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1945 June 4-10 
 

The Fugitives 

 
It is not well-remembered today, but during World War II this area was populated by as many as 3,500 
Japanese and 5,000 German military personnel. Were these Axis forces on secret missions in the 
heartland of the United States? No, they were prisoners of war at Camp (now Fort) McCoy between 
Sparta and Tomah. Camp McCoy was one of 130 sites in the United States to house Axis prisoners of 
war.1 
 
The site of the prisoner of war camp at McCoy had formerly been a  Civilian Conservation Corps camp 
before the war. Its first occupants after the United States entered World War II were civilians from Axis 
countries who were to be interned for the duration of the war. This first group, arriving in early 1942, 
consisted of 106 Germans, 5 Italians, and 181 Japanese. An unexpected member of the Japanese 
contingent was Ensign Kazua Sakamaki of the Japanese Navy. The commander of a midget submarine 
that attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, he had the distinction of being the first prisoner of war 
the American military captured in World War II. The civilians were soon moved elsewhere so the camp 
could accommodate German prisoners who had been captured in North Africa.2 
 
Camp McCoy was the only permanent camp for Japanese prisoners of war in the United States until late 
January 1945. Increasing numbers of Japanese prisoners taken in the Pacific campaign forced the 
creation of more camps for them in this country.3 
 
At the same time, Camp McCoy was a training base for thousands of American troops before they 
headed overseas. Among the trainees was the 100th Battalion from Hawaii that was made up of 
Japanese-Americans. 
 
Hazel Huber of Bangor was one of about 500 women who worked in the Camp McCoy laundry during 
World War II. Right across from the laundry was the prisoner-of-war compound that held German and 
Japanese prisoners in separate areas. They were guarded by military policemen who "always had a great 
big dog with them." Japanese prisoners cleaned the laundry area. Huber recalled that the Japanese were 
skilled artists, and she remembered seeing "weird pictures" drawn by the Japanese prisoners on the 
laundry presses when she came to work in the morning. The POWs ate their meals out of canteen cups. 
One of the military policemen once told Huber, "Today the Japs have fish heads and rice. Tomorrow 
they are going to have rice and fish heads."4 
 
There were a few escapes by POWs from Camp McCoy. Three Japanese prisoners once escaped only to 
be recaptured in Winona. Another Japanese escapee stole a rowboat and tried to row down the 
Mississippi River. He was recaptured eight days later in Prairie du Chien, Wisconsin.5 
 
The latter was one of a trio of Japanese prisoners who escaped from the camp in late May 1945. The 
other two were recaptured this week near West Salem, as related in the following newspaper article. 

https://www.history.com/topics/great-depression/civilian-conservation-corps
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(Bangor Independent, 1945 June 7, page 1) 
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Despite trying to hide their identities, they were "immediately recognized as Japs" by Chief Ivan Wright 
and La Crosse County highway patrolman Jerome Breske, according to an article in the La Crosse 
Tribune. An FBI agent from Milwaukee and an interpreter questioned the POWs in the La Crosse County 
Jail. Like their comrade Hakamura, who was recaptured on May 28, they intended to find and follow the 
Mississippi River because that was the only geographic feature they knew in the United States. The hills 
of the Coulee Region, which they called "mountains," confused them, so they had decided to travel on 
level land.6 
 
This is when they were seen walking along the road by Mr. and Mrs. Melvin Schomberg and Florian 
Stremcha as they were driving to the Clinton Griswold farm 2 1/2 miles from West Salem. They told Mrs. 
Griswold about the suspicious-looking men and she called the authorities. 7 
 
Wright and Breske received a reward of $15 from the Army for each prisoner.8 
 
The reward, and the accompanying newspaper coverage, did not sit well with someone in the 
community, as is evidenced by the following rebuttal in The Nonpareil Journal of West Salem.  
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(The Nonpareil Journal, West Salem, Wisconsin, 1945 June 21, page 1) 



5 
 

Once the war ended, the Axis prisoners were sent back to their countries. All the remaining Japanese 
prisoners of war left Camp McCoy in October 1945. The last German prisoners did not leave until June 
1946.9 
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