Introduction

Lebenszeichen is the German word for “signs of life”—for which, in such dangerous and

deadly times as war, loved ones and friends “back home” everywhere feel deeply grateful.

This book documents two World War II-era German POW legacies. One is The Historical (what one normally considers “facts” inseparably tied to specific periods, places or personalities—in this case the Nazi era and postwar Germany, Iowa and Minnesota, Adolf Hitler and Camp Algona’s commander, Arthur Lobdell) and the other The Human (timeless themes and struggles central to human existence but not limited to specific places or persons—e.g., familial belonging as opposed to a solitary, disjointed existence; armed conflict and its absence; hope for or fear of the future). The historical story is easier to tell and potentially more objective; the human one involves lifetimes and is, by nature, purely subjective, as seen through the eyes and experiences of a given observer. While both can enrich the lives of those who become intimate with them, perhaps the latter carries more urgency. A brief review of both is in order:

The Historical Legacy

By the end of the Second World War some 425,000 German, Italian and Japanese POWs found themselves imprisoned in the United States. Millions more Axis and Allied POWs were held in other camps in Europe, the Soviet Union, Canada, Australia and Africa. While Axis and Soviet POWs were both the “perpetrators” as well as “victims” of dictatorships and state-sponsored terror, POW experiences of all sides embody ageless and timely themes of war and peace, justice under arms and issues regarding human rights, international reconciliation and future conflict avoidance. 

The roughly 375,000 German POWs held in more than 500 U.S. Army-operated camps across the United States were sent out to harvest or process crops, build roads and waterways, fell trees, roof barns, erect silos, work in light non-military industry, lay city sewers and construct tract housing, wash U.S. Army laundry and execute other utilitarian wartime tasks. In the process, they formed significant, often decades-long friendships with “the enemy” and underwent considerable changes as individuals and as a group—thus, fundamentally influencing postwar German values and institutions, as well as American-German relations. Many tried to or even succeeded in their attempts to immigrate to the United States after the war.

From 1943-46 Camp Algona in Iowa and its 35 branch camps in Iowa, Minnesota and both Dakotas housed up to 10,000 German POWs. Iowa was one of only two states to host POWs from all three Axis nations. Its first POW base camp, Camp Clarinda, initially housed German, then Japanese prisoners; Italian POWs built Camp Algona before German ones then fully occupied it and remained until the camp closed. The stories of German POWs in Iowa—and, as a contrast, those of Iowa POWs in the Third Reich (see TRACES’ Enemies Within: Iowa POWs in Nazi Germany)—challenge those who study them to deal with the origins and the effects of dictatorships and militarism, with war as a “tool” of statecraft and with the larger legacy of WWII. And—as a case study—in an era when former occupied countries demand that Germany pay compensations for Nazi-era forced labor, unraveling German POWs’ stories reveals that the majority were returned to Europe early in 1946—but rather than to their own country, to work in Britain or France until as late as 1948. (By comparison, a third of the 3.5 million German POWs sent to Siberia at the war’s end were starved, beaten or literally worked to death; those who did return to Germany trickled back as late as 1956.) The question arises: What indelible human rights do captured “enemy soldiers” retain, regardless of all other considerations? 

Further, by bringing Axis POWs to the United States, the Allies inadvertently defanged even the most ardent Nazi POWs and created “Little Ambassadors”. First, Nazi loyalists among the Germans saw that the wild and rabid anti-U.S. propaganda that they had been fed didn’t fit what they found in America—and that basic contradiction begged noticing others. Second, all German POWs learned by example what democracy looked like on a daily basis—and that a given population could be prosperous and content without the excesses of dictatorship. Third, after German capitulation on 8 May 1945, the U.S. government chose about 20,000 POWs for special “re-education” to counter lingering postwar Nazi ideologies once back in Europe; these men typically were among the first shipped back to shattered Germany and served as teachers if not school directors, newspaper editors, mayors and other local leaders. Fourth, most German POWs took with them to Germany news and views of America which, by and large, spoke well of the United States—the land of their victors and former “enemies”—and won the United States staunch, abiding friends in Germany even as much of the rest of postwar Europe later grew disillusioned by the Vietnam War and Watergate. Conversely, the Third Reich’s almost exclusively heartless, heavy-handed and often arbitrary treatment of U.S. POWs generated ill will—or at least indifference—among one-time American POWs regarding Germany’s postwar fate and spoiled most of their abilities to respond to German culture or people in rational, sympathetic or welcoming ways. (Ironically, until December 1944, more American POWs imprisoned in Nazi Germany came from Iowa, per capita, than from any other state; the first American division to land in Europe in WWII, the largely Iowa-based 34th division lost some eighteen hundred men to German forces under Rommel—with the help of collaborating nomads—in one day in February 1943.)

The non-profit, educational organization TRACES exists to counter this legacy. TRACES’ goal is not to “rebuke” Germans alive today, but rather to help both Americans and Germans critically examine this shared past. To facilitate that process we have gathered, preserved and now present—before they are lost to the world—stories of German and Iowa POWs as they were imprisoned on each others’ soil during WWII. By doing so, we hope that today’s and future generations might understand and emulate the qualities of the universal human spirit that allow thoughtful people to rise above and eventually defeat the prejudices, fears and conflicts which otherwise can demean, diminish or destroy. Although POWs have been the focus of a number of academic works and popular films, TRACES’ main goals are historical preservation as a means to facilitate increased awareness, not just research for its own sake or entertainment. Ours is an effort to raise universal issues such as personal accountability and civic responsibility, the fluid lines between “good” and “evil”, revenge and compassion, “perpetrators” and “victims”—and the inalienable humanity of both. 

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

In total, the artifacts and the narratives that they contextualize document a story that takes turns unexpected of former participants in such a deadly war machine as the Third Reich’s Wehrmacht. Without exception, each of the German POWs interviewed (even once-devoted Nazis and a former Waffen SS member) issued moving statements against war and for peace. As these men were both perpetrators and victims of Nazism, theirs are unique among modern war tales.

The Human Legacy

Besides spanning literally half a century, the more than 282 German POW-generated letters entrusted to TRACES’ stewardship represent both a researcher’s dream and nightmare. While they provide rich, unequaled first-person insight into daily life at Camp Algona and its 35 satellites, the letters are fragments of a larger picture that by now has been blurred by the vapors of time.

For one thing, the letters reveal as much through what their authors actively omitted or simply ignored as through what they recorded in their missives. The German POWs well knew, for example, that their letters would be subjected to censoring by army personnel in the United States and by German censors back in the Heimat. Hermann Boerner’s letter to his parents from Normandy, for instance—just four days before D-Day—exudes a completely different tone and intimacy than a letter by the same hand only a month and two days later, writing from American captivity. Indeed, the odd word, sentence or even passage was blackened out or, as in Emil Kreisel’s case, cut out of this or that POW letter. As much as one might wish it to be otherwise, letters from captivity largely lacked the detail, intimate disclosure or even personable tone that their authors’ pre- or postwar letters contained. It is our loss that the men submitted themselves to rigorous self-censorship—and thus bleached their post of the personal revelations such circumstances otherwise might have elicited. Nonetheless, to allude to a phrase that the POWs themselves or family members corresponding to them often used (and that inspired this book’s title), even the most banal note offered its reader(s) a Lebenszeichen (“sign of life”) for which loved ones and friends “back home” felt deeply grateful.

A second weakness of using these letters as primary, “reliable” sources of information lies in the men’s own seemingly deficient political maturity. As varied and generally talented, and as relatively well-educated or well-traveled as many of the men were, those of draft age had been weaned on National Socialism; most free-thinking, democratic tendencies had been bred or stamped out of that age group long before they landed behind barbed wire. Later, most of the men’s postwar communiqués lack the self-conscious political sensitivities that following generations of [West] Germans typically would have shown regarding Nazism and its long, haunting shadows.

At the same time, even during their imprisonment, the German POWs were—like cross-sections of any other population on Earth—not of one mind. By official count 72 German POWs supposedly took their own lives—but how many of those deaths that U.S. Army coroners wrote off as “suicides” in reality were politically motivated murders by pro-Nazi fellow POWs? Interviews have documented that in many cases those critical of the regime in Berlin were forced to take their own lives, or else alleged agents of the government would “get” their families back home. Certainly, at least until the German capitulation, Nazi cliques at least terrorized, if not ruled, whole POW-camp compounds and even complete camps (inside the barbed wire, of course)—creating, in effect, several hundred islands of festering Nazism spanning the entire continental U.S. and even the then-territory of Alaska. And, once the men had returned to Germany, besides perhaps not wanting to strain what must have seemed important ties to former POW buddies, most of the men wanted to forget their defeated nation’s destructive, disappointing Hitlerian experiment—if not suppress guilty thoughts of it all together. Thus, their reflections are only rarely overtly political.

Still, there were exceptions—both to what loaded commentary did slip past U.S. and German censors, as well as what a few of the men risked writing at all and succeeded in getting past the censors’ notice. (The men were allowed to write only 18 lines per letter (half as many and only about half as wide per postcard), and only so many letters per month; both letters and postcards were light blue forms, issued by the U.S. government.) And, what the men wrote suggests, in broad strokes, what they wanted or witnessed. Robert Sperling of the beleaguered Hanseatic port of Hamburg, for one, continued even from faraway Iowa to speak of the Endsieg (the “final victory”) of Nazism over the rest of the world. Franz Vering, for another, referred cryptically, eerily to “how the land will be used” in Iowa, after Germany would have conquered the United States. Clearly, while a few of the men were active anti-Nazis and many others remained politically uninterested, the rest willingly sustained their faith in Nazi propaganda: The majority kept rooting for the home team, even as they wished the game might soon end and thus spare the home turf from even more trampling. This dynamic of brainwashing wedded with its victims’ eager collaboration with The Big Lie says much about the ease and danger of governments’ power to manipulate their people. As a group, Germans historically had been one of the most culturally, artistically, scientifically and intellectually developed nations in Europe and, by traditional Western standards, the world: their wholesale bamboozlement by a charlatan and his motley band of brown-shirted thugs remains a warning to those of us who might take smug comfort in thinking we live in “democratic” or “advanced” countries; their departure from “civilization” and descent into barbarity begs to be a rarity but, sadly, is too easily replicated in Cambodia, Rwanda, Bosnia...

Beyond the poli-tical (the Greek root of the word implying that “politics” simply is how one lives and moves within the [power structure of the] city/state), the purely personal implications of these men’s letters—examined in-depth throughout this book—will fascinate and enlighten the curious and open-minded. Here, between the lines, lies much of the Human Experience distilled in a couple hundred letters: loyalty to one’s tribe or family, deadening homesickness, friendship, sex, sport, religion, art, work, obsessions about money, envy, education and—yes, “again”—politics. In short, through reading these letters from some six decades ago, we “moderns” might find a window through which to more clearly view the strained world in which we find ourselves.

Practical Notes

The letters appear as “collections” named for the POW who either wrote or received them (usually, the donor of the letters to TRACES was the former), or about whom the letters were written, and are featured in two parts: Part I is presented alphabetically, according to collection; Part II consists of all letters written after the war in Europe ended on 8 May 1945, and are arranged by date, from oldest to newest. (This book uses the European date system—smallest unit of time, the day, followed by the month and then the year.) Those postwar letters originally written in English have been reproduced with most original mistakes left intact and marked as “original in English”. A few of the letters—mostly postwar ones—come from collections not held by TRACES; those are cited at the beginning of those respective letters.

Some of the POWs’ letters were written outside of the network of Camp Algona or its 34 branch camps. All of the letters, however, were written by, to, or about men who passed through it sometime between 1943 and 1946. All photos used to illustrate this book came from those same former German POWs—even if they, themselves, were not fully certain whether a given photo was taken at Camp Algona or one of its satellites, or at a site in another base camp’s system. Wherever known definitively, the site and subject of a specific photo are provided. The photos featured on the front cover—inside and out—depict the men’s lives and world before or during the war; those on the in- or outside of the back cover reflect the same, but after the war—even if the men still were in captivity, as in Britain or Belgium. Also, all of the supplementary documentation came from the personal collections of Camp Algona “alumni” or their families, or individuals associated with the camp directly or through their own research. While a book could be written about each man, providing in-depth POW biographies is not the intent of this book. Thus, brief introductions have been written about each man featured in Part I, when there has been enough information known to write a worthwhile introduction. Notes about the actual letters have been included, when deemed relevant.
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