Oflag 64 Newspaper — “Get Wise-- ITEM-ize”

In the fall of 1943, Kriegies Frank Diggs and George Juskalian, had an idea to publish a camp newspaper
to help bolster the morale of the POWs. Frank had been the city editor for the Washington Post and
George had experience with his college newspaper. They took a dummy layout to Colonel Drake, who
approved, and then to Oberst Schnieder, the Camp Commandant, who, to their surprise, also approved.
They dubbed it “The Oflag 64 Item” with the tag line “Get Wise — ITEM-ize” on the masthead. The first
edition was published in November of 1943 and continued monthly through January 1945. The original
newspaper staff consisted of 10 talented Kriegies to include a Pulitzer Prize winning AP reporter, Larry
Allen, who had been captured covering British Naval Operations in the Mediterranean.

The Item was extremely popular among the POWs who would ask at the beginning of each month when
the next issue would be available. Every POW received a copy. The circulation grew as the camp
population grew with 225 copies of the first issue printed to 1400 for the last. Editor Frank Diggs
described the paper as, ”"Informative, often funny, and with heavy emphasis on news from home,
theatrical productions held and planned in the camp, sports events, and upcoming camp projects.” As it
evolved the paper added line drawings and cartoons created by staff artists Jim Bickers and Alexander
Ross. In time “photographs were added, leading to photo contests to choose the best looking girls back
home and later a best looking baby.” Kriegy Howard Holder, one of the staff, said, “The Oflag Item was
one of the biggest morale factors in the camp.” Of course every issue was censored by the Germans so
the Kriegies were careful never to include any information gleaned from “The Bird”, their secret radio.

How “The Item” got printed is an interesting story for another post.
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