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			Author’s Note

			One October morning in 2018, I returned some books to my local library, the Meyera E. Oberndorf Central Library in Virginia Beach, and noticed a new historical marker planted in the ground near the front entrance. It said the library was built on the site of a World War II prisoner of war camp. More than six thousand captured soldiers of Nazi Germany had been confined at POW Camp Ashby between 1944 and 1946. The marker said the camp had been part of a network of more than five hundred camps holding nearly four hundred thousand German prisoners in the United States.

			I was surprised and a little embarrassed not to have known this. I have had a lifelong fascination with World War II, in which my father fought as a member of the Eighty-Second Airborne. I’ve read countless books about the war and written two books about it myself. How could I not have heard about all those German POW camps, including one just a few miles from my home? I went into the library and scoured the shelves in vain for a book on the subject. Then I drove through the former site of the camp, which the historical marker showed on a map. I saw no trace of Camp Ashby. In its place stood not only the library but a furniture store, an Applebee’s, a strip shopping center (with my favorite Thai restaurant), and blocks of brick ranchers and two-story homes. I asked a guy on the street if he knew anything about the old POW camp. “Nope,” he replied.

			I went home, logged onto my computer, and plunged down an internet “rabbit hole.” I found information about German POW camps all across America. Much of it consisted of surprisingly positive recollections by former prisoners of their days in the camps, and by Americans for whom the prisoners had worked. But a few of the links suggested a darker side to importing so many of Adolf Hitler’s soldiers onto American soil. I began to wonder if a great story might be hidden in the camps.

			I hunted down out-of-print books, starting with Arnold Krammer’s seminal study, Nazi Prisoners of War in America. Other books had been published by small presses and university presses. I read some lively tales of escapes, but the escapes never really amounted to anything. What caught my attention was an outbreak of brutal political murders in the POW camps. Who were the victims, and why were they murdered?

			None of the murders had occurred in Virginia Beach, but the conditions that spawned them had existed at Camp Ashby. A 1944 story in a local newspaper reported the camp was rife with hard-core Nazis from the Germans’ famous Afrika Korps who, despite being captured, “retain all of their arrogance, of their insufferable conceit” and regarded Americans as “soft” and “inferior.” A group of those Nazis had held a raucous celebration of Hitler’s birthday, April 20, 1945, even as the Third Reich was disintegrating. A POW who rejected Nazism had criticized the celebrants, and they had responded by attacking him in the middle of the night. He and his friends had fought off the Nazis with two-by-fours and baseball bats, which they kept by their bunks for just such an emergency. The Nazis at Camp Ashby apparently had caused no further trouble. But, I discovered, the problem had not been so easily solved at other camps in the United States. Nazi prisoners and their followers had engaged in a campaign of deadly violence against fellow prisoners who were turning away from Hitler. The killings and their aftermath had reverberated through the highest levels of government in Washington and Berlin, and had turned American POWs in Germany into hostages.

			The principal figures in the story were dead. But I found a huge trove of information about the camps and the killings at National Archives II at College Park, Maryland. I pored over the trial records and transcripts of the POW murder cases at the National Archives regional office in St. Louis and the University of California-Davis. I reviewed the personal papers of Stephen M. Farrand, a key figure in the POW camp operations, at the Hoover Institution Library and Archives at Stanford University in Palo Alto, California; and the personal papers of Leon Jaworski, who investigated and prosecuted two of the POW murder cases, in the Texas Collection at the Baylor University Library in Waco, Texas. I accessed the wartime diary of U.S. secretary of war Henry Stimson, which is held at the Yale University Library in New Haven, Connecticut. I visited hole-in-the-wall museums at former POW camp sites in the Midwest and Southwest.

			Official documents only go so far in telling human stories, and I found family members of some of the American POWs who were gracious enough to speak with me. I also found hundreds of oral histories and transcribed interviews with now-deceased German POWs, camp guards, and American citizens living near the camps. The fact that so many of those accounts have survived is a tribute to local historians, both amateur and professional, who had the forethought to collect them while the men and women who lived them were still alive. Authors who write about World War II and other American history from now on will owe those people a debt.

			To me, the murders touched on the most fascinating aspects of the camps—the brutal, volatile nature of Nazism; America’s lack of understanding of the enemy we were detaining; and the U.S. government struggling to do the right thing under intense pressure. The story of the murders in the camps and the aftermath was unlike any war story I had heard. I have set out to tell it.

		

	
		
			
				Prologue

				A Chair and a Clothesline

			
			The farmers of Cloud County, Kansas, got up before sunrise on October 19, 1943, to milk their cows and feed their chickens, hogs, and cattle, just as their parents and grandparents had done every morning for years. Change had always come gradually to Cloud County. But lately it had arrived seemingly overnight. While the farmers set about their chores, some new neighbors in the remote Kansas wheatfields were performing a very different morning ritual. Four thousand captured soldiers of Adolf Hitler’s elite Afrika Korps were lining up in formation for a head count in a barbed-wire enclosure just off State Route 81. The U.S. Army was counting the German prisoners of war to make sure none had escaped overnight from a hastily built installation named POW Camp Concordia.

			The camp was carved into the gently rolling hills about two and a half miles north of the town of Concordia, whose population was not much larger than the camp’s. Camp Concordia, built in the course of three months between February and May of 1943, was one of hundreds of POW camps scattered across the United States and holding hundreds of thousands of German prisoners. Every day except Sunday, the Germans were led out of the camps under armed guard to work at local farms and businesses. Every night they were led back inside the camps’ two concentric nine-foot fences, monitored from towers by guards with rifles, .30 caliber machine guns, and searchlights. Escapes were rare, and the head counts tended to be uneventful. But on the unseasonably warm and stormy morning of October 19, the count at Camp Concordia came up one man short.

			The guards began calling out each prisoner by name. Miscounts were common with so many prisoners, and sometimes the Germans ducked in and out of formation to skew the count and annoy the Americans. But this time a prisoner really was missing. Capt. Felix Tropschuh, a thirty-year-old combat engineer, did not respond to repeated calls. None of the other Germans seemed to know where he was. A contingent of guards set out for his quarters, hurrying along the camp’s gravel walkways past rows of cheaply built, wood-framed barracks. Had Tropschuh simply overslept? Or was something sinister going on?

			The camp had been on edge. Three days before, a guard had fatally shot a young German prisoner for chasing a soccer ball too close to the perimeter fence. The killing had nearly provoked a riot. The Germans had poured out of their barracks and marched and shouted and sung martial songs for hours. They eventually had returned to their barracks, but they had erected a makeshift memorial to the dead soccer player, whom they insisted had been murdered. They still refused to work. Now a German officer was missing from the head count.

			The guards entered Tropschuh’s small, Spartan quarters, which he shared with two other officers. Tropschuh’s bed was empty. He had not overslept. He was dead. His body dangled from a noose at the end of a clothesline secured to a rafter. A chair was overturned beneath his feet. A short, handwritten note lay near his body: “I voluntarily take leave of my life.”

			At first, the American camp commander, U.S. Army Col. Thomas Sterling, saw no reason to suspect foul play. It seemed plausible to him that Tropschuh had committed suicide. The men of the Afrika Korps had fallen far from their glory days as an elite unit of the German army under the leadership of Field Marshal Erwin Rommel. After a series of defeats, starved for supplies and ammunition, they had been forced into a mass surrender and shipped five thousand miles to sit out the rest of the war on the Kansas prairie. To some Germans, Concordia felt like an alien land. The distances between towns and even farmhouses were immense. The wind never stopped blowing, “hotter than heck in the summer and colder than heck in the winter,” a guard said. One POW awakened in a panic whenever a ferocious Midwest thunderstorm struck in the middle of the night, fearing he was under a Russian artillery barrage. Prisoners worried about their loved ones in Germany, with good reason. Letters from home took months to arrive or just stopped coming. By the time Tropschuh’s body was found, several despondent Germans already had taken their lives at POW camps in the United States, including one at Camp Concordia.

			Still, something about Tropschuh’s death did not add up. When the army made plans to dig his grave next to the graves of two Germans who previously had died at Concordia, the highest-ranking German officer in the camp, Col. Alfred Koester, bristled. Koester, who acted as spokesman for all POWs at the camp, declared Tropschuh had dishonored Germany by killing himself. Therefore, he must not be allowed to share the same ground with the two “honorable” Germans who had died before him. That made no sense to the Americans because one of those “honorable” Germans also had committed suicide. But the camp commander, Colonel Sterling, did not argue. He may have been trying to reduce the tension at Concordia. He agreed to bury Tropschuh in an outlying, unused part of the camp cemetery. Colonel Sterling offered to provide fabric for the Germans to fashion a flag with a swastika to drape over the coffin, as with the two previous cases. But Colonel Koester would not accept the fabric. He refused to have anything to do with Tropschuh. A detail of U.S. Army guards lowered the bare coffin into the grave with military honors—a rifle salute and the playing of “Taps”—as required by the Geneva Convention, an international treaty governing the treatment of POWs. None of the four thousand Germans at Concordia attended the burial ceremony. The Americans had to wonder.

			No sooner had Tropschuh been laid in the ground than German informants told army authorities what had really happened. Tropschuh had not wanted to kill himself, they said. The ardent Nazis in the camp had orchestrated his suicide. They had handed him a chair and a clothesline and ordered him to take his own life. Behind the scenes, the Nazis ran Camp Concordia. They secretly ran other camps in the United States too. They were growing bolder, and Tropschuh would not be their last victim. The next killing was less than two weeks away, in Oklahoma. The killers would not bother making this one look like a suicide.
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				Part I

				Life and Death in the Fritz Ritz
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				1

				From Afrika and the Sea

			
			Try as he might, Ernie Pyle could not get inside the heads of the German prisoners. He was not accustomed to such difficulty. Pyle, a frail-looking, chain-smoking, Indiana-born war correspondent, had a gift for communicating with common soldiers. His popular newspaper column, syndicated in newspapers across the United States, offered readers a grunt’s-eye view of World War II that revealed more about the war’s terror, confusion, and boredom than did the official reports of generals and politicians. In November 1942—a year before Tropschuh’s suicide at Camp Concordia—Pyle had followed the first American troops into combat against the Germans after Operation Torch, the Allied invasion of North Africa. At the age of forty-two, he crossed the Sahara Desert with infantrymen young enough to be his sons. He pitched his pup tent among theirs and shared their meals, bull sessions, and battles with the German Afrika Korps. Pyle understood what American soldiers cared about, what they thought of the war, what made them tick. But his interviews with the captured Afrika Korps men left him baffled. The Germans seemed utterly divorced from reality.

			The reality that stared them and Pyle in the face was the utter defeat of the Afrika Korps on May 13, 1943. More than 170,000 captured Germans lined the dusty roads or camped in fields under the blazing sun in the Tunisian capital of Tunis. “Today you saw Germans walking alone along highways,” Pyle wrote. “You saw them riding, stacked up in our jeeps, with one lone American driver. You saw them by the hundreds, crammed as in a subway in their own trucks, with their own drivers.” The Germans were hungry, thirsty, and exhausted. Their tanks and armored vehicles, bearing the Afrika Korps emblem of a swastika and a palm tree, lay abandoned, wrecked, and smoldering on the desert floor. In addition to the huge haul of prisoners, the British and American troops captured twelve German generals and “vast quantities of guns and war material of all kinds, including guns and aircraft in serviceable condition.” American and British troops were astonished by the sheer number of prisoners and the acres and acres of captured equipment. For many Allied soldiers, however, the prevailing feeling was relief, “as if one has been holding one’s breath, and you have just let it go for the first time,” a British captain wrote to his father. American GIs kept asking Ernie Pyle if he knew when they could expect to go home.

			The defeat of the Afrika Korps was not just a military disaster for Germany but a public relations one. Three years earlier, Adolf Hitler, at the height of his power, had dispatched the desert expeditionary force to Africa to bail out Germany’s feckless ally, Italy, which had tried to establish a colony in Africa but was being driven off the continent by the British. The British had been fighting World War II for two years before America was thrust into the war by the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941. Although the United States had joined the battle against the Japanese immediately after Pearl Harbor, it had waited for almost another year before sending its armies against the Germans, in North Africa. At first, the Afrika Korps had enjoyed success under its celebrated leader, Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, the “Desert Fox.” It bloodied inexperienced American troops at Kasserine Pass in Tunisia and captured the supposedly impregnable British fortress of Tobruk in Libya.

			The Afrika Korps captured the public imagination too, partly because of its distinctive gear—sand-colored uniforms, long-billed caps, goggles, and long dusters. Even the British declared Rommel a genius. But Rommel had relied heavily on stolen Allied secrets, and he often outran his supply lines. When his intel and supplies ran out, he was relieved of command in Africa and sent back to Europe sick and exhausted. The Allies gained control of the Mediterranean Sea and the skies over North Africa, and cut off the Afrika Korps’ food, fuel, ammunition, and reinforcements. The Germans were forced to retreat into encirclement at Tunis and then to surrender.

			The Allied victory in North Africa was in some ways a poor substitute for a victory in western Europe, which Nazi Germany still held in a vise grip. But it gave American troops experience and confidence, and a base from which to invade Sicily and Italy. The Afrika Korps surrender had come only three months after Germany’s catastrophic defeat by the Russians at Stalingrad, which had changed the course of World War II. Pyle, with the aid of an interpreter, set out to hear what the captured Afrika Korps men thought of it all.

			To his surprise, many of them seemed more defiant than defeated. “You seldom find a prisoner who has any doubt that Germany will win the war,” Pyle wrote in a column dated May 20. “They say they lost here because we finally got more stuff into Tunisia than they had.” They laughed when Pyle suggested the Allies might next invade Nazi-occupied Europe. They felt certain Germany would bring America to heel instead. They did not understand why America had gotten involved in the war. The more Germans Pyle interviewed, the more puzzled he became. “Whether from deliberate Nazi propaganda or mere natural rumor, I don’t know,” he wrote, “but the prisoners have a lot of false news in their heads.” Some of them insisted Japan was driving the Russians out of Siberia, when in fact Japan was not even at war with Russia. One prisoner declared that the Luftwaffe—the German air force—had bombed New York City. When Pyle told him that was ridiculous, “he said he didn’t see himself how it was possible.”

			Beneath the Germans’ laughable misconceptions, Pyle found a disturbing truth: although the Germans seemed pleasant at first, “if you talk to them long enough you find in them the very thing we are fighting this war about—their superior-race complex, their smug belief in their divine right to run this part of the world.” An American photographer captured an image of a “super-arrogant” German prisoner contemptuously refusing a loaf of bread. Pyle concluded that if American soldiers got the chance to speak with the Germans as he had, “they would come out of it madder than ever before at their enemy.” The Washington Star newspaper printed Pyle’s column under the headline “Nazi Prisoners Bare Superior-Race Complex and Other Screwy Ideas.”

			Not all the German prisoners felt the same, as their American captors would discover. But the soldiers at the heart of the Afrika Korps, particularly the officers and noncommissioned sergeants and corporals, were true believers in the Third Reich. Many had grown up in the Hitler Youth. Once in the German army, they had become even more certain of Nazi superiority by the ease with which the Wehrmacht had overrun western Europe. They were so confident that they brushed aside any development that challenged their beliefs. Their capture was just a short-lived setback on the road to conquest. Their faith in Hitler and Nazism was frozen in time. One angry Afrika Korps lieutenant, Willy Wulf, wrote to his wife: “After a victorious end to this war, retaliation for this will be taken. We have to suffer badly here, but nothing can break our morale.”

			The Afrika Korps’ defiance was personified by its leader, Col. Gen. Hans-Jürgen von Arnim, who had replaced Rommel in Africa. Von Arnim was an aristocrat, descended from a long line of Prussian military officers, and a fiercely committed Nazi. He was a decorated veteran of World War I and had seen World War II at its most savage, commanding a Panzer tank corps against the Russians on the Eastern Front before being transferred to North Africa. In Africa, he had rounded up Jewish civilians for the hot, exhausting labor of building fortifications. Von Arnim initially had shared command of German forces in Africa with Rommel and sometimes had clashed with him, at one point withholding tanks from a planned offensive. After Rommel’s departure, von Arnim fumed over Hitler’s broken promises to send supplies and ammunition to Africa. When his superiors criticized him for “squinting over your shoulder”—for worrying about Allied attacks—von Arnim shot back that he had been “squinting at the horizon” for promised supplies that never arrived. Hitler ordered him to fight to the last man, but von Arnim reported fighting “to the last cartridge.” He ordered his remaining tanks destroyed, and surrendered. He was livid. The surrender was one of many examples of troops being captured or killed in great numbers because dictators like Hitler and Joseph Stalin of the Soviet Union demanded they hold territory that no longer was defensible.

			To his captors, von Arnim came across as arrogant, haughty. “Standing in the moonlit British headquarters after a hot supper last night, von Arnim’s only comments were about his baggage,” a United Press reporter wrote. The British treated von Arnim with deference because of his rank, but the Americans seemed to go out of their way not to. Von Arnim was indignant when Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower refused to meet with him and sent subordinates to accept his surrender. (Eisenhower made it his policy not to meet with any German general until Germany surrendered.) Von Arnim turned out for his formal surrender in a long-waisted tunic and gleaming riding boots. When ordered to hand over his automatic pistol and knife, he threw them down. He refused to sign the formal terms of surrender, but Allied authorities said it did not matter. He rode into captivity standing up in his staff car, passing long columns of his former troops on the dusty roads. They gave him the straight-armed “Heil Hitler” salute and chanted his name as he went by.

			Von Arnim was a prize catch for Allied interrogators. The British installed him in temporary lodgings at the palace of the governor of Gibraltar and then shipped him to a manicured estate in England, where he could be questioned in comfort and at leisure. Most of his troops, however, were bound much farther away. They would be shipped across the Atlantic Ocean—into a vast network of POW camps that was being hastily built for them in the United States.

			There was nowhere else to put the Germans but in America. The British already were detaining more than half a million German and Italian prisoners in temporary pens. Britain, a tiny island nation, had no room to house tens of thousands of Afrika Korps men on a long-term basis. It had no spare troops to guard them and no surplus food to feed them. The United States had all of those in abundance. President Franklin D. Roosevelt pointed out that America could compel the prisoners to work on American farms. But bringing so many German soldiers to American soil raised “the specter of thousands of escaped Nazi prisoners sabotaging and raping their way across the United States,” as the historian Arnold Krammer put it.

			The U.S. homeland had not been entirely unscathed. After the Pearl Harbor attack, a Japanese submarine had fired on an oil refinery in Santa Barbara, California; another sub had launched a miniature float plane and dropped incendiary bombs to start forest fires in the Pacific Northwest.[*1] German U-boats attacked Allied cargo ships all along the U.S. East and Gulf Coasts, sometimes torpedoing them before the eyes of startled beachgoers. Germany had conducted sabotage operations in America in both world wars. During World War I, German agents had detonated a cache of explosives at a rail yard on Black Tom Island in Jersey City, New Jersey, causing a thunderous explosion that killed four people including a baby and pockmarked the Statue of Liberty with shrapnel. And in June 1942—eleven months before the Afrika Korps surrender at Tunis—German U-boats had landed two four-man teams of saboteurs on beaches in New York and Florida with orders to strike at power plants, aluminum plants, the locks of the Ohio River, and the New York City water supply. The mission quickly fell apart when its leader lost his nerve and turned himself in to the FBI. All eight Germans were convicted of espionage and sentenced to death; six died in the electric chair in the Washington, D.C., jail, while two who had given evidence against the others received long prison terms. The Roosevelt administration touted the foiled sabotage plot as proof of the government’s vigilance.

			While Germany and Japan searched constantly for ways to strike Americans where they lived, most communities in the United States were a world away from the battlefields. For families with no loved ones overseas, the home front war mostly amounted to following the war news and coping with the rationing of foods such as sugar, meat, coffee, and butter, as well as rubber and gasoline (whose shortages prompted restrictions on “pleasure driving”). Hundreds of thousands of American men and women went to work in factories and shipyards to mass-produce the tools of war. The automaker Chrysler built tanks and antiaircraft guns. Its competitor Ford manufactured B-24 bombers. The industrialist Henry Kaiser developed shipyards capable of churning out cargo vessels, called Liberty ships, in thirty days or less. Smaller factories produced everything from radios to parachutes to mosquito netting. It was those vital home front industries that the U.S. government hoped to protect from escaped POWs.

			At first, the United States agreed to accept only “an emergency batch” of 50,000 German prisoners, reasoning that any larger number would pose an unacceptable security risk. But that worry quickly gave way to sheer necessity. The United States agreed to take an additional 55,000 Afrika Korps men, and then 30,000 more. The total of 135,000 was more soldiers than America had had in uniform when it entered World War II. The German POWs were “a white elephant on our hands,” Ernie Pyle wrote from North Africa. “And yet…what we want is about 50 or more white elephants just like this one.”

			The U.S. government intended to treat the Germans well in the United States, for reasons both moral and calculating. America had signed on to the 1929 Geneva Convention, an international treaty that outlined requirements for the humane treatment of POWs. All the major powers in World War II had signed except for Japan and the Soviet Union. The Convention said prisoners must be treated as soldiers loyal to their countries of origin, not as civilians or war criminals. They could retain their citizenship, their military ranks, and their chains of command. They were to be housed and fed just like American soldiers based in the United States. They were allowed regular contact with their families, the German government, the Swiss, the International Red Cross, and other agencies.

			Neutral Switzerland accepted the difficult role as “Protecting Power” under the Geneva Convention. The Swiss were tasked with inspecting both German and Allied POW camps and acting as a go-between in disputes about the treatment of prisoners. Warring nations had engaged neutral third nations to mediate such matters since at least the sixteenth century. The United States had served as “protecting power” for several of the countries fighting World War I until America entered the war and its “protecting power” duties were divided among the Swiss, Dutch, and Spanish. The Geneva Convention made engaging a “protecting power” optional. Most of the combatants in World War II nonetheless chose the Swiss for that role.

			The Geneva Convention’s requirements for the treatment of POWs struck some Americans as dated and overly generous—“an outworn code of military chivalry instituted when war was still the sport of gentlemen,” one newspaper columnist wrote. To others, treating prisoners well was simply the right thing for a great nation to do. “We ought to be humane and generous,” Collier’s magazine declared, “because we are Americans and because we believe as a nation in decency, humanity, humaneness and a break for the underdog, which prisoners certainly are.”

			The United States also had a purely selfish motive for adhering closely to the Geneva Convention: by treating enemy prisoners well, America might encourage its enemies to treat captured American soldiers well. Humane treatment of POWs was not a given in World War II. In the Pacific, the Japanese frequently abused and killed prisoners. On the Eastern Front in Europe, the Germans and Soviets executed and enslaved each other’s captured soldiers. The Germans seemed to have tried to abide by the Geneva Convention in their treatment of British and Canadian prisoners, and to have extended that approach to American POWs after the United States entered the war. But what would Hitler do when he became desperate? Harrowing reports of the organized killing of Jews showed what the Nazis were capable of. The Germans already had captured thousands of American soldiers in North Africa and would capture tens of thousands more in Europe. For the time being, all the American government could do to protect them was to treat German prisoners well and hope Germany reciprocated. The U.S. House Military Affairs Committee declared that America must follow the Geneva Convention to the letter, “since the slightest deviation therefrom on our part would instantly result in more than retaliatory measures on the part of our enemies against American prisoners of war in their hands. Such a contingency must not be overlooked for a single instant.”
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			After their capture at Tunis, the Afrika Korps men were held for weeks in pup tent cities in the North African desert, where they queued up in long lines for turns at the water tank. They were plagued by mosquitoes, extreme temperature changes, and the ever-present threat of abuse by vengeful Arabs and French guards. Then they were packed like sardines into boxcars and cattle cars, with no latrines or sufficient water, and carried by rail for more than five hundred miles to the ports of Oran in Algeria and Casablanca in Morocco. Those ports were the delivery points for convoys of Allied cargo ships hauling supplies and reinforcements across the Atlantic from the U.S. East Coast. Most of the vessels were Liberty ships, newly built American freighters whose cavernous cargo holds could accommodate nine thousand tons of supplies. Once the cargo was unloaded in North Africa, the prisoners were loaded into the ships’ empty holds for the return voyages to the United States. There were so many German POWs that even luxury ocean liners were pressed into service to carry them to America. British prime minister Winston Churchill was surprised to discover he was sailing with German prisoners aboard the RMS Queen Mary on his way to meet with Roosevelt in June 1943.

			Many of the POW ships were hopelessly overcrowded. Heino Erichsen and his fellow Germans slept on the steel deck in the cargo hold, wrapped in blankets the ship’s captain had provided. Erichsen witnessed fierce political arguments on the ship that “convinced me that the Nazis still felt powerful, not only in Germany but in our midst.” The ardent Nazis on another POW transport ship gave American merchant mariner Jim Greer the creeps. They glared at the American crew and spoke only among themselves, in low tones. “They always looked like they were scheming,” Greer recalled. On a different transport ship, a U.S. Army nurse, 2nd Lt. Yvonne Humphrey, found some of the German officers openly hostile: “You felt rather than saw the great loathing inside them for all things democratic and American.”

			The voyage from North Africa to America took from six days to three weeks, depending on the weather and the level of U-boat activity. In one of the war’s many ironies, German POWs sailed to America under constant threat from their own submarines, which stalked the North Atlantic convoys in wolfpacks. A captured U-boat crewman on his way to America, Rüdiger von Wechmar, found the voyage particularly frightening because “I know what torpedoes do to ships.” At one point in the trip, the captain announced over the ship’s loudspeaker that U-boats had been detected ahead and that all the prisoners should put on their life vests. Von Wechmar knew the vests would be little help if the ship was sunk in midocean. There were nowhere near enough lifeboats for all the prisoners, and no other ship would stop to pick up survivors and risk becoming the U-boats’ next victim. The captain tried to reassure the prisoners by telling them he had radioed the Red Cross to warn the U-boat commanders not to kill their own comrades. Von Wechmar thought to himself, “Well, that will never work.”[*2]

			Von Wechmar was one of a growing number of U-boat men being captured by the Allies. By the middle of 1943, advances in Allied antisubmarine tactics and technology had transformed the U-boats from the hunters into the hunted. U-boats were being sunk as never before, but the outgunned submariners rarely gave up without a fight. The U-615, for example, was stalking Allied tankers in the Caribbean Sea in August 1943 when an Allied bomb disabled its diving mechanism. That left the sub a sitting duck on the water’s surface four thousand miles from home. Instead of surrendering, the crew manned the sub’s antiaircraft guns and fought a weeklong running battle with Allied warplanes. The U-615 shot down one plane and damaged two others. But the planes’ bombs and machine guns took a toll. On the morning of August 7, the submarine commander ordered the surviving crewmen to abandon ship. Then he took the U-boat to the bottom himself to keep the Allies from capturing it. The forty-three survivors swam to a British rescue ship, where an interrogator found their morale high. A young German named Rolf Wizuy stood out for his sheer arrogance. “Here is an oyster of the Nazi school who can be opened only with the greatest difficulty,” his interrogator wrote of him. “This fanatic refuses to disclose even the most innocent facts.” Wizuy and his boatmates, like their comrades in the Afrika Korps, would carry the spirit of Nazi Germany into the POW camps in the United States.

			As the prisoner transport ships approached New York Harbor, some of the Germans stared at the New York City skyline. It showed no sign of the bomb damage that Nazi propagandists had insisted the Luftwaffe was inflicting on the United States. The dedicated Nazi POWs insisted the propaganda was true: the ships surely were being routed away from the bombed-out areas. When the liner Queen Mary docked in New York Harbor in June 1943 with thousands of prisoners, eight Germans squeezed through a porthole and plunged into the water. A sentry on the docks saw the splashes and fired a warning shot, which brought a rush of police and contingents of the U.S. Marines, Navy, and Coast Guard. Patrol boats beamed searchlights on the swimmers and the marines jumped in after them. “Some of the Germans were overtaken and after desperate battles were captured and dragged ashore,” the Associated Press reported. “All were soon captured with the exception of a submarine officer who was found hiding beneath an Army truck.”

			Day after day, the ships landed thousands of Germans in New York, Boston, and Newport News, Virginia. Once on U.S. soil, the prisoners were fingerprinted and given numbers. They were deloused with insecticide sprayed over their heads and into “every hairy area,” a prisoner wrote. They were issued clean new denim uniforms with “PW” stenciled on the backsides, sleeves, and pant legs. “High-value” prisoners such as senior officers and U-boat crewmen were taken to a secret interrogation center at Fort Hunt, Virginia, outside Washington, D.C. But the vast majority of incoming prisoners were put on passenger trains for the final legs of their journeys to their assigned camps. The Germans rode in surplus Pullman coaches with upholstered seats. They were amazed; the German army had always traveled in boxcars. “There were immediate shouts of ‘Man, oh, man!’ and ‘How about that!’ when we followed orders to board the coaches,” wrote one prisoner.

			As the trains carrying the Germans rumbled along a web of rail lines connecting the East Coast to the South, Midwest, and beyond, the U.S. Army was scrambling to get ready for them. The army built some camps from scratch in only three months. The typical camp was a one-square-mile, self-contained cluster of crude, wood-framed barracks, surrounded by barbed-wire fences and guard towers. The train rides to camps in the Midwest took three full days without any stops, and the Germans marveled at America’s sheer size. “We traveled…through huge areas, incredible distances for a German,” prisoner Heinz Richter wrote to his family. “Our Germany is not much larger than one of the American states.” Karl Gassman noticed that America seemed untouched by the war: “No blackout at night, streets and parking lots in front of the factories filled with cars, everything full of energy and efficiency,” he wrote. “We began to understand that this powerful and resourceful land couldn’t be overcome.” Some prisoners also were struck by America’s natural beauty—herons gliding through the marshes of Houma, Louisiana, where gray strings of Spanish moss hung from the trees “like a veil.” A U-boat man found “a weird, compelling beauty” in the Sonoran Desert in Arizona that reminded him of the sea.

			The train rides failed to impress the Nazi true believers. Two were killed leaping from moving trains, and a third was fatally shot when he fled along a station platform toward a crowd of civilians. Dietrich Koll stayed on his train but made a list of every town it passed so that he could find his way back to the coast when he escaped. His list started with the port of Newport News, Virginia, and tailed off with the Nebraska towns of Chadron, Whitney, and Crawford. Some of the Nazis insisted the trains were being driven in circles to make America look bigger and more formidable than it was. One Afrika Korps sergeant watched the green Midwest prairie roll past and remarked, “Many fields, good earth, many automobiles—that all will be our colony at some time.” It would take more than barbed wire and guard towers to deal with some of these men.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				*1 Later in the war, the Japanese launched thousands of large hydrogen balloons carrying incendiary bombs across the Pacific toward the United States on the easterly winds. One balloon killed five people in Oregon; another set a garage on fire near Chicago; still another momentarily cut the power to a facility in eastern Washington State where plutonium was being produced for the atomic bomb.

			

			
				*2 Despite numerous U-boat sightings, no Allied vessel transporting German prisoners to the United States was ever sunk by a U-boat. But in the Pacific on July 1, 1942, an American sub in the South China Sea sank a Japanese merchant ship, the Montevideo Maru, that was carrying more than 1,000 Allied prisoners, including 850 Australians. It was Australia’s largest loss of life at sea during the war.
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				“I Just Didn’t Lose”

			
			Leonidas “Leon” Jaworski was born in Waco, Texas, in 1905, the son of immigrants who came to Texas from Germany seeking opportunities for their children. His Polish-born father, Joseph, had emigrated to Germany as a young man in order to study at universities and a seminary, from which he had emerged as an evangelical Presbyterian minister. But Joseph considered Europe “a continent dominated by royalty, a land in which one’s life seemed regimented by birth,” whereas in America “every man was free to seek his own destiny and worship God as he chose.” Joseph spoke several languages fluently and was fascinated by ancient history. He named Leonidas after the Spartan king who had defended the pass at Thermopylae against the Persians in 480 b.c.; one of Leon’s brothers was named Hannibal.

			Only two years after Leon’s birth, his Austrian-born mother, Mira, became ill, and her doctor recommended a more restful environment than the bustling young city of Waco. Joseph took a job as pastor of a small church in the German immigrant enclave of Geronimo in Guadalupe County. He drove a horse-drawn buckboard wagon between tiny, far-flung churches, preaching in German to fellow immigrants in a deep baritone. Leon worried anytime his father had not returned by nightfall. “The nearest neighbor lived over a mile away,” he wrote. “Night winds moaned in the cedars in the front yard, and I would shiver at the wail of the coyotes in the mesquite grove that stretched endlessly outside our bedroom window.”

			The move to Geronimo did not help Leon’s mother, who died only a year later, when Leon was three years old. She was buried on the Texas prairie beneath a granite cross with the German inscription Die Liebe Höret Nimmer Auf—“Love Never Ends.” Leon had barely known her. But his father, “a dark-haired man with a black moustache and burning brown eyes,” provided plenty of inspiration and guidance. Joseph took the boy along with him when he baptized babies and delivered stern sermons about the wages of sin. He instilled in Leon a deep faith in God’s love and his laws. For the rest of his life, Leon would pray before every significant choice or challenge. Joseph also taught him to stand up for what he believed, even if it cost him dearly, as it had cost his namesake at Thermopylae. Joseph insisted his children work hard and be ambitious. They had to take full advantage of the opportunities for which their parents had crossed the ocean on a steamship. Joseph’s teachings formed the bedrock of Leon’s life.

			After Joseph remarried, the family moved in 1914 back to Waco. The city had grown into a center of the cotton and insurance industries, with a population of about thirty-five thousand. Nine-year-old Leon was awestruck by the traffic and long blocks of buildings, including what was then the tallest building in Texas. Waco was a city of churches—the “buckle on the Bible Belt”—and dominated by the spires of Baylor University, a Baptist school. But the city also had a pioneering, rough-and-tumble spirit that tested Leon from the day he returned.

			The family had always spoken German around the house in Geronimo, and Leon arrived in Waco with a thick German accent that his classmates mocked. At first, he struggled to read English-language textbooks. He was slight of build with a “muffin face”—a square head with a bulbous nose—that made him look younger than he was. Adjusting to life in Waco became even harder when America entered World War I in 1917. Anti-German and anti-immigrant sentiment swirled through the city. Streets that had been named for Beethoven and Wagner were renamed for General Pershing, President Woodrow Wilson, and other American leaders. Sauerkraut, a staple of German Americans’ diet, was renamed “liberty cabbage.” Sometimes the taunts intensified into confrontations. A stranger strode up to Leon’s father on the street, called him a “dirty Hun,” and punched him in the face. A federal agent visited Joseph’s new church in Waco after a passerby reported hearing the flock of mostly German immigrants chanting support for the Imperial German Army. In fact, the congregation had been singing “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God” in German.

			Leon finally found acceptance among his peers through his talent for debate. He won a high school debating championship as a junior, and again as a senior. That success prompted him to abandon his childhood dream of becoming a doctor, like his brother Hannibal, and decide to become a lawyer. The law “offered an opportunity halfway between medicine and the ministry,” he decided. “Some kind of idealism is essential to the lawyer’s fulfillment of his duties.” At the age of sixteen, Leon enrolled at Baylor, working in his professors’ offices to help pay tuition. That same year, he was shocked when a small-town Texas sheriff in the nearby town of Lorena was shot and wounded while trying to stop an illegal Ku Klux Klan march. Leon was appalled that some of the most prominent men in Lorena, as well as in Waco, hid beneath hoods and robes in order to terrorize immigrants. Most of those Klansmen were churchgoers who regarded themselves as God-fearing men. As disturbing as those revelations were, Jaworski wrote, they served him well in the coming years: “I better understood the news stories on the rapid spread of Nazism.”

			After a year as an undergraduate at Baylor, Jaworski applied to its law school. The dean rejected him for being too young, so he presented his sterling academic record to the school president, who admitted him. He graduated from the law school at the age of nineteen, becoming the youngest lawyer in Texas history. He earned a Master of Court degree at George Washington University in Washington, D.C., while working part-time for Texas U.S. senator Thomas Connally. At night after classes, Jaworski sometimes traveled to small churches in Maryland to preach so that the regular pastors could take a night off.

			Jaworski returned to Texas and immersed himself in the practice of law. He was a driven man with little time for pleasant distractions. “I have no patience with minutia,” he wrote in his autobiography. “I have spent my life cutting through trivia, getting to the core of a story. Maybe this is why I have read, from beginning to end, only two long novels in my lifetime: Gone with the Wind and Dr. Zhivago.” He prepared exhaustively for cases, but his forte was arguing them in court. He had a gift for reading people on the witness stand and in the jury box. He cut his teeth as a criminal defense lawyer, representing moonshiners and bootleggers. In 1929, he was appointed by a judge to defend an illiterate Black tenant farmer accused of fatally shooting a White couple. Jaworski believed the farmer’s claims of innocence. His client had no hope of being acquitted by an all-White jury in small-town Texas. Jaworski tried to spare him from the electric chair.

			The case exposed ugliness beneath Waco’s surface. Jaworski received obscene phone calls and anonymous death threats, which reminded him of his family’s experiences during World War I. But he never considered quitting the case. The jury convicted the farmer. Jaworski won him a new trial. Then he discovered his client was guilty; he had killed the two victims in a robbery. Jaworski kept defending him but could not prevent him from being convicted a second time and executed. Jaworski never lost another client to the electric chair. In one capital case, he wrote, he told the jurors that if they were considering sentencing his client to death, they might as well just stab him to death in the courtroom. Jaworski drew a stiletto from his pocket and offered it to the jury foreman, who blanched and refused to take it. Jaworski would change his views about the death penalty several times over the course of his life.

			One day in 1929, friends introduced Jaworski to a lawyer from Houston, who offered him a job as his associate. Jaworski hesitated to leave familiar Waco, despite the dark side it sometimes showed him. Houston was the biggest city in Texas, “a whiskey and trombone town…short on culture but long on credit and faith and ambition.” He asked his father, Joseph, who advised him to pray. That night, Jaworski wrote, “I sank to my knees by my bed and opened my soul to God. His answer came the next day in a clear, unmistakable conviction within me. I knew I should go to Houston.” Jaworski admitted that earthly considerations also played a part in his decision: “Ambition, a characteristic my father sought to instill in all his children, may have influenced me.” In Houston, Jaworski’s clients were no longer murderers or moonshiners but wealthy families and businesses. The civil cases he tried were not usually as dramatic, but they were more complex and they paid better. Jaworski threw himself into his work but always returned to Waco on holidays. On Christmas night in 1930, he proposed to Jeannette Adam, a pretty brunette who played the organ in his father’s church.

			Soon after returning to Houston, Jaworski encountered John H. Freeman, a partner in the up-and-coming Houston law firm of Fulbright, Crooker, Freeman, and Bates. Jaworski had surprised Freeman by besting him in a case months before. Freeman offered him a job that was too attractive to refuse. Jaworski’s clients were now big corporations and the oilmen who were transforming Texas. The latter included Glenn Herbert McCarthy, a brash, go-for-broke wildcatter who would inspire the character of Jett Rink, portrayed by the actor James Dean in the movie version of Edna Ferber’s novel Giant. Jaworski worked harder than ever. “You can’t name a lawsuit I didn’t try,” he recalled. “And…I didn’t lose a lawsuit. You see, my trials were mostly jury trials, and I just won ’em. I worked like a son of a bitch. I worked at nights. I got my cases prepared. I knew what I was doing. And the reason I [got ahead] as I did is because I just didn’t lose any cases.” By the time America entered World War II, Jaworski had earned a reputation as a first-rate litigator and a rising star. Then in 1943 he shocked everyone he knew by announcing he was joining the army.
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			Jaworski was thirty-six years old and the sole breadwinner for his wife and three children. He was in no danger of being drafted. Nor did he thirst for “planetary adventure,” as he put it. He joined the army because “I believed seriously in the debt I owed this country, which had embraced my parents as immigrants from Europe,” he wrote. His mother’s native Austria had been annexed and Nazified by Hitler, with the aim of uniting ethnic Germans; his father’s native Poland had been brutally subjugated to provide food and “living space” for an expanding Germany. Jeannette Jaworski did not stand in her husband’s way, but she privately worried about him leaving home to engage in “a young man’s war.” Jaworski set his sights on an officer’s commission in the Judge Advocate General’s (JAG) Office, the army’s legal arm. While other prominent men used their connections to stay out of military service, Jaworski used his to get in. He pestered Senator Connally to fast-track his paperwork. He coaxed letters of recommendation out of military officers, lawyers, and judges. When a high blood pressure reading threatened to disqualify him from serving, he blamed it on a tense jury trial and asked for a retest, which produced an acceptable reading.

			On June 16, 1943—a month after the mass surrender of the Afrika Korps in North Africa—the army commissioned Jaworski as a captain. He reported to Washington, D.C., for a crash course in the laws, rules, and procedures of the military justice system, about which he knew nothing. His superiors wanted to give him a desk job in Washington, but he asked to be sent into the field. They accommodated him and assigned him to the JAG office at the Eighth Service Command in Texas. He would handle criminal cases in military courts on the home front. The number of those cases was climbing as the wartime army grew into a force of more than nine million. In 1944 alone, eighteen thousand American soldiers would be convicted in general courts-martial of crimes ranging from larceny to rape to murder.

			Jaworski’s job mostly involved prosecuting American GIs, but he also would be responsible for prosecuting prisoners in POW camps in the United States. Escaping from a camp was not a crime; under the Geneva Convention, every prisoner had the right to escape. But the Convention allowed prisoners to be prosecuted under U.S. law for any crimes they committed in American camps, or after they had escaped, such as stealing cars. Despite Jaworski’s deep German roots, he had no sympathy for captured soldiers of Nazi Germany. He saw the Allies’ war against Hitler as nothing less than a struggle of good versus evil. He assumed he would be serving on the periphery. To his surprise, he soon would meet the enemy face to face, in the unlikeliest of places.
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				Incoming

			
			The first trainload of four hundred Afrika Korps prisoners arrived at the station in Concordia, Kansas, on the steaming hot afternoon of July 3, 1943. The army tried to keep their arrival a secret, but the word got out, and a large crowd of locals showed up to watch the Germans disembark from the Pullman coaches into a formation of armed guards. The citizens, by and large, were disappointed. Hitler’s supermen looked like kids—their average age was twenty-two—and they were bedraggled and weary. “They were wearing heavy uniforms and were sweating clear through,” observed Chester Erickson, a local truck driver. “You could smell them a half block away.” Erickson felt sorry for them. No one thought they looked particularly dangerous. Mothers of teenage girls in Concordia worried more about the American guards who drifted into town in the evenings on leave looking for a little fun. The Germans marched obediently from the train station up Highway 81 toward Camp Concordia, two and a half miles away. But the day was so hot that after a while the army sent trucks to carry the prisoners and their guards the rest of the way.

			Similar scenes were playing out that summer in small communities across America. The Germans’ arrival in slow-paced Hearne, Texas, south of Waco, “was the greatest thing since popcorn,” a guard said. Army authorities blocked the roads around newly built Camp Hearne, but the townspeople trekked through fields to get a glimpse. At Mexia in the Texas Hill Country, the arrival of 3,250 Afrika Korps men increased the town’s population by half. In Crossville, Tennessee, Beverly Smith, a writer for American Magazine, watched German and Italian POWs disembark from a train and tried to imagine how it felt to them to pass from their world of fire and blood into the world of small-town America: “They glance about with a puzzled expression. For them, the Axis glory trail has led to Main Street, USA, opposite the Last Chance Café, the filling station, Cole’s Cash Store, and ‘New and Used Shoe Repairs While U Wait.’ ”

			The experience was entirely new for America too. Nothing in the nation’s 167-year history had prepared it for detaining large numbers of Germans in World War II. Never before had the United States brought so many captured enemy soldiers to its shores. Before World War II, America had ad-libbed its handling of relatively small numbers of POWs. It had used prisoners mainly for exchanges, ransom, or recruitment. During the American Revolution, the undermanned Continental Army released British prisoners into the colonies to find their own food, lodging, and work if they gave their word not to rejoin the fight. The British treated some American prisoners as criminals, insisting the war was merely civil unrest. In 1775, Gen. George Washington warned British lieutenant general Thomas Gage, “My duty now makes it necessary to apprize you, that for the future I shall regulate my Conduct toward [British prisoners] exactly by the Rule you shall observe toward those of ours, now in your Custody.” After the British surrendered, more than five thousand Hessians—German mercenaries fighting for Britain—stayed and settled in the United States. It’s entirely possible that some of their descendants employed and befriended German POWs in America during World War II.

			During the Civil War, neither side had been ready for the flood of prisoners. Thousands of wounded prisoners on both sides died for want of medical attention. Overcrowded camps became breeding grounds for disease. More than fifty thousand POWs on both sides died in captivity, including thirteen thousand Union prisoners in the notorious Confederate camp at Andersonville, Georgia. Union general Ulysses S. Grant halted prisoner exchanges because he was defeating the Rebel armies by attrition. Still, thousands of prisoners were exchanged during the course of the war. After the surrender at Appomattox, more than 174,000 Confederate prisoners were allowed to return to their homes with their weapons in exchange for promises to stop fighting. Many of them went on to fight a guerrilla war against newly enfranchised Black voters and thwart Reconstruction in the postwar South.

			The Spanish-American War in 1898 prompted the first organized plan by U.S. authorities to use POWs as labor, to build roads to carry American troops through undeveloped country. But the war lasted only three months, and the prisoners were released before doing any significant work. Nineteen years later, when America entered World War I in 1917, some congressmen and newspaper editors called for German prisoners to be shipped to the United States to pick crops, build highways, and serve as hostages if captured Americans were threatened. But Gen. John J. Pershing, the commander of the American Expeditionary Forces in Europe, wanted the POWs to stay in France and work for him. Only 1,336 German prisoners ended up in the United States.

			Given America’s scant experience with POWs in World War I, the U.S. government had no blueprint for handling an influx of prisoners in World War II. The care and feeding of POWs in the United States was a far lower priority than training American GIs to fight overseas and producing the weapons they needed. On the day the Afrika Korps surrendered in Tunis, the United States held only about 380 enemy prisoners on American soil. Most of them were German and Italian merchant seamen whose cargo ships had been docked at U.S. ports when Hitler declared war on America four days after Pearl Harbor. By the time the Allies prevailed in North Africa in May 1943, American troops had been fighting the Japanese in the Pacific for seventeen months, but few Japanese POWs had come to the United States. The Pacific battlefields were too far away, and many Japanese soldiers fought to the death rather than surrender, which they had been taught was dishonorable. The total number of POWs in America in the spring of 1943 did not include the nearly 120,000 men, women, and children of Japanese heritage whom U.S. authorities uprooted from their homes on
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