickly,” I read,

“come after me, my child.”

On the graves of my loved ones,

the roses bloom and fade,

and a final greeting is written,

“We are home, until we are together again.”

I continue on my earthly pathways,

but lit as a bright light from the heavens

by this word of grace:

Follow us, until we are together again!

Don’t be sad dear little brother of mine,
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we will see each other again.
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Most tender greetings and kisses send to you your sister Grete and little niece Ursula.

The Siegfried Ruttmann Collection:

   (translated by Guntram Gudowius)

22 July 1944

(letter to “Family Karl Ruttmann, Enkingen near Nördlingen, Schwaben, Germany”)

Dear parents,

This week I received your letter dated 15 May, but what delighted me most was a package with books, including my school math book and the television book. Many thanks! At least now I’m in the position to advance my studies in several topics that were not totally covered in school way back. If you would be able to get your hands on the correspondence course for high frequency engineers, that would be better. 

I’m still in the branch camp Faribault in Minnesota and I like it quite well. Work isn’t worse here than in the main camp. We are used here in the pea harvest and mostly work at the pea threshing machine.

I want to close for today. Kindly greets you your Siegfried 
One of the hundreds of thousands of Upper Midwest women to respond to the call for wartime labor replacement was young Evelyn Grabow of Owatonna/Minnesota. Like other temporary female workers at a cannery there, Evelyn received notes (folded up to sixteen times, into squares the size of communion wafers) from German POWs who worked shifts opposite them. In turn many of the Minnesota (and, presumably, Iowa) natives left small presents such as chocolate or handmade items on their stools for the POWs when they left their shifts. Below are two notes [image: image51.png]


that Evelyn has kept for over six decades:
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The Gerhard Sander Collection:

   (translated by Guntram Gudowius)

In the late 1990s Gerhard Sander’s son, Jörg, wrote a letter to the postmaster of Eldora/Iowa in which he sought contact with anyone who might remember his father’s stint there as a late teen. Ninety-something Martha Vogt replied—and the ensuing correspondence sparked the making of a Fly Over Films short, Martha: Meat and Potatoes. In it Steven Balvanz, a local Eldora farmboy-cum-filmmaker, and his friend Michael Schaubach tell how Martha and her husband Hermann Vogt—she a child immigrant to Iowa from Schleswig-Holstein, her husband a German POW held by the French during World War I—befriended German POWs who worked on their farm picking cannery-bound sweet corn during WWII. It was a deeply moving experience for this editor to interview both Gerhard and Martha—a few months apart, in summer 2001—and listen as, without prompting, both recounted the “special meal” that Martha served for “the boys on their last day of picking corn, under the big oak tree, out in the yard…”
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(undated)

(postcard to “Family August Sander, Unterer Knonweg 300, (21) Werl Post Schötmar/Lippe”)

 

 Dear Mutti and Vati,

First of all a thousand greetings from your youngest. I’m still doing fine. Hope the same of you. How is the dear homeland doing? This evening we had fried potatoes and sauerkraut and cutlet to eat—just like Mutti’s! How is Willi doing? Now pass greetings to all friends and relatives. Kindest greetings and kisses, Gerhard


26 October 1944

(postcard to Gerhard Sander’s sister-in-law at “Family Martha Sander, Aspe 317, (21) Schötmar/Lippe”)

Dear Martha and kids,

With this little postcard your Onkel Gerhard sends you the most beloved and kindest greetings from far away America… It probably will be Christmas when these lines will reach you. For that celebration I send you my most beloved and kindest wishes for all. For now, many greetings and kisses—especially for the little ones from your Onkel Gerhard 
7 December 1944

(postcard to Gerhard Sander’s niece at same address)
Dear little Ingrid,
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First of all many greetings and kisses from Onkel Gerhard. How are you and your little sister doing? Are Mutti and Vati still healthy and cheerful as well? …Did Santa Claus bring you lots of gifts? We’ve got lots of snow already.

For now a thousand greetings and kisses to all, Onkel Gerhard 
21 December 1944

Kind, beloved parents!

In cheerfulness as always, I’ve just reached my eighteenth birthday. I thank God that he has led me up

to here and I ask him for assistance for my future life. I know your thoughts are with me and my hearty thanks you for the love you’ve shown me. More in the letter.
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A thousand greetings and kisses, your “big” Gerhard 
The Franz Severin Collection:

   (translated by Guntram Gudowius)

10 March 1945

(postcard to “Family Franz Severin, Quedlinburg, Ballstr. 33, Greater Germany”)

Dear parents!

First of all, my warmest greetings on Dad’s birthday. I hope you are still healthy and cheerful, just as I. For the past few days I have work that is not too hard. Is my weekly mail reaching you in time now? I didn’t get any yet since I’ve been in the side camp. There’s magnificent mud outside and summer could come round again, for all I care.

For now greetings to all relatives and acquaintances. Kindest greetings, your Franz 
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The Robert Sperling Collection:

   (translated by Kostanze Fabian)

When this editor met Robert Sperling and his gracious wife in their suburban Hamburg home—the same one to which Sperling so lovingly referred in his letters full of longing for things familiar and familial—he seemed to be an open-minded, peaceable senior. As a young man, however, his letters home belied an indelible faith in the right of “the German cause”. Over coffee and his wife’s exquisite cake, the 80+-year-old Sperling spoke as passionately about the need for peace and world understanding as the 20-something Young Robert had lamented not being able to fight for his “Volk”. Where lie the boundaries between zealousness for “right causes” and “wrong” ones? How does one know which “causes” belong in which category?  And, which causes are worth dying for—or killing for?
16 October 1944

(letter to “Family Robert Sperling, Krögerstrasse 22, (24) Hamburg-Rahlstedt”)

My dear parents!


How might you be doing? Every day, that is the anxious question that I carry inside me. Oftentimes one hears about the attacks on our beautiful city. That’s when I worry about you the most. From the bottom of my heart, I wish that you will make it through all the dangers and stay healthy. It’s truly a shame that I now am sitting here in peaceful America and can’t protect you anymore. There is, though, one worry I can free you from: I am doing well. Still, your thoughts will circle around many more things.


Do you have good news from Paul-Fiete? You’re probably worrying more about him right now. How might he be doing? It probably won't make any sense to write to him from here. An air mail letter from home takes ten weeks to get here. But I will write to him anyway. Hopefully Käthe is doing well, too.


For today I wish you the best and remain, with heartfelt greetings, your son Robert
30 October 1944

My dear parents!


During the last few days I worked outside a little bit. That is very healthy. Besides, it gives me something to do and I can clear my head. That’s how I can bear it here. My conscience, however, always plagues me because unfortunately I can’t fight for our Vaterland anymore.  On the other hand, I can serve my people again after the war. There will be enough work and duties. In the beginning, though, I must learn a lot again in order to help work on the big reconstruction projects.  I now have time to read. But it is difficult to get study guides or trade magazines. So I am content with the accessible books. That way I keep my brain working and complete my general knowledge. That doesn’t hurt. I’m also practicing shorthand. I well can use it later. Despite all these distractions my thoughts often linger on you, especially when I hear about attacks on our beautiful hometown. I hope that you are well and healthy.


So will I greet you today. Your son Robert
6 November 1944

My dear parents!


Everyday I think about you. My thoughts are especially with you when I hear about an attack on our hometown. Hopefully you, Käthe, Onkel, Tante and Trude are all right. That is my biggest worry. Only after that comes the worry about my personal future.


What I can learn here, I am learning. Generally I have more time here than at the Mediterranean Sea. It is, however, complicated to get the books I need. We receive many nice books through the YMCA. Study guides, however, are rare. That’s why I will turn to the university. We are allowed to have packages of up to two pounds sent to us. I could receive a lot of reading material.


Otherwise, I am doing well. I just have one favor to ask: Please send me pictures of you [one line made illegible by censor] I am awaiting your first letter with great longing.


With heartfelt greetings I remain your son Robert
4 December 1944

My dear parents!


Today is the first Sunday of Advent. How lovely was the holiday atmosphere in peaceful times. We also have a certain Christmas spirit here—but we miss our freedom, and our thoughts are at home with you. How might you be doing? It will probably be one of the saddest Christmases that you have ever had. That we have to live in times like these is sad in some ways. On the other hand, it is a great honor for us to use all our strength for the well being of our people. That’s why I often worry, because I did not succeed in avoiding becoming prisoner. So now here I sit and must watch from a distance how our fight evolves. Sometimes I get over these thoughts, but at other times they haunt me even more.

Best regards from your son Robert

11 December 1944

My dear parents!


Since yesterday it has been quietly snowing here. We are getting a beautiful winter landscape. Unfortunately, there are only a few trees near our camp. Especially the snow-laden trees make the picture so Christmas-like. We see only a wide, white prairie—over which the wind sweeps.


I often think about Fischers’ and Otts’ spruce trees. Those always caught my eyes first on my winter walks home. They were sometimes loaded with snow. Where I am writing these lines, my thoughts wander up and down our streets at home:  Yes, now they are climbing up the steps, and I bend my head in order to pass under snowy arborvitaes. One looks at the ice-covered pond and then up to the front door—but it is closed, like it should be. I ring the bell and peek through the windows. After a while, which seems like forever to me, the living room door opens… Well, when will I be back with you, my dear parents?


Many greetings! Your son Robert
18 December 1944

My dear parents!


One week from now it will be Christmas—but until these lines reach you, it will be Easter. In the meantime I hope to get the first letter from you. This constant feeling of not knowing about your well-being is often unbearable. 


Hopefully, you weren’t left in the dark for too long about my fate. You don’t need to worry about me. We live in barracks, but it is fairly bearable. Only when there’s a storm outside, it gets a little uncomfortable inside, too. That’s only on a few days, though. We hear very little news about what’s going on in the world. At the moment, we’re hearing strange rumors about Churchill. Unfortunately we can’t change much about our people’s destiny. I can’t write my real opinion, because then some control station will not send the letter.


For now, I wish you a Merry Christmas! Best greetings sends your son Robert
22 January 1945

My dear parents!


One truly gets to know one’s comrades in captivity. How many different characters there are! The most precious aspect of such exile, though, is mainly that one gets to know oneself. In school and during apprenticeship one doesn’t really have the time to thoroughly research one’s inner self. I noticed that there are some things that are wrong with me. So now will I try to make good on those wrongs. I never realized that a man must fight like that with his insides, but I hope that one day the good in me will win.


My thoughts are still oftentimes with you at home. Hopefully, you don’t have to suffer and endure so much. May you make it through all this intact. Best greetings from your son Robert

12 February 1945

My dear Mutti,

For Mother’s Day I wish you all the best from the bottom of my heart—but, mostly, stay healthy and don’t lose your courage when hard times come again. In this way I wish to console you today, like you did in our youth, when you comforted all our sufferings with your true love. On Mother’s Day especially, I am thinking of you.

Best wishes, 

your son Robert

12 March 1945

My dear parents!


I have not yet received mail from you, but I suppose that in May I will hear from you. Hopefully you are healthy and well. Who knows how this war will end. Right now it truly doesn’t look good for us, but there is nothing we can do about it, unfortunately.


Now be greeted warmly by your son Robert
31 March 1945

My dear parents!


It is now the sixth time that I can’t be home with you for an Easter celebration, but I have never been this far away from our beloved homeland. According to my calculations, I will be closer to you for the next Easter holiday. Hopefully we will see each other again soon in good health. How are you, my beloved parents? I hope you don't have to endure and suffer so much. I am still awaiting your first letter with great longing. How are Käthe and Paul-Fiete? What are Grete and Irmela doing? I can only report good things from me. I hope to reassure you with that. Also, I have now found a friend. You know how shy I am. He is older and most of all not taking things as lightheartedly as most of my comrades that I got to know during my military time. I think that we will meet later in the homeland. 


Hearty greetings from your son Robert


5 April 1945

My dear parents!

Easter here has come and gone, too. The Easter holiday has probably never been so sad. My thoughts were with you. How might you have gotten through the holidays? Was Käthe with you? Do you have good news from Paul-Fiete? I’m still awaiting your first letter.

Best regards from your son Robert
15 April 1945

My dear parents!

Today, on Mutti's birthday, I am especially thinking of our beloved Mutti. Hopefully you are healthy and well, my little sweet Mutti. From the bottom of my heart, I wish you all the best for your further life. Today, my thoughts wander across a wide river that runs past here, through America, across the Atlantic, to our home in the hard fighting great German Vaterland. I keep regretting that I can’t help you right now. I only hope that we will see each other again later, happy and healthy. That is my biggest wish. But at this moment, with the greatest longing, I am still waiting for the first news from you. How are you, beloved parents and Käthe? What is Paul-Fiete doing? I’m doing fine—you don’t have to worry about me.

Best regards, your son Robert
19 April 1945

My dear parents!


On Mutti’s birthday I thought about our lovely birthday girl. Hopefully you were able to celebrate the day quietly. It was a Sunday, after all. That way, Vati was home, too. Tomorrow I will think about you also very much. Nine years ago we were all together.


Best regards, your son Robert
26 April 1945

My dear parents!


You can imagine that I am very worried about your well being. The events are quite tumultuous right now. I just wish that you all will survive and emerge in one piece from this chaos. My thoughts are with you more than ever. Hopefully, this war will soon end. Alas, how sad it all is.


Best regards, your Robert
1 May 1945

My dear parents!

How often I think about you! What you now have to endure! You aren’t soldiers like we are. How will you survive these horrible days? They probably are the worst that you have ever seen. Who would have known that it would turn out this way? I am very worried because of you. How they might attack and bomb our beautiful city. Hopefully you will remain untouched and healthy despite all the dangers and suffering. The only thing that consoles me is that our city won’t fall into the Russians’ hands.

Everything is so sad. How could this be possible? It’s a shame that I am sitting here in captivity and can’t help you poor folks. I can only console you by reassuring you that I’m well. How are Paul-Fiete, Käthe, and Gretel?

Best regards, your son Robert

(Like many POWs with brothers, Robert Sperling worried anxiously about the fate of his, for millions of young German men faced annihilation in battle or in the hands of the Soviets. As it turned out, after serving in Norway, after the war Paul-Fiete was released in Hamburg, as he couldn’t enter the Soviet-occupied east, where he wife and young daughter waited for him in Leipzig. Terrified by the prospect of being raped by vodka-crazed Russian soldiers, Paul’s wife flung herself from a window. Paul managed to have the girl smuggled to Hamburg.)
5 May 1945

My dear parents!

Recently my thoughts are with you more than ever, because the enemy stands before the gates of our poor destroyed hometown. What might you have to endure! These are terrible times we’re living in. I wish that you will escape this chaos and stay healthy.

Best regards, your Robert

The Julius Stelting Collection:

   (translated by Jere Brands)

A proud, stormy man, Julius Stelting inspired and dismayed this editor. A man who lives at the edge of a forest in an idyllic cottage filled with mounted game and knotty pine, his life has been nature-bound for decades—hunting, hiking, caring for trees. At the same time, his album of too many years as a soldier suggest he might be as effective taking life as caring for it. On one hand, he delighted in taming bear cubs in the woods of Minnesota as a POW and in pondering the history of Native Americans living there, yet on the other, when asked as an old man who he “blamed” for the destruction of World War II—a global disaster in which claimed more than 55 million lives—he hesitated, then looked away. When asked again, he replied crossly “I can not say their name—but the Palestinians don’t care for them much, either”. Of the more than 50 former German POWs that TRACES interviewed, it was the first time that the director could not leave a host’s house fast enough—and that he went off, found a quiet corner, and cried: “What have we learned out of all the hate and war wreaked upon the earth in the last hundred years? What have we learned?”
8 August 1943

(letter from “Stelting, Julius, Private First Class, 7 WG-13536, Concordia Prisoner of War Camp, Box No 20, General Post Office, New York” to “J. Stelting Family, Kiel-Heikendorf”)

My dear Mutter, my dear Vater!

It has been a few days since I wrote you the first letter from America. Now, I sit over a piece of paper and want to write again to you, my dear parents at home. Every week now you will receive a letter from me. I hope that they will arrive regularly, so that you might be quite content.  Please do not worry about me, dear parents. Today I would like to confirm again—yes, I can say with all my heart—that I am really doing well. It is just that I have drawn the lot of a prisoner of war. That is why I will have to accept the fact that I take my walks behind bars. Certainly, I would prefer to stand by my comrades in the East and in Sicily, to fight for the unity of my Vaterland until the final victory. At least my good brother will do this for me.

Greetings to all of the relatives and acquaintances who ask about me. If only I had your first letter, if only the first package with my forestry textbook would come! Surely, it will come by Christmas. Finally, as always, dear parents, very warm regards from your boy
17 August 1943

(letter from “Stelting, Julius, Private First Class, 7 WG-13536” to “Herr Hans Stelting ,Kiel-Heikendorf”)

My dear brother!

I am sitting somewhere in the heart of America in a German prisoner-of-war camp and writing you this letter. Next to me lie the pictures of you that I have with me. You must have thought of me often during the last battles of the German Afrika-Korps. I think of you as often as you think of me. I send you my heartfelt regards and wish that you always will have very good luck. One day, let the two of us join hands once again in our parents’ home. Or, already in the Hamburg harbor, when 

I return across the great ocean to Germany, my home and my Vaterland.

I already have been a soldier for 3 YEARS; in three more years surely the war will be over. Then I will be 25 and you only 23-1/2 years old. Then let the two of us figure out what we have missed out on. Take care of yourself, dear brother, and write me a few lines sometime. You will have heard more details about me from Mutti. Your brother
10 December 1943

Dear parents!

In the last letter, dear parents, I wrote you about my dental sepsis. A few days ago the dentist pulled the inflamed tooth. There has been some relief from the pain, but it still hurts.

Dear, good parents, you have made me so happy in these days. [one line made illegible by    censor] It surprises me that you had received only one letter from me by 20 September. Now, though, I hope that post from America will be reaching you relatively regularly. Dear Mutter, I have one request, please don’t send me packages. It is such a long way. Your boy
2 February 1944

Dear parents!

It is 10:00 p.m. A woodcutter’s eyes are closing at this time of night, but I am not yet tired this evening. I want to write you these lines. Until just now we were hard at work, Walter and I. We are making our hut as cozy as we possibly can. Everything is paneled with birch wood. The walls are decorated with 



pretty hunting pictures, which will one day find a place in my own house.

Today I was lucky twice. While working I found one branch of an antler cast by a deer. I will carve myself the rest of the rack. The big stroke of luck was granted me at supper—a letter from you, dear parents. [one-half of a line made illegible by censor] from you in America, written on 19 October by you, dear Mutter. Say hello to Hansi.

Warm regards to you from your boy
10 May 1944

Dear good parents!

It is 9:00 p.m. A year ago at this hour, I stood somewhere on the coast of North Africa with Helmut and wanted to get to Italy on a rubber dinghy [as Anglo-American troops were about to capture German units]. Unfortunately, it didn’t work out, and tomorrow is the first anniversary of my capture. Where will I be next year at this time? Surely, I will write you a few lines again from somewhere.


Yesterday I received one package from you.

Finally, 100 times 1000 greetings and good wishes, your boy
6 June 1944

Dear parents!

My comrades stand on all fronts, in difficult battles for the existence of our Vaterland. I can help no more, but only wait for that decisive day—the day of my return to you, dear parents, to my home.

Yesterday I received your sweet letter from the end of March. Many thanks, dear Mutter! I am really proud of your letters and glad that one finds the way to me from time to time.

Finally, as always, good wishes to all relatives and acquaintances, but especially to you and Hansi.
1 August 1944

My dear Vater!

In a few days it will be a year ago that I wrote you a few lines from America for your birthday. So it is about time that a greeting starts its journey to you. I wish you the best from all my heart and ask the Almighty to protect you and Mutti and Hansi as well.

Finally, warm regards to you and all acquaintances from your Julius
17 September 1944

My dear Vater!

All day today my thoughts were with you all and most especially with you dear, Vater—so today, on your birthday, these lines shall begin their journey to bring you and Mutti the best wishes from your boy in captivity. I am spending your birthday for the second time behind barbed wire. Believe me, dear parents: nothing can shake me, even if “all good things come in threes.” I believe after all that I will one day be with you again in my beloved home and roam the hunting grounds of my youth [four lines made illegible by censor] where you are, no one will be thinking about that yet; instead, you will be celebrating Christmas. I hope that Hansi will be with you and that you are all healthy and cheerful. Good wishes to you all from all my heart, your boy

23 October 1944

Dear parents!

For 14 days the sky above us was bright and clear—one could scarcely see a cloud—but overnight the weather changed. This morning it was foggy, wet and cold. Not too long from now the fields around us will lie buried under snow. The thousand lakes will be [one word made illegible by censor] with ice, the long winter of the North will begin. This season appeals to me just as much as spring, summer and fall.  I get a lot of pleasure from winter’s power. Thirty degrees of cold matters as little to me as 50 degrees of heat in Africa.

A few days ago, I had a stroke of luck: I could see a deer from very close quarters. Some of my comrades, who went with the first vehicle to the workplace, were able to see a bear waddling across the road. I hope I will get to see one during this time, too.

For the last two days I have had no mail, but I am doing well. I hope you and Hansi are the same.  Good wishes to you, dear parents, and very warm regards from your boy
19 November 1944

Dear Stelting family!

It is about time that I let you hear from me as well. I know that you will be happy to get a few lines from me. I think all too often about the happy time that I was allowed to spend in Heikendorf. To this day, no piece of Earth has found a place in my heart like Heikendorf on the beautiful blue bay.  Of course, it is no wonder, for it is my home.

A few days ago I finally got a forestry textbook—actually, the second volume. I am confident about the next semester in forestry school, for I have learned far more during my imprisonment than during my apprenticeship. This is the big hunting season for deer and animals here in America. Everyone who has time goes after the animals for fun. The hunting season only lasts ten days though. It doesn’t have much to do with huntsmen’s tradition, as we know it, but I would be glad if I could also try my huntsman’s luck.  

Hoping that I will have this pleasure quite soon again at home, I send you warm regards and remain with best wishes your Alex
29 December 1944

Dear parents!

Christmas is over. Because of our company activities, I never got around to writing during the holidays. Today, I have no Christmas spirit—but it was the same during the holidays. On Christmas Eve, the memories of my youth made me happy. I don‘t want to forget that—they did make me happy on this Christmas Eve. I lit a candle on our Christmas tree for all mothers of us prisoners with the following words: “May the glow of the candle shine deep into your heart, [one word made illegible by censor] Mutter, even if we are far away, let it bring light to you in your pain. The light which was lit for you, to overcome the [one word illegible by censor]. You German Mutter! Become strong; you are helping to win the German victory!

Hoping that you both are healthy and cheerful, have spent Christmas together with Hansi and that I can be with you again at Christmas in the coming year, your boy sends you warm regards.
14 February 1945

Dear Vater, dear Mutter!

All of my thoughts are with you in our home, in my brave and true Vaterland. I am sitting in [one word illegible by censor] woods many thousands of miles away—but what German doesn’t think of you, his home, every hour? I can hardly believe what is supposed to have taken place in the last 14 days, for after this, things will be different. Only my belief in my dedication still makes me strong.

I have had no mail from you for the last three weeks. Two days after my birthday, though, a letter came from Onkel Andreas, from 22 October. I was pleased to read that you are all well. I am well too, and the work we have to perform is pleasant and diverting.  At our new workplace there are trees standing that already are over 200 years old and probably already have seen more Indians than white people. Forty-seven years ago these woods were defended by Indians against whites for the last time.

Good wishes to you, dear parents, and to Hansi. Your boy
March 1945

Dear good parents!

A few days ago I received your precious letter from Christmas Eve, dear Mutter, and one from New Year’s Eve from Andreas. Many thanks to both of you! I was so happy that you had Hansi with you at Christmas. If these lines reach you dear ones at home [two lines made illegible by censor]
I send you greetings from all my heart, and send you, Hansi, and everyone good wishes, your boy


2 April 1945


Dear parents, dear brother,

How happy I am that mail from you has come constantly in recent days. I received four letters from you on 23 March, on the day when you, dear parents, celebrated your 25th wedding anniversary. The latest was from 4 February, the other three from January. I hope that you have also heard from me again by now.

You will have to excuse my handwriting and the content of this letter today. It must be done in a great hurry. Besides that, my pen is not writing properly—which makes me even less eager to write.

Dear parents, when you read these lines, the historical turning point already will have taken place. Maybe I will come back to you already this year. To be sure, it doesn’t look so rosy for us. [three words made illegible by censor] we have no reason to hang our heads.

Finally, good wishes to you both, your boy
18 April 1945

Dear parents, dear brother!

The days in the northern woods are over; we broke camp. Now I am sitting in the base camp, but it will probably only be a few days, then we are going out again to a branch camp. Hopefully, we will be lucky. Otherwise I am fine, I think very often of you, dear parents.

In the belief that you are all healthy and cheerful, regards from your boy

The Erwin Trummer Collection:

   (translated by Guntram Gudowius)

Erwin Trummer eluded numerous phone calls and letters: even as an elderly man, he remained so lively and kept so busy that contact scarcely could be made. Once it was, however, he took unbridled delight in showing his prized collection of POW memorabilia: logs of transport ships, camp newspaper clippings, play bills… and photos of the camp theater! With great enthusiasm not dampened by the unheeding passage of 60 years, Trummer spoke endlessly about the thrill he knew as an amateur actor while behind barbed wire. A man clearly not cut out for a sedentary life and also an absent husband, a primal and undying part of him lives on through his cherished memories of his unburdened hours behind bright lights.
5 August 1944

(letter from “Vormann Erwin Trummer 7WG-60670, Camp Algona, c/o. G.P.O. Box 20, New York” to “Family Johann Trummer, (13a)Fürth/Bavaria, Simonstr. 3”)

Dear parents and siblings,

Today I have the opportunity to write you a second letter. My first letter you will have received already. So far, I’m still doing fine. Provisions and treatment are good too. [one line made illegible by censor] The German Red Cross is up to the task as well. Received yesterday 77 cigarettes and two and a half small packages of tobacco. On most days it’s rather warm here.

What else is new at home? What is Theo doing and how is Schorschi? How does Hilde like her compulsory year [of national service]? It’s shitty to not receive any mail. Hopefully you receive mail from me regularly.

Many greetings to all acquaintances and relatives back home—especially to Martha and Heinz. For today, kind greetings all of you your Erwin 
2 November 1944

Dear parents and siblings,

I want to quickly write you a card. On Monday we performed our first theater play. More in the next letter. Many kind greetings you, your Erwin

12 March 1945

Dear parents and siblings,

Once again I want to write you a little card. …A couple of days ago we watched the second German movie in camp. It was “Companion of My Summer”.

For today I greet all of you kindly, your Erwin
The Franz Vehring Collection:

   (translated by Fred Otte)

Every human being reacts to the psychological stress of imprisonment—of whatever kind or form—in varied ways. Some—like Hans Krüger and Robert Sperling—spend such time, for example, immersed in self-improvement or self-examination. Curiously, Franz Vehring spent much of his letter-writing time conducting personal business and directing the divvying up of his store of booze back in the Vaterland. A more serious characteristic, he also clung tenaciously to blind faith in the Endsieg [“final victory”] of Nazism over the rest of the world. On one hand, he moved through his days fixated on practicalities; on the other, he stubbornly focused on Nazi fantasies and lies to the very end Curious…
3 July 1943

(letter from “Non-Commissioned Officer Franz Vehring, P.O.W. Camp 208, Great Britain POW No. 118321” to “Herr Hermann Vehring, Salzbergen, District Lingen Ems, Province Hannover”)

Dear Relatives,


This is to inform you that I am alive and well and a prisoner of war in English captivity. I am as well as can be expected. The main thing is that I can remain in good health… Some day we will see each other again. How frequently we will be permitted to write is not yet known. Anyway, there is not much one can write. How often you can write to me I don't know either. Try to find out from the local Red Cross office, as they may be able to tell you.


This is the first letter we are allowed to write. Surely you must have been worried about me, but it was not possible to notify you sooner. When did you last get mail from me? When was it dated? How are Berhard, Heinrich and August—are they all right? It is frustrating not having any news from you. We trust blindly it will be successful eventually. Please send a brief note or a message to Osnabrück. You can write to me, my address is on the cover along with my POW number. And please forward this letter to Fräulein Stockmann, Ahausen, post office Ankum. Many regards, Franz

1 August 1943

(letter from “NCO Franz Vehring, POW No. 118321, Information Bureau, Washington, D.C.)Dear Relatives!


Today they gave me writing paper for a third letter. The second letter I used otherwise. I will continue to do it this way and thus send you every second letter, as long as letters are permitted. My health is good [five lines made illegible by censor] After several days train travel we are now in American custody, but we are still in Africa. Where we will end up and how, I have no idea. I guess it will take more time before we find out. Most likely a long sea voyage is ahead of us.


If possible, please save some front pages of the newspapers for me. I expect to be with you again in about two years. Stay well, and you, too, are to return well and victorious. I firmly believe it must happen this way. Many regards to all relatives—and write again if possible.

Greetings, Franz
10 September 1943

(letter from “NCO Franz Vehring 7-W-G-15515, Concordia Prisoner of War Camp, 11th Company, Barrack 3, Box No.20 General Post Office New York”)

Dear Relatives!


Now I have the opportunity to write to you again. After a long sea voyage I have arrived in America. After all these arduous weeks and months, which hardly can be topped, I am

finally quartered in civilized surroundings. My health is all right and I hope the same is true for you. I am now in a permanent camp, finally. If you have previous mail from me, please note my new address in order to prevent delays.


Other than that, I am in good spirits and hope to return to you in one piece. Also, I am up to date on the latest developments. Do not despair. A hard blow does not destroy mankind, but rather makes us stronger. Look to the future, for victory will be ours.


Should you have the opportunity, could you send me a book to read? Please think about that and let me hear from you soon. And, please do not withhold anything, as I am prepared to take it. 


Many greetings from your brother and brother-in-law Franz

15 October 1943

Dear Relatives!


Here are some lines for you. I have used the last few postcards to write to Bernhard, Heinrich and August. They too need to receive a sign of life from me. I still have not had any mail here; I know it is not your fault and I do not blame you. I do hope to get news from you by Christmas.


Everything is all right with me. Surely you have finished the autumn chores. How was the harvest this year? We still have very beautiful weather here. Their harvesting here is not quite finished. From what I can see, they raise mostly corn. The landscape as well as the soil is almost the same as at home. They do not utilize the acreage quite as efficiently as you do; they do not have to, there is so much space. This may change.


I will close for now. Many regards and hoping for an early reply, I remain your brother and brother-in-law Franz
8 January 1944

Dear Brother!


This is to inform you I am content and hope the same for you and all the family. We got through Christmas and New Year very well. The German Red Cross really has showered us so nicely and generously. Mail delivery is not so good—are they holding it back? I can understand the reason, but the result is not forthcoming. Only now and then does a letter arrive. Myself, I have had no news from anybody. Should it be possible for you to send me a book, I would be grateful—unless one is on its way, as that would suffice. Eventually, it will get here.


And then, I beg you: do not save on any of my booze, cigars, or any other of my things; feel free to dispose of all my belongings—especially when some of the guys are home on leave. Once I no longer have to look at barbed wire and we are together again, then we can catch up on everything. There is so much I want to tell you, but these miserable 18 lines are full before you know it.

Greetings to all, Franz
15 January 1944

Dear Brother!


Yesterday came the first mail, your letter of 23 August 1943. Finally, I have some news from you. As I glean from the contents, this is the second letter you have written. Now I am informed what is happening in the family, even though it is probably no longer current. Well, this will probably continue to be the case until it is all over.


Please don’t send any more packages, as there really is no need; please do understand. As I mentioned in the past, a book would make me happy. Other than that I am well and have accepted my lot. I have regained my weight; play soccer etc. to keep in shape. Everything else must wait and will come out all right. Your letter arrived intact; nothing was cut out, so that I had no difficulty deciphering it.


Many regards to you and all the relatives, your brother Franz
9 March 1944

Dear Relatives!


The very best wishes to all of you from your Franz. I am in good health. I hope you all are healthy as well. No mail has arrived other than the first letter in January. I am afraid this will not change as long as I am in the prison camp. We are getting used to it by now. The winter here seems to last longer; just now there is snow on the ground again. Thus, there is nothing doing with work, but—guess what—we really do not care.


How are Heinrich, Bernhard and August? Is Karl still at home? I do hope I will see you again in good shape in a few years. Then, we can catch up on everything. You can use all my belongings, especially the liquid variety and whatever else you may find useful.


That is all for today. Say hello to all our friends. So long, yours, Franz
14 March 1944

Dear Brother!


I am in possession of your air mail letter of 21 November 1943, containing much interesting information. Many thanks. Now I am fully informed. First, to your questions:


I was taken prisoner on 13 May. My salary has been deposited automatically to my savings account with the bank Kreissparkasse in Lingen Ems. I had a savings account there. During my stay in Osnabrück, I had an account with the post office. It really made little difference, except for the dividends. I do not understand, however, what happened. The army payroll office at Mühlheim/Ruhr deposited my salary to Lingen up to my being taken prisoner. I will write to Mühlheim/Ruhr right away and try to straighten this out. Thank you for your efforts in this matter. 


You need not send any more underwear or food for a while—no cigarettes, either. We got issued new shaving supplies recently. I can get along fine without a watch. 


Tell me everything about Heinrich in every subsequent letter. I will comment on the other family affairs later; I am happy to have material to write about. Please give my regards to all acquaintances and relatives, Franz


5 April 1944

Dear Relatives!


These are very happy news—I have received three more letters, from Hermann [illegible] and Kathrine [made illegible by censor] and from Heinrich…as he was still in Osnabrück. I do thank all of you for your dear lines. Then there is another letter from Hermann [two lines made illegible by censor] I will repeat my answers to your questions in my next letter, in case the previous one got lost. At this time I have no more wishes.


Instead, I would like to use this letter to send you all my most heartfelt wishes, to you at home and to those in the service, if you can reach them. I guess there won’t be any news from Heinrich until the end. I don’t want you to give up hope, but I can well picture what you are going through. Only his strong character and good health can save him.


Do not worry about me, I am well. More in my next letter. Many greetings. Your brother and brother-in-law Franz
21 April 1944

Dear Relatives!


I can tell you that the number of my letters has increased to twelve. Five from Hermann, four from Therese and Katharina, one from Heinrich, when he still was in Osnabrück, and one from Bernhard. Likewise, I have now received the first letter from my girlfriend. A postcard I wrote to August last October came back recently.


Now I will answer your questions once more: My salary has always been deposited automatically to the Kreissparkasse in Lingen Ems. Until further notice do not send food, underclothes or a watch; no smokes either. My address has changed somewhat, but that is not important.


I had a good Easter holiday. We old timers played a soccer match against an officer team, and we won 4:3.  I’ve found work that suits me, at least here inside the company. One day follows the next, monotonously, yet comparatively quite fast. Yesterday it rained in buckets. Today, on the Führer’s birthday, the sun is shining brilliantly; it is a splendor. [two lines made illegible by censor] 


Anything else that has to be settled, maybe I can do from here or I can send you power-of-attorney, with instructions.

    Regards to all. Your brother Franz

28 April 1944


Two packages have arrived with underwear and food. Many thanks—but don’t send any more, as it is too far and I am not in need of anything here. I did receive your latest news—not very encouraging. A letter to Kathrina is on its way. Sometimes fate is hard. I cannot answer everything just now, more in my next letter.


So long, brother Franz
4 May 1944

Dear Brother!


This time I am replying to your three letters [one line made illegible by censor] not very good news indeed. I would prefer, however, that you tell me now, rather than that I must find out when I return home. I am strong enough to take it and will not lose my composure. I expect the same of you. Whatever comes will come. I implore all of you, during these grave hours, please remember Mutter with her strong character as an example [one line made illegible by censor] have to be prepared for anything [one line made illegible by censor] the certainty that you can do it [one line made illegible by censor] not your dear wife Johanna.


In your last letter you included a paper about my promotion, etc. All that already has been noted last year by the camp office here, as well as all other pertinent places. I was promoted [one phrase made illegible by censor] to the post in Mühlheim/Ruhr. I have inquired and it is not necessary for me to let you have a corresponding paper. I must thank you at this point for your tireless [one line made illegible by censor]

Regards to relatives and friends. Your brother Franz
26 May 1944

(postcard to “Frau Therese Niemeier, Hummeldorf, Salzbergen – Land, District Lingen Ems”)

Dear Sister!


Many thanks for your dear long letter with the photographs. It made me very happy—especially the pictures. You will receive a letter from me in a few weeks. I have to ration letters and I write few postcards. Everything is all right here. I do hope this is the case with you when you get this card. 


Many regards to all, especially Katharina. Your brother Franz
27 May 1944

Dear Brother!


Let me first assure you of my well being, and I hope the same of you and all the others. The last letter arrived on 13 May from Therese. The mail has slackened off quite a bit recently, but surely it will pick up again.


The warm weather has come here suddenly on the 15th. Still nothing from Heinrich. I cannot understand why his unit does not answer. There is nothing we can do but wait for the end. Therese wrote there was an inquiry as to his last address. Where did the inquiry come from? Do you know if there have been letters or postcards from prisoners of war out of Russia? We must hope for the best. All of you must be heading toward a difficult year. It must be overcome, and only then all wounds can be healed.


For now, many greetings to all. Your brother Franz
21 July 1944

Dear Brother!


Informing you that I am well; sure hope all of you are, too. Have not had any mail for a long time. I know it is not your fault; I am not blaming you, as I know the harvest is just ahead and you must be very busy. I am sure you will manage, with all of you working together. All that matters is that you have a good harvest. No doubt this is a very difficult year for all of you. Surely next year will bring relief. Unfortunately we can not [passage made illegible by censor] with you, but we are certain we can depend on you at home. It would be unthinkable, should all our sacrifices be in vain. There can be only one outcome: either we all live or we all perish. Keep your heads up and let happen what may. I am afraid I have not yet heard the worst news—but nothing can get me down; I will maintain my composure as always.


In closing, regards to all. Your brother Franz

23 July 1944 (translated by Keith Collins)

(letter from “Hermann Vehring, Neu Mehringen 52,  (23) Post Salzbergen, Kreis Lingen Ems” as “Air mail to North America. Prisoner of War Mail” to “Unteroffizier Franz Vehring 7 W G 155 15 ISN, Concordia Prisoner of War Camp, Lager 1Co., General Post Office New York”; the char-edged letter was damaged in a plane accident)
Dear Brother Franz!

I want to send you Sunday greetings again. It’s approaching 11:00 in the morning and everything is still quiet. The weather has been fairly decent these last few days. Fortunately, we are done making hay. It took us four weeks. For eight days we hardly got anything in. Now, the rye is ready to be harvested. It ripened late due to the inclement weather. This past week we put new tile on the roof of the wagon shed, down at the lower part of the farmyard. It was high time. The wood was already badly damaged by the moisture. Katharina supplied the tile to me from her stockpile. You can’t buy any at this time.

I found your name twice recently. Once with the date of 14 June 1930 in the upper part and once with the date 22 June 1931. Yes, those were still happy days and times, when we were all so contentedly at home. I think back on those days again and again with a heavy heart. When I think of my present life, I’m the only one still here—and how long yet? If I could, I’d try to bring back these days when you all and Mutter were still here. We weren’t always satisfied, but in comparison with how it is now I was happy then.

I can’t really even complain about the present. I don’t have any concerns about money, and you know well what that means. Despite that, my worries don’t seem to abate either, day or night—either about this or some other thing. Otherwise in the [one line made illegible by censor] economy everything is in great shape. Despite all the war-induced difficulties and uncertainty over fertilizing, the fruit crop looks top notch. I believe that we can harvest a good 20 hundred weight of pears—and the apples are immeasurable. That means I‘ll have to find the time, despite the difficulties of doing so, to provide the standard care and the timely spraying which I’ve deemed fit for the trees these last several years. If you were to see the fruit trees, you wouldn’t recognize them any more. I’ve also built a new construction by the hog lot.

Bernhard is still doing all right. His address is now Gefr. Nr O 7586. He’s still at his old job. Karl is also doing well, Nr. 37 137 F. I also have plans sooner or later to put on the gray coat—also all comrades who are up to 5 years older than me. We’ll have to see. Still haven’t heard a thing from Heini. If you have any requests, then please write.

Many greetings from your brother Hermann Vehring

Katharina, Therese, and Bernhard and his family are all doing well.

Dear brother Franz!

I must now write this little postscript. It is 11:00 p.m. and I am once again jolly on the spot. I just stopped by over at Therese’s and Katharina’s. I read the letter you wrote Katharina on 24 April. You wrote a nice letter to her. She is otherwise now quite composed, and had gotten over the first heartache—only, after receiving this letter, everything was stirred up again. Bernhard also wrote her at that time a very long and very proper letter. I also saw that you received both packages and a number of letters. We put that first package together with a lot of love and with much care. We didn’t know what you might need. Your comrades who are French prisoners of war don’t have it as good; they could have used such things. If you don’t need anything, then for the time being we won’t send you anything more.

Now a bit more about Heini. I imagine that he didn’t return from the main first aide station because the front in those days was in a constant state of flux. I’ve learned from Katharina’s brother-in-law that it is supposedly possible to endure Russian captivity. He spoke once with a fellow in the vicinity of Lingen. This fellow was a Russian prisoner of war and was freed by some of our boys. Still, in an American prisoner of war camp from Salzbergen is a son of B. Becke, in the Steiderstrasse, and Gustav Wenning from Steide. Both were captured in Italy.

Now I must bring this to a close. Your brother greets you, Hermann Vehring
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23 September 1944 (translated by Fred Otte)
(letter to Franz Vehring’s brother, Hermann)

Dear Brother!


This week I received two letters from you, dated 9 and 30 July, so I can't complain. I am also pleased with your news, but too bad Bernhard could not come home on leave. Maybe he will come after this matter has been cleared up and stabilized. The connection is quite obvious. Let us hope soldier’s luck will continue to be with him as well as with Karl. I am sure Karl, too, has seen his first combat by now.


It looks like you managed well with your work. I well can imagine it is not easy, but I hope all of you work together, shoulder to shoulder. In this way everything will be successful, even when it looks threatening right now. Things will change. Keep a stiff upper lip; let happen what may.


Don’t worry about the numbered letters, the number is being cut out, and that is that. As to my birthday there is a slight oversight—not the 24th, but the 4th of August. Yes, I would like to be younger, but 20 days don’t really matter.


Give my regards to all; there is no space to mention them all by name. Your brother Franz
The Gustav Voet Collection:

   (translated by Guntram Godowius)

4 November 1944

(letter from “Private First Class Gustav Voet 31G-555556, Prisoner of War Camp Fort Robinson, Co. C, G.P.O. Box 20, New York” to “Herr Gerhard Voet, (23) Itterbeck, Kreis Bentheim, Prov. Hannover”)
Dear parents,

Again I want to try to write a letter to you. I still can inform you of perfect health—and hope that I may assume the same of you.

Time passes rather quickly around here. We’ve got books and a movie theater here. And, soon it will be Christmas. There will be some surprises for us then, too. Hopefully, we’ll be home for Christmas next year. The war will have to come to an end sometime.

What are my other colleagues doing? Now I want to close for today. Greetings, your Gustav 
The Heinrich Waldschmidt Collection:

   (translated by Guntram Gudowius)

26 March 1945

(letter from “Heinrich Waldschmidt 7WG23018, Prisoner of War Camp Algona, c/o. G.P.O. Box 20

New York” to “Family Waldschmidt, Langendorf Kreis Marburg, Lahn, Hessen“)
Dear beloved,

I received today the long-awaited letter from Anz and only now I see clearly what the whole deal is about. Yes, dear parents—we’ve grown out of your hands and are going our own ways already. I’m glad that Anz has had a nice vacation. Please always pass kind greetings to him and do write sometime the address of F.

Wishing all of you the very best for today, your Heinrich

Familie Lepinat at home in the German capital: Kurt (left), Helene and Heinz; after the war the brothers’ mother neatly blackened out the Nazi insignias on Heinz’ Wehrmacht uniform with a fountain pen





The POWs had their own bands—as well as choirs, sports teams,


Bible-study circles and other free-time groups/








The War Prisoners Aid of the World Young Men’s Christian Association created and distributed among the German POWs this Christmas card, which shows  POWs in front of a row of barracks, around a bejeweled Christmas tree; the card reads “Silent Night, Holy Night” and could contain no messages.





several POWs who TRACES interviewed said they avoided visiting American dentists, as the Germans as a group perceived them as 


“pull happy”—although the POWs generally did hold American dental equipment in high regard.





Trained in architecture and theater decoration, a convalescing Eduard Kaib created wooded figurines about 45 centimeters (18 inches) tall for a Christmas nativity scene in 1944. The following year, he oversaw the construction of a two-thirds life-size nativity scene—which still exists, in a special shed at the Kossuth County fairgrounds in Algona.





POWs taking a break near a Moorhead/Minnesota greenhouse (courtesy NWMHC/MSUM)








Heinz Lepinat (second from the left) with Reichs Arbeits Dienst (“R.A.D.” or “National Labor Service”) comrades














Otto Leschhorn during his R.A.D. tenure








Otto Leschhorn on a leisurely stroll








Minnesota farm folk with whom German POWs worked in the fields (courtesy of the Brown County Historical Society—hereafter BCHS)








Otto Leschhorn posing in front of a POW-created theater backdrop








The poem Brüder (“Brothers”) appeared in the first issue (5 November 1944) of the Drahtpost, the first of Camp Algona’s two German-POW newspapers [the U.S. guards’ newspaper had the name the POW-WOW]; indicative of how familiar the men were with Death’s ever presence during war, the poem reads:








Brothers:





A dead man lay in front of our mound of barbed wire already a long while;


as the sun shone down upon him, the wind and dew cooled him.





I looked into his face all those days


and had the feeling ever stronger: that must be my brother.





I saw how he laid before me all those hours


and heard his voice out of happier days of peace.





Often in the night came a crying which drove me out of my sleep: 


my brother, dear brother—don’t you love me anymore?





Until I, despite all the bullets, crawled to him in the night


and hauled him back and buried him—an unknown comrade.





My eyes, they did confuse me, but my heart, you confused me not,


for in the face of every dead man is the face of my brother.





Wilhelm Martens as a volunteer soldier





German POWs picking sweet corn and their overseer near Howard Lake/Minnesota (courtesy of the Cokato Museum)








an interior view of Wilhelm Martens’ grocery in Greiffenberg, Silesia 








Silesia’s Riesengebirge (left) and market town of Greiffenberg








Wilhelm Martens (third from the left) and other German POWs working in a Fairmont/ Minnesota chicken plucking plant





Alfred Neber (front row, first on the right) sits in an Algona/Iowa field with comrades—both hostile and friendly. It was to the farmer whose truck it was that Neber made a casual yet life-threatening remark critical of Germany’s chances of winning a war which had long been doomed.





Alfred Neber (left) and the pal who he later suspected saved his life





Kurt Rasokat (standing, third from the right) and other German POWs in England, circa 1947-48; fellow former Camp Algona inmate Robert Sperling sits in the front row, second  from the left





The Marshall Company canning factory in Waverly/Iowa (above) placed an ad for wartime labor replacement in a Waverly newspaper.


(both courtesy of the Waverly Public Library)























German POWs (left) pack canned vegetables for shipping at a cannery. (courtesy of Steve Feller, Coe College, Cedar Rapids/Iowa)





Evelyn Grabow (Kubach) of Owatonna/Minnesota, circa 1943 (photo and two notes used courtesy of Evelyn Grabow Kubach)








Today, without demur, we meet us last time. How variable is one’s character! In former times, living in riot and revelry, I was often dissatisfied and now it makes me inexpressible happy, only to see one person for some little seconds. More, I cannot say!


				Good-bye


					be happy for ever!





[in pencil]





Is it possible, to be sad and happy in the same time? Yes, I say.











Evelyn! Last time, I was very sorry, to cannot have say you good bye, as I wanted to do it. Perhaps I work once more Monday night, when the others have their free day. For the case I cannot do so, I shall keep you in best remembrance for ever. My instantaneous dead life here thwarts all my plans and it is senseless, to meditate and to build castles in the air. But what I have told to you was the plain, unvarnished truth and my conviction. The feeling, to have made the acquaintance of one person very congenious, makes me happy and I have a good knowledge of human nature. From this country I get only unagreeable experiences. This is a beautiful exception.


I congratulate you very much for future,


R. 





And now you know: speech is silver


silence is golden!!!








German POWs were not dependent solely on the romantic generosity of desirous farm girls serving their nation at war. Until 8 May 1945 the men had ready access to cheap smokes, drinks, sweets, stationary and toiletry goods, publications, etc. Like their daily food supplies, after German capitulation the POWs’ canteen “stores” also dwindled.





a sample of Camp Algona scrip; it came in various colors and denominations, in perforated sheets in booklets





Hermann (left photo), “Bud”(in sailor uniform, on leave) and Martha Vogt, on their farm near Gladbrook/Iowa





Robert Sperling as a young soldier








Alfred Schüssler of Hannover sketched this view of POWs meditating on their loved ones while gazing out over the Iowa prairie. The theme of the prairie landscape appeared repeatedly in interviews with former German POWs, who associated its openness with “Amerika”.





The Familie Sperling basks in their Hamburg garden during one of Robert’s too-infrequent furloughs: The mother sits next to her son.





Karl Becker’s mother, in the family’s Hessen village





A group of German POWs poses together near New Ulm/Minnesota. Striped of their freedom and almost all of their personal possessions, all they really had was each other. (courtesy BCHS) 





the Familie Sperling home in Hamburg





Stelting and a comrade 





Familie Stelting’s home and general store in Heikendorf, on the North Sea coast, near Kiel








Julius Stelting as a woodcutter








Julius Stelting (right), his mother and brother, Hans








       Julius Stelting penning a


       letter home from Africa








German POW loggers at work in the woods of Northern Minnesota (courtesy of the Itasca County Historical Society in Grand Rapids)








Julius Stelting with his father, merchant Julius Stelting








a winters day in Heikendorf





Familie Becker celebrates Sylvester (“New Year’s Eve”) in their village home in Hessen, during the war. Son Karl would end up in Owatonna.








With 35 branches the Camp Algona system was diverse and widespread. Branch camps sites were housed in golf course, fairgrounds, a former college, a Minnesota senator’s home (as in these four scenes of Camp Owatonna), an in-door hockey arena, movie theater, old CCC barracks…





A  form of free amusement, the POWs used to watch curious locals drive by, especially on Sundays. Public gawking was so common that the Camp Algona administration repeatedly placed notices in branch-camp towns’ newspapers, forbidding such activity—in vain.





Erwin Trummer is on center stage, with the stovepipe hat; the postcard reads “Dedicated to comrade Erwin Trummer, in memory of his collaboration with our POW theater in America”; the play shown is “The Nephew as Uncle”








Trummer as a POW in the UK—postwar but still a POW





Karl Becker (left) and comrades in North Africa, prior to captivity





Harri Schippmann’s sketch of a POW camp and local merchant in North Africa, made soon after being captured, shows the men felt a need to be creative and to confront their situation, the entire time.





German POWs and their Minnesota “employers” sit down to share beer and lunch during harvest; officially, such cozy “fraternization” was forbidden and, in theory, punishable by law





German POWs gleaning fallen Minnesota field corn (above, courtesy BCHS) and taking a break, in Southwest Iowa








two views of a German POW soccer team








a Sudeten farm family takes in the hay, near Pechgrün, in Czechoslovakia’s Northern Bohemia region








a Pechgrün blacksmith shoes a horse








Camp Algona Lagersprecher [“camp speaker”] Friedhelm Henkel lived in this, a typical German Bauernhof (“farmstead”), in Habach





Bad Salzufeln’s Gerhard Sander found being in Amerika a great adventure—reminiscent of the Karl Mai stories he’d read as a boy. Many of the POWs had grown up reading Germany’s most famous author of Wild West stories—stories which were vivid and thrilling although the Saxon had never stepped foot in the New World. Still, Mai colored a generation’s images of life in the American West. The POWs’ fascination with Indian-motif art and lore reflects this.





The men holding the three puppies on the inside cover were at Camp Owatonna.





5 May 1945





Dear parents, dear brother!


I almost forgot to write you good things about the card I received.  Just as I wanted to go to sleep, my thoughts were with you in my beloved home. I don’t know how things look where you are, dear parents; don’t know how things are for my Father and my Mother, and don’t know where Hansi is, but I must believe that you all remain healthy and well. Your boy





24 August 1944





Dear parents,


…On this card I can only write little. We now have assembled a theater group in camp. I’m part of it, too. Will write more details in the letter.


Many greetings to all from your Erwin 
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