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During the Second World War, the Allies captured large numbers of Axis soldiers. The first combatants captured by 
the American Army belonged to Rommel’s Afrika Korps, captured in Tunisia in May 1943.  These prisoners were 
brought across the Atlantic and interned at camps throughout the United States. By June 1945, over 
425,000 Axis prisoners of war (ca. 371,000 Germans, 50,000 Italians, and 4000 Japanese) were 
housed in over 650 POW camps across the United States.  While historians have chronicled the 
POW program (see Krammer’s Nazi Prisoners-of-War in America), none of these POW camps 
were extensively studied until the mid-1990s when Dr. Michael Waters and his team from Texas A 
& M University investigated Camp Hearne in Hearne, Texas.   

At a time when these camps and the entire generation who experienced them were disappearing, 
Waters uncovered the intriguing, often dramatic, story of German POWs on Texas soil.  The Wa-
ters team searched through archives, dug through buried camp remains, and interviewed dozens of 
former occupants on either side of the Atlantic—both former inmates and MPs who guarded them.   
Based on this research, a comprehensive view of Camp Hearne has emerged captured in Waters’ 
book, Lone Star Stalag, German Prisoners of War at Hearne, Texas. 

 
Camp Hearne History 

 
In 1942, the U.S. Army Provost Marshal General’s Office was searching for sites to locate POW camps.  The civic 

leaders of Hearne, Texas, felt that a POW camp would bring economic prosperity to their city and began lobbying for a 
camp. Chamber of Commerce President Roy Henry sent a letter to Congressman Luther Johnson on March 10, 1942, 
suggesting Hearne as a possible site. Congressman Johnson in turn contacted Colonel B. M. Bryan of the Provost Mar-
shal General’s Office with this proposal. By the end of the month, Colonel Bryan dispatched engineers to Hearne to con-
duct a preliminary survey of the area.  Hearne perfectly fit the criteria for an ideal camp location: specifically, Hearne 
was located in a rural area far from critical war industries, it was not within the coastal blackout zone (from the coast to 
170 miles inland), and it was over 150 miles from the Mexican border.  The Hearne site also appealed to the Corps of 
Engineers because of its proximity to a railroad, it was 500 feet from an important boundary or public thoroughfare, yet 
in a remote, basically flat area with an adequate supply of water and electricity.  By mid-April, the inspection was com-
pleted and Hearne was selected for a camp. By the end of June 1942, Colonel Bryan approved the plan for Camp 
Hearne.  The Army acquired 720 acres of land although only 290 acres were used for the buildings and grounds.  Con-
struction of the camp started in September 1942 and the camp was completed in February 1943.  

Officially activated on December 15, 1942, Camp Hearne was considered a base camp. It was originally designed to 
accommodate 3000 prisoners, but the plans were modified to house almost 5000 POWs.   Camp Hearne followed the 
standard camp layout approved by the Provost Marshal General’s Office, meaning the installation was divided into three 
compounds with each compound subdivided into four companies accommodating 400 prisoners.  Each company area 
had a mess hall, lavatory, company office, and 8 barracks. Barbed wire fences isolated the camp and each compound 
was enclosed with additional fencing. The buildings within the compounds were not designed to be permanent struc-
tures, but were temporary, “war mobilization” structures designed to provide service for twenty years.  All camp bar-
racks, regardless of whether they housed POWs or American guards, had walls composed of wooden beams covered by 
black tar paper with mineral surfaced roll roofs. 

The first POWs arrived in June 1943. For the most part, the prisoners at Hearne were members (continued on page 4)  
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of the German Afrika Korps, captured in Tunisia.  Most of the prisoners at Camp Hearne were non-commissioned offi-
cers (NCOs) in the army or air force.  Because they were NCOs, they were not required to work according to the Ge-
neva Convention. As a result, the prisoners at Camp Hearne had much leisure time, so they devoted themselves to rec-
reational and educational programs. The inmates organized classes on various topics, such as history, accounting, and 
foreign languages. They played soccer and other games on the sports field, made crafts, painted, and read books. There 
were weekly movies, musical concerts, and theatrical performances at the camp, in theaters built by the inmates.  For a 
time, Hearne had one of the best orchestras in the county because Rommel’s band, along with their instruments, had 
been transferred to Hearne, and members (and a conductor or two) of Germany’s leading orchestras experienced the 
same fate. 

The enlisted men at the camp had a different life. According to the Geneva Convention, they could be required to 
work. At Camp Hearne, the enlisted prisoners (about 20% of the POW population) worked at a shop that repaired blan-
kets and rain coats, and the rest worked for local farmers harvesting cotton, onions, and pecans.   

Despite a wide array of activities financed by the U.S. military, the Camp experience serious problems. A small 
group of Nazi sympathizers controlled the camp through fear and intimidation, a fact most clearly demonstrated in the 
murder of Corporal Hugo Krauss in 1943 for being too friendly towards the Americans.   The prisoners had secret 
short-wave radios hidden beneath barracks that received the news from Germany every day. Several prisoners tried to 
escape, but all were caught. One prisoner at Camp Hearne committed suicide by jumping in front of a train when bad 
news from home left him in despair. 

One distinction of Camp Hearne is that it became home of the Central POW Post Office, responsible for the dis-
tribution of all censored mail coming from Germany to the prisoners in the United States in March 1944. This unit was 
very successful in moving the mail; however, the inmate mail clerks were poorly supervised in what became a Nazi-
controlled operation. Prisoners would often insert messages to their friends in other camps and write greetings on the 
outside of envelopes.  While this was harmless, a more sinister use of the postal system emerged. The Nazi element 
within the camp infiltrated the post office and developed a secret system for inter-camp correspondence. The Nazis had 
access to the names of all POWs in the United States and they compiled a list of Anti-Nazi prisoners that would be 
dealt with after the war, spreading the intimidation that made for sleepless nights at Camp Hearne. This situation con-
tinued until numerous investigations revealed the problems and the postal unit was transferred to another camp in July 
1945.  

Japanese prisoners were briefly held at Camp Hearne near the end of the war. A few hundred Japanese prisoners 
of war arrived in the summer of 1945 and were repatriated to Japan in October 1945. Compound 3 was cleared of Ger-
man POWs and the Japanese were isolated there. The Japanese prisoners sent to Hearne were to be part of a reeduca-
tion program. However, the war ended before the program could be implemented and the Japanese prisoners were re-
turned to Japan. 

All the German POWs at Hearne and other camps in the United States were repatriated to Europe by January 
1946. Almost all of the prisoners were first sent to England, Scotland, France, or Belgium where they worked on 
farms, in mines, and repaired war damage. After serving a year to two years in these countries, they returned home to 
Germany.  

The Army closed Camp Hearne in January 1946. The buildings and property were sold as military surplus. Even-
tually most of the land was purchased by the City of Hearne.  

 
ROLL CALL - Friends of Camp Hearne is a 501(c)3 organization working with the City of 
Hearne to preserve and interpret Camp Hearne’s story. Their mission goals are as follows: 

 Base decisions for preservation/ stabilization/ restoration/ reconstruction on carefully researched priorities de-
rived from historic documentation, interpretive values, relative significance, integrity, condition, cultural land-
scape considerations, initial costs, and costs for ongoing maintenance. 

 Manage the extensive museum collection, including historic artifacts and archives, to provide proper storage, 
protection and interpretation, utilizing the latest technology, interpretive exhibits, and up-to-date procedures. 

 Minimize the effects on the historic scene by non-historic development both within and outside the boundary. 
 Preserve/ restore/ reconstruct only that with is essential to interpreting the Camp's story.  It has been determined 

that total restoration would not be practical or prudent nor is it essential to interpreting the history of the Camp. 

 

Material printing funded in part by a grant from the Summerlee Foundation 
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This group of prisoners
constructed a replica of the
Burg Schwanstein castle, 
complete with moat and a
running water source to flow
through the center of the
"island"

Hearne was a small Texas town wanting to do their part to win WWII and bring their young men home.  Too small to 
host a wartime factory, Hearne began to lobby their Congressman to establish an internment camp just outside the
city limits.  When it was determined that Hearne's site met the requirements to build a rather large base camp, 
construction started immediately.  By June of 1943, the first prisoners arrived from the North African campaign.  

There were times when the population of the camp was greater than the population in Hearne.  Along with the prisoners 
came US Army personnel to guard them.  Many officers relocated their wives and families to Hearne as well.

As quickly as the camp sprang up, the camp was disengaged just as quickly at the end 
of the war.  Buildings and equipment were sold as surplus.  The land was eventually 
sold to the City of Hearne.

Post Exchange

Prisoners who worked for local farmers
to supplement the labor shortage were 
paid a fair wage as required by the 
Geneva Conventions.  Paid in Camp 
script, they shopped in their own PX. 

Today, only the cement foundation of Compound 3's constructed
theater remains.  The Germans built a stage with orchestra pit and
 stadium seating for their entertainment and stage productions.
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CAMP HEARNE, TEXAS  -  WWII Prisoner of War Camp

Dr. Michael Waters, TAMU
escavated the site in 1995 
and discovered many arti-
facts, ruins and building 
foundations. His research led him to many former 
prisoners and guards that have shared their stories 
and memorabilia.  Many of these items may be

n at an exhibit displayed in the Hearne
Chamber of Commerce office located on Hwy 6.
Dr Waters also shares his research in his book
"Lone Star Stalag" available     
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America housed more than 425,000
German, Italian & Japanese POW's
during WWII.  There were more 
than 650 POW camps in the USA.
Of these, 70 POW camps were 
located in TEXAS.  Camp Hearne
was one of 6 non-military base camps
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Camp Hearne Buildings  
in primary service
groups.

The NCO prisoners were not required
to work.  They entertained themselves
in various ways.  Many painted, some
learned wood carving while others 
learned English or other classes.
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and memorabila.  Many of these items may be seen in an exhibit displayed in the 1942 barrackreplica located on site at FM485 & Fairground Rd.




