
University of Illinois at Springfield 
 

Norris L. Brookens Library 
 

Archives/Special Collections 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Father Joseph Miller Memoir 
 
 
 

M614. Miller, Father Joseph  b. 1910 
    Interview and memoir  
    1 tape, 24 mins., 9 pp.  

GERMAN-AMERICANS PROJECT  
Father Joseph Miller recalls his feelings and thoughts regarding World War II, Adolph 
Hitler, and attitudes toward German-Americans.  

Interview by Leslie Leamons, 1972  
OPEN  
See collateral file  
Tape also contains Gertrude Schmidt interview  

 

 

 

Archives/Special Collections LIB 144 
University of Illinois at Springfield 
One University Plaza, MS BRK 140 

Springfield IL 62703-5407 

 

© 1972, University of Illinois Board of Trustees 

http://www.uis.edu/archives/projects.htm#GERMAN


This manuscript is the product of a tape-recorded interview conducted 

by Leslie kamons fo r  the Oral History Off'ice on March 12 ,  1972. 

Daniel Horton edited the transcript. 

Faliher Joseph Miller was born in I l l ino i s  i n  1910. After completing 

his education, he studied fo r  the priesthood and has served in several 

parishes i n  central I l l inois .  In 1960 he moved t o  Springfield, I l l ino i s  

t o  serve St ,  Peter and Paul's Church, A s  an American of German descent 

Father Miller was interested in  the reactions of Amerfcans t o  Germany 

and Gem-Americans during World W a x  11. 

Readers of this oral  history miu, should bear i n  m i n d  that it i s  a 

transcript of the spoken word, and that  the interviewer, narrator and 

editor sought t o  preserve the informal, conversational s tyle that  is 

inherent in  such historical  sources. Smgarnon State University is not 

responsible for  the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor fo r  views ex- 

pressed therein; these are for  the reader t o  judge. 

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited f'reely. It may not be 

repmduced i n  whole or i n  p a t  by any means, electronic or  mechanical, 

without permission in writing f 'mm the Oral History Office, Sangamon 

State Univwsity, Springfield, I l l inois ,  62708. 



Father Joseph Miller, February 12, 1972, Springfield, I l l ino i s .  

Leslie Lemons, Interviewer. 

Q. How long have you lived In Springfield? 

A. Since September of 1960, 

Q. Mere did you l i v e  before that?  

A. Well, I was stationed in Marine, I l l ino i s ,  a l i t t l e  town about 

ten  miles east of Edmedsvflle. About 75 miles f?om here. It is 

in Madison County. 

Q. When did your f d l y  cane t o  the U.S.? 

A. Well, my mother was born and raised here-name of Grosshelm. 

Her parents came f'rom Europe, f r o m  Prussia, I think. My dad came 

over wound 1894 or 1895 Porn Germany, and I know that  they were 

married In 1898. My oldest brother was born in 1899; he is the only 

one born l n  the  last century. 

Q. What did your father  do? 

A. He was a glass  blower. He learned the  trade in Europe. And in 

that  pwticular time, a l o t  of the people f'rm Gemnany and Lithumla 

and different countries of Europe would-the young men would get out 

mailnly t o  get out of sewing i n  the army, You had t o  serve three or  

four yems in  the army, and they would go by the underground railroad 
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arad sneak out of Europe and come over t o  the United States. Now, 

i f  they had a trade they didn't have mch trouble getting work in 

the United States, so he had a trade as a glass blower, and he went 

t o  Alton, for  the s m l e  reason that  there was the Owens I l l ino i s  

Glass Works, one of the biggest i n  the world a t  that t h e .  He got 

a job there and undoubtedly that's where he m e t  my wther ,  because 

she was working t h e ~ e .  And they got married. His mother was French- 

she came fYm Allsace-Lorraine, from Metz, t h i s  was a kind of border 

l ine between France and Germany. So he could speak French and G e m .  

But they only spoke G e m  together because Mother couldn't speak 

FYench. 

Q. What w e  your earliest recollections of Adolph Hitler? 

A. Well, a f ter  grade school I went t o  [the] Semimry and I was there 

fYom 1924 to  1936. And s h c e  I was born in 1910, 1 must have been 

around twenty years old when he came into power. Evidently, he came 

into power around the ear ly  1930's. I don't bow exactly when, but 

in  1933 or  1934. And we went t o  a rather s t r i c t  school, so we never 

got many outside papers. But a t  that  time the school that I went t o  

was a rather German backpound and the reason I went there was that 

the tu i t ion was paid for  me. My father died in  1924, when I was 

thirteen yews old. It was paid for  so I went there, but it had a 

Gemnan background. And they thought, i n  the beginning, that H i t  l e r  

was a national leader and that he might reunite the country and get 

r i d  of much of the unemployment and get the country back on i t s  feet .  

Some thought it might be good because the people were sending over 

all kinds of food, and a l l  k h d s  of help t o  G e m y  because the mark 
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had gone down t o  nothing in value. One hwldred thousand m k s  meant 

nothing because it was just paper money and so they thought, "Well, 

maybe he could get us back on our feet." That was the beginn*. 

Q. Do you recal l  s m  of the feelings toward Hitler before the war? 

A. Well, through the course of the W m u n d  1938 over there, but 

we didntt  get it un t i l  1 9 4 0 - a ~  time went by then, of course, every- 

body began t o  see whak Hitler was 1Pke. Because he was mal ly  bent 

on not only putt* Germany back on its feet ,  but conquering the 

world ard being another Napoleon and his  ideas that the G e m s  were 

the e l i t e  mce and a l l  must be subject t o  them, the "master race," 

[and] prejudice and discrimination against the Jews. O f  cowse, we 

los t  hope and t rus t  i n  him. A t  least  that was our ircrpression there 

a t  school that I went to. Then l a t e r  on-I came out i n  1936 and was 

a priest-well, by that tlme we-at  least  I--was entirely disalhsioned. 

Then, when it came t o  1938 or  1939, they begw t o  ask for  chaplains 

and every diocese t e l l s  you have t o  volukeeu, a certain number of 

priests  for  chaplains. So I was a young priest  and wrote Into the 

bishop, who chose some, and I was not chosen. 

Q. Which church were you a t ,  at that  time? 

A. I was in Taylomille. From 1936 unt i l  1942. And then, i n  1942, 

I w e n t  down t o  Marine, a l i t t l e  German community. It was between 

Edwardsville and Highland. I was there fo r  elghteen years and then 

came up here. 

Q. What was the at t i tude of society at large towards you, since you 
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are of Gem-American descent, as the War progressed? Could you 

notice any h a d  feelings? 

A. No, I remember a l i t t l e  bit when I was just a l i t t l e  b i t  of a 

kid dur ing World War I. There was a l o t  of hard feelings. The 

Germans were looked down upon and mistrusted and a l l  that. A s  far 

as I was concerned, I was conside~ed as much American as the next 

guy because I was born and raised i n  t h i s  country. F@ mother was 

born and raised i n  this country and my father had been dead since 

1924. So they didn't seem to associate me with being any more 

G e m  than the next American citizen was. I guess I was too fa31 

removed f 2 o m  my ancestors coming over t o  t h i s  country, Too much 

Americanized by then. 

Q. Did you have any contact with your family i n  Gemnasly, before 

the War began? 

A. No, I wouldn't have any idea if  there are any relat ives or any- 

body lLving [there]. I don't remember my father ever going back; 

of course, he died in  1924 when I was t h w e e n  years old, so . . . 
I don't remember him going back. 

Q. Do you remember any mainly German organizations i n  your area 

just before or  during World War I I ?  

A. There weye none down in Marine. I was down in Taylomrille a 

couple of years and there was none i n  Taylorville; I don't remember 

any or  even hearing of any. Now, in  Clinton County there were a l o t  

of Germans and even there you didn't hear of mch-of these Buds. 
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Q. What do you recal l  about the Bw?d? 

A. I don't recal l  mch about it at all. Just reading about [it] 

once in a while. I think I would read something about than being 

active in St.  Louis because St.  Louis was originally a G e m  c i t y  

and they had the ha l l  that they would meet in  and the G e m  people 

and things of tha t  sort ,  But there was no one I knew personally 

involved in it. 

Q. What was your opinlon of them? 

A. O f  course, I was only t h j r t y  miles from St. Louis, i n  lWrh@, 

so we would hem a lo t  about what was going on. We'd get the 

St.  Louis paper and everything. 

What was opinion of the 

A. Well, I didn't think it was big enough or impo&mt enough t o  

bother about it. I just thought it was-there w i l l  always be people 

who w i l l  be pm-Gem, And i f  they're Czechoslovakian, they had 

their  hal ls  down there; they had the* Polish halls m u n d  East St. 

Louis, they would gather in. And I just thought it was another 

nationalistic o q p l z a t i o n  of some kind. They would gather together 

and s h g  the i r  Gemnan songs and t a l k  G e m  together l ike  the Czechs, 

or  the Poles, have thei r  particular halls. And down in  East St.  Louis 

and St.  Louis, too, the different nat ionali t ies  called them . . . the 

G e m s  called them Bunds, the others, I guess, called them by thei r  

national names. I know that they were be- watched, but I don't 

think it was very se~ ious .  
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Q. Do you yecall any problems of Gem-Americans in Taylorville? 

I believe you said you worked there until 1942. 

A. No, there were a l l  kinds of nationalities.  It was a coal m b h g  

town, Taylorville, and although there were Gems--sme of the 

fanners m u n d  there-but not too many. Not too mmy Germans. It 

was certainly a mixed nationality; Itdians, and there were Lithuanians 

down there, and the Poles, Czechs. The kind of people who work in 

the coal mines, 

Q. Do you recal l  anything about the prisoner of war camps in Spring- 

field? 

A, No, I don't. I didn't know any existed. Was there one? 

Q. Yes, I believe there was, Cmp Douglas, Do you =call any 

Chinese soldiers stationed i n  the area? 

A. No. But I read about the Japanese out i n  California. And at 

that tWe i n  Hawali, during the war years, they were kind of being 

persecuted, and being rounded up a rd  watched, But then l a t e r  on they 

went over t o  m o p e  and they were evidently some of the best fighters 

we had. And I guess it was kind of a shamem thbg that we did i n  

treating these poor Japanese-Americans. They pmved t o  be . . . oh, 

I guess there's exceptions t o  dmst any nationality, but they were 

just loyal Americans, l i ke  I guess anybody in t h i s  country. And even 

i n  Hawaii. 

Q, Om, thank you very much, Father. 

END OF TAPE 


