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Preface

	 

	 

	“Work among prisoners of war to reveal facts about the psychology of the Europeans should be undertaken. We might also learn from totalitarian groups in this country. Here is an opportunity we should not lose.”

	Hertha Kraus (Philadelphia 1943 – Memorandum for the American Friends Service Committee on post-war planning)

	 

	“Here you can see how stupid we were back then.”

	Stephan Scherer talking to his Granddaughter (Bremen 1983)

	 

	“We did not attack them, they attacked us”

	Kenedy citizen (Texas 2018)

	 

	“This text is a singular document which can help to understand a bit more about how the attitudes and the thinking of an average more or less open minded ‘patriotic’ German merchant developed during his internment in the US, how he became radicalized and nasty. I can assure you, that my father, Stephan Scherer (1910 – 2000) after the war became a friendly open-minded, liberal-thinking person again. 
So he would not have objected to the idea of publishing this text, written from May 1942 until June 1944, as learning material about the dangers of totalitarian thinking, nationalism and antisemitism.”

	Herbert Scherer (Berlin 2018)

	 


Deportation

	State of war -Costa Rica-Germany and its consequences for us

	On the day of the declaration of war of Costa Rica on Germany, December 9, 1941, we Germans could not resist a smile because of the strangeness of such a step. But on the other hand, we were all aware of the seriousness of the situation and that now, in addition to all the existing difficulties and struggles, the biggest moment of crisis for us had begun.

	The first act of war consisted in the seizure of German arms and ammunition and the agitation against us was further intensified. Furthermore, our freedom of movement was restricted so that one could only leave his location with the permission of the responsible authority.

	In the business, work continued unabated, although we always had the idea that we might experience general collapse overnight.

	So we young Germans packed our bags with the essentials so that we would have everything at hand in case we were locked up.

	The better the news of the Asian theater of war and the more embarrassing the situation for the Americans and the English developed, the more reprisals were taken against the foreign Germans. For four weeks we lived on the powder keg. Finally the first bomb burst. A group of 36 Germans, including my Limon employees, Fischbeck and Rueckert, were arrested on January 3, 1942, and deported to the United States within two days. The reason given by the Costa Rican government was that those arrested had been enemies of the state, but in reality only orders from Washington were carried out because it was a well-known fact that the US believed it could only realize its long-awaited Pan-Americanism under Washington's leadership if all German elements and influences were battered and banned in the South and Central American countries.

	Costa Rica and Guatemala were used as the first example, and now exemplary, it will be applied until all Germans are expropriated, expelled and interned in the US.

	During January and February I remained at liberty, although the conditions under which one had to live and work were worse than if one had been imprisoned. One can say that every hour one waits with suitcase in hand for arrest, and in the business one was facing an impossible task. The work rhythm remained the same and one tried to reassure the employees and customers and spread optimism, although for once I was anything but optimistic.

	Prospect for the future and hope to manage this crisis situation had fallen to a minimum, because the next expulsion list was prepared already.

	On March 4, I was assigned a new employee, a young American who had the confidence of both the US government and the Costa Rican regulator. At the same time our headquarter in San Jose was guaranteed by the government that I could keep the management in Limon in order to keep the operation vital for the Atlantic Zone intact.

	One day later, on March 5, in the afternoon, my arrest took place. So effective and reliable was a Costa Rican government guarantee.

	The house search proved meaningless, first because I did not possess anything suspicious and second because they made no real effort to find anything. My cigars were confiscated by new aficionados, along with some meaningless postcards from Germany taken hostage.

	I put on my thicker city suit and tucked my already packed luggage under my arm. Since the commander knew me and I knew him, he treated me as his personal prisoner. I was placed in his private room where I could sleep in my own bed.

	Before I left, I made a farewell tour with the commander. I said goodbye to the aunts in the Parkhotel, who were very sad, and then we went to the shop where I closed windows and doors and said “good bye” to the whole staff. Following a plan that I had worked out beforehand, everything went very well. The aunts had keys and they immediately telegraphed Mr. Niehaus in San José, so that he could come to Limon to undertake the necessary measures there. In the private car, I then drove to the commander's apartment, for the first time in my life deprived of my freedom and delivered to foreign arbitrariness, far from home. There was a bitter but dogged feeling, and it had become reality, that which had seemed like a dark shadow for so long.

	The closure of our business hit Limon like a bombshell and caused a great deal of consternation among the many employees and their families. All of us had been employed for many years, earned good salaries, and were treated humanely and understandingly.

	Shortly after I arrived in my new home, the visitors started to walk in and it felt like in a hive. Employees, friends, and acquaintances - everyone wanted to wish me a happy trip and brought beer, cigars, etc. and so I was until 9 o'clock in the evening in company. I had coffee and dinner with the commander, who behaved very respectably to me in every respect. He was aware of the nature of his mission and that Costa Rica is already a colony of the United States.

	The police force that awaited me at the train station did not notice me and waited in vain until it was called back from the commander's office, where I had arrived on my own.

	At the commanders office, they took everything from me, including ties, belts, and money, and then locked me up in a small cell with one of my compatriots. The only seat and sleeping accommodation consisted of two old wooden benches.

	Among the imprisoned were many old acquaintances and there was a big hello when they welcomed me as a newcomer. Like in a lion cage, we made our rounds along the bars and from time to time jokes were made for the general amusement. In the course of the afternoon, more victims were admitted and we had to spend the night in this unworthy state, as if we were mean criminals. There was no sleeping accommodation or food, which I especially felt after the somewhat exhausting train ride.

	On March 7 at 10 am, we were called out of the cell one by one, and were given back our belongings and transported to the prison in a blue car, where we underwent another body search and suitcase inspection. Our knives, money and other things were taken off and then we got behind bars. After we passed a trellis of criminals, we came to our limited abode, where we found another group of arrested compatriots, who of course also again greeted us with enthusiastic hello. Two rooms were available, each for 20 men, but we were provided neither food nor beds nor mattresses. Two benches and some tables were the only luxuries. That was our treatment by a model democratic state.

	After the jail commander called some of us who had some money with us and appropriated part of it in known and dirty ways, we managed to buy mattresses and wooden frames on our own account, and made possible that relatives or friends would be allowed to bring us food every day.

	I asked the commander to telephone Hans Niehaus, who had gone to Limon the same day to look after things. Instead, however, Mrs. Niehaus and the brother-in-law came and brought me a bottle of whiskey, which helped in the evening for a better sleep. Nevertheless, the night was rather restless, as bugs and fleas in large numbers caused trouble. The next morning we were all searching through mattresses and sheets and the murders we had to commit were numerous. After that, the bedrooms were first thoroughly cleaned, as well as the primitive toilet and shower.

	In the morning we got up at 6 o'clock and we set 10 o'clock in the evening as curfew.

	Room service was scheduled among our group and we tried to make sure that in a comradely manner consideration of one another was put in place (as far as possible).

	The days went by with a lot of chess and skat playing as well as reading newspapers and books. Further, the time was shortened by two to three daily visits.

	Young girls, whose names I cannot list all, came and brought us a lot of beautiful things and sweetened up somewhat the murky prison life. We especially enjoyed seeing fruit and small bottles of wine or whiskey to warm us up in the evening. For me, the climate change was very valuable, especially as you had to expect to be sent to the United States so you as long term “tropic” resident could once again get cold wind blown around your nose.

	The inevitable colds soon set in, so I had to buy almost a gutter for my nose.

	My otherwise so solid way of life in Limon was almost shaken in San José, because every day streams of whiskey flowed and I probably have not enjoyed so much alcohol in my life in so short a time as in prison right now. When you came down to the reception in the morning,  the commander would ask you  if you wanted to drink a whiskey or beer, and in the afternoon just the same.

	In the evening there was usually a visit, which then stayed until 9.30 pm and left again in a slightly enhanced mood. 

	It was not surprising that the commander's counting was a bit difficult and that it did not work until the third time. The commander was in any case continually under the effects of alcohol, and was scarcely a good role model for his subordinates 

	One evening, when we also had female visitors with us, the commander even had convicts come with musical instruments who played for us and we sang.

	During the day, many played fistball, practiced gymnastics or played table tennis.  Those who still experienced digestive problems kept pacing up and down as the wild animals in the zoo do. 

	Our visitors were mostly received in the garden, where it was sunny and airy and where the many children of the fathers found plenty of opportunity to play. Most of the arrested compatriots were married and had children and of course everything had become problematic for them. For us bachelors, the new situation was less serious and everything could be treated as a new adventure. 

	If you also had to watch bitterly as the hard work of years was taken away and everything collapsed, it was said that you were still young enough to start again from the beginning, and hopefully in one of the newly-acquired German colonies. 

	The Prison Garden was a place for extensive study among the visitors and a lot of fun. From time to time, we also got permission to stroll in the commander's flower and vegetable garden. From there you had a view of the mountains and you could see again something green.

	After we were detained for about 14 days, the rumor was spread that we would be taken away in the evening. This rumor was taken seriously by many, and there were fainting and many tears among the visiting women. When we were still there the next day and the next week, the mind slowly calmed down again.

	We often puzzled over what to expect. There was talk of a concentration camp in Costa Rica, which in fact is likely to be a camp for American military or that we might be kept in jail, which of course would have been a crazy situation. We did not really believe in a sea cruise through the Caribbean Sea via Limon, as the sinking there was always alarming. There was still the way via Puntarenas to San Francisco or by plane to the US. 

	To make it a little more cozy for or us, we limed our rooms, installed some light and covered the tables with oilcloth. From time to time we were fortunate enough to get flowers, and then, despite the surrounding walls and bars, it looked a bit like an home.

	Over time, some more victims joined us, and we received them with mischievous hello. When you get into a situation like we do, you develop a certain amount of malicious joy and alarming news is taken in a relatively calm and composed manner.

	At the end of March it became clear to us that we would soon start our sea voyage to the States. On the 26th, one of the officers came and wanted to know our names again, which immediately reinforced the assumption that our tickets had already been issued. 

	Many became restless and prepared to leave. When I told them “From 10 o'clock to 12 o'clock in the evening the last visitors reception would happen and departure at 2 o'clock at night”, many believed that, although it was only one of our many rumors.

	On one of our fun evenings, the commander and I came to talk about our turtles in Limon. We agreed to have one come to San José, slaughter it in prison, and eat it Saturday, March 27th, inviting friends and acquaintances. The commander did not think we would really let such an animal come and thought of the whole thing probably more as a joke, but I had already given order to Limon to send a live Tortuga of about 300 pounds as soon as possible. On Thursday, the 25th, just at the critical moment, the animal arrived and made the commander feel uncomfortable. Nevertheless, it was slaughtered on Friday (we had a cook and butcher among us) and on Saturday evening about 100 people gathered and feasted in Mockturtlesoup and ragout. We had prepared a long board and garnished it with paper and daisies. Although no alcohol should actually be drunk, many bottles appeared on the scene and the mood thermometer rose fast and strong. Most of them knew it would be our farewell party, so everyone enjoyed it to the fullest. Hans Niehaus had come among others and donated some bottles of whiskey.

	If one remembers this and many other prison experiences with a sober mind, one cannot help but laugh, and I believe that this is only possible in Latin America, where one can experience very different views on life and where few people realize the real seriousness of life. It is due to the climate, and that almost everything falls into the lap of the people, that they often wander easily and recklessly through the valley of life.

	So it is that Europeans, with their fresh blood, ambition and sense of responsibility, have taken to leading economic agencies everywhere and that we have subordinated the Latin Americans to ourselves.

	They probably feel resigned and some grudges are felt in some places, but they are too comfortable to get up and climb higher themselves.

	Thus, the entry into the war and the opportunity to take all our work off without a fight was like a free lunch for the Latin American, and he is perhaps even more brutal than the North American. Petty spirits want to take revenge and enrich themselves without having a valid reason or the right.

	Probably all Germans in Central and South America will have learned from this nastiness and drawn the consequences from it. We will not waste our energies again and serve as nestmakers. In the future, these "children" should live quietly in their own filth and in their corruption, side by side with all the joyfully received and parasitic sons of Israel.

	We hope for more grateful fields of work, under German administration and where the fruits of the work can be harvested afterwards.

	Commander Borbon arrived on the morning of  the 29th and told us that our transfer  was imminent from one minute to the other, and feeling sorry he had to tell us to get our luggage ready. This announcement could not disturb us. On the contrary, it was a relief for us to know that it was starting now and that the unsustainable waiting state in jail would end, saying goodbye three times a day. Especially to the married people, this life got on the nerves, which was sometimes noticed by an irritable mood.

	We called all our acquaintances again, and it seemed now finally the farewell party. Hans Niehaus came with his wife, and we were together the whole day. In the evening we all had one final sitting, and, moved, Hans and I separated from each other with rare and beautiful embraces and good wishes for the future. In our clothes and boots, we lay down on our mattresses and waited until they called us.

	We waited in vain and woke up dressed in the morning without anything happening. Whether the steamer destined for us was sunk or whether there was a mistake in the direction of the boat is beyond our knowledge.

	On Thursday, April 2, we were still in jail, and our numbers even grew to 59 heads. Many acquaintances were among them, especially older gentlemen, and it was assumed that now the whole male German colony would have their turn, which would have meant that still about 175 men were missing. Of course, the general nervousness grew. The shops and farms of Germans were mostly already ruined, and now the rest had to face its annihilation. Our business in Limon was also closed, and the existing goods were sold under the table.

	Whoever can imagine how difficult it was for Germans to gain a foothold abroad and to successfully build up large companies might understand how hard this blow hit us all.

	All the attempts of the Limon population to get me free failed. Telegrams and letters to the president, signed by hundreds of the Limonese coastal population and three publications in the daily newspaper "La Tribuna"-- everything was unsuccessful, and the approximately 100 affected families suffered unemployment. 

	On Thursday at 6 o'clock in the afternoon we got again a message that we should be prepared to leave at 10 o'clock in the evening. Again everything was done, and at 9 o'clock we all stood in the yard in the middle of our suitcases. Songs were sung, and the mood was generally good, except for a young Frenchman who had been strangely arrested and attempted suicide by razor-cutting his artery. However, this attempt failed as a result of our timely intervention.

	 At 10 o'clock the commander came and called us individually with our luggage according to the alphabet.

	All the luggage was stowed away in a truck and at 11:30 we were loaded into 3 buses. We were accompanied by heavy guard—for every 2 of us an armed police officer was assigned. While driving through the city we sang vigorously the "England song" and others. Relatives who had heard of our departure still waved to us with shouts like "Viva Alemania". When we got to the Atlantic Railroad Station, we knew that the trip would be to Limon. At 11 o'clock the train left, again under heavy guard. Light moonlight illuminated the mountainous landscape. Most tried to sleep, but with little success. When we came to the lowlands, it started to rain slightly and warmer tropical air was noticeable. The police had fallen asleep and it rained peacefully into the rifle barrels that jutted out the windows.
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