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Preface 

This mmscr ip t  is the product of a tape recorded interview conducted by 
Leslie ~ ~ n s  for the Oral History Office on Nrch 5, 1972. 

In this m i r  , Father E. Witzel  discusses his feelings t m d  Gernaany 
during World W r  11. tJt3 talks about the German zrren and Brothers i n  
Spring£ield a d  the W e  organization. 

Readers of the oral history mamir should bear in m i d  that it is a 
transcript of the spoken wrd, and that the interviewar, narrator and 
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is 
inherent in such historical  sources. Sangaaoon State University is not 
responsible for the fx-1 accuracy of the m i r ,  nor for view8 
expressed therein; these are for tJx reader b judge. 

'Ihe manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be 
reproduced in whole or in part by any m s  , electronic or mechanical, 
without permission in writing frm the Oral History Office, Sangamon 
State kiversity, Springfield, I l l h i e ,  62708. 



Father E. Witzel  , Springfield, I l l h i s ,  March 5, 1972. 

Leslie LRamx~s, Intervie=. 

A: . . . and as a consegueme the parish gradually begins t o  m e  away. 
G e m  w a s  no longer taught in schools, sermons =re given only i n  m l i s h ,  
and other than German people began t o  mxre into the parish. So that by, 
certainly by 1949, af ter  the Second bbrld W, the parish los t  cmpletely 
its national nature, and becane a terr i tor ia l  parish open to  people of 
all nationalities. The s m ~  ws true of St. Peter a d  Paul's. Neither 
one of than . . . there are no German national parishes in the diocese of 
Springfield a t  the present tine. 

Now, another inst i tut ion that had a strong German orientation up until 
the t h  of the Second World FJar ms St .  John's Hospital. In the ear l ies t  
days the hospital was, of c a s e ,  fourdd and operated and staffed by 
m s ,  by sisters who cam from Gemmy. They came f i r m  the northern 
prcwinces, I believe, of Gemmy and they established a, what they c a l l ,  
a prwime or a terr i tory over here. Their btherhouse is i n  Riverton, 
Illinois. Now, they had a real direct  contact with the sisters in Germany. 
They constantly mt aver there for m e  a d  m r e  vocations dom througzl 
the years. In the period before the F'irst Mrld War and the period after 
the war, up unt i l  the tixlle of Nazi Gernrany, and then with the beginning 
of b s t i l i t i e s  with the attack on Poland Septanber 1, 1939, wll, there 
m s  a cut-off 4 they viere no longer able to  camunicate w i t h  the 
headquarters of the order of the Franciscans, of the hospital Sisters of 
St. Erancis i n  Mxnster , Gemmy, which is where they =re located. This 
is *re they still are located. So during that t ime ,  they stopped then 
at the beginning of the wr, a d  the beghdmg of host i l i t ies  in  1941; 
then after that they had to get a l l  their vocations Erm the United 
States and no mre sisters C ~ I E  over k o m  Gemany. A s  a matter of fact, 
the s i s te r  dm was in charge of the whole camaszulty a t  the t i n e  that the 
w x  started remined in office unt i l  the erd of the war,  because it tas 
impossible to have any k i d  of cnmunications w i t h  the Superior General 
in  Gemmy. 

Actually the Secord World Mar ws strongly influential in taking away the 
G e m  flavor of the camamity. Although, even if you go out t o  the 
btherhause now, aver at St. John's, there are still a large number of 
s is ters  dm rere born a d  raised and had their ducation ard even their 
txaining in Gennany--dm still speak the language. And d ~ o  still go back 
f r e w t l y  to visit relatives i n  Germany, keep up a real active contact 
with the people wer there. 

Now, I can ramber during the Secod World W r  tm things: I was an 
employee of the hospital a t  that t h .  I was a junior in high school at 
Cathearal Boys ' High School and I mrked &re as an elevator boy. There 
vas one of the nuns there, ~ 1 1  a zmanber of the nuns had strong t i e s  and 
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they mid carmunicate w i t h  their f d l i e s ,  their relatives back in 
Germany, and sed packages w e r ,  fodstu£fs and clothing and things l ike  
that e r e  shipped in small parcels to relatives in Germany. F r q e n t l y  
there w a sister here &an Sacred Heart parish-her name s l ips  my m i d ,  
I t r id  to tW of it l a s t  night--and I wuld serd, I wuld do the 
miling for her. I ' d  take the packages dom to the post office and mil 
than. She sent quite a b i t  of things like coffee, chocolate and clothing 
that she could gamer and s d  wer there. Now, also just about that  
time a new electronic device called the diathermy machine, a w h i n e  that 
produces internal heat and is used in the, oh, for sprains, for mscle  
damage and this sort  of thing. llhe diathermy machine as I understand 
it--naw I ' m  not trying here to  be scientific, t h i s  is my understanding- 
can be easily converted h t o  a short-wave radio and so t?m sisters during 
the w x  =re subjected, f rom time to  tirae, to investigations £ran the 
Federal Bureau ard £ran other organizations, t o  keep a constant check on 
this equiptxlent as to  whether or not they E r e  using it to contact people 
in  Germany perhaps to  give them information. But I think the s is ters  
prwed loyal hricans and didn't do this. So those are my biggest 
recollections during the war with the organizations that e r e  here. 

Also you had. of course. the Franciscan Brothers out a t  Riverton who run 
St. J ~ S  Trade School. - Now, this also is a group of brothers that have 
their foundation in G e m y  and up until very la te ,  i n  fact in the la te  
1950s or early 1960s a l m s t  90 percent or better of their vocations, the 
ones that they kept, care f r a n  Germany a d  tmny of the brothers out 
there, in fact I tW German is still very much the language in the 
house out there. They have a nuch, rmch stronger loyalty t o  Germany and 
ties w i t h  Germany than do the sisters. The sisters, for all practical 
p p o s e s ,  have only a kind of a very loose association with the Mtherhnuse 
in  Germany, but the brothers, I think, still have a strong tie. 'Ihey 
are, i f  you'll pardon the q e s s i o n ,  very "Dutchy ," still very "Dutchy ." 
I hope they m n ' t  mind my pltthg that on tape. In my estimation, one of 
the mistales they made, I think, in ccming wer here m s  that they didn't  
t ry  to Americanize, adopt American mys, and this of course turned a l o t  
of vocatiorzs away fran wer the years because h r i c a n  boys just couldn't 
take that Prussian type of discipline and the strong Gelman flavor that  
existed. 

Q: bhat =re your feelings for Germany just before the war was declared? 

A: I really don't think that I had too m y  feelings for or against 
Gerraany before the wax w s  declared. For several reasons, f i r s t  of a l l  I 
was too young and I really wsn't--to use the term that w l d  be acceptable 
today--politically oriented. I really didn't think in terms of what was 
happening. I w n ' t  awce of wr ld  situations and the like. I was about 
a twleve or thirtem-year-old kid and my own b, my om family m s  not 
the acctanulated powx of G e m  families. My father ms tlmerican-born 
and really R didn't  h o w  the language. My father didn't speak the 
language, & language ms never used in the haole. My mther ws Ir ish 
and wre didn' t have German food, German styles of food. 

Probably about the only thing, E had some of the stricmess of my dad 
but p really couldn't say there was rmch. My father certainly was not 
pro-German or anti-German, there just msn ' t ,  it just ws not a factor in 
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our l a n e .  So I d d  say really that I real ly  didn't take on an anti- 
G e m  s m t i m n t  unt i l  the beginning of host i l i t ies ,  Decanber 7 ,  1941. I 
think m Ere led to  believe that R E r e  nwex going t o  get in the war. 
The President promised the nation he muld not send Amxican boys to  
fight on foreign soi l .  

And then, of course, as you can . . . as history records there vies a 
t r d o u s  propaganda program started in ow: country. And w hated Nazis 
and w e  hated the Nisei--the Japanese-w hated the Italians--Mssolinit s 
people, the Fascists--with a passion a d  there m a great deal of anti- 
German, anti-Italian, anti-Japanese sentiment in  our country and I f e l t  
very god about it, I th&t  this m s  the m y  it should be. Hitler ws 
out to conquer the w r l d  and E =re out to  stop him. I have honestly 
felt that in both mrld w s ,  the Gerrrrans =re wrong; that they made a 
serious political misjudpent. Unfortunately, vie contributed by, I 
think, not getting into the League of Nations for political r e a m  under 
President Wilson &en w could have and maybe have mde a contribution 
ard maybe have prevented the harshness of the peace terms that Wilson and 
Orlando and the others, Bosch, wrked aut. Maybe General Bosch wasn' t 
irwolved in that but the Four Powrs, the Four Allies, I think, really 
were unfair. I think Germany was ds t r ea t ed ,  but I don't think i t 's  
because I 'm German, I think this is because of the after effects that 
German people =re mistreated after  the First  k r l d  War. And had VE 
given than the k i d  of peace that w gave h o p e  af ter  Wrld War 11, 
probably probably it wuld have prevented the S e c d  k r l d  Ww. 

Q: FJhat are yaur ear l ies t  recollections of G e m y ?  

A: fSt ear l ies t  recollections are, I suppose, around 1936 or 1937, and I 
can only r d r  these because there was one student grade school 
with TIE h s e  frmily had strong German leadings. And of course he wuld 
talk about the Bunde a d  about his grandfather getting G e m  newspapers 
and about what was happening wer there w i t h  H i t l e r .  But I suppose that 
really as far as, well you hew that Hitler had supplanted the President-- 
Von Hindenburg--and I ta ly ,  too but I meant to  say that my m r i e s ,  my 
pre-mr memries of Utler are rather vague. He w s  kind of a m ~ ,  it 
wasn't really un t i l ,  w e l l  unt i l  k c d r  7, &en w =re a t txked , ~ 1 1  I 
suppose maybe a l i t t l e  earl ier  when Qld wis so ferociously attacked 
in 1940. And I do rgnember being in the Senate Theatre here in tom,  I 
think it w the Senate, I w there for a mxrie and all of a sudden they 
stopped the film. They lit up the stage and aman came out on the stage. 
A t  that t h  the big attraction in the United States w the 1939 b r l d ' s  
Fair in New York and he announced that they had just dirrmed the l ights on 
the Polish pavillion at the New York bwld  's Fair because the German  
Panzer divisions had just invaded Poland. So I do remember that.  But 
other than that I m l d  have to  say rather vague and I'm not really too 
knowledgeable about Hitler unti l  real ly e got ~ o l v e d  in  the mw. 

Q: You mtiond the M e ,  give your recollections of that organization. 

A: Very few. I s e a  to . . . my thought about t h i s  since you rnentiond 
the question the other day, and about the only think I can rtraember about 
it is, of course, that they were a group of black-shirted pro-German 
people. As  I r&r than of course it w this one young hiend of 
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mine who talked about it a great deal, was H d  of the idea was to  preserve 
a sp i r i t  of German nationalism in  the country: German custom, German 
newspapers, German habits and also t o  collect m y ,  I suppose, for the 
German people. kt seeing it as an organization that w s  k-Lnd of a tool 
of Jlitler, and of Nazism, I can't  say that I real ly  have that kind of a 
clear recollection of it. So I have to  say not too m h ,  really, just 
frm, almst fcan this one student, this one ycyung kid I vent to  grade 
school with. 

Q: You mentioned earl ier  your feelings, especially earl ier  in  the war, 
jus t  a r d  December 7 ,  towxds Germany when they E r e  attacking. Would 
you give re same m r e  of your feelings as the m r  progressed? 

A: Well, I 'd have to  s t a r t  out by saying that probably because of my 
upbringing I never really f e l t  any foreign t i es .  k never considered 
ourselves-- joked about it w i t h  my grandparents, nry I r ish  grandparents 
often remarked about--the German portion of the family and this sor t  of 
thing, k t  nothing really very serious. Like a lo t  of f d l i e s  I laww ie 
=re llever really, it m s n ' t  inst i l led into us. We wren ' t  German-Americans, 
w =re simply h i c a n s  at hotre and so w e  =re never as children given 
any loyalties, never f e l t  that I ever had any special loyalty to  Germany 
or t o  Ireland, either one, as a matter of fact. 

And, there I d d  say this, that my feelings, as the war w n t  on, e r e  
exactly those that the h i c a n  gwernmnt m t e d  us to hwe. I think 
there vas a great deal of anti-German psopagda FJhich vie readily absorbed. 

E r e  super-patriotic and I don't think t h i s  w s  bad either. Everyone 
or  almost everyone m t e d  to  go to  the defense of this country and I 
m l d  say this, that these are the people the gwernwnt kind of told us 
to hate though their solam propaganda, through pictures, through news 
articles, newsreels this sort  of thing. I f e l t  very anti-Gnuan, very 
rmch so. I resented than as a people. I t h g h t  they E r e  wrong, I 
thought they had the Aryan attitude--minority at t i tude of the super-race 
was wrong--then of course began to  leak out some of the things that they 
were doing against the Jews on medical experimentation. O f  course, the 
Battle of the Bulge in 1943 and the great loss of h r i c a n  lives and a l l  
of these things . . . ard to  have friends a d  relatives who E r e  being 
killed in the w a r ,  and of cwrse,  you f e l t  l ike anybody dm killed people 
Ere near crazy. So I wuld say that it increased, but: again I think all 
I can say is t h i s ,  this was not a cultural thing because the German 
culture w not implanted in  our ham, it m s  a propaganda thing that the 
gwerrraent had mre or less infl icted,  not inflicted, I think developed 
this as a mans of really car* off the w r  . 
Q: Being of German ancestxy, the narne %itzel ,  did p u  notice m y  hard 
feelings t o d  you during the war? 

A: Zhe answer is no. I think that there, for example, w al l  h o w  h a t  
happened ta the Japanese-kicans  who =re placed in concentration camps 
and =re deprived of their property and of certain constitutional rights. 
Now as far as I can rerraanber, I don't think there was any anti-German 
sentiment in th i s  area, at  leas t  amng the people that I associated with. 
There WLS none of it that I can s d r  at,  say Cathedral Boys' High 
School, none of this at  all. I think tie =re al l  Americans and I wuld 
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say in the middle United States, in  this area here, probably this kind of 
thing m s  at a minimum. 

I think that out on the East Coast, of course you have the submarines 
oftentims coming in close to the shore atd you had people being let out 
of the submarine for sabotage work at nighttimes. You know, on both the 
coasts I think there was a great deal of this, but 1 wuld say arlxlrd 
here that it was probably a t  i ts  strongest in the First b r l d  War. There 
w s  a lo t  of it in the First Wrld War. But t o  my honest recollection I 
can' t rananber , I personally, now there may have been, but I can' t recall 
any. I don' t even recall  any negative at t i tude say to-ds the hospital 
l i k e  a decline in patient level or rejection of the s is ters  as nurses or 
even a let-dom in the nuder of students FJho came to the school of 
nursing. I just don't recall  h, really. 

Q: h t  do you r d r  about the prisoner of war camp near Springfield? 

A: k11, unt i l  yau mentioned it, I think it ms, I had almst forgotten 
it was here. Only on one occasion can I recall  seeing a group of rnen and 
as I recal l ,  now this is a way back, this w s  a long t i m e  ago, but I 
rwremher people waring , s e d  to E, war- green uniforms an3 with a 
kind of a s t r i p  of yellow cloth on their back with letters, three l e t t e r s  
i n  black: P.O.W. A d  of course as to  how long they wre there, how m y  
-re there, who =re in charge of k, what happened to them I real ly  
don't larow. I think it w s ,  I don't even rermbex: the exknt  of it that 
was in the papers i n  the 1940s or sane of the people talked about. I 
mder how many people in Springfield m e  really a w e  of it. I saw 
them once and that's about a l l  I can remanber. 

Q: Ih you happen to r d r  the name of this camp? 

A: No. 

Q: Do you recall any praninent German-hrican figures a r d  Springfield 
betwen 1939 and 1945? 

A: 'Ihe answer I wuld have to  say i f  p u  rean kind of as far as d i n g  
a lo t  of p ro -Gem attitudes or . . . no? 
Q: Just a person who had xhievd a certain degree of stature in Springfield . 
A: I m l d  say, ell, one ms a former pastor and I can't  ranesnber his 
name, of St. Peter and Paul's k c h ,  m s  a w d l - h o w n  leader who was 
Gemm. There wis Father Goff who ~ 3 a s  the pastor of Sacred Heart Church. 
In the mrld of business, wll , there m s  of course the people dm ran 
k i s c h  Bre~ry  =re rather m l l - h o r n  and sold a lo t  of beer; the gold 
folks during the war. That's a b u t  all I real ly  remaber. 

Q: Okay, thank yau. 

W of Tape 


