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To the average American, the discussion of World War II Prisoners of War brings about images of either comedy or atrocity, depending upon which Axis nation is discussed.  Mention prisoners in Germany, and one thinks of Hogan, Klink, and of how Schultz saw “Nnnnnnothing!”  Bring up Japanese-held prisoners, and one thinks about the ‘Bataan Death March’ and men whistling whilst building a bridge.  The treatment of American Prisoners of War by German and Japanese captors during the Second World War was rarely comical, and was not always atrocious.  

The period of and surrounding the Second World War produced the greatest amount of suffering that planet Earth has yet witnessed.  Away from the battlefront, American soldiers and civilians lived and died, held captive by their enemy as Prisoners of War.  The suffering which these unfortunates experienced was not from falling mortars and bombs, not from the sudden death that took the lives of so many combatants, but rather they suffered from fear, depression, lack of medical treatment, unsanitary conditions, and─worst of all─hunger.

Fear was a constant companion.  Many Prisoners of War feared being executed by their captors.  Sometimes such fears were real, sometimes outright threats of execution were only bluffs, and sometimes the captors became saviors.  Loren E. Jackson, a B-17 pilot, was shot down on June 12, 1944, over Paris.  After their capture, he and his co-pilot were convinced that the Germans would try to kill them.  The officer in charge of the Wehrmacht solders who captured Jackson─General von Schwerin─met with the two men on the day of their capture.  He offered the Americans food and drink, but they refused, thinking he was trying to poison them.  The general tried to be congenial, but the frightened Americans, would not say much.  Realizing that the conversation was going nowhere, the General dismissed the prisoners.
  After the war, Jackson met with von Schwerin, and apologized for having been rude by refusing the general’s hospitality.  Von Schwerin said that all Prisoners of War whom he encountered were frightened of him, and wrongly so.  He mentioned an occasion earlier in the war when he met with about a dozen British soldiers who had just been captured.  The discussion was friendly but awkward, when suddenly one asked, “General, when are you going to have us executed, tonight or in the morning?”
  Many Jewish-Americans who were taken captive by the German military believed that they would be executed by the Nazis.  However, the worst that happened to most of them was when the Germans segregated them from the other prisoners.  Still, only a few camps actually imposed segregation.
  Irwin J. Stovroff, a B-24 navigator, was shot down over occupied France.  Being Jewish, he threw his dog tags away before he was captured.  At the Dulag center, his interrogator one day listed the names of all his family members, the grammar school he attended, and several other facts which seemed impossible for a German to know.  The interrogator then told him that he had lived in America before the war, and─as chance would have it─they had been neighbors in Buffalo, New York.  The interrogator, not wanting anything bad to happen to his former paper boy, put a question mark in the blank for the prisoner’s religion, rather than writing what he knew to be true─”Jude.”
Norman Grant, a B-24 navigator─like nearly all downed Allied airmen─was first sent to the in-processing Dulag center at Frankfurt for interrogation.
  During each pilot’s stay there, the Germans confined them to a cell that was only four-by-ten feet in size.  In an interview he states:  “The fear just permeates the whole body and effects the mind, because you’re alone, and all the mysteries that surround you.”

In Germany, American Prisoners of War─especially downed airmen─were safer in the hands of the German military than in civilian hands.  Paul Shull, a B-17 flight engineer/top turret gunner, in an interview told of how he bailed out over Germany and was captured by the German military.  When he was brought to the local prison before being sent to Frankfurt, he was informed that civilian farmers captured four members of his crew and killed them with pitchforks before the military officials could get to them.
  John Weaver, a B-17 bomber pilot, also bailed out over Germany.  A group of civilians, led by the town leader got to him and his men first, and were about to hang them when Luftwaffe officials arrived and claimed them as Prisoners of War.  Later, when he arrived in Frankfurt (the Royal Air Force had just bombed the city) Weaver witnessed civilians wiring the hands of downed British flyers together and throwing them into burning buildings.  When the vengeful civilians spotted the group of American Prisoners, the German officer in charge herded his prisoners into a box car, got into a train engine, and pushed the boxcar out of the station and away from the crowd before they could set it on fire.
  Odel Myers, a B-26 pilot, was shot down over German-held North Africa.  He recalls that the German military “treated us with respect and compassion . . .”  “Throughout captivity, this . . . appeared again and again . . .”  However, “civilians, outraged at the deaths of family or friends and the destruction of their homes, often were dangerous and vengeful.”
  In Japan, the situation was─for the most part─reversed.  Hugh Myers, imprisoned in a prison work camp just south of Tokyo, feared that once the war began to go badly for the Japanese a civilian mob would come and attack the prisoners.  Much to the contrary, the worst he recalls actually happening was once when a schoolgirl made ugly faces at a group of prisoners.


Downed airmen, and all prisoners held by the Japanese military were subject to far more fear than were those held by the German military.  The ‘Bataan Death March,’ once it was told of, aroused the fears of all Americans who were placed in a position to be taken captive by the Japanese.  The Japanese military itself proved the authenticity of such fears when on October 15, 1942, the Japanese military executed three aircrew members who had participated in the ‘Doolittle Raid.’  Four days later, the Japanese broadcast to the world that they had carried out the executions.
  In October, 1943, at the Kawasaki prison camp─where prisoners were forced to work in a factory which produced war goods─the camp commander had all of the internees stand at attention for nearly seven hours as he tried to coerce a confession for a minor infraction.
  Nobody would confess, as they feared being “sent to Tokyo.”  Rumor had it that when a prisoner was sent to Tokyo, he was never seen or heard from again.
  At that same camp, a group of men were ordered to sign a paper which pledged them to never attempt to escape, work as hard as they could, and to accept any punishment the commandant deemed necessary.  The leader of the Americans stated that under international law they were not required to accept any punishment without it being equal to the crime.  At that, the commandant ordered a group of Japanese soldiers to load their guns and take aim at the Americans, with the intent that, should the prisoners again refuse to sign the paper, they would all be shot.  The Americans, believed that the Japanese would have shot them, and signed the paper.
  Dorothy “Dot” Whittle was one of the many American civilians whom the Japanese imprisoned when they invaded the Philippines.  She was only ten years old when she went into captivity.  In an interview she tells about the fear she experienced.  “I don’t think we ever got used to that [fear].”  “It’s just constant fear of torture for the people who . . . know something.  Constant hunger, constant fear of being separated from your family, and your family [back in America] . . . has no clue what’s happened to you.”
  She speaks of how the women and children in the camp were less afraid of violence against themselves as they were concerned for the men─especially missionaries who knew the local villagers─as they were subject to daily torture.  “They’d be gone for days, and sometimes they’d come back, and sometimes they didn’t . . .”


Not all German military captors were especially humane in their treatment of American Prisoners of War.  Likewise, not all Japanese guards were eager to execute prisoners.  John Weaver, during an interrogation session at the Dulag center had an experience similar to the men at Kawasaki when he refused to answer certain questions.  In exasperation, the interviewer drew his pistol, cocked it, pointed it at Weaver, and asked, “Are you certain there isn’t anything more you can tell me?”  Weaver called the interviewer’s bluff, and told him that he could not.
  Kenneth Williams, a B-17 navigator, was sent to Stalag Luft I after his capture in November, 1943.  While there he witnessed an incident in which a prisoner “had lost his mind.”  A guard put his pistol to his head and pulled the trigger, but the weapon did not fire properly, and the prisoner lived. 
  The Malmedy Massacre fueled fears and rumors of German barbarism.
  Still, mass executions of American Prisoners of War by the Germans were the exception and not the norm.  One of the survivors of Bataan, who suffered through two years of imprisonment, was among a group taken from their prison in Manila into the mountains just after the Americans invaded.  At Fort McKinley they were herded together, and Japanese troopers began to set up machine guns.  The prisoners expected to be executed.  However, the Japanese officer in charge refused to carry out his orders to shoot the prisoners.  Instead, he loaded them back onto trucks, and returned them to their prison in Manila.

Depression was another affliction from which American Prisoners of War suffered.  The stress of the war and prison camp caused some to lose their sanity.  Lawton H. Wilkes, a B-17 right waist gunner, was interned at Stalag Luft 17-B.  One day he suddenly became hysterical and ran, screaming, across the compound.  He climbed up the barbed wire fence and was shot dead by the guards.
  Even those prisoners who managed to keep their sanity throughout the ordeal of imprisonment were victims of depression.  “Dot” Whittle tells of how the mistreatment, stress, and starvation finally got to some prisoners only after they were freed, and thus “lost their minds after liberation.”

Despite shootings, and occasional periods of starvation, morale among German-held camps was generally high.
  This was mainly due to the availability of religious services and chaplains.  Athletic equipment was supplied by the in YMCA, and owing to enough space, games could be played outdoors.  The YMCA also provided books for camp libraries, and musical instruments which were used by the internees to form bands.
  Loren Jackson remembers that on Christmas Eve, 1944, the Germans allowed “us POWs to mingle outdoors more than usual.”  After lockup that evening, a small band of prisoners were brought out into the center of the compound where they played “Silent Night.”
  As the war progressed, new arrivals at the camps would provide information about the conduct of the war.  This, helped boost the morale of the prisoners as they knew that the battle lines were drawing ever nearer.
  In Japanese-held camps, the situation varied.  Morale was typically low, as news of the conduct of the war was rarely available.
  Those prisoners who were interned in Japan were usually better off than those in camps elsewhere, especially the Philippines.  On the Japanese mainland, prisoners were made to work in factories and on farms, and were thus afforded the privilege of leaving the compound, even if under guard.
  Adults in Japanese-held camps worked so hard and so often that they rarely had time or energy for sports.  Children, however, played games which did not need much equipment:  kick the can, jump rope, hide and seek, and they did a lot of reading.  In camps which had children, some of the adults conducted school lesions.  On Saturday evenings, group meetings were held, during which people talked about their pre-war travels, books they had read, and they sang songs.
  For several months the Japanese did not allow the American prisoners to conduct religious services.  However, they eventually relented and allowed the prisoners to conduct services.  On Christmas Eve, 1942 and ’43, several camps managed to stage Christmas pageants or cantatas.
  Yet, not all Japanese camp commandants were so generous.  At the Kawasaki camp in Japan, services were allowed, so long as the prisoners first asked the commandant for his permission.  One Sunday, in late 1943, the prisoners forgot to ask for permission, and from then on, the commandant refused to allow worship assemblies.
  Mail was another thing that effected morale.  In German camps, American officers were allowed to send three letters and four postcards per month, and enlisted men could send two letters and four postcards.  The average transit of mail arriving from the United States was nearly five months.
  The mail situation varied in Japanese camps.  While there are no reports of receiving or sending mail among survivors of camps in the Philippines, some soldiers, sailors, and airmen who were in other Japanese-held areas received letters sporadically.  Hugh Myers recalls how he only received letters six months or more after they were postmarked─one even took two full years to be delivered.  He only was allowed to send one letter, after Christmas in 1943.

The stresses of life at a Prisoner of War camp were not limited just to the internees.  Prison guards also suffered from depression.  Williams witnessed another event in which a chaplain stepped between a hysterical guard and a prisoner, calmed the guard down and kept him from firing his machine gun at the prisoner.
  Not all incidents had such satisfactory conclusions.  Paul Gilmore witnessed an incident in which a Japanese guard who suffered from depression shot an American prisoner and then himself.  The American doctors in the compound were forced to save the Japanese soldier, having been told by the commandant that if he died he would kill a number of the Americans.  The guard lived, but the American, neglected in order to save the guard, died from his wound.


A major problem encountered by American Prisoners of War was a lack of proper medical supplies or facilities.  Although many American doctors were interned in the Manila prison of Bilibid, none were allowed to have any medical equipment to treat American prisoners, and no Red Cross personnel were ever allowed inside.  “Dot” Whittle recalls that there were many cases of dysentery, and that the only treatment available to them was to boil guava leaves.
  In Japanese-held camps, neither sedatives nor alcohol were available to the American prisoners, and anyone who had to undergo an operation did so without any anesthesia.
  From information contained in captured Japanese records, and from discoveries made by American forces who entered areas which contained Prisoner of War camps, the Japanese never really were short of medical supplies.  They stockpiled hundreds of thousands of quinine and vitamin tablets on the many islands they conquered early in the war─including the Philippines and Indonesia.  However, these were intended only to be used by themselves, and very few of them ever found their way into the prison camps.
  The internees at Bilibid prison in Manila received fewer than ten quinine tablets during the entire war.


In terms of medical accommodations, American prisoners held by the Germans were far better off than those held by the Japanese.  The main reason for such a difference in the quality of care was due to the fact that the Germans usually adhered to international agreements regarding the treatment of prisoners.  Each camp had its own infirmary, usually able to accommodate all of the minor ailments which might occur whilst in camp.  The infirmary at Stalag Luft I could accommodate sixty to one-hundred patients at any one time.  Those patients whose conditions were too serious to be treated in the camp infirmary were treated at Stalag 2-A at Neubrandenburg.
  In addition to the facilities, German camps usually were adequately stocked with medical equipment.  The International Red Cross provided the camps with standard medical supplies and even surgical equipment.  However, at the Dulag center, sometimes medical treatment was withheld with the intent of compelling the patient to provide military secrets.
  Still, not all interrogators were cruel.  Hanns Scharff, one of the main interrogators at the Dulag center in Frankfurt, repeatedly helped gain better accommodations for critically ill and injured prisoners.
  

The medical situations in both German and Japanese-held Prisoner of War camps was not helped by the poor, and at times outright atrocious, sanitary conditions within the camps.  Far from being perfect, the sanitation conditions in most German-held camps were still better than those in Japanese-held camps.  Although the German camps made attempts to improve them, the main problems encountered in German-held camps were related to inadequate shower facilities.  At Stalag Luft I, until early 1945, ten showerheads served a population of over four thousand internees.
  Laundering was also a problem as soap and washbasins were difficult to obtain.  Consequently, bed linens usually were not changed for a month or more at a time.  Another problem was the latrines.  Because they did not drain properly, they frequently flooded.
  German Prisoner of War camps often had to deal with numerous cases of upper respiratory sicknesses.  This resulted from a combination of Germany’s extremely cold winters and the requirement that the shutters to all windows be closed during the night.

Sanitary conditions varied in Japanese-held camps.  Civilians held captive in the Philippines fared better than military prisoners.  Civilian women collected water whenever it rained.  The collected water was used for drinking and in the communal showers.  Because it rained often in the Philippine jungles, lack of water was rarely a concern.
  In the Kawasaki prison camp, bedbugs were a problem─keeping some men awake all night.  Due to a lack of pesticide, a Japanese guard sprayed water onto each room one evening, in the summer of 1944.  The prisoners went into the rooms with the lights still off, and then the guard turned on all the lights, allowing the prisoners to capture as many bugs as they could.  This was the only time the Japanese commandant allowed anything to be done about the problem, and at times bugs would drop off of the ceiling and into their food as they ate.
  The sanitation nightmare encountered by American Prisoners of War in Japanese-held camps was related to latrine facilities.  Due to a lack of medical supplies and improper diet, many American prisoners contracted digestive diseases─chief amongst them was dysentery.  At the Kawasaki camp men with dysentery left behind large amounts of human waste.  Each week a man would come and use a dipping mechanism to remove the contents of the latrines, using it as fertilizer in local gardens.
  By mid-1945, a lack of transportation equipment prevented the man from coming, and as a result the camp toilets filled up to the floorboards and began to seep out from under the beams.  Maggots infested the inside of the stalls, and so the camp commandant finally relented and allowed the internees to use buckets to dip out the filth, carry them across the street from the camp, and dump out the contents onto the vegetable garden.
  The worst experience was at Bilibid prison in Manila.  Upon arrival and for several subsequent weeks, not even buckets were given to the internees to use as toilets.  Because of dysentery, the concrete floors inside the prison cells became covered with bloody excrement.  Without beds, the prisoners were forced to lie and sleep in the mess.  Their clothes became saturated with the filth, and they did all they could to keep it out of their mouths, ears, eyes, and noses─often to no avail.  Those prisoners who were strong enough to walk found it difficult to keep from falling on the slippery floor.  Many prisoners died in the first few weeks because of the horrible sanitation.  Eventually, some Navy medics who were working in the prison bribed the guards to allow them to use mops and buckets.  They washed the cells out, and helped the wounded prisoners to clean themselves and their clothes.  Only twice during the war did the Japanese issue prisoners in Bilibid bars of soap.


Of all the things from which American Prisoners of War suffered, the one which did the most harm was their diet─or rather a dietary deficiency.  A general lack of proper food was ubiquitous in both German and Japanese-held camps.  The German food ration, although not very good, was still better than the Japanese food ration.  In Germany, food was adequate enough to provide about 1,800 calories per man, per day.  Due to food shortages, this ration was gradually cut until by September, 1944, the ration was down to only 800 calories per day.  The lack of German-supplied food was somewhat offset by the availability of Red Cross parcels, which were issued one to each internee every week.
  There were two periods─September through November, 1944, and March, 1945─during which not enough Red Cross parcels were received by the Germans to distribute the full amount to each prisoner.  The main reason for the lack of Red Cross parcels was because the Germans did not properly mark trains which carried the parcels and other Red Cross supplies.  Allied pilots, unaware of the trains’ cargos, bombed and strafed them.
  William M. White, a B-17 bombardier, recalls how during ‘Hungry March,’ 1945, pets began to disappear inside the camp.  One “particularly hungry day,” he and several members of his barrack ate a fellow prisoner’s pet cat.
  “Hungry people will eat almost anything to stay alive.”
  They would even eat food from trashcans.  In order to prevent this─which, if allowed, could result in some serious illnesses─ guards were placed at each can.
  Fresh vegetables were obtained from gardens which were scratched out of whatever soil was available.
  Each barrack had its own small kitchen which the Americans used to prepare food from the Red Cross parcels.
  The German authorities hired local personnel and used foreign hostage laborers to prepare the German rations.  The normal daily menu at Stalag Luft I was about six potatoes, one-fifth of a loaf of bread, margarine or marmalade, a small piece of meat, two vegetables, ersatz (imitation) tea or coffee, and a barley soup.
  The bread which the Germans served was called “Black Bread,” and many former prisoners swear to the fact that the bread included sawdust as a major ingredient.
  The Germans also─reportedly─used grass and tree leaves to thicken Sauerkraut and barley soups.

Some soldiers and airmen who were interned in Germany complained that the Germans did not live up the Geneva Convention, as they did not give the prisoners food rations equal to that which a German soldier of comparable rank received.
  However much they suffered from a lack of food, it was not so bad in Germany as it was in Japanese-held camps.  Hugh Myers recalls that rumor had it that most of the meat they ate was horse.  He did not believe the rumors until one evening when he noticed horse hooves in the trash heap with the rest of the garbage left over from the evening meal.
  During the ‘Bataan Death March’, the Japanese confiscated all food which was found with the American soldiers.  As the march progressed, the Japanese guards issued each prisoner only one canteen cup full of rice each day.
  Some Filipinos’ hearts went out to the prisoners who passed bye, and tried to get food to the Americans.  However, they did so at their own peril.  Those who were caught giving food to the American soldiers were beaten or shot.
  Prisoners of War who survived the ‘Death March’ still had to deal with malnutrition.  The daily menu at Bilibid prison for those prisoners who could work was one-half canteen cup full of rice mush in the morning, one-half canteen cup of steamed rice for lunch, and in the evening they received only one-half canteen cup of a soup that was made from the leaves and stocks of local vegetables.  Those who could not work received only half the amount of rations as those who did.
  Some of the commandants of camps which contained civilian prisoners did allow Filipinos to bring food to the camps.  However, the guards often kept the food for themselves.  By the end of their captivity, the civilian prisoners were living on only one-hundred grams of rice per day.  “You’d sift through the rice and pull out the roaches and the rocks and crickets and whatever [else] was in there and we’d eat it.”

Unlike in Germany, where Red Cross parcels formed the staple of the prisoners’ diets, Red Cross parcels were a rare novelty in Japanese-held camps.  Internees at Bilibid prison received only two Red Cross parcels during the entire war─Christmas, 1943 and ’44.
  The Japanese guards often withheld Red Cross food supplies from the prisoners, and took them for their own personal use.  In April, 1943, the Kawasaki prison camp received a large shipment of sugar and cocoa from the Red Cross.  Two servings of cocoa and three servings of sweetened bean soup were all the prisoners ever received.  Several internees witnessed members of the camp administrative staff stealing portions of the sugar and cocoa, but there was nothing they could do about it.
  On Christmas day, that same year, a shipment of Red Cross parcels arrived.  However, only seven parcels were distributed to every ten men─meaning that thirty percent of the parcels were unaccounted for.
  In the following days, the prisoners saw Japanese guards carrying parcels as they left the camp.  However, because the parcels were wrapped in cloth, they could not definitely say that they were stealing the Red Cross parcels.


During the Second World War, any American soldier, sailor, airman, or civilian who was unfortunate enough to be captured by the Axis Powers shared very similar experiences.  Torture and execution were universally feared, but not universally experienced.  Sanitation, depression, access to medical supplies were, at first, of little concern to those who bailed out over Germany, who surrendered at Corregidor, who were captured in the Ardennes.  Yet, they would all become problems─either minor or major.  The lack of food caused men to become emaciated, become vulnerable to disease, and─far too often─caused men to die.  Humor and horror, while experienced by some, possibly many, were not the experience which bonded all survivors of Prisoner of War camps.  The common chord which linked all Prisoners of War from all Allied Nations is depravation.  Not all prisoners witnessed atrocities.  Not all prisoners can recall each day having been a succession of comic events.  Yet, all remember how they were scared, how they had to deal with depression, lack of medical treatment, unsanitary conditions, and all former Prisoners of War─even if they shared not one other thing in common─endured the pangs of hunger.
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