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On Mother’s Day


In life’s trials, she never fails us


If we keep an image of Mother in our thoughts;


In joy and sorrow, as we stride through life,


An image of smiling Mother accompanies us,


Bestowing strength on fate-filled days. 


Often her face turns to twists of fate:


We feel Mother’s strong, loving hands,


Which guide us in youthful years,


As she later reveals strength 


To win even when we stand at the abyss.


So, on Mother’s Day a happy whisper


Goes from mouth to mouth around the world.


We decorate Mother’s image with entwined flowers


To thank her for all that she has done.


We greet her in this earnest hour.





From Childhood


We gladly played along the millstream


Where aspens restlessly whisper;


We also snuck after the geese—


Their white feathers, lost


At the edge of the stream,


Served us all as playful toys. 


We puffed them on high,


And whoever blew the best,


We gathered fresh clover for him


And many colorful flowers;


Also, flowers were woven to wreaths—


Then, we did a happy dance.


Joyfully, we made our way home,


Bringing flowers to Mother.


Stuck in our hair, so tangled and frizzy,


A flower—merrily singing:


So we strode with hearts open wide


Through the paradise of childhood.


—N. Klatt 
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Miracles Everywhere: Snake Venom Under the Skin


Only the very fewest would ever suspect that plants also possess a highly developed technology: an ubiquitous and very well known weed can teach us something about plant technology and its wondrous ways.


One cannot exactly say that our large, common stinging nettle is especially loved. It is a weed of the worst sort and everyone—even the worst botanist and the nature-ignorant city slicker—knows about it. Why? Because, the burning pain caused by rubbing against this plant makes a very, very strong and lasting impression.


And still, this much abused and despised weed is without doubt one of the most interesting plants in the entire gigantic plant kingdom. One has only to take the trouble to set side the glasses of spite-filled prejudice.


A true human companion


Noteworthy first and foremost is the occurrence of stinging nettle. In some regions it is missing completely, but it proliferates in areas that suit it. The answer lies herein: this plant feels most at home with rubble and garbage. Of course, serious science is also interested in these circumstances. Researchers found the reason for this union: stinging nettle is so to say a “saltpeter plant” which can flourish only where the ground contains a great deal of decaying material—the wastes and metabolic products of animal and human life.


Thus the stinging nettle’s preference for mankind and human culture, which goes so far that the plant is at home on the plains along roads and rail lines, as well as in the mountains, where it takes on the appearance of a mountain plant. Many, many interesting things could be learned from this plant, but let’s stay with what’s at hand.


	Glass syringes


The greatest wonder about this plant are exactly the marvelously devised stinging hairs, which when brushed against produce the well-known, painful stinging and burning sensation. Everyone knows about a doctor’s syringe—a small cylinder pump equipped with a finely bored out needle, stuck under the skin as its contents are injected through the bored out needle—a very beneficial and as good as painlessly working instrument! The stinging hairs of the stinging nettle work in exactly this same way—only, painfully!


If one looks at the underside of a stinging nettle leaf one will notice two types of hairs: very fine, small ones (that will not concern us any further) and then hairs about 1½ to 2 millimeters long—clearly distended on the underside as if pregnant—which are the actual stinging hairs: they appear whitish. The extraordinarily fine wall of these hairs is thickened and hardened, making them rough and brittle. These hairs, which are essentially one gigantically large cell, are filled with life-bearing protoplasm, the cell nucleus and—for the most part—with cell juices. As in every living cell, the contents are under a certain amount of pressure, resulting in the entire hair is swollen and tense. Above, on the pointed end, a tiny ball can be found. The neck, however—which joins the ball with the actual hair—has an especially thin wall; as an engineer would say, this is the so-called “dangerous cross-section”.


How marvelously designed and purposefully constructed this entire structure is! It immediately explains the function of the stinging hairs. Let’s assume the skin of our hand comes in contact with such a stinging hair. The tiny ball becomes a blunted point that cannot inject itself. Then, the entire hair gets a good, steady push and is pressed, whereupon the ball breaks at the weakened neck, at the afore mentioned “dangerous cross-section”, producing a fresh rupture with razor sharp edges and, in no time, the hair has injected itself into the skin. At the same time, the entire hair—like a crushed, fluid-filled balloon—squirts its contents into the open wound: we have received a proper and genuine injection.


Now, the cell juices in the hair are a potent poison. For a long time it was assumed the poison was nothing other than common formic acid with which ants use to burn us from time to time. But, stinging nettle can do better than that: in its defense, it works chemically in a more refined manner. The cell juices are namely a type of albumin poison, which in its composition closely resembles snake venom! Even so, many hundreds of nettle stings do not result in any serious symptoms of poisoning because the single injections are insignificant in and of themselves and, besides, their poison does not have the frightful composition of that of venomous reptiles. In addition, since one notices a true nettle sting only slightly, one should not make too much out of it because the poison of our two native types of nettle is more healthy than harmful—exactly as people thought in former times that painful bee stings could relieve serious suffering under certain circumstances.


Dangerous nettle


As expected, stinging hairs are not just an invention of our native stinging nettle, but also can be found in tropical plants. And, since nature in the tropics works with much more powerful resources, it should come as no surprise that the nettles of those hot regions of the Earth have a completely different effect on their victims. Thus, the various Laportea-type are feared because of the shocking reaction caused by their stinging hairs. Touching the leaves of this plant is so intense, that those stung yell out in pain; the infected area becomes seriously inflamed; an infected limb can even become lame. Even though the Laportea-plants which have been raised in our greenhouses are, of necessity, sickly and much “milder” than those which thrive in their natural environment, they are still quite dangerous, and it is assumed that greenhouse gardeners suffer from painful stings that a careless encounter with such a Laportea leaf bring with it.
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Our Branch Camps
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Branch Camp Tabor/Iowa


In Tabor—a small town in southern Iowa—a tower clock marks every hour, on the hour. The sound of this bell comes from the tower of our camp, which consists of two proud brick buildings in the middle of the town and, in this way, it fulfills a useful purpose for all the neighbors.


When we arrived here some six weeks ago now and took up our quarters in the two buildings of a former college, an assorted pile of dusty old junk hid behind the proud facades. The school, it seems, had remained empty and abandoned for a number of years. The morning after our arrival, the first large contingent left for work at a large nursery garden in Hamburg, 20 miles from here. Thus, from the very first day on, only a very few men were available to sort out the clutter, to cart away the junk and to outfit at least halfway the many rooms, the dining hall and the kitchen. The former lecture hall—with a terraced ascending floor—had to be completely rebuilt to transform it into a large dining room. On the stage, the mess hall manager set up his “oasis” and the office for the kitchen. To be sure, these “cultural facilities” presented us with the greatest of difficulties and, still today, the model we have on hand—a “thundering balcony with flushing water” —makes extraordinary demands of each “visitor’s” sense of balance.


When the 200 men return in the evening after an hour’s travel, they find cozy rooms waiting for them and they have a chance to play soccer or fistball on the meadow and to take a “fence walk”. A gardener works tirelessly every day, preparing beds and tending to a field for kitchen needs; in addition, we also have a potato patch outside the camp.


Our off-site work—which presently engages almost the entire camp personnel—fills the days completely, and we are ever drawn to our beds (especially after a good swig to dispel the ever-looming worries! What worries many people must have!)


To describe the many small, peripheral events which occur during our otherwise indistinguishable days would lead too far afield—although these are exactly the “plums” that make the “pie” tasty and that satisfy our necessary “appetite”, so that it will not one day remain stuck in our throats. So, may there always be enough of these “plums” every day to satisfy the needs of our small camp—particularly on the playing field outside the camp at the Sunday soccer game, which even this “reporter” would not like to miss.


Branch Camp #22, Yankton/South Dakota


The events speak for themselves: as every German loves to travel, we looked forward to the nearly 250-mile trip to the west. The landscape barely changed: the cities and towns everywhere here in America resemble each other like peas in a pod. Shortly before reaching our destination, we had to cross a range of small hills—most likely the border between Iowa and South Dakota. The sharp wind very quickly left us wishing for a warm room.


After a seven-hour journey we arrived at our destination: a cold hangar serves as our accommodations. A lover of old things would have been delighted with this paradise of clutter, junk of all kinds, airplane parts, motors and such stuff. An old truck and car “crowned” this chaos. Nothing like getting to it! With chattering teeth the hanger was cleaned up while the kitchen in the corner went into service. (We had lights—but that’s all—in the first days.) Pleasant smells spread out from the kitchen corner while we set up the bunk beds, three high; the upper bed served as a locker.


Happily, into this confusion came the sounds of music from a radio. We couldn’t understand much—it being more a noise than anything else. A ping-pong table, supported by two crates, was our banquet table. At 10:30 that night we celebrated our first feast. Satisfied and tired, we awaited the next day.


Water had to be brought in from a hangar 250 feet away—and absolutely no “johns” were available. As if that weren’t enough, in the bitter cold it began to snow—but the ditch in question “had” to be dug out. Local workers laid down a waterline—which froze again on the second day. The washroom was cleared out and a dividing wall was put up in the hangar—but it was all so slow. On the third day the walls of the “john” —the product of American handwork—collapsed on themselves. We never lacked for an escort whenever we had to take a trip.


The city of Yankton is an industrial city and air force base with 25,000 inhabitants of German-Russian descent. Our camp sits directly on the municipal airport, two miles west of the city. As of now, the camp is 85 men strong. The embellishment of every POW camp, barbed wire is not lacking. The outside work will begin next (regulating the Missouri River). Camaraderie is good, and the airport has good facilities for soccer, handball and fistball; in addition, chess and Skat are enthusiastically played—as well as “Man, Don’t Get Angry”, with old campaign buttons. Musical instruments and books should be on their way. The kitchen under Private Braun is good, and Sgt. Homburger serves as the long-standing leader of the camp.


—Rutra Rendnarb





Chamber Music at Base Camp Algona


The men of the base camp were able to spend an evening with music, song, and poetry—which certainly allowed them to forget their present circumstances and led their thoughts to where they go now more than ever. It began with a poem by Moerike, told by a friend who—sitting at a piano in a darkened room—said much with his playing that otherwise remains unspoken.


You finished; I remained silent—


From the nearby church tower, the reverberations resound


As the gentleness of the day fades away.


Into the stillness created by the poem came the sound of the slow movement from Mozart’s opus 13. The mournfulness that pervades this music was taken up by a song by Schubert, “The Signpost”. A minuet by Mozart—from opus 15—worked on us like a joyful rest along a strenuous path: everyone sensed that it’s the path we all follow as Schubert’s “Lindenbaum” was sung—the simple folksong which we could understand only after this most deeply distressing war. A third song by Schubert led to the high point and end of the evening: Mozart’s “A Little Night Music”. Perhaps some asked themselves beforehand if today is the time for the elegant and joyful beauty of such music; afterwards no one did, and many even remained alone for some time in the spring night.


The performers certainly felt the thanks of all the listeners. The string quartets were played by Schwoebel, Leepin (1st and 2nd violin), Steinmetz (viola) and Schmidt (cello); Bresseler sang the songs by Schubert, accompanied by Leepin. Sturm recited the poems.


In times past such things may have been concerts, art and literature. For us now, they are a piece of home—the purest, perhaps, that we have.





Miscellaneous


	We thank comrades Gotthard Klewitz (in Camp Tabor), Arthur Brandner (Camp Yankton), Jakob Koehler (1st Company) and Martin Schacermeier (Camp Owatonna) for their contributions.


	Officers Weigand, Kirsting and Pohl in the base camp greet their comrades in the branch camp in Eldora.


