Since this newsletter is going out to folks who
retired from the City, we can safely assume that
they've been around this state for a few years.
But sometimes we’re so much in the “now” that
we don’t know much about the “back then” of our

state.

The brother of one of our Board members
researched and wrote the following piece for an
assignment, but it reads more like “Amazing
Tales from Arizona’s History” and would make a
wonderful start on that resolution to learn more
about our state.

So, did you know that when you have been to
the Phoenix Zoo or Hole -In-The-Rock at
Papago Park that you were in the footsteps to
World War Il history. This is the story of a little
known piece of Arizona history.

Americans are taught that during World War |l
that the United States interned Japanese
Americans in internment camps. Few people
know that the United States housed 425,000
German, Italian and Austrians in over 500 major
(Prisoner of War) POW camps in the U.S.

Originally it was planned to house these
prisoners in England. After seeing the huge

numbers, (some 150,000 after the fall of the Afrika
Corp in 1943) England requested that the prisoners
be housed in America instead.

Also, American authorities realized that housing
prisoners in England presented several problems.
Once the prisoners were housed, they had to be
fed and the amount of room for food on ships for
prisoners was depriving American soldiers in
Europe of valuable food.

Medical supplies shipped overseas for American
troops would also be needed for POWs. However,
POWs there could be used as bargaining chips for
Americans held on foreign soil.

Initially there was American resistance to holding
these prisoners in the United States. The military
did not have the experience or manpower to
maintain camps with large numbers of prisoners.
Most of the military that were fluent in German
were already fighting overseas. The government
feared that housing so many prisoners would strike
fear in the American population.

Camps were generally built to standard
specifications. They were usually military barracks
covered by tar paper and corrugated tin. Inside,
prisoners slept on cots and were issued footlockers
to store their belongings.



Most of the camps held an average of 3,000
prisoners. The most visible changes between
a standard military barracks and a POW camp
were the guard towers, double barbed-wire
fences, floodlights, and occasionally guard
dogs. Guards were usually GI's who were not
needed overseas due to health reasons,
psychological makeup or a lack of training.
Actual discipline was generally enforced by
German officers and sergeants.

Since the war had drawn most of the able-
bodied men overseas, the War Department
authorized a program where prisoners would be
allowed to work on farms and in factories to
replace American workers. These prisoners
were generally held in branch camps which
could be anything such as a school house, old
Civilian Conservation Corps camps, a
fairground and even circus tents. Many of
these programs were temporary as prisoners
were moved from area to area as they were
needed as laborers. Farmers paid the
government $1.50 per day for the % &

The government in turn gave the prisoners 80
cents in canteen coupons with the balance
going to the POW program.

Most of the camps were in remote locations in
the South and Southwest far from critical war
industries. The remoteness of these camps
dissuaded prisoners from escape. They were
confronted by a vast countryside, they spoke a
different language, and many people who had
family killed overseas were hostile to the
prisoners. Many prisoners took to POW camp
life.

Americans were subject to rationing but the
prisoners had a steady diet of good food,
access to many brand name products (they
could even order from the Sears Roebuck
catalog) and plenty of cigarettes which were
unavailable to most Americans. Prisoners
even wrote their families in Germany and Italy
to stop sending gift parcels because they were
not needed in the POW camp.

Some prisoners did attempt to escape, as we
see at Papago Park in Phoenix, Arizona. POW
camps were, for the most part, segregated by
branch of service, rank, or political affiliation.

For example, hard-core Nazis were segregated from
the other prisoners. The Papago Park POW camp
was occupied by submariners. It was these sailors
that would attempt a “Great Escape”.

The Actual Escape from Papago Park

At Papago Park, east of Phoenix, Arizona, 1,700
German prisoners of World War 1l were being held.
Americans had considered escape from Papago
Park virtually impossible. The ground was rocky
and much of it was hard caliche, all but impossible
to dig through.

Sometime in September, 1944 the German
prisoners, led by Captain Jurgen Wattenberg, began
a tunnel that was to lead to an escape attempt from
the Papago Park camp.

The Germans determined that there was a blind
spot where the guards couldn’t readily see them.
The entrance and exit to the tunnel was out of the
sight of the two guard towers on the eastern side of
the camp.

Faced with the problem of what to do with the dirt
they were extracting, the Germans sought
permission to build a volleyball court, providing the
name for their tunnel Der Faustball Tunnel, the
volleyball tunnel. The guards obliged them and
even provided them with digging tools. From that
point forward the prisoners were digging the tunnel
at all times during night hours. The prisoners dug a
178 foot tunnel with a diameter of three feet. To
disguise the tunnel, the prisoners built a square box
and planted native weeds in it to cover the exit,
which was near a power pole 15 feet from the Cross
Cut Canal. The lid made the exit appear as part of
the desert.




The plan was for each escapee to carry forged
papers, clothing, canned goods, medical
supplies and anything else they had managed
to save.

Earlier three U-boat captains had successfully
escaped 40 miles into Mexico before they were
captured and returned to the camp. Along the
way they managed to pick up a lot of valuable
information. One key piece of information that
the prisoners had managed to obtain was a
map of Arizona stolen from a guard’s car.

Being submariners they soon latched onto the
idea that they could escape down the Cross
Cut Canal to the Salt River, then to the Gila
River and on to the Colorado River and south
to Mexico or the ocean where they could be
free to return to Germany. They observed on
the map the blue line marked river and
assumed that the Gila would be full of water.
In Germany, rivers were rivers.

On December 23, 1944 the prisoners in the
camp threw a celebration that turned into a
near riot. The guards were preoccupied with
the riot and in groups of twos and threes, 25
prisoners slipped off into the Arizona darkness.
Three men had constructed a canoe in three
pieces and tested it for water-tightness by
flooding the shower. The three escapees were
disappointed to find the Salt River nothing
more than a trickle from recent rains. But they
were not discouraged, and they continued to
carry the canoe to the junction of the Gila
River, only to discover that the Gila does not
run. They sat on the bank of the Gila and
cried.

Papago Park camp officials were not aware of
the escape until the evening of the 24™ when
prisoners began to return. Cold, wet and
hungry and thinking of his warm bed and a hot
meal; one prisoner hitched a ride on Van Buren
and asked to be taken to the sheriff's office.
Camp officials were dumfounded when the
sheriff called and told them he had one of their
prisoners. Two more prisoners surrendered
that night to a woman in Tempe.

Wattenberg and two fellow prisoners escaped
north to an area near Squaw Peak where they.

created a hideout in a shallow cave with the idea
to wait and see what happened and then later
continue their escape.

By the first week in January, Wattenberg and his
fellow escapees decided to see what had
happened to other escapees. Under cover of
night, they went into Phoenix and returned with
fruit and a newspaper. They had hoped to find a
map.

Two more prisoners had been captured in Sells,
Arizona, on the Mexican border One

of the escapees decided to sneak back into the
camp and find out about the rest of the escapees.
He was in camp for three days before he was
discovered.

Wattenberg, after a month long escape, was
eventually captured in downtown Phoenix. He did
not surrender but made enough of a spectacle of
himself in order to be captured. All the prisoners
were eventually captured and returned to Papago
Park camp.

Sam Halverson
Board member

For the holidays we just suspended business and
enjoyed the goodies provided by RECOM and
each other’s company. The accompanying
photographs attest to our ability to socialize! We
also collected over 200 Ibs of non-perishable food
which were donated to a local food bank.

More photos at the end of the Newsletter



The Board will be asking the membership at the
January 21 Membership meeting to vote on a
proposal to amend Article V of the Bylaws to
delete the sentence: No Board member shall
serve more than three (3) consecutive terms

of the same office.

By approving this amendment, a Board member
could serve unlimited terms of the same office. If
you have an opinion regarding the number of
terms you'd like to see board members serve,
please plan on being at the January
Membership meeting. Board members wouldn’t
want to become permanent fixtures. On the
other hand there needs to be some continuity.
Please come and help decide the issue at the
January 21, 2010 meeting.

$ % &

‘() ™!

Speaker: Donna DiFrancesco, from the City of
Mesa Environmental and Sustainability Division
will speak on “A Greener Mesa: Mesa’s Path to
Building a Sustainable Community”. If you've
heard that word “sustainable” tossed around but
aren’t sure what it really means — here’s your
chance to find out.

February 18, 2010
Speaker: Win Holden, Publisher of Arizona
Highways magazine

March 17"

April 21 * — Election of new Board

May 19"™ — Rosie on the House 4:00 — 6:00PM.
More information later.

June 16 October 20
July 21 November 17
August 18 December 15

September 15

Lessons Learned Depart ment

| know —you hate the thought of becoming 65 years
old. But if that event is going to happen to you this
year, you'll have to sign up for Medicare, and show
your Medicare card to the City of Mesa Employee
Benefits Dept. Medicare becomes your primary
insurer and the City becomes your secondary. But
don’t wait until your birthday or even the month of
your birthday to go down to the Social Security
office to sign up. You can sign up as much as 90
days in advance.

Your Medicare coverage starts on the 1% of the
month in which you become 65. So, if you turn 65
on December 22, don’t wait until December 3 to go
down to said office! Well gee, then you might have
to sit there for how ever many hours it takes to get
your card —‘cause you're kinda late and you don'’t
want to have to come back on another day. (They
also make appointments and then you don’t have to
wait at all.)

This writer got a really polite (but firm) letter from
Employee Benefits saying something to the effect
of: “We gotta have proof you signed up by
December 8th” or else. (Fill in your dates but you
can see where this is going). Well, guess what —
Medicare doesn’t issue your card on the day you
apply, and when you have a newbie employee who
makes a mistake on your form, it takes even longer
to get your card....... Suffice it to say that the writer
had a few anxious moments wondering whether the
letter from Medicare would serve as proof of
Medicare coverage.

So, if you're turning 65 this year — there are

some benefits besides senior discounts at the
movies and restaurants. Just make sure you apply
for one of the best ones in plenty of time. Better for
the blood pressure and heart rate!

Holiday Celebration Pictures on next page
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