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Gemeinsam gefangen — ohne es zu wissen

Der Rostocker Gottfried Schulze (87) und der Doberaner Heinrich Willert (89) waren 1944 im selben US-Lager. Jetzt lernen sie sich kennen.

Von Bjérn Wisker
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POW together- we did not know it.
(November 2012)
Von Bjérn Wisker

Gottfried Schulze (87) from Rostock and Heinrich Willert (89)
from Doberan were POW’s in 1944 in the same US Prisoner
Camp- Now they were reintroduced to each other.

Rostock- companions of misfortune living, without knowing it, close to
each other for 68 years. Heinrich Willert (89) and Gottfried Schulze (87)
were POW at the same time in the American POW Camp in Hamlin Beach
NY. There the roads of Schulze from Rostock and Willert from Bad
Doberan crossed the first time. In 2012 they met again and only than
they learned about their common past and also that after the war they
lived for tens of years only minutes from each other. It took an American,
the historiker Ed Evans, to bring them together. “ For month after month
our roads probably crossed many times, but we did not know each
other,” said Schulze. At least for three month both lived in the same
barrack. “The building in the middle, in the third one of the five.” Said
Willert. At least 50 men lived in each barrack. The rest of them lived in
tents on the ground. altogether 400 German POW. “ | can not remember
your face from that time” noted Willert.

“The same”, stated Schulze. But he remembers the pain before being
captured. A bullet caught the soldier after the American’s landed next to
the Italian town of Anzio and started their attack. “It was a bullet that
penetrated my body. GI’s picked me up". Schulze was transported from
the hospital in Neapel by ship to the east coast in the USA.

Shortly before him, a young soldier who was trained in an air force school
on the Island Riigen came to New Jersey as an POW- Heinrich Willert.
“During the war | never sat in an airplane. Instead our leaders put rifles
into our hands and made us infantry soldiers.” As such Willert fought
under Ervin Rommel in the Africa Unit of the German Army. The British
captured him and made him one of the last 3000 captured prisoners. He
had to work for them in Tunis, the capital of Tunisia. Than the order
came that changed his life. All POW under the British command were to
be shipped to the USA.

The daily work assignments in the camp were hard. Both soldiers worked
hard on farms and in a can factory. They were punished over small
matters. For instant flirting with girls. “The rookie guards especially were
stricter. The older guards, who had fought in Europe, were more
forgiving”, said Schulze. During lunchtime they taught us Rock, n, Roll
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observed Willbert. The guards couldn’t believe how stiff the German hips
were.

POW’s and many ex soldiers carry unpleasant memories. For most of
them it was the horrors after the battle, the blood, the death. Trauma
after trauma. For the two from Mecklenburg it was a time, in spite of
everything, that brings back pleasant memories.

“We were lucky, there was no comparison to what happened to our
comrades in the Soviet Union,” said Schulze.

His memories compared to Willert’s are only slightly different. Schulze,
wounded in pain laying on the ground. Willert who was captured before
him, carries no such memories. Otherwise the memories are similar
concerning the tents besides the barracks, the watch towers, the barb
wire, the bunk beds, shift work, the dragging of marmalade glasses and
the Christmas candles in 1944. Both Mecklenburger were housed in
Hamlin for over a year.

For Ed Evans those memories are precious. He wants to reconstruct the
camp and open it as a museum to the public. To accomplish this, he is
also dependent on the help from the Germans. Based on their memories,
stories and publications were updated.

The new friendship between Schulze and Willert is based on a happy
coincident. The knowledge that they are a part of history, without Ed
Evans, would not have been discovered. The historian has a passion for
the camp that was decommissioned in 1946. For years he is researching
the life in the camp and collected plans, photos and newspaper clippings.
In 2008 he met Willert, who together with his son Mathias Heinike was
exploring (his life) in the USA.

Four years later Gottfried Schulze made contact via the Internet: “l was
interested how this area looks today”. He hit a homepage:” Friends from
Hamlin”. Schulze wrote an E-Mail and a couple hours later he received a
reply. Sender: “Ed Evans.” He gave me the address of an other German. It
was Heinrich”.

Willert's address was not the same anymore, but it was clear that two
people from Mecklenburg were looking for each other.” | couldn’t believe
it” said Schulze. Just as surprised was Willert:” A lucky chance”.

After the POW time, the life for the two men also became similar. Willard
studied in Greifswald, taught between 1950 and 1985 English and
geography in a village school close by Malchin. For 25 years he was the
principal.

Schulze studied in Dresden; worked in the harbor of Riesa and until 1990
was professor of Cybernetics in Rostock.

“Together in war, together behind barbwire, those are memories that
unite us” said Willert. Schulze nodded his head and added:” This were
also my first impressions: Heinrich thinks like | “.






