Afterword: The Universal Human Spirit

The 282 letters in this book span literally half a century—much of most humans’ lifetimes. They document the mundane as well as the profane, the unique and the universal. They also document how Germans and Americans—who only a few years earlier had each other in their crosshairs and would have extinguished each others’ lives—formed decades-long friendships. Ultimately, these precious letters document the unspeakable loss and indescribable absurdity of war.

“Absurdity”? Yes, it was absurd that Iowa boys were over in Europe, blasting German cities to rubble, while German boys sat out the rest of the war after being captured—behind barbed wire, in the American Heartland. While there, they secretly dated local girls, sneaked into corner bars and darkened movie houses, and they even took correspondence courses for which they would earn college credit back in postwar Germany—all that, while a vicious global war raged on beyond the peaceful prairies, claiming over 55 million lives and laying entire countries to waste.

These letters—these Lebenszeichen, these rich and varied “signs of life”—are proof of war’s singular ability to destroy centuries of human evolution: family traditions, community life, social institutions and national treasures. Some wars are said to be fought for “just” reasons, which deserve serious, thoughtful debate; all wars, however, interrupt the natural flow of human lives—education and training, dating and marriage, childbirth and growing old. From the perspective of history, war diminishes the maturation of civilization; as such, war is a trademark of barbarity. War is the ultimate failure of “progress” and the highest human ideals. War is a perversity in the face of humans’ natural tendencies to befriend and bond, to create and grow. While conflict is as old as humankind, global warfare is not. Modern warfare is the product of nationalist sentiments and industrialization, a phenomenon whereby mass numbers of soldiers are able to be mobilized and armed with the latest technological gadgetry, then sent off to traverse the planet to destroy “the enemy”.

By publishing these letters by one-time German POWs who had been at Camp Algona, TRACES hopes to show that the universal human spirit knows neither nationality nor national boundaries, that familial bonds transcend time and place, and that love of one’s homeland is characteristic of all people, everywhere. In short, this book shows that, ultimately, there is no “enemy”.

Michael Luick-Thrams

Mason City, Iowa

11 September 2002
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