When were you inducted into the German Army?  What was your branch of service?  Where did you take your training?  When and where did the Allied Forces capture you?

After the Abitur [high school exit exam] in 1934, I became a soldier in Artillery Regiment 18 in Glogau/Schlesien from October 1934-Oktober 1935. Then I began the study of theology. I was summoned back into the army in October 1939, but immediately again dismissed, because there existed a notice from the Gestapo claimed that I was "politically unreliable". I belonged to the forbidden "Christian Student Organization" (a member of the World Student Christian Movement) and was in a leadership position. I had several encounters with the Gestapo as a student. I was punished with non-consideration of a semester's work by the Martin Luther University court in Halle. It was the time of the "church fight" and I belonged to the "admitting church", which was illegal. From 1939 through December 1940, I was able to provide church service in Witten/Ruhr. Then I was again summoned to the 90th Light Africa Division. Our regiment consisted of former volunteers in the French Foreign Legion, who hoped to earn "military worthiness" for themselves again through time on the front lines. I was assigned to a motorized artillery unit. My troop applied to the officer many times for transport to the front. It was rejected each time with a note referring to the writings by the Gestapo. As a result, the troops promoted me to Oberwachtmeister (the highest rank in the company). First assignment in Africa was in 1941: I was wounded and sent to the military hospital in Woergl/Tirol. I returned to the company in 1942 near El Alamein. From there I participated in the retreat until we were taken prisoner in May of 1943. I remember how we heard the news of the landing of the Americans in Casablanca on the radio and I reacted: That is the end of the Africa corps. The response: Shut your trap, or you will land in the KZ [concentration camp].

List and explain the various camps you were held in before you arrived at Camp Algona.  When did you arrive at Camp Algona?

After the capture, we marched for days up to the coast and embarked in Oran. Three-week passage to New York. From there to the POW Camp in Concordia/Kansas. It was an officers' camp with an attached camp for enlisted men. There we were interrogated. As a result, the Lutheran Chaplain, Herbener, asked me if I was ready to accompany my fellow prisoners of war to Algona as pastor. He would be acting as Chaplain there. So I moved in the fall of 1943 to Algona and became a "camp pastor". 

Were you transferred to any of the work camps in the surrounding states from Iowa?

Rev. Herbener took me along occasionally on journeys into the branch camps, and in the passenger car I wore my German uniform. The trips went up to the wood cutting camps close to the Canadian border. Thus I became thoroughly familiar with the country by driving through it. In the branch camps, there were always discussions with the American pastor, and then I preached and ministered to my comrades individually. In Algona my activity consisted in holding services (in a multipurpose hall - attendance usually around 300) and in individual pastoral ministry. 

If you were in the work camps, what types of work did you do?

Pastoral ministry grew rapidly. I had to ask for a room for it. We had a small barracks put at our disposal, which we ourselves could furnish. There we set up a small area with an altar for church services. By using tin cans and other things, candlesticks, communion service utensils, and a window in multicolored glass were assembled. Then we set up a space with books and a space for small group discussion. The highlight became the weekly prayer hour: we sat on chairs in a circle, and if possible, each told just what worried him, e.g. from the letters from home or the news about the continuation of the war. Then we knelt and said the same again, praying to our heavenly Father. Dr. Howard Hong participated in one of these prayer evenings and asked that we recite the 23rd Psalm together. Afterwards he wrote me: as he drove away in the passenger car, he thought: how very realistic is this age-old Psalm. "You prepare a table for me in the sight of my enemies." I never experienced the demands of pastoral ministry so intensely in later years as I did while in Algona. Incidentally, Colonel A.T. Lobdell tended to lead American visitors touring the camp into our chapel to admire our craftsmanship. 

What were you main duties while in the Algona camp?  Was it mainly in the spiritual area?  What American Pastors or Priests did you have contact with while in the Algona camp? 

It was not until 1945 that a Catholic priest (also prisoner of war) was placed at my side. We cooperated in the best way. And at the end of 1945, Reformed superintendent [pastor?] Schaaf became a temporary prisoner of war; he also became my friend. Only once was there contact with a Baptist group in Iowa: among the prisoners of war at the end of 1945 were two very young POW's, who belonged to the Baptist church in Germany, but were not yet baptized. They asked to be baptized, and I was of the opinion that the baptism should occur in a Baptist service. Rev. Herbener or Colonel Lobdell arranged for their baptism in an American church.

The assistance given to us by Howard Hong was quite extraordinarily valuable. He visited the prison camp and held extensive conversations with us. Then he would ask: How can I help you? We expressed our wishes: books - musical instruments - sports implements. Soon thereafter, the packages came. A library, an orchestra, a choir, a "volume university" (with lectures and discussion) developed. Also a camp newspaper. Here the Nativity scene should also be mentioned: Eduard Kaib lay ill with tonsillitis. When I visited, he told me: He was an interior decorator and would gladly build a Nativity scene, if the materials could be obtained. That was possible, and so a small crib was built in our chapel. The next summer, Colonel Lobdel asked me for the name of the POW who had built the crib. Then Eduard Kaib was given the job of building a Nativity scene for the American soldiers. The material he required were quickly obtained. The inhabitants from the area around Algona visited the crib in the multipurpose hall. We were unaware that it was later housed in Algona. Long after the war, I received a newspaper from Mr. and Mrs. Hong one day reporting about the Nativity scene, and including the note: We know the name, Eduard Kaib, but we do not have his current address - we would like to invite him back to Algona. He lived near me in Steinhagen, so I telephoned him and gave him the newspaper to read. That is how he came to visit Algona. He has died in the meantime, but his son, who accompanied him to Algona, is still alive. I would also like to mention that, very soon after my homecoming at Easter in 1946, I met Howard Hong at a church conference. He was in Germany to take care of "displaced persons". He embraced me, and we have been good friends ever since. 

Were you aware there was a German camp newspaper printed during the war?  Were you asked to contribute to the paper?

The camp newspaper was a very important enrichment of our lives in the camp. I wrote a column under the heading "the camp pastor". 

What types of educational, cultural and athletic activities were available to you in the camp?

Each POW could participate in various cultural and other activities in the camp and the participants were numerous. There were certainly many different occupations and talents represented among us. Nobody could become bored in the camp. A prisoner could work, mostly outside the camp. Then there were the occupations of ordinary life in the camp: for some, as instructors, for the others, as students or  - in sports and when making music - as participants. It was pleasant to see how many different talents showed up and were found to be useful among us. Many of us had been separated from our families and from a normal civilian life for 5 years, first as soldier and then as prisoner of war. Now, it was possible for us to arrange a common life together in the Camp. However, the post office, with news of our homeland and messages about the continuation of the war, reminded us of our special status. There were also the verbal reports of later POWs, who were captured in Italy, and later in France and Germany as well, and those were depressing. Many of these later prisoners were very young, and they were deeply influenced by their experiences on the front lines. The first conversations with them were extremely serious. But participation in the ordinary life of the POW Camp gradually cheered them up. Most of us were horribly shocked when the atrocities in the concentration camps were reported after the war. Colonel Lobdell had photos made from the war reports and hung them like posters to let us see them. I knew about the persecution of the Jews and the existence of the concentration camps through my previous activity in the "confessing church." But the extent of the atrocities only then became clear to me.

Did you feel that the above activities were designed to create a favorable impression about the United States?

We all were positively impressed by the USA, as we came to know it from the camp - and while working outside. Our relationship with the security guards was friendly and correct. Only once did we see a group of German prisoners of war, who were temporarily placed behind bars and refused to work. They obviously required stricter handling and left our camp after a short time. After the end of the war, a decree of the government or the US Army set our meal rations lower. Up to then we had a good food supply, but now it became scarcer. Then we heard that the security guards (the officers?) brought containers with fish into our kitchen; obviously because they had learned to value our work. The first transports to our homeland were in the spring of 1946. They went to Le Havre and were accompanied by officers from Algona. When the guards returned, they told us furiously that the POWs were not immediately allowed to return home, but were held in France for some time longer as prisoners of war. Their indignation about it indicated to us that they valued us and wished us well. In 1949, I traveled in the USA for 7 months at the invitation of the "Lutheran Student Association", in order to visit groups of students. In a Chicago office, I told about Colonel A.T. Lobdell and that he lives in Lincoln/Nebraska. They helped me contact him, and he picked me up from a lecture in a Lutheran church and said: "You spoke in three languages: British dialect that you learned in school, American slang like in the camp, and translation from the German!" I was a welcomed guest in his house, and he presented me to his coworkers in the office as a former POW in the Algona camp. There was no trace of enmity between our two nations. There had been no re-education in the Camp. That was unnecessary. We all had been won over to friendly relations with the USA. Very many former POW's from Algona - and also from other POW Camps - traveled to the USA later as friends, and also as convinced democrats. I have heard reports from many of them. About two years after my return, I corresponded with approximately 80 comrades, who had actively participated in running the camp. They all had become friends of the USA. 

During the confinement, what were the most difficult times for you?  Besides your faith in God, what helped you through the experience?

I found my discussions with 16 or 17 year old prisoners of war, who came into the camp in 1945, particularly difficult. They were emotionally distressed, full of fears. And then there was the distress caused by the letters and the radio broadcasts from Germany. I can't forget those counseling sessions, because it was essential to comfort against a rising tide of despair. Nevertheless, 3 POW's later became theologians, 2 became deacons and many became active parishioners in their German churches. For us all, fellowship with one another in the prayer services and other meetings in our chapel was valuable, but so was living together as a community in the camp. Also, the fact that we were called upon to work, instead of simply waiting idly, was helpful. And not least was the support by the American church congregations, solicited by Howard Hong. It came to light that there were numerous former German immigrants, for example with German books, which they donated to us. It was important that we received mail from and could also write to Germany. I found a postcard to my uncle in Bethel with my documents from Algona recently. He must have kept it. I enclose it, as well as a photo of Colonel Lobdell and me from 1949 in Lincoln/Nebraska. By the way, I also visited Rev. Herbener during that trip.

Even though confinement is a harsh and negative experience for any person, what do you consider the most positive moments of your time at the camp?

It is best that I relate an experience. In the 1980's, I visited Edna and Howard Hong in Minnesota. Edna took me to the "Handicapped Village" at a lake in Iowa. The circle of friends that supported this work financially met there. I was introduced as a former POW in Algona. As a result, a lady, who was a young girl on a nearby farm at that time, introduced herself to me. A group of war-prisoners from the Algona camp worked for a week to repair the roofs on [her parents'] farm. She was not allowed to speak with them: "no fraternization." But they did good work. Now she was happy to be able to thank a former POW from Algona. Therefore: Americans and Germans have become friends. That is wonderful. We found that we were treated humanely as war-prisoners. That did not have to be the case. We are very grateful that it was. The 3 years in the camp were no lost, useless time for us in the course of our lives, but a lifting experience, which has shaped us. One (Siegfried Matthias) said to me recently on the telephone: "I would not like to have missed the years in Algona. They were an extremely worthwhile experience for me and remain alive in my memory." Many would share his opinion. For me as pastor, it was an experience of a pure community of men, with whom I lived together for 3 years: a shaping experience. In addition: none of us could foresee that after our homecoming decades of blossoming - the so-called "German Industrial Miracle" - would follow. Those returning home from the POW Camps had become friends of the USA.

What was your impression of the geographic qualities of Iowa and the Midwest?
Iowa is a fruitful, beautiful land with love-worthy inhabitants.

What was your impression of the city of Algona and its people?

I saw the city of Algona only in passing through it in a passenger car.
How would you rank the quality of the American guards at the camp?

The American soldiers' interactions with us were friendly and appropriate. I am unaware of any example of conflicts. With some of the officers I held good, intensive conversations. I remember well their indignation, when they learned in Le Havre that the war prisoners were not to be dismissed immediately to return to their homeland.

 Did you experience differences of opinion among the German prisoners during your confinement?

Yes, there were very lively discussions among ourselves. There were differing reactions to the sad news from the fronts in Europe. In the Concordia/Kansas camp, there were radical Nazis and more passionate arguments with them. Not so in Algona. In the camp there was no National Socialist propaganda or influence. Already in the Africa Corps at the front, Nazis were not allowed to set the tone. I was surprised at that. There were also no difficulties with open opinions being expressed. Field Marshal Rommel was able to mediate: Here armies fight against each other. This is naturally difficult, but we want to hold onto the rules of engagement among soldiers. That was not the case at other fronts in the war. I have felt it was an advantage to have been a soldier in the Africa Corps, instead of being in any other section of the armed forces on any other front. I found the life of a soldier to be an oppressive burden, which one unfortunately could not evade. Still, I am grateful for this: that my assignment to the front was in Africa, and my captivity was in the USA. Both I found to be preparations. The time in the POW camp in Algona came at a time in my life, during which I could mature and collect good experiences for my future life.

Alex Funke

