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Introduction

The bulk of the text in this introduction comes from the excellent thesis about newspapers and

magazines produced by prisoners of war, by Chris Basiurski: 'The Clarion Calls: Bringing Home

into the Prisoner of War Camps' written in September 2013, and many thanks indeed to him for

permission to use this material.

The Clarion was first published in January 1943 under the editorship of James W. Wood

and was  aimed at  English  speaking  POWs in  Stalag VIIIB  (344)  Lamsdorf.  After  the  7th

edition, Wood was repatriated to the UK and the editorship passed to Percy. R. Parramore.

Wood had attempted to get permission for the publication for over a year and in his first

editorial, he explained to the readers that the objective of the magazine is “yours to write and

to read. It’s up to you to make it bright and keep it informative”. He said that news from

home, the working parties and the camp would be first thing that the readers would want to

see but in addition, short stories, cartoons, jokes and poetry would be welcome to “fill an

hour”. As well as such hour fillers, it contained many public service notices, sports results,

theatre reviews, religious columns and educational material. Filling those hours would be an

important role for  The Clarion,  not only for its producers and contributors,  but also for its

readers. 

The Clarion had a print run of seventeen editions, the last being a souvenir edition for

Christmas 1944 before the camp was evacuated in January 1945.  The Clarion emerged in the

second half of the war when the camp at Lamsdorf was well established and when some of its

prisoners would have been in camp for over three years. The Clarion emerged at a time when

the POWs no longer expected defeat and thoughts on post war matters were evident.  The

Clarion carried articles discussing life after the war (including a discussion on how London

would look after being redesigned and rebuilt after the war) and post war careers. The biggest

staple of almost every edition was news from home. From the start the producers requested

the POWs share news that they had received in their letters from home. This was not personal

or war news, but general news, often sporting or military. It created a link to the outside

world that ensured that POWs did not have to wait to receive a sporadic letter to hear news

from home. The Clarion portrayed no black humour or satire and, under Wood’s editorship, it

contained no comic strips  or  doubtful  jokes  as  he  wished to  “maintain  a  dignified tone”

(although cartoons  appeared  under  Parramore’s  editorship)  and  on  several  occasions  the

censors insisted on making cuts.

The Clarion was an 'official'  publication,  compiled by the  prisoners,  translated into

German  for  the  censors,  printed  by  a  local  German  newspaper  and  circulated  widely

throughout the Camp and the Working Parties, and paid for through the camp Welfare Fund.
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The Clarion gives useful insights into the POWs’ own views of their captivity at the

time. A snapshot of the POWs’ impressions on the conditions of their captivity is found in the

article  in issue number 11 about a 'psychological  experiment'  by Private H.  Danvers who

sampled  fifty  prisoners  at  random  and  asked  them  to  write  an  essay  entitled  'What  is

unpleasant about captivity'.  Amongst the answers were: lack of privacy, uncertainty about

conditions back home, next food parcel, end of the war etc, monotony (especially speech and

habits of fellow POWs), peculiar uniforms and their wearers; lack of feminine company. 

The topic of food is not widely covered in The Clarion. This is perhaps not surprising in

that  the  German censors  may not  have wanted to  draw attention to  any violation of  the

Geneva  Convention,  and  the  editors  may  have  wished  to  focus  on  more  positive  items.

Outside the Red Cross notices, only two articles hint at food shortages, both of which are

cookery tips and refer to the camp gardens which supplemented the rations provided by the

Germans.  Aside  from  food,  The  Clarion  provides  an  insight  into  other  items  which  the

Lamsdorf prisoners lacked, including clothing, paper, books and games (after the library was

burnt down), tea, spectacles and dentures. Health problems and the lack of medical supplies

were  also  major  issues  facing  POWs.  Lamsdorf  had  one  of  the  biggest  and  best  POW

hospitals,  but  still  experienced  repeated  outbreaks  of  typhus,  dysentery,  diphtheria  and

tapeworm.  The Clarion  contained a number of articles giving medical advice on a range of

conditions including fractures, sprains, eye conditions and skin diseases and it encouraged the

POWs to keep fit through physical exercise. It also promoted the YMCA Sports Medal which

was designed to stimulate healthy care of the bodies in the POW camps and was awarded to

those  who  had  encouraged  physical  culture,  given  exceptional  sporting  performances  or

exercised regularly over a long period of time.

Cigarettes  were  the  main  unit  of  currency  within  the  camp  and  are  frequently

mentioned in  The Clarion.  For example,  it  was reported that  the Whitsun festivities raised

“92,000 cigarettes” and that cigarettes were regularly supplied by the Red Cross.

The Clarion  had only one piece that gave a glimpse into anything that hinted at the

morale of the prisoners.  At its outset, Wood cited the need to “steer clear of matters political

or slanderous” as well as things that were blasphemous or obscene. There is some evidence of

satire, but these examples are generally witty attempts to make light of difficult situations.

One clear example attempted to deal with a traumatic aspect of some prisoners’ lives,  the

“jilted,  thrown‐over,  cast‐off or  otherwise  given the  go‐by by the  girl  friend”.  The article

proposed the formation of a 'Lost Souls Club' to lessen the shock to those who have received

“Dear John” letter from wives or girlfriends breaking off relationships, to comfort them and to

prevent them from doing something rash (like committing suicide). Such break ups would be

difficult  in most  circumstances,  but  in captivity many prisoners  held on the  hopes of  the
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eventual reunion. The article suggested that they seek out other members who will give them

words of encouragement before being introduced to a 'hen‐pecked husband' who will explain

the  many  disadvantages  of  married  life  and  congratulate  the  new  member  on  his  lucky

escape.

In  a  number  of  issues,  The  Clarion referred to  the  anxieties  of  the  Channel  Island

prisoners who did not know the fate of their loved ones back home and assured them that

efforts were being made to locate the civilian relatives of the POWs who had been interned in

Germany and provide means of communication via the Red Cross. One issue attempted to

give further comfort, poignantly explaining how a “number of good toys”, made in the camp

workshop by prisoners, had been provided “for your children” and distributed by the YMCA

in the sincere hope they will  “provide some happy hours for the children in their strange

surroundings”. This article was deemed important enough by the editor to be the first item on

page 1. Prisoners who would have been fully aware of the horrors facing civilian internees,

might have received some small comfort from this gesture, while the prisoners making the

toys in the workshop would have been extra motivated at the knowledge of what they were

working for.

Many POWs expressed undying gratitude for the help the relief agencies ‐ principally

the Red Cross and the YMCA ‐ provided, and despite evidence of large scale griping about the

services provided, the prisoners of Lamsdorf had every reason to share this gratitude.  The

Clarion twice  listed  the  equipment  they  had  received  from  the  Red  Cross,  including  in

December 7,506 food parcels and 5,797 parcels of medical equipment; in January 1943 4,796

food parcels and 7,026 medical parcels and in February 1943, 84,192 food parcels and 5,555

medical parcels, but the practice of listing the figures was discontinued due to the unrealistic

expectations this gave the POWs and complaints which followed when they did not receive

what they considered was due. Prisoners were told that the relief agencies’ parcels would be

distributed to where the greatest good was possible.

The Clarion also gives an insight into the work of the YMCA in the camp.  In an article

featuring Gunnar Janssen, the YMCA secretary in Berlin, the editor described his work and

the work of the YMCA as “a symbol, a living example of the finest work of Man” showing

that the work of the  relief agencies did not just help the POWs physically, but also helped

them maintain some faith in humanity, even in such trying times. According to Janssen, the

work of the YMCA helped the camp develop from its “primitive level” to a “high standard of

education, entertainment and religious activity”.  The Clarion explained to the POWs that the

aim of the YMCA was to help every POW live as humanely as possible, while warning them

that living humanely did not amount to living in luxury. In 1942, it delivered to POW camps

across Europe consignments of 25,413 parcels  weighing over 135,000 kg including 637,743
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books,  4,124  musical  instruments,  26,835  items  of  sporting  equipment  and  65,058  indoor

games.

The Red Cross notices were discontinued after the 7th issue, possibly due to editorial

reasons  (Parramore  had  replaced  Wood as  editor  by  then)  or  perhaps  due  to  the  rather

negative tone they had taken. The Red Cross notices often resorted to chastising the POWs for

taking the work of  the  relief  agencies for  granted.  Attention was brought  to the negative

letters sent home by POWs in which they complained about matters such as ill‐health or lack

of Red Cross parcels, many of which contributed towards a rather negative impression of the

Red Cross back home.  The Clarion stated that when confronted, half  of the writers denied

sending such letters, while a quarter apologised saying that they had been feeling out of sorts.

The rest gave no reason.  The edition described the sending of these letters an “unworthy

practice”  and calls  on  the  Red  Cross  Trustees  in  the  Working  Parties  to  give  the  POWs

sympathy and considered advice, but also warned that such letters add to the misery of those

at  home and that  it  was unfair  to criticise the  Red Cross who were doing a  good job in

extremely difficult circumstances to ease the POWs’ hardships. It concluded by stating that “It

is something to be alive and safe. They’re not so safe back home, but they do not complain to

us”. Another issue further explained that the Red Cross parcels are gifts of the British public

and where items are missing, there are probably very good reasons for it. 

The  contact  with  home  through  letters  was  also  important.  Initial  lack  of

communication caused them great anxieties as they could not even let their loved ones know

that they were alive. Even when letters were permitted from June 1942, many took months or

years to arrive or failed to get through at all, resulting in some families not knowing that their

POW had survived until they turned up back home after liberation. 

Links to home were also established by the Lamsdorf POWs in the creation of the

various clubs and associations within the camp, often linked to shared interest or a region.

They were ways of encouraging the POWs to take responsibility for improving their own

conditions and to build relations outside their immediate accommodation blocks or groups of

friends but also helped recreate their comforting pre‐war civilian worlds. Clubs were formed

for groups such as accountants,  farmers and motor cyclist  enthusiasts.  The geographically

based POW associations relied on  The Clarion  to spread the word and attract members. The

first such group mentioned, the Northumberland & Durham POW Association, stated that its

aims were to “give assistance to those in need; financial, legal and employment aid and the

establishment of social contact after the war”. By June 1944, it had grown to over 900 members

and had seen the first meeting in the UK of the repatriated POWs. Its featuring in The Clarion

not  only  helped  it  grow,  but  also  encouraged  the  formations  of  similar  groups,  with

associations forming for POWs for a further 21 regions by June 1944. The groups gave a sense

of  community  within  the  camp based  upon their  connections  with  their  home lives  and
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provided a link to the community and their families back home. James Deans (quoted in ' The

Barbed Wire University' by Midge Gillies, p.41) a member of the Caledonian Society in Stalag

Luft VI explained the appeal of such societies: “the meeting together, the talks of home, the

sound of the familiar dialect, and the uniting of common memories, all help to strengthen ties

with home, and bring a soothing influence. Home does not seem so far away, when men of

one place get together and talk about it”. Patrons based in the UK were sought and activities

arranged.  One  example  mentioned  in  The  Clarion showed  that  the  UK  patrons  of  an

association had taken all the prisoners’ children to the pantomime and tea at Christmas time,

further demonstrating the physiological boost that such connections to home provided. 

The other prominent group in Lamsdorf was the Talbot House organisation (Toc‐H).

The  Clarion  described  Toc‐H  as  a  “non‐political,  inter‐racial  and  inter‐denominational

organisation” which sets out to “win men’s friendship and service of others” based upon a

“practical Christian outlook on life” and which had been started in the UK after the First

World  War.  Toc‐H’s  main  activity  in  Lamsdorf  was  the  collection  and  distribution  of

supplementary clothing and necessities which was especially valuable for new POWs and

ensured that maximum use was made out of the equipment within the camp. The role of Toc‐

H not only gave practical benefits to the POWs, but gave a sense of community and purpose

within the camp which was linked to the POWs’ activities back home to the extent they were,

or would become, members of Toc‐H in the UK. Details of the Welfare Fund or the work of

the Camp Comforts Committee feature in most editions of  The Clarion,  and show how the

funds raised through POW subscriptions, theatre collections or through special events such as

the  Whitsun  Carnival  allowed  the  POWs  to  purchase  items  such  as  theatre  equipment,

musical instruments, medical equipment, goods for the canteen and the production of  The

Clarion  itself.  On top of this,  there was an anonymous philanthropic society called Simple

Simon & Sons which funded entertainment and sporting events for the good of the camp.

One factor almost entirely missing from the POW publications is the matter of escape.

The only reference is a cartoon of a POW crawling under the wire to be faced with the large

black boots of an angry guard. This was as much a warning as an attempt at humour and any

other reference would have been impossible in a censored organ.

Monotony and boredom  were  major  problems  facing  the  POWs.  It  was  therefore

imperative that that they find a means of occupying their time. The Lamsdorf POWs benefited

from  the  steady  supply  of  books,  educational  material,  sporting  equipment,  musical

equipment and other items from the relief agencies and as a result, were able to undertake a

wide variety of activities.  Those who found hobbies and other activities within the camps

were less likely to suffer a psychological breakdown. The camp populations contained a large

number of specialists in a wide field of activities who often sought to continue their trades,

crafts or hobbies within the camps, not only to earn but also to keep boredom and depression
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at bay. Similarly, many sought the opportunity to try new hobbies and develop new skills.

Embroidery, wood carving, metal sculpting, letter writing, poetry and drawing were among

those activities undertaken, all of which helped the POWs to escape their current situation – to

go on fighting and hoping.  The Clarion contained examples of such activities, including a

review of the annual Whitsun Carnival and funfair which raised funds for the Red Cross

(complete with photographs). Prizes were awarded to the Chinese Street scene, a large and

detailed model of Glasgow and a H.G. Wells inspired scene of the future. Arts and crafts

exhibited in the Lamsdorf Arts Exhibitions included tinwork, needlework, carvings, paintings,

etchings and woodwork.

Contributing to or producing The Clarion were ways of expressing these skills and the

magazine contained cartoons, artwork, poetry and short stories.

Sport was also a means of passing the time and was encouraged as an effective way of

relieving tension and frustration. It had numerous benefits; providing a means of a sense of

nationality amongst prisoners at a time when that nationality had been soundly defeated;

providing a sense of passing of time with the sporting seasons creating a sense of routine, and

importantly, providing a psychological escape and demonstrating a determination to recreate

a sense of normality. The Germans were generally happy to permit sport as it not only made

for a more relaxed camp environment but also helped alleviate the boredom of the guards and

prisoners alike and, in addition, provided the guards with a form of leverage to ensure good

behaviour. Sporting equipment was supplied by the Red Cross or the YMCA or made by the

prisoners themselves. Internal sports news did not appear in The Clarion until issue Number 3

and,  while  it  rarely  dominated  the  pages,  it  featured  in  most  subsequent  editions,

demonstrating the extent to which sport was an important part of  camp life.  A variety of

sports  were played,  including football,  cricket,  rugby,  athletics,  boxing and cross country.

Football  seems to  have  been one of  the  more  organised  events  with  the  camp hosting  a

number of league competitions, one comprised of 27 teams and 3 divisions. Matches were

initially limited to eight players on each side due to the size of the pitch but by May 1943, the

pitch had been expanded to full size and had seating for 4,000 spectators. One issue gave a

match  report  on  a  game  played  against  another  camp,  Stalag  VIIA,  who  fielded  four

professional players, demonstrating that even at the heart of the conflict, the Germans were

content to allow a team of prisoners to go on “tour”.  In cricket  test matches were organised,

England, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa. The South African wicketkeeper, Billy

Wade, was a real‐life test cricketer and there were other first‐class players in the camp. The

cricket used to go on all day from about 9am to 6pm or 7pm.

Education provided a means for many POWs to alleviate this  stagnation.  Initially,

educational activities were designed as a means of keeping the POWs mentally and physically

alert, but over time these activities became important in their own right as the POWs used
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their time in the camps to develop themselves, learn new subjects, gain qualifications and set

themselves up for post‐war careers. The relief agencies facilitated study through locating and

supplying specialist  books and teaching material and assisting the UK authorities and the

academic institutions in arranging for prisoners to sit examination papers which would be of

“real value” to POWs in gaining post‐war employment. By 1946, over 17,000 applications had

been received by the Red Cross to sit exams and almost 79% achieved a pass mark, (including

Parramore, the second editor of  The Clarion, who achieved an electrical engineering practice

qualification from the City and Guilds of London Institute in 1944) providing further strong

evidence that the POWs often succeeded in living beyond the vacuum of their captivity. From

1943 the Stalag School taught 63 subjects by 41 qualified tutors and were attended by almost a

thousand students. Its principal was Company Quartermaster Sergeant Lawrie who used The

Clarion to inform the POWs of the school and its functions, to advertise special courses (for

example,  a  six week course to allow those on Working Parties to catch up)  and to run a

monthly English lesson within the pages of the early editions. The Clarion also promoted the

essay competitions held for prisoners by the Council of the Royal Society of Arts and the

British Legion.

The Lamsdorf library was large and well stocked, at least until it accidentally burned

down, yet in spite of this, books do not have a large presence in The Clarion. It references the

library and the availability of books, but otherwise there is little to indicate their importance to

the prisoners.

Of more prominence in The Clarion is the area of entertainment, especially the theatre

which became an important tool for raising morale and for providing activities not just for the

audience, but for the producers, writers, actors and designers. Acting, directing and costume

and set designing were effective means of channelling energy and provided an outlet for

artistic expression (while the costume and set designers were also able to use their skills in

creating disguises and props for would‐be escapees). Its importance is demonstrated in one

edition of The Clarion which stated that “we are entirely at the mood of the entertainers. They

can either allow us to drop into a mood of apathy and ennui and succumb to the paralytic

coolth, or stir us to vigorous enthusiasm and applause”. With a theatre that could host 600,

Lamsdorf  had “the grandest  theatrical  and musical  ambitions of  any stalag” according to

Midge Gillies in 'The Barbed Wire University',  an ambition borne out in the pages of  The

Clarion.  Most editions carried a review of at least one performance showcasing a range of

plays,  including Shakespeare, musicals,  film adaptations,  comedy and pantomimes. Shows

would generally last for two weeks, but, as in the case of Lambeth Walk, an original play

written by a POW, runs could be extended due to popular demand. Shows were ticketed to

ensure  fair  distribution.  As  with  the  football  'tour  matches',  the  Germans  also  allowed

productions to tour the camps, with the visiting production of Ghost Train being described as
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one of the best performances staged in the Lamsdorf theatre, while their own production of

Twelfth Night starring Denholm Elliot went on to tour other camps.

While  the  reviewers  recognised  that  they  “needed  to  make  allowances  for  the

circumstance in which any show is put on and to applaud or condemn the extent to which

difficulties are overcome”, generally all the reviews were positive and shows were frequently

described as the best the camp had ever put on. Similarly, individual performances, costumes

and sets attracted lavish praise completely lacking in criticism. Only the performance of R.C.

Sherriff’s  Journey’s  End  briought  an  introspective  moment  from  the  reviewer.  The  play

written in 1928 depicts life in the trenches of the First World War with themes of camaraderie,

hardships and the futility of war, themes which might have been expected to resonate with

the POWs for whom “blood, death, filth and disease is – or has been – for us, a common

spectacle”. The reviewer, however, felt that the play had more significance on the outside of

camp than  within  it  and  that  compared  to  the  POW’s  “vivid  personal  experiences”  was

somewhat “artificial”. If the productions were designed to produce a sense of escapism for the

prisoners,  Journey’s  End  had  the  opposite  effect  in  forcing  the  audience  to  confront  the

conditions of their captivities and giving “food for thought for many” (although the review

still  acknowledged  that  the  play  provided  two  hours  of  good  entertainment).  The  most

successful  productions  were  the  musicals,  which  The  Clarion put  down to  the  favourable

acoustics of the theatre. Musicals arguably provided a greater possibility for the prisoners to

be entertained without being overly taxing, complicated or emotional, characteristics which

would be attractive to those experiencing mental stagnation in the camp. 

Together  with  the  theatrical  performances,  music  recitals,  band  concerts  and

gramophone records playing were a regular feature of camp life in the camp and featured in

The Clarion..  Lamsdorf  had a  dance band,  a  choir,  a  string band,  a  military band and a

symphony orchestra, amongst others. Instruments were provided by the YMCA or purchased

through the Welfare Fund and were in decent supply (one issue of  The Clarion expressed

regret that at present there were only ten sets of bagpipes in the camp and these were needed

by the Stalag Pipe Band).

The speed in which these entertainments were established and their huge popularity

demonstrated their importance to the prisoners, both as an opportunity to occupy time and, in

many cases, as a chance “to be linked with one’s sweet home”. In recreating the hobbies and

passions of  their  lives  outside  the  camp,  by transporting their  minds to  a  land and time

beyond the wire or by simply giving themselves a few hours where they can forget their

surroundings and the difficulties of their conditions, the POWs were able to mentally escape

and exist beyond the confines of their captivities. 
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The pages of  The Clarion do not tell the whole truth of captivity, but they do help to

put it into context and give us an insight into the conditions of POW life, and how the POWs

regarded their conditions. Alan Mackay in his book '313 Days to Christmas: A Human Record

of War and Imprisonment' suggests that POW publications deserve a place in the annals of the

Second World War, and this is certainly true ‐ how much better we understand the lives of the

Lamsdorf prisoners‐of‐war by reading the editions of The Lamsdorf Clarion.

The Clarion began its life when the population of Stalag VIIIB (344) Lamsdorf was at

its  highest.  An International  Committee of  the Red Cross  report  in  October  1943 put  the

number of POWs in the camp as 31,052., not including the thousands who were on working

parties away from the main camp. In December 1943 more than 10,000 of the POWs were

transferred to a new Stalag VIIIB at Teschen in Czechoslovakia, and the Lamsdorf camp was

renumbered as Stalag 344. At the time the last edition of The Clarion appeared there were

approximately 22,000 men in the camp.

The  copies  of  the  magazine  that  appear  in  this  book  are  not  pristine.  They  had

survived nearly 80 years at the time of this publication. Who knows through what conditions

they  travelled  from  Lamsdorf  to  the  United  Kingdom.  Perhaps  they  were  amongst  the

survivors of the Long March of January to April 1945. There is some discolouration of pages,

particularly at the edges, and there are a number of marks and stains here and there. The

quality of pages varies. It has been impossible to improve the quality of the photographs in

the magazines. However, the pages are legible and bear witness to a remarkable corner of the

history of the Second World War, inadequately recorded in the past. Alongside other first‐

hand accounts of life as a prisoner of war in books such as Lamsdorf in their Own Words, The

Long March in their Own Words and others (see the bibliography at the end of this book) the

copies of the Clarion provide a superb, primary historical record and a tribute to the men who

endured those long years as prisoners of war.
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The original magazines were 13 x 19 centimetres in size

so the reproductions in this book are larger than the originals.
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