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Pages of POW's journal
come to life

.,

Meeting of finder, translator ·a nd·author brings tc
a close a lengthy search

CHARACTERS

(From left) Or. Hans Sennholz, who wrote the journal; Erika Cohen, who translated It, and William Harrison,

~o found It and began the long search to unravel the story behind it.

By HAZEL ASHCRAFT

Sun Staff

'

The sepia-tinted pages of a journal penned in a spiral
notebook, found more than 20 years ago on a ditchbank
near Bay, were brought dramatically to life this week
when its finder, its translator and its author came
together for the first time in Jonesboro.
The meeting marked the end of a search that had
turned into a near-obsession for William Harrison of
Jonesboro, then a 16-year-old student with an inquiring
mind and a passion for collecting things. Now 41, Harrison had stumbled onto the journal while on a summer
visit with some Bay cousins.

Despite his determined efforts, the search might
have proved fruitless without the assistance of Erika
Cohen, the German-born wife of a Jonesboro pbysi·
cian. For it was Mrs. Cohen who provided the key
which unlocked the story contained in the lines of a
language Harrison could neither read nor understand.
And it is her translation of a now obsolete German
script that led to the eventual discovery of Hans F.
Sennholz, the journal's author, who wrote it while confined to a POW camp near Wilson during World War II.
The former Luftwaffe petty officer, now chairman of
the economics department in an upper scale college in
West Grove, Pa., flew into Jonesboro this week tore·
trieve the long-lost journal and meet the two people
wbo made it all happen.

......

A GLIMPSE OF THE PAST
A pace from the journal written by POW Hans Sennholz.

The •tory unfolda
It came about this way....
"We were walking along the Old Bay Highway,"
Harrison recalls, "and we decided to go down to the
dump by the Old Bay bridge. There was this thing by
the side of the road- right at the edge, in fact- it was
some distance from the trash, just lying there on the
edge of the road, in the grass. Anyone going by in a car
could have seen it. It wasn't torn or wet or anything. I
don't think it bad been there very long. I've always
been a pack rat, and so I just reached down and picked
it up."
Harrison noticed when he picked up the comp book
that it was wrinen in a foreign language, then discovered that the language was German. But that was
later. On that summer day in 1964, all he did was take it
home.
"I was always saving things. At that time I even had
a melted coin collection. Our house burned in 1963, and
I went back and found the melted blob."
The "melted blob" had been part of an excellent coin
collection given to him by his father, and was just one
of many items treasured by Harrison.
"I'd been a collector of junk for years," he says.
- He put the-journal in a drawer, along with hia other

"junk."

The joumey bepna

.
Four years later, what Harrison calls " plain old
curiosity" got the better of him, and he decided that he
wanted to find out the story behind the journal. If there
was one.
:
:
"I was more knowledgeable by that time. I knew that
the notebook was written in German. I wanted to know

The discovery of a
journal written
1
more than 40 years
ago by a young
German POW
created a mystery
that has been
solved at .last with
the discovery of its
author, after years
of dedicated effort
Pf\ the part o) a
Jonesboro-miin · -· ., ,
who would not
believe that there
wasn't a story
· behind the story.

what it said."
Thus began the first step of what became a loni
journey on two continents.
The first leg of that jouroey began in the language
department of Arkansas State University, where Har·
rison took the journal, with no results. It was in Ger·
man, but in a written form of the language which nobody at the university could read.
The journal went back into the drawer. 1
Harrison finished school, went to work, married and
eventually became a single parent with two daughters
- Samantha, now 12, and Christie, 16.
••I was busy trying to raise two girls and keep a job,' •
the Colson employe says of the years that lapsed between search periods. " I never lost interest, but I
didn't have too much time to work on it."
When he could, Harrison would query government
agencies here and abroad, trying to get informationany information - which would would help him solve
the puzzle of the origin of the journal.
"It started out as just simple curiosity with me,"
Harrison says, " but as time went on and the trail led
nowhere, it became something I had to do. We bad
determined that it was a journal of some type, and to
me, to read someone else's past, their thoughts and
words, put down decades ago- I felt I just had to read
it."

A major breakthroup
In November of 1985, Harrison realized his first major breakthrough. He took the journal back to ASU,
where Dr. Scott Darwin, assistant professor of German there, told him that while be himself could not
translate the material, he thought be knew a woman in
town who could, but he'd have to call her first to see if
she would do it.

·~

. "It was. a while before I got around to calling her:o-Harrison says. "She seemed surprised to hear from
me, and wanted to know why I wanted to do it. We
talked at some length."
The woman Harrison talked to was Erika Cohen,
who agreed to take a look at the journal.
"When I went over there," Harrison recalls, "she
took the diary and started reading it. She didn't atop for
20 or 30 minutes. All the while she kept aayins 'Amazin&, amazing,' and 'Fascinating.'
·
"Mrs. Cohen kept the journal, and it wu sometime
in late January of 1986 that she called me. She had
completed the translation and typed it. I read it, then
began typing letters, trying to find out the rest.of the
•tory."
·
The story as translated by Erika Cohen revealed the
reflections and observations of a German POW, a former flight petty officer who was shot down in North
Africa in 1942. After a series of stays at various detention camps and further stops in a long trek that began
in Natal, he arrived in Arkansas, where as a POW at
· Camp Bassett he worked on a Wilson dairy farm and
. was not released until 1946, when he was sent to Bri. tain.
In 'the journal, Sennholz puts down his reflections
and observations, his feelings and fears. He recalls the
moment his plane was hit, and rememers his first view
of Pearl Harbor and the Golden
Gate. He writes of the torrential
Arkansas rains. There is a reference to his mother, to his brother.
He describes a Christmas with' 'the
sun shining as if it were May in Ger·
many.'' He mentions a friend and
fellow POW at Fort Chaffee,. Willi
Wischhoff.

The queries continue
Harrison had already written
reams of queries to various U.S.
and German agencies, to no avail.
He wrote for POW lists, contacted
our own National Archives and the
Bundis Archives in Berlin. He read
everything he could get his hands
on ato.>ut Germany, and about
POWs. He even wrote to some of the
men whose names were mentioned
m the journal, after tracing them
through official lists.
"1 must have written between
275·300 letters, all told," Harrison
said, adding that he even wrote to
Dear Abby, whose interest was piqued enough called him personally.
When his spirits flagged, Harri·
son was encouraged by a longtime
friend , Chuck Casey, who offered
support and financial aid. Casey
helped him purchase microfilm
material and other articles neces·
aary to his work.
All of Harrison's efforts were in·
effective, however, until Die Welt,
a German newspaper, published,
on Aug. 16 of 1988, an article enti·
tied, "Who is the Author?" The

"Prisoners of war usually don't
have any property. They would im·
mediately suspect that it was
espionage. I did not take it alona. I
had to leave it behind."
·

The y..,.. rec•lled

newspaper revealed Harri son's·discovery of the journal and its
search for the author. It also men·
tioned a number of POWs listed in
the journal. Among them was the
name of Willi Wischhoff.

.

.

Pllyclirt

Somewhere m uermany, Willi
Wischhoff read the story.
"That sounds like Hans Sen·
nholz," his friend said, then sent
the clipping to the economics professor, with whom he had kept in
touch through the years.
Sennholz was the man. He im·
mediately sat down and wrote a let·
ter to Bill Harrison, dated Oct. 12,
confirming the information.
A second. letter~ dated -oec:-1.~
advised Harrison that Sennholz
would come to Jonesboro to pick up
the journal, which he had given to a
·guard for safekeeping when the
war ended and he waa sent on for
further detention in Britain, where
he stayed until 1946.
The former Messerschmitt 109
pilot landed at the Jonesboro air·
port Wednesday, accompanied by
his wife and flying his own Grum·
man Tiger.
He read the journal with interest,
stating that while he remembered
writing it, he did not remember
specifics, and had forgotten not
only that he had given it to the
guard for safekeeping, but the
guard's name as well.

Sennholz picked up where the
journal left off, recounting his return to his homeland, his studies at
the University of Marburg, then
Cologne University, and his
emigration, at the end of 1949, to the
United States, where he had several relatives who bad come over in
the 1920s.
He was then 27 years old.
Arriving in New York, he began
writing reports for the Deutsche
Staatszeitung, a German publication, then left to work as an accountant on Wall Street. In the evenings
he attended night graduate school
classes at New York University,
and it was there that he met a fellow
graduate student, a young Pennsylvania girl who later became his
wife.
In 19SS, Sennholz was the first
Ph.D recipient of the famed Au·
strian economist, Ludwig von Mises, who had been at NYU since 1944.
He became an assistant professor
at a college in New York State. A
year later, he became a full professor of economics at Grove City College, where he is now department
chairman. In addition, he has authored some nine books and several
hundred articles on economics, and
is known internationally as a
monetary theorist and lecturer.

,. ..............
Erika Cohen, recalJing her part
in the tale, says her first reaction to
Harrison was puzzlement.
"At first I didn't know what he
was talking about, " she says. "A
book that he had found in German
that nobody could read! But after I
started, it was so interesting that he
finally had to stop me. As soon as he
left I sat down and read the whole
thing. I thought it was quite fascinating. It took me almost six weeks
to sit down every day and work on it
a little bit. I finally had it in rough
form, and I gave it to him. He asked
me what be should do next, and I

.

.

told him, 'I don't know. I don't even
know the name of the agencies any
longer.' But after he got things
started he would bring me the letters he received in answer to his
own letters. Some of them would be
favorable, and some would say
they couldn't help him. Then someone told him to put it in the paper in
Germany, and he did.
"Two weeks before I went to Germany to visit some of my family he
called and said he had found the
man. I said, 'I really don't believe
it,' and he said, 'It's true, and he
lives in Grove City, Pa.' And I said,
'What does the letter say?' and he
said, "I don't know yet. I am so excited.'
"I think it is just a terrific thing
that Bill Harrison was able to track
down someone from a different
country who had written his personal ideas on a piece of paper and
finally, a piece of history. I never
thought he would find the person. I
didn't have much hope. But now
that it is over. I am Rlad that the
journal was found, and that it is
finally in his (SeMholz') hands.
"And I hope that the professor
really enjoys the journal and
appreciates the perserverance and
work that Bill did.''
"It was a good day," says Harrison of the day he received SeMholz'
letter.
"The same day, the papers went
through on the house, and then
when I got home, the letter was
waiting for me. I am going to keep
in touch with him and what he's
doing. I'm not really disappointed,
now that it's all over. I would like to
go back to college, after Samantha's grown. I'd like to study history. Maybe teach. I've got a lot of
old books, and I'll probably get
them out and look at them. I've got
a coin collection, and books, and
some old glass. I may get that organized.''
"Something like this doesn't happen in a guy's life," Harrison said,
shaking his head. "It just doesn't
happen at all.''
But it did.
And what about the man behind
the journal?
"I can't believe it," Dr. Sennholz
said. "I don't understand why this
is happening to me. It is reliving the
past. You live twice if you relive the
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past.''
;.:·
The young German POW, con~
fined to a prison camp thousands of
miles from home at the close of tho
war, wrote, in his final journal en~
try, of renewal and hope. And bt,
lief.
;•
"We shall live again," he voweci:
That same spirit is reflected il)
the lines of "Debts and Deficits," a
book written last year by Dr. Se~~
nholz.
. ·
"We are never beneath hope," h8.
wrote. "In all things, it is better tq,
hope than to despair."
:~
It is a philosophy he has liv~ by~

