
Chapter 19 – ACT 6 – Moosburg [v8] 

    “Maybe we’re dead, and this is Hell” 

-  Joe Klaas – Maybe I’m Dead 

Very little information regarding the POWs was making its way back home to the next of 

kin. Letters had completely stopped.  The March edition of the YMCA “War Prisoners Aid 

News” devoted a single paragraph to subject not mentioning the atrocities that were 

underway and the suffering and dying that was happening daily.  

            



 



 



 

 



In April 1945, the war was coming to an end and prison camps in northern and central Germany 

were being evacuated south to avoid advancing American and British forces. Stammlager VII-A 

at Moosburg, Germany, was a collection point, and the camp was a large one, holding 130,000 

U.S. Army Air Corps, French and British POWs.  

__________________________ 

 

 

  

                

In some compounds the barracks were just makeshift tents or empty shells with dirt 

floors. In others, barracks consisted of two wooden buildings abutting a masonry 

washroom with a few cold-water faucets. 

Stalag VIIA was a disaster. It was a 

nest of small compounds separated 

by barbed wire fences enclosing old, 

dilapidated barracks crammed 

closely together. Reportedly, the 

camp had been built to hold 14,000 

French prisoners. In the end, 

130,000 POWs of all nationalities 

and ranks were confined in the area. 

 



   

Wooden bunks were joined together into blocks of 12, a method of cramming 500 men into 

a building originally intended for an uncomfortable 200. There was a single coal-fired stove 

for heating, for which there was no coal!  

 

All buildings were hopelessly infested with vermin. As spring came to Bavaria, some of the 

more enterprising Kriegies moved out of the barracks into tents that had been erected to 

accommodate the stream of newcomers still coming in from other evacuated stalags. Some 

men chose to sleep on the ground, setting up quarters in air raid slit trenches. The camp 

resembled a giant hobo village. 
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These are the original plans for the construction and use of 

Stalag VII-A in 1940.  Doing the math – 39 barracks for 400 men 

and 14 barracks for 200 men – underscores the 7 to 10-fold 

growth the camp experienced before it was all over. 



 

 

In her book Rhapsody in Junk, Marilyn Jeffers Walton recalled her father’s story of entering 

Moosburg. 

Thomas F. Jeffers: “When the massive wooden boxcar doors finally opened at 8:00 a.m., 

February 3rd, the filthy men, gaunt and unshaven, many with sunken eyes circled in 

black, peered out. They blinked against the sudden light as the boxcar doors were pushed 

back. With their last ounce of strength, they stumbled down stiffly from the cars, helping 

down the weak and sickly. Slowly, they made their way down the muddy road between the 

train track and long barbed-wire fence to the rows of green-shuttered beige stucco 

buildings on the other side. They marched through the single gate, bore to the left past a 

tall wooden tower and in a grey mist delivered themselves into the hands of the 

Wehrmacht-no longer somewhat protected Luftwaffe prisoners. 



Upon arrival in dimly-lit Moosburg, many men trudged another half mile through 

another gate to an area that looked like and smelled like a stockyard. Horse stalls and 

barns and a sixty-foot slit trench for a toilet greeted them. It was in constant use due to 

the deteriorating condition of the men. Soup was handed out that was hardly more than a 

puddle of grease and weeds, and bread was in short supply for everyone. 

The men were shown to a desolate barbed-wire enclosure with two long empty sheds 

where there was only floor space. For four days they stayed in what they called “The 

Snake Pit” trying to tolerate overcrowding, cold and mud. The shack provided no beds, 

fuel or food. Most men were sick, cold and damp, and everyone was covered with fleas 

and lice. From the second to the sixth of February, the men settled where they could 

before going into the camp proper. For the third time, there was not enough room to have 

everyone lie down at once, so many did not sleep. 

In the Nordlager (North Camp), small groups were taken to be deloused and sent to the 

main camp. They eyed the showers again with the same trepidation they felt in Muskau, 

but to their relief the men had the luxury of their first warm-water showers with soap. 

The showers were brief but an unbelievable luxury. 

The transferred prisoners were finally moved to the main camp. There was no coal in the 

camp. The men burned bed boards for heat, and many stayed under blankets in bed all 

day to keep warm. 

Bunks in the stucco buildings had filthy vermin-infested burlap palliasses on the beds. By 

filtered light coming through the cracks, the men could see bedbugs, lice and fleas 

crawling everywhere. Men’s bodies were livid with welts from insect bites, and many men 

hung their meager blankets out all day in hopes of ridding the fabric of the biting beasts. 

An aisle six-feet wide ran the full length between rows of three-high, twelve-man bunks. 

Four-hundred instead of two-hundred crowded into each barracks. Tents supplemented 

the crowded buildings, and some men opted to sleep in air raid trenches rather than stay 

inside. 

The four hundred in each barracks obtained water from one faucet and one hand pump. 

Sanitation measures were totally inadequate. There was no hot water, and the men were 

left to wallow in the filth of living in severely over-crowded and totally inadequate 

conditions.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

In a news article written just 

days after Moosberg was 

liberated, the experience of 

one group of new arrivals 

was described. 



 

More and more POWs arrived every day.  After endless hours of waiting another of the men 

recalled being “processed in” – 

Vernon Burda: “On February 11th, after supper, we went through a search, which was a 

farce. We've saws, hammers, maps, nails, wrenches and everything else we had picked up 

along the way--especially at the brick factory at Muskau. We were deloused, and we took 

a shower.  

      

 

                                                                                    

 

 

Then we were taken to the East Lager and we were put into barracks--and what a hole! 

We were put in tiers of 12 men-3 bunks high, with 6 bedboards per bed. The beds had 

straw palliasses and were full of lice, fleas and bedbugs. Our life in Moosburg started--

and what a miserable life it was.  

… It was not unusual to find one hundred or more bedbugs in one bed. Gould became so 

infected with flea bites he had blood poisoning. Several fellows had their whole bodies 

 

 

 

 



covered with bites. The bites weren't so bad, but they itched so that one could hardly keep 

from scratching them. As soon as the bites were opened, infection set in.  

For some reason I wasn't bothered too much. I could feel the little devils running over my 

belly and legs, but they rarely bit me. As Tipton said, it probably was because we were so 

filthy. A lot of the fellows had not had their clothes off in four to six weeks and hadn't 

washed in just as long. We had only the clothes we wore and no facilities for laundry and 

it was too cold to sleep out of our clothes.” 

Thomas Jeffers: “For four to six weeks, the men kept on their same filthy clothes without 

benefit of any washing facilities. There was no sanitation system in place, no cooking 

facilities and increasingly, straw was spread over the floors of the barracks to be used as 

bedding.” 

Cameron Garrett: “The guards were no longer crippled old men. These guards had a 

cruel attitude, better guns, and more German shepherd dogs pulling on the handlers' 

leashes. The German officers were quicker to demonstrate their brutish nature on a 

weaken prisoner for entertainment.”At Moosburg we were ordered into a large area 

where we were commanded to put up large tents. At the first opportunity we all tried to 

hit the fresh water spouts in the area. There wasn't a one of us who didn't want to strip 

down in the cold air and rinse off the stench of our own filth. Three large tents, and rows 

of straw on the hard ground. No other accommodations were provided. We were lucky if 

we still had the two lice ridden blankets that we had carried from Nuremburg. 

The radio blared out the supposed heroics of the German Army continuously. It seemed 

improbable to sleep in these conditions.” 

A. L. Lindsay:  “We had a single water faucet located outside which was turned on only 

during certain daylight hours. There was always a line at the faucet waiting to suck out 

the water when the pump was idle. The person sucking on the hydrant would place his 

thumb in the opening until the next Person in line was in position to suck, an activity 

which would give a member of the Department of Health a fit of apoplexy. Actually just 

about everything which happened in Stalag VII A would have the same effect on a 

Department of Health employee. Sanitary conditions were minimal with not enough 

water to wash our hands or eating utensils, such as they were, consequently diarrhea was 

a constant problem. 

Our latrine facilities were not in the open, but were covered, and consisted of an open pit 

with perhaps six stations not unlike the primitive outhouses of rural Texas in the thirties. 

One report which I read after the war indicated the Germans had issued rolls of toilet 

paper: however, it must have been earlier in the war as I saw none in Stalag VII A. You 

made out with what you could scrounge from the Red Cross parcels or other sources, or 

did without. The open pit cesspool was sucked out only when in danger of overflowing by 

a vehicle which we dubbed "The Honey Wagon." I was told the honey wagon then utilized 

its contents as fertilizer for farming, a common practice in Europe, I understood.” 

Not everyone had access to covered latrines and in time the open pits went unattended. 



 

                                                                                           

 

Pneumonia, diphtheria, pellagra, dysentery, bacterial infection, blood poisoning and other 

diseases spread readily. Typhus was carried by body lice.  

Thomas Jeffers: “Dysentery was the norm as the men wallowed in the filthy make-shift 

accommodations. Some of the men, who had been the strongest on the march, now began 

to lose hope. Disease ran rampant, and medical treatment was practically non-existent.”  

__________________________ 

Food was barely adequate at the outset, then, by the end of February, partially due to the 

bombing of the railroads, supplies of the Red Cross parcels were cut off in Moosburg. Now all 

the kriegies had was goon bread, margarine, some blood sausage, and of course the infamous 

"Green Death soup" The kriegies were literally starving. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Now, the men had to rely on what little German food they were given and were 

reintroduced to Green Death soup. For nearly three months, their meals were extremely 

meager. There was constant trading amongst the prisoners, with some prisoners assisting 

others who had lesser trading skills, and prized possessions were bartered away in the 

interest of filling an empty stomach.” 

Major Lee E. Tinker – as told by his son: “Like a lot of veterans, he did not want to 

remember or talk about the worst aspects of his experiences in the War; instead he would 

talk about events he remembered as humorous.  

Vernon Burda:  “The Germans refused to clean 

out the outdoor latrines--one latrine for about 

2,000 men. It finally filled up and overflowed. As 

everyone was still sick with the "runs", you can 

imagine the mess it created. We were practically 

wading in human excrete. It overflowed into the 

parade ground, so when the Germans told us to 

fall out for appel--to be counted--we refused to 

go. Finally, after several hours of tension, they 

promised to clean the latrine out, so we fell in. 

 

Thomas Jeffers: “The German food ration consisted 

of one-half cup of warm water for breakfast, one cup 

of thin, watery soup for dinner and a little black 

bread for supper, with extra issues of cheese, marge 

[margarine] or blood sausage.” 

 

Delivering potatoes 



Every holiday, my mother in law would make a congealed salad using green jello. He 

laughingly referred to this as "Green Hornet". After several years he told me that the 

guys in the camp used that name for the thin beet soup they would receive because the 

maggots in the horsemeat (what little there was) would float to the top - dyed green.” 

       

___________________________ 

Finally arrangements were made through the International Red Cross for volunteers to drive a 

small convoy of trucks to Moosburg. The convoy, called "The Great White Fleet',' carried vital 

parcels of food—enough perhaps for quarter parcels per kriegie but at least enough to stave off 

starvation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These little stoves appeared at Moosburg because there were few 

proper cook stoves and little coal to operate them. With one man 

operating the blower and another feeding small bits of wood and 

paper into the fire, a pot could be brought to a simmer quickly. 

The smoke made it necessary to use them only outdoors.  

 

  

 

 



   

Thomas Jeffers: “The “Great White Fleet” of emergency provisions 

arrived at Moosburg one day, much to the jubilation of the hungry men. 

One third of a parcel per man was all that was allowed, but even a 

fraction of a parcel was better than none. Intestinal ailments became a 

reality that evening for men who ate too much after being on reduced 

rations for so long. With the arrival of the Red Cross parcels, the 

Germans further reduced each man’s German rations.” 

A lively trade in food developed with enlisted men of all nationalities who were in and out 

of the camp on work details. As security loosened towards the end, some German-speaking 

American kriegies made nightly forays outside the wire, foraging and trading. 

Articles were written regarding the POW cuisine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



______________________ 

Two months passed for the first arrivals from Stalag Luft III and they were surviving deplorable 

conditions.  It was hard to imagine that it could get much worse or more crowded when they 

were reunited with fellow POWs detained at Stalag XIII-D in Nuremberg – and many, many 

others.  Major General W.E. Arnold recalled his arrival after two weeks of marching through 

hostile territory. 

ARRIVING IN MOOSBURG – Recollections from Major General W.E. Arnold  

The column reached Moosburg on April 15, 1945, after a 12 day march of avoiding 

allied bombers and fighters and the retreating German army. Led by Col. Arnold, 

the prisoners marched through Moosburg up to the gates of the enormous prison 

camp. "When we came to the main gate, Mr. Reilman talked with the German 

guards. He came back and said to me, ‘They have barracks and they have tents.’ 

The barracks were old, dirty and crowded so I told Mr. Reilman we weren't going 

to stay in those buildings. I said we wanted the tents; however, I wanted a lot of 

straw and hay brought into the tents. They did that and brought us large bales of 

hay that they distributed to each tent. We marched in and that's where we stayed 

until the end of the war." The American commander of the camp was U.S. Army 

Col. “Pop” Good. He had organized the American POWs into six battalions. When 

Col. Arnold’s column arrived, it was designated the 7th Battalion. 

Another new POW arrival had the same first impression of the camp as his fellow POWs from 

Stalag Luft III had back in February. 

Bill Ethridge: - “The camp was a mess. As far as we 

could see throughout the camp there was nothing but 

mud and hundreds and hundreds of prisoners. The 

first order of business was to register. Record-



keeping was a fetish with our hosts. All of our names and prior camps had to be listed 

and verified. This took hours but finally our combine was cleared and we were escorted 

by a guard to a large tent. The tent had seen better days as was obvious from the many 

holes in the top and sides. All bunks were taken but we found enough space on the floor 

to accommodate six men and their baggage. It was past the evening meal so we ate from 

our packs and with the help of a few friendly souls found a pot of 

coffee.  

I was seated against the wall in preparation for sleeping when I 

heard my name being called by two familiar voices, Mateyka and 

McCall! They had been checking the recently arrived prisoners 

and had just spotted Sobolof and me. We were happy not only to 

be reunited but most importantly to know that the four of us were okay. They had arrived 

in Moosburg about two weeks earlier and agreed that this Stalag was worse than any 

they had seen, both from the standpoint of being overcrowded and dirty.  

We talked briefly about places we had stayed during the past month. None of us had any 

idea of the whereabouts of our enlisted crew. An older prisoner came to our combine and 

announced that he had seen us enter the tent and wondered if we were new arrivals. I 

told him that we had come into camp today with the contingent from Nurnberg. He 

introduced himself as Captain Somebody, saying that he was the senior American officer 

in this tent. He then handed us a pail of hot soup he had obtained from the central 

kitchen. We accepted his word and enjoyed the soup. An April shower passed over during 

the night, some of it entering the tent through the holes we observed earlier. The next day 

Sobolof and I were assigned to one of the standard German 

Army barracks.  

April 22 to 27. This camp is much worse than we had 

expected. Everything is pretty disorganized and the Germans 

are arrogant and edgy. There is one centrally located 

cooking facility operated by prisoners and supervised by a 

German non-com. They provide hot water for coffee or tea 

and soup on an irregular schedule. There is no wood 

available for use by the prisoners in their Small make-shift 

stoves. To make matters worse, the grounds are ankle-deep in mud despite the fact that it 

rained only one day this week! We were informed that this had been a swamp at one time 

and that it was always wet. Further, the mosquitoes breed here by the millions during the 

summer months. Something great to look forward to. However, we plan to be out of here 

this month! Our beds are the typical triple bunks with mattresses filled with straw and all 

of the Same little critters we have met before. My mattress was mysteriously wavy with 

what felt like steel rods supporting it about every two feet. I soon discovered the reason. 

Wood for cooking had been so scarce that someone had shaved the bed slats to obtain 

kindling, and the original three-inch-wide bed slats were down to about an inch and a 

half. I was surprised that they had not broken, but it seemed that they were made of a 

kind of tough hardwood. During the ensuing week I managed to cut these slats down to 

about one inch and they still held. 

_____________________________ 



Things were bleak but the men were subsisting on clandestine radio communications and 

rumors that the end of the war was near.  Then the news came from home – Commander in 

Chief, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt was dead. 

Cameron Garrett: “It was here that we heard for the first time that our Commander in 

Chief, Franklin D. Roosevelt had died suddenly "back home" on April 12th. I'm sure the 

Allied Forces on the "outside" were just as shocked as we were. Many of the POWs from 

many nations shared our grief over his death. The Germans heckled those who openly 

wept.   

Suddenly an increased number of Red Cross bundles mysteriously appeared. Not in the 

camp, but outside the barbed wire fences where no prisoner could get to them. Several 

tried to find a way to get at the bundles, but ended up as targets for the dogs. The 

German guards thought this was a great joke on every starving POW on the inside of 

hell. 

German music blared continuously from the speakers throughout the camp. The guards 

were brutish and obnoxious until rumors of the approaching Allied Forces ran rampant 

through their own ranks.” 

Back home, America mourned the man who had promised the world a lasting peace. 

             



       

______________________________ 

 

In the final weeks before liberation the kriegies came very near to being pawns in one of 

Hitler's final gambits. He was determined to hold the "Luftgangsters" hostage either to force a 

separate peace with the Western Allies, or else in one of his violent fits of temper, to liquidate 

them. 

His first plan was for the kriegies to be taken to Berlin and put in cages on Unter den Linden — 

there to be bombed by their own planes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         Unter den Linden, Berlin 
           

            Berlin – April 20, 1939 

 

 

                Berlin - 1945 



 

The other plan was to march them into the Alpen Redoubt near Berchtesgaden and Hitler’s 

Eagles Nest headquarters and home, there to be held for his disposition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Eagles Nest 



 



_______________________ 

Late one night on April 18, 1945, the prisoners were ordered by the Germans on to prepare for 

yet another march south that would take place in three days. But within the dismal confines of 

the camp, Lt. Colonel Clark and his men were operating their clandestine radio monitoring the 

BBC and Radio Luxembourg. They heard of a new Allied agreement broadcast on Radio 

Luxembourg. The agreement had been reached through the Swiss Protecting Power between the 

Allies and Germany. It forbid the transfer of Allied prisoners to Bavaria to Hitler’s Alpine 

Redoubt and also prevented the Allies from moving German prisoners out of Europe. On April 

22nd, the new Allied agreement was accepted, but the German administration in the camp had 

not been told. 

On April 23rd, the Germans told the prisoners to line up at the gate. 

“You’d better check,” Clark said defiantly, “There’s been a new deal, and we ain’t going.” 

The Germans did check, and no prisoners were moved.  Kriegies would stay at Moosburg until 

the bitter end. 

Abominable conditions continued at Stalag VII-A, but they mattered less and less in the last 

days of April as the sight of American aircraft overhead and the sound of American artillery 

in the distance signaled that the end of their longest mission was near. 

 

    

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


