MY STORY
“THE FIRST FOUR DAYS™

By Franklin C. Hitzeroth

R TCHIA s S LGSl CHANHEL
OF F oAs57 oFf A e




Preface

This story was written in the spring of 1944 in Stalag 17B at Krems, Austria. it was written, actuaily
printed in upper case lctters in the form learned in Radio Schoal, ih notebooks received from the YMCA.
1t is copied here exacily as originally written including the grammar (groan!), flowery language and
mpressions at thal time.

The form of the story was writlen not to include any military information or individual names, with the
exception of Reilly, because it could be found and read by my German caplors. It covers the days from
my capture on Septemnber 3 to September 6, 1943.

The notebocks also included sketches of what was remembered of the ditching, the room in the
imerrogation camp and the lairine at the interrogalion camp as well as a collection ol Kriegie {prisoner of
war) poetry and drawings and skelches done to entertain or pass the time.

I spent 21 months as a prisoner of war in Stalag 7A, Moosburg, Germany; Stalag 17B, Krems, Austria
and marching across Austria, near the end the war, Lo the Wielhart forest at the Austrian - Bavarian
border where 1 was liberated on May 3, 1945,

Franklin C. Hitzeroth
(Columbia, Missouri - August 1994)
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"Fwas a fateful September mom, September third to be exact. The time was appraximately 13:00 o'clock
am. when | made my tast landing in an airplane as a free man. [t was a rough landing. In fact it could be

called a crash landing, for B-17's aren't made 1o and in water, but afl that is another story.



All ten of the crew came through the "ditching” alive. The bombardier received a cut in the head, bui
aside from his injury the yest of us (were) in good condition aside from a few bruises and strained menta
states, We were all soaking wet, but the sun was shining so we didn't notice the dampness of our clothing,
so much. We picked up the emergency radio and ticd the two dinghics together. About this time two
Spitfires circled us and waggled their wings. Our spirits were high in spite of the ordeal we had just gone
through. We knew in our minds that the British Air-Sea Rescue would come by evening. After all we had
goiten an SOS off before we it the water and now two British ships had circled us and had prohably sent
in our position, Shouldn't our spirits be high?

Now we scttled down to prepare for the wait. Making sure our boats werc fastened togeiher tightly,
inflating the boats, tuking stock of our rations and figaring our plan of waiting. Our rations weren't
plentiful, bul we could sustain life for quite a while. We could see ihe French coast faintly outlined on the
horizon. The

Navigator figured we were about 75 miles as a fish might swim to the Fnglish coast on the opposite
horizon. We thought it might simplify the rescuers problem of finding us if we paddled toward England.

We started paddling but didn't seem to accomplish anything but keep headed into the waves, Some of
which insisted on dampening the inside of the boal. Shortly after naon the sun became clouded over.
With the waning of the warm sunshine, so waned our spirits. A slight wind came up which made us cold
because our clothing had not kad time ta dry in the sunshine. We talked of what we wete going to do
when we got back to [ngland. London was never going to see iiself painted so0 red a5 we intended to
paint it. As the atiernoon hurried om, we became mure anxious. We saw P-51s heading for enemy
territory way north of our position, They dide't see our flares. They were too far away. Several other
times we saw plancs circling on the horizon toward England. We imagined they were looking for us. We
sometimes had difficulty distinguishing birds from airplanes.

Twice that aftcrnoon we also saw the top portion of a fast boat just aver the horizon. By this time our
flarcs were beginning to b used np. As night drew near, we were cussing the British Air-Sea Resoue and
resigned ourselves to a miserable, uncomfortable cold night spent in the cramped dinghies. Doring Lhe
afternoon we had gotten the emergency radio operating. We must have cranked out a lot of 505's.

As dusk started i come on, two planes appeared from the French coasi. They began circling nearer.
Soon we recognized them as German Focke-Wulf' 190%. Al hope of seeing Hngland again for a long
time disappeared. The German planes finally found us, buzzed us a couple of times, tipped their wings
when we waved and headed back 10 France. After durk we heard the sound of a motor launch and saw
the occasional flash of a scarch light on a moving boat. We were miserable - chitled to the bone and
hungry. The boat circled for some time, circling closer and closer. Finally we realized the jig was up snd
flashed our blinker light towards them. They trained their search light on us and came up closcr. They
had ati kingds of artillery trained on us and were hollering all kinds of stuff that was strictly German to our
ears. The only thing we could understand was "Komme hier”. As long as we had no other pressing
engagement we stayed where we were and Jel them throw us a rope. 1 guess I was the first one on the
boat. I found 1 couldn't walk without help. [ stumbled about like a drunk. They took me to the opposite
side of the boal and madg me sit down on the deck. Afler the others had been brought on board and our
dinghies had been pulled on, they guided us towards the front of the boal, through a door and down into
a small room. No rough stutf — just polileness. When we were all helow, the injured were bandaged and
we were given blankets. We were cerlainly cold, but it was warm down there. The guard gave us
cigareites and tobaceo with papers. I of course [ was lefl out with all that good will. (1 didn't smoke)



They told us we would be in port in three quarters of an hour. The port was Le ifavre.

We were tight on time. We were guided o the deck again where we saw quite a reception comunitiee.
They all had guns. Onc came on hoard and asked, in very good English, if any of us were injuared. We
pointed out cur casuaities. Then he asked how long we had been in the water. Our answer was, "Nix
versteh”. Tn our estimate this was military information. He just laughed knowing durped well we
understood. We were marched out to the dock where an ambulance wailed. We received our first
surprise by finding il was an English ambulance cuptured during Germany's more victorious days. We
were taken 1o hospital where the injured were bandaged again and we alt had our temperatures taken with
thermometers placed under vor arms. They repistcred in centigrade. "My!” T thought, "What & backward
people.” Some hot liquid that was supposed to be imitation coffes ot tea was brought in with some bread.
We couldnt eat or drink much despite the fact we hadn't eaten since 4:00 o'clock that moming and it was
now close to midnight.

After we had completed our business, we were Llaken out again. This time to some kind of orderly room
or headguarters. There we were inlerrogated and searched. We became teryibly sleepy now that we were
in a warm room and some the anxiety of the dinghy had disappeared. They asked us our name, rank and
serial namber and tried to get some other information that was strictly military. They took my watch, and
other stuff | had in my pockets. After they {inished, we were piled back into trucks and retumed to the
hospital. There they had more hot liquids, more bread and xausage. We atc more enthusiastically this
time.

We were given sheets and were shown our individua beds. The beds had good springs and matiresses
with plenty of blankets. We took off all our clothes and hung them on the banisters n the hall to dry.
Then to bed. It was about 5:0¢ v'clock. Twenty-seven hours without sleep and after what we had been
through - we wers thoroughly fatigued. Oht Sweet peaceful sleep——----—1!

[ was awakened the allernoon of the fourth by voices - women's voices. "Hramm!” T thought, "Nurses”.

Presently | heard someone come into the room. | apened one eye slightly and saw not a nurse, but a
givilian girl. One of the other ovcupants was awakened by her and soup placed on his bedside table. Then
two mare girls came in and T also received my soup. H locked goud and tasted good. it was packed with
vegetables and contained some meat. If this was an example of how T was going lo be tied, 1 was going to
be satisticd.

It was about 2:30 PM. by ihe time [ had finished eating. Our clothes had been taken outside to be dried
in the sunshine. The girls, which turned out to be French gitls, would bring them in as soon a5 they dried.
When we had dressed, we ate some more of the bread and sausages we had left over from the night
hefore. After shaving and washing, 1 felt fike a man wiih a new lease on life. ----- 1 guess [ have—---.

The German guards were very friendly and treated us very well. { tried teo talk to some of them with my
kimited German, but couldn't gather much. The French girls were very nice. 1 knew no French to converse
with them but "Kamerad". They undcrstood that. They thoroughly agreed by showing the ™V™ for
victory sign. They tried to give the impression that they didn't like the Germans.



Some civilians bad gathered in some trees that hordered the hospital yard, One of the guards, that was the
koudest, started hollering at them. When they started to run, he shol behind them. The Germans thought it
was a great joke. | could see that France was a bullied nation.

(ermany was laughing now, but the day is nol too far at hand when they would be laughing al the point
of a gun.

About 530 we were taken out into trucks. Guards filed in behind us and we were headed for the railroad
station. It seemed that we had turncd every comer in the city before we stopped in front of station. We
were marched through a modern station to a wailing train. We got on a modern railroad car in a fiest
class compartment. We were really riding in style. They had split us up so there were five of us in each
compartment with two guards. 1 had begun to notice that all Germans had & gun at all times. Very unlike
Americans. We enjoved the ride considering the circumstances, The railvoad followed a cana! for a good
distance. [t seems that we were heading to Paris.

It was dark when we arrived in the Paris station. We all would rather be in Paris under different
ciccumsiances. After al! Paris is a famous place.

We were taken from the train to a waiting bus. Four morc Americans joined us. One was an officer who
was badly bumned. The other three were unhurl. The bus wound through the darkened city. We didn't see
very much that made us believe we were in Paris except lovers were strolling through the strect arm in
arm.

The bus took us to another station where the people would have helped us to hide if we could have
slipped our guards. The train we were pul on was not as modem as the last, but then "beggars can't be
choosers”.

This time we pulled guards that were going home on feave, One fellow was 33 years old, the other was
{9, The older fellow was sweating profusely. 1e explaincd that he had been drinking - reason encugh.

Shortly before the train left, two young officers came on the train ani introduced themselves as pilots on
Focke Wulf 19¥s. They further introduced themscives us members of the famous "Abbeville Kids"
squadron. They could speak a little English taboriously, but took great pride in this accomplishment.
When he heard we were on a B-17, he put his hands to his head and said the guns were like flashlights.
He also remarked at the accuracy of the guns at long range. He asked us what we thought of the F-W, we
praised it. He said our Thunderbird (P-47 Thunderbolt) was "selr schneller”. With the accenl on
schneiler. The Spitfire also came into his praises. ITe pointed to small bandage on his head and told us a
B-17 had shat him down the day before. He didn't seem to mind though. He asked us if we were thirsty
and sent one of the guards out for something Lo drink. [le gave us cigareites also. Beflore they had to take
their Icave, they prided themschves with knowing two modern American wmnes. They were "Sleepers
Creepers” (Jeepers Cregpets) and "Elexender's Regtime Bendt™. Yes sir, they werc greal ghys, and were
fighting puys like them,

The train eft Paris about cleven-thinty o'clock. I conversed with the older German for a long time. He
was a pretty good duck. He gave us some pears and offered us sandwiches. He showed us a picture of his
wile and three children, and dencunced ilve war and was anxious to go home to stay. He said our



destination was

Frankfort, Germany. [ finally went to sleep. [ woke up several times and found the two guards asleep.
The younger guard scemed Lo think my shoulder was goft because he nsed it as pillow half the night.
Even with these two sleeping there was always someone stirring in the corridor outside the
compartments. Ti was very cold and uncomfurtabic - my socond might as a German prisoner.

Dawn finally came. T was stiff and cold. | wasn't riding in the style an American is accusiomed to. The
younger German seemed to be comforiable. The older German was as stiff 1 was though. [ inguired as 10
when we would arrive in Frankfort and was told at eleven o'clock, The moming wore on and we were
now iraveling in Germarny.

Peaple were now standing in the corridor outside our compartments. I realized that the passenger space
was just as acute as in England and US.A., if not more so. It was Sunday and all the Civilians werc
dressed in their bib and tucker. I noticed one big - rather avoir-du-pois - feather merchant that had a top
coat on that resembled the American type tailoring. After while, and much staring on my part, he spoke.
At first 1 didn't understand him because | expected him to speak German and he was speaking English.
He struck up a conversation, Tt urned out he was an American citizen who had beer caught by the war.
He was an engineer for Barreits in Chicago. e was herc building a large steel plant negr Berlin. He said
his home was in Chicago. [t certainly was a sensafion to see someone from so near home. He said his
home in Berlin had had the windows blown out of it three times by bombs. | didn't say [ was sorry.
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In Frunkfort we were taken off the train. T could see there were more us of than lefl Paris. There were
about fifty in all. There were even three Free-French fliers. After parading around in frent of the civilians
in the station, they put us on another train. We rode for aboul iwo hours and got off m a small town.
There we had to go on an electric inzrurban car that would lake us to our destination. Finally it came and
we tode through until we camc to a small whistle-stop which was our destination, We were marched
ahout a block to where a long low building steod inside a double barbed wirc fence enclosure. Al you



could hear was the hollering of the prisoners and the goards trying to drowm them oul. I saw goys going
wut in small groups to the shack that [ presumed was a latrine.

Our names were taken outside the fence and were furned over by our guards to the new ones. The guards
that brought us there, shook hands with us and took their leave. We wete then taken inside the enclosere
ohe at a time. [ was the last one to go in. Onee inside the building, 1 had o strip off and my clothes was
searched.

Then | was assigned fo a room.

There were five fellows already in the room which measured approximately six by twelve feet. There was
one bed with slats that held up a straw mattress that was covered by two light blankets. Besides this there
was 4 table in one corner by the one barred window that aflowed sun to enter ihe room. There was a

small glass vase on the lable. Beside the Lable there was a stool. In the cormer was a small pot already
filled with urinc.
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There was one other American than myself in the room. The other four fellows were British. T'wo of the
British had been shol down the night before on a raid on Berlin. One of these had bruises ail over his
wrists from chains. One of his thumbs had no feeling. The two other British had been down a little longer.
One had crashed his plane in Holland. He had gotten inte the underground there. The underground
smuggled him inte rance. There he stayed almost 2 month and a hall, There he feamed French and bided
his time until an opportunity came when he could go into Spain, Finally ke was token with 20 other



feltows fo a Hotel Toom to await departure to safety. Two hours after they arrived in the hotel, ite
Gestapo cume and took them prisoner. The men then spent a most undelighiful two weeks in a Paris
ptison. The remaining Britisher almost died from exposure after spending 6 days on the North Sea in 3
dinghy. He had been in a hospitat almost a week, but he was stli weak.

1 was in time for evening chow which consisted of two thin slices of bread with a thin couting of butter
between thems. The small vase was filled with imitation tea or coffec. A most unpalatable supper.

The guards on an average were not a very good lot. Maybc it was the prisoners faull, but they did not
mind pushing the prisoncrs around. The guards seem o begrudge the nccessity of the lairine. Adter much
pounding on the door they might come and see what you wani. When you did get out, they gave you
barety enough time to finish your business. As the evening wore on the guards seemed to get rougher.
One of the Fnglishmen had gas on his stomach and bad the urgency to go to the lairine often. The head
guard was very imilable and at one of the answers o our insistent knocks he opened the door and
commenced hollering German about our making too much noise. He refused (he gaseous Englishman the
neccssity of the latrine. The Englishman tumed - thinking ke had left - and allowed & circumnavigated
belch to pass. The guard heard il and thought it was aimed at him for he tumed around and roared &
beltercd and thereupon swung the bintt of his rifle. The blow glanced ofT the Lnglishman against the wall.
The Englishman turned red with rage, not thinking he had done anyihing wrong and would have made for
the guard but for the physical restraint of two of his countrymen who pulled him into a chair on the
opposite end of the room. The guard fumed and frothed like a mad dog and pulled a round into the
chamber of his gun, then released the salety. L do nol know what stopped him to this day. During this
whele episode T was petriticd. § did not know until the whole thing was over, what caused ihe outburst.
was scared.

This was not the only show of violence by this same guard, In the neighboring room, my radio operator
was confined, also in the same predicament. He had been knorking on the doer and hollering "humger”.
The guard arrived just as he hegan one of the knocking pleas, whersupon the guard threw the door open,
prabbed Reiily, threw him againgt the wall and brandished his moral persuader again.

These episades made me realize my interment was going to be no safer than combat. In fact, combat had
not really ended.

Latcr in the evening they took our shoes and we prepared to retire for the night. The ofher American and
the Englishman, who was still suffering from cxposure, took the bed and one hlanket white the rest of us
laid the remaining blanket on the floor to sleep on. Littie did | realize the floor would be as solt as any
bed 1 was to have later on. There was not much room for turning in your slecp. I cerlainly could have
more if E had been able to keep warm. God knows [ was tired enough.

Morning came with its sunshine. 1t was gratifying o have some warmth. Breakfast finally came. Two thin
sfices of bread with a lubrication of some jam belween the slices, with some etsatz tea. At least we
thought it was supposed to tea. The moming passed quickly with conversalion and noon brought dinner
consisting of potato and harley soup. Not too good, but it was hot. The day being Sunday, we spent the
afternoon as we watched the peopie parade by in their Sunday finery.

lust before evening chow time ¥ was called out ot the room and was marched out of the enclosure across



the eoad to where an officer sal. He was very friendly. After taking out a form with a red cross on it he
proceeded 1o advise me it was his job to establish me as prisoner of war and in doing (hat he would have
to ask me some questions from which he would realize that [ was not a spy. The form he would {ill in s0
my relations could be informed ! was still living. I gave him my sertal number, my name and rank. Butl he
didn't stop there. He insisted on knowing my group and squadron, the targel of the mission | was on, then
he wanted to know the positions of the crew. The (irsi he pointed ont to me, the second he guessed
weong on, and the last he had all serewed up. Finally he started inquiring into my family, after he realized
it was none of his business, he finally dismissed me. During the interview T helped myself o some candy
he had on the tablg. Very good!

I was the fitst to be inlerrogated, therefore [ had to wait 'til they had done the quota. About dusk they
had around 25 fellows. We were then marched to the much heard of Dulag Lul.

Dulag Luft s the reception center for allied air corps prisoners. At the titme L was there, there were three
barracks. One comaining enlisted men, obe containing officers, the last one being the mess hall. The
baeracks were divided into rooms with double tier bunks without springs and with straw mattresses. One
cornier of the room contained 2 small stove. The barracks had a washroom, a shower room and a latrine.

The kitchen was run on bulk Red Cross supplies by Englishmen and a few G.1s. They put out five meals
a day - two of which were heavy meals and three meals constituted of broth or a beverage with bread and
jam or honey ot just biscuits. The meals were morale builders as well as strength builders, since most of
the fellows hadn't caten a decent meal in days and in many cases wecks.

We were processed beforc entering Dulag and our fingerprints were taken. Afterward we were iaken
inside the main enclosure of Dulag. We were met by an English W/O who gave us & package of lirench
cigarettes apiece. This was a welcome innavation for mosl since we hadn't been allowed lo or mainly had
not the cigarettes (o smoke previously. My innavation came where the mess hall was and 1 received the
first really good lasting food since T lefl England. Tt was made of hot broth and cracker, but it tasted like

a steak dinner to my hungry stomach. T slept that night in Dulag Luft before being assigned lo a prison
camp.



Afterward

It is intcresting to notice the differences in language and attitudes of people and nations in the fifty years
that have passed since World War [1. There is a new set of slang and music for a young soldier. The
enemy or opponent or aggressor has changed several limes and some are nrow considered our allies. The
why of a war or conilict is more openly questioned than ever before. (ongress debmes whether the
President should be allowed to deploy troops here or there.

Even after all this change, the reason for why America is a greai counlry has stayed vonstant. The
American fighting man und now woman are born in a free country and trained with the belief that they
fight to keep America and her allics free from agpression of oppression. They fight or deter when calied
upon because that is their duty whether public opinion is for or against them. It is for the President and
Congress Lo allay the fears and doubts of the public as Lo the military's misston.

1n addition (o those who lose their lives in a contlict there are those who endure an ordeal that [ew can
fathom. These are the Prisonces of War. Whether held for a short time as in Desert Storm or for long
veriods such as the Vietnam War, they are a special breed of American who has given a supreme sacrifice
for their pation.

As part of my Navy training ¥ parlicipated in a POW/survival scenario. It was the best training I ever had
and | never, cver, want to do it again. | ordered a pizza when [ got home. T can not imagine the daily
struggte for survival to sec his fiance’ (my mother) again that my father went through.

I traveled with my father to the site of Stalag 178 in 1988. The camp is now a small flying fieid just
outside of Krems, Austria. My Father had visited there in 1970 on his first “unresiricted” visti to Furope.
There is a stand of trees near the site that my Dad had talked about. The stories about his internrent talk
about how if someone could escape and make it to the trecs they would probably have a good start. He
also talked about the prisoners who had died and were taken for burial in (he trces. We walked through
and then around the backside of the trces and retumned to the rental car. the wooded area couldn’t have
been more than 4 few square acres. My father mentioned Yater than in 1970 he could not make himsel go
into the trees. Tt never occurced to me to think aboul that or ask before going in. T was just vutious. |
was moved by the mument that was shared and will always remember it

This booklet was crested to preserve a memary before the original manuscript faded. Pleasc pass on the

memories of the Velerans, Ex-POW's, and fallen Hevoes that you have called {riend, brother, pal, buddy,
and son.

Ryan Hitzeroth
Alexandria, VA — August 1994



