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German prisoner-of-war, Werner Meinel, lay in the darkness of the roadside ditch and gazed upward.  ‘The stars shine brighter out here…outside the fence,’ he thought as he scanned the vastness of the night.  ‘Freedom!  It is so beautiful!’  He stretched his arms in the dampening grass and breathed deeply.


A meteor split the sky.  ‘How meaningless the war seems now.’ He mused.  ‘Yet, if not for the war, I would not be here, waiting for her.  Will she come?’  He questioned the shadows silently.


He thought of the young American secretary, Vuanita Wegener, and how she looked the first time he saw her.  His work was in the prison camp sign shop.  She had come in one day with his supervisor, Carl Willeson, and admired a pin-up painting he had done.  Meinel studied art in Germany for three years before the war changed his plans.  He was honored that this young woman recognized his talents.


Through another prisoner, she sent him a snapshot of herself.  He promptly enlarged the likeness into a watercolor portrait, which he secretly returned to her as a gift.  Notes passed back and forth from her office in the prison hospital and his work bench in the sign shop until he dared himself to break out and be with her, to talk openly as fellow human beings, not in hiding as prisoner and captor.  ‘Will she meet me here as I asked in my last meeting?’  The young German airman watched constellations of fireflies silently transform the darkness of the ditch into a roadside galaxy of light.


He had planned for this night weeks in advance.  His living quarters were in the middle area of three compounds.  Each held 1,000 prisoners.  The entire area was surrounded by two high fences and ominous-looking watchtowers which were manned by guards equipped with machine guns.


To plan his escape, the young, artistic soldier faked a work permit, which allowed him to scout the area ahead of time and find a culvert, which was covered by heavy steel bars.  The culvert passed under both perimeter fences and was large enough to crawl through.  He planned to cut through the bars at the opening with a hacksaw blade, which he acquired from the prison plumbing shop.


Today, he had put his plan to use, but all had not gone as expected.


With another counterfeit form, Meinel had left the compound and entered the hospital area at 5 p.m.  He found a nearly deserted ward in the hospital building and hid in a lavatory.  He waited until 10 p.m. and then pushed open the window, climbed outside and immediately lay flat on the ground.  Huge floodlights lit the whole area brighter than day.


Meinel needed to cover about 100 yards and pass the boiler room barracks without being spotted.  He crawled on his belly as quickly as he could to the barracks building.  As he passed under an open window, someone inside changed the station on the radio, which was playing ‘I Don’t Wanna Walk Without You, Baby’, inches above his head.  He froze.


‘Verflucht!’, he thought with anguish.  He stood up and ran toward the culvert.  To the right and left were machine gun towers.  He sped across the open area and rolled into the security of the darkness near the pipe, which meant freedom.  He slowly raised his head.  The glow of a match lighting a cigarette illuminated the guard tower to his left.  The radio still played.  He was undetected.


Now Meinel pulled the metal saw blade from the shirtsleeve of his prison uniform and applied it to the steel, which blocked his escape.  R-R-A-A-S-S-S-P!  The sound reverberated through the pipe.  He would be too obvious making such loud noise.


‘Zun teufel!’ thought the P.O.W.  His life was on the line.  Rather than give up, he wedged his head between the bars and thrust himself forward into the dark cavity.  He brought one arm through the cramped opening in the grid, then the other and squeezed inward until…


‘O, mein Gott!’  He was stuck in the culvert.  His belt caught on the steel grate.  He wriggled himself back out and clinched his belt as tightly as he could.  The determined German tried again and this time, he was successful.


Crawling on hands and knees to avoid the wet sludge in the bottom of the echoing pipe, Werner Meinel inched toward his freedom or his death.


The other end of the pipe glowed with the brightness of the floodlights.  In a few moments, he would know the answer to a question he had asked himself for weeks.  He squirmed out of the end of the culvert, and crawled across the open road expecting the hacking cough of a machine gun at anytime.


There was no gunfire.  He flung himself into the darkness of the ditch beyond the camp road and took a deep breath.


From that point, it was just a short mile walk in the darkness to the spot where he lay enjoying his freedom and yet wondering if Vuanita Wegener would meet him.


The sound of a barking dog came from a nearby farm.  Meinel rolled onto his stomach and propped himself up with his elbows.  In the distance, headlights were approaching.  Was it a military Jeep on patrol?  Had his escape been discovered?  Or was it her?


The car stopped at the crossing, drove over the tracks, stopped again, and then there was darkness.  Inside the 1937 Chevrolet was Vuanita Wegener and her brother, Gordon.  She had come to meet him.


‘You know, after that was over, I was just petrified,’ said Vuanita (Wegener) Rentz, 65, of Algona.  ‘It was the first and only time we were ever together.  A month after that, he was transferred to Owatonna to their P.O.W. camp.’


‘She had just as much guts as I did in those days,’ added Werner Meinel (62).  ‘You’ve got to have high points in your life.’


After many years, which for her included raising three children, a job as a state licensing inspector and the death of her husband in 1985, and Meinel’s move to the United States where he built a successful career in Massachusetts as a commercial artist and wildlife photographer, the pair renewed their friendship in Algona recently with memories of the events that brought them together.


‘I was thinking at the time of my escape.  You’re a free man at least for a few hours,’ explained Meinel.  ‘I wasn’t a Nazi.  I was just a German soldier. That night, we drove back to the camp after two or three hours.’


‘I remember we were driving those straight roads and I looked down the road and I saw those big lights and thought, Hell here I go again!  They dropped me off and I crossed the road, went through the culvert and walked upright, straight to the gate outside the compound and yelled as fresh as I could, ‘Guard! For cryin' out loud! I’ve been working all night in the hospital and I need to get to bed.’ I wasn’t afraid.’


What did a young German P.O.W. think of the U.S.?  ‘I admired the freedom here,’ explained Meinel.  ‘I found Americans were very, very tolerant.  I felt that as prisoners, we were treated better than we deserved.  For breakfast, we were fed more calories than a German soldier was given for a whole day!’


He said the propaganda was fierce at that time, however.  ‘It was so bad,’ he explained, Americans came by the carload to look at us through the fence.  I remember a fellow prisoner yelling. ‘Do you think we grow horns?’


Meinel was able to continue his art studies during his time as a prisoner-of-war.  He also studied English during those years.  This training added momentum to his career, which after his move to the U.S., blossomed with work as a commercial artist for Ocean Spray and United Food Company, and with wildlife photographs published in ‘Outdoor Life’, ‘Field and Stream’, the ’Massachusetts Audubon Society’ publications, and special editions on Atlantic salmon fishing.  Meinel’s nationally recognized photo of a pair of swans in flight was donated to the people of the Algona area as a gesture of thanks for his treatment during his time in the P.O.W. camp here.


Werner and Vuanita were separated shortly after their clandestine meeting and lost track of each other for years until 1977, when he was traveling through the area.


‘I turned off Interstate 90 and I got butterflies,’ related Meinel.  ‘Should I do this or not?’  It’s hard to try to retrace your steps to a time when you were 20 and wore a khaki uniform, you know.’


‘I ran around Algona trying to find her (Vuanita), but I didn’t know her married name.’ He continued.  ‘I tried the police, the newspaper, and the farmer who lived out near the road where we met that night.’


‘I was driving around trying to decide what to do next and that farmer stopped my Volkswagen,’ added Werner.  ‘He said her name was Rentz now—but I called her number and no one answered.  So I left for home.’


Ironically, Vuanita was traveling in Germany when Werner was in Algona and when she returned home, she picked up a copy of the Algona newspaper and recognized a photo of the German-born visitor immediately.  Two weeks after he visited Algona, Meinel had a phone call at his home in Massachusetts. 


‘Life goes funny ways, doesn’t it?’ smiled Meinel during his visit this week in Algona. ‘For cryin’ out loud. I was lucky!’

