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The following notes were written in December of 1988 as Karen Wright prepared to take twenty residents from Friendship Haven in Fort Dodge, Iowa to visit the Nativity Scene in Algona.  Rev. Kitterman was away at the time and did not make the visit but wrote these memories at that time to tell of his visit to the Nativity Scene the first Christmas it was open to the public. (1945) 
                My first parish appointment after seminary was an open country parish about five miles north of the prison Camp in Algona.  We saw the camp go up and were present the first Christmas it (The Nativity Scene) was created.  One of my members was a secretary in the head office.  The camp itself was top security with civilians forbidden entrance.  The secretary called asking if my wife and I would like to join a few in observing a very special religious event.  We met her at the gate and walked approximately one-half mile between the high barbed wire fences to a compound.  Before we entered we were told we would be in a darkened area.  The prisoners could not see us and we were to remain completely quiet.  The night was very cold and awesomely quiet.  Huddled in a small area we waited.  It was chilly both by temperature and emotional atmosphere.  I knew we would be looking upon the captured enemies who had been fighting our boys and had taken the sons and daughters of our church family.
            We began to hear the military goose steeping in the distance and through the dark shadows we could detect movement.  Finally the marching stopped and you sensed an assembled body, separated by a wire, was near.
            Into that cold crystal air came the guttural German sounds of a human voice.  My two years of college German gave me the understanding ‘Our Father God’ was being addressed.  It was Christmas and I was hearing the God of Luther and the church saints being addressed by men of war.  I began to tingle within.  I then heard a pitch pipe sounded.  Very slowly a bit of light began to pierce the darkness and one could see these human forms more as shadowy presences.  Then from the band of men came those beautiful strains of ‘Silent Night, Holy night’ sung in the original tongue.  As the carol neared it’s close a spot was playing on Shepherds and sheep made of clay from the very soil of the camp and decorated with what colors could be mustered from substances obtainable by men behind wire containments.  Then appeared ‘the Holy Family’ and Crèche.
           From Silent Night they moved from one familiar carol to another.  They sang with gusto and praise.  I was glad I was in dark for there I stood, tears streaming down my face.  We were giving inspiration on the Iowa hillsides in wartime and that deeper cry for Peace on Earth.  Our bodies were cold but our hearts were burning within.
            I saw these men, many miles from family and alone, imprisoned, praising God and pouring out their prayers for wars cessation.  The Concept of Christmas and the family of God became most real.
            After a prayer, the lights faded and they returned to their confinement.  Mrs. Kitterman and I put our face to a north wind, returned to our car and journeyed to our parsonage home as persons with a new understanding of why He came.
            Twenty years later I was appointed District Superintendent of that area.  Algona was in my jurisdiction.  A group of Methodist men began to talk about preserving the scene (Nativity Scene built by prisoners) by building a place for it and sponsoring it.  Needless to say, their dream fell on receptive ears and we would sponsor their project.  It was a worthy vision and frequently Trudy and I have taken our children and grandchildren there with a special prayer they too might catch the romance of a special Christmas on the Iowa prairie that had great world overtones.
            I hope you and your pilgrims can experience a bit of the romance of a prisoner (Eduard Kaib) and his hope for peace.
 Rev. Ralph Kitterman
Friendship Haven
Fort Dodge, Iowa
