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In 1942, an air force private arrived at Camp Joseph T. Robinson in North 
Little Rock.

His name was Heinz Wagner, the air force he served in was the Luftwaffe 
of Nazi Germany, and he came as a prisoner of war, having recently been 
captured by American and British forces in North Africa.

I met Wagner in 1999, when he brought his wife, daughter, and grandson 
to Arkansas to visit the place he spent two-and-a-half years in before being 
transferred to Helena (where he worked on a cotton farm for two years) and 
then to a POW camp in England, finally returning to Germany in 1947.

I was covering his visit for the North Little Rock Times and found him to 
be a charming and grandfatherly man, with a ready laugh and a face creased 
with many smile lines. He told me how he and his fellow POWs had no idea 
what to expect upon arriving in America, but once they were ensconced in 
Camp Robinson’s POW facility, they received good treatment, plenty of food, 
and clothing. With an ocean between them and 
home, escape wasn’t a possibility, so they settled 
in as well as they could. They went so far as to 
stage German operas in the camp; the American 
soldiers were invited, he said, but they never 
showed much interest.

Above all, Wagner said of his years in 
Arkansas, he and his fellow POWs felt safe here.

Safe. It’s an odd word to hear from someone 
who has been in a prison camp, just as it must 
be odd for many folks to associate prison camps 
with Arkansas. But Camp Robinson was not 
the only one in the state during wartime, and 
Germans were not the only ones interned here.

Near the towns of Rohwer and Jerome in 
southeast Arkansas were camps built to hold 
Japanese-Americans relocated from the West 
Coast by a government that suspected its own 
citizens posed a threat to these shores. Though 
they were styled “internment centers,” these 
facilities were no less prison camps than those holding German POWs—
barbed wire, watchtowers, armed guards, the whole nine yards.

Here the experience of the internees was one of deprivation: deprived of 
liberty, homes, and property. Their loyalty to their country was questioned, 
even after many volunteered for military duty and served valiantly—many 
of them heroically—in Europe.

So I found it remarkable that actor and activist George Takei, whose family 
was sent to Rohwer when he was a small boy, exhibited such serenity about 
the experience when he was here in February. Yes, he says, never forget what 
happened, and never let it happen again. But at the same time, he has let go 
of the anger that possessed him in his teenage years over the injustice done 
to his family. Instead, as his father sagely advised him, he works to improve 
our democratic system so that such an affront cannot happen again.

The story was different after another war three decades later. When more 

than a million South Vietnamese fled before the Vietcong advance at the close 
of the Vietnam War, our government took them in by the tens of thousands. 
More than fifty thousand wound up being cycled through a relocation center 
set up at Fort Chaffee, just outside of Fort Smith. There, while they awaited 
placement with American sponsor families, Westark Community College 
(now University of Arkansas-Fort Smith) gave them lessons in English, 
shopping, driving, and other vital skills they would need. Many of those 
Vietnamese and their families eventually settled in and around Fort Smith.

Fort Chaffee would serve as a resettlement center again in 1980, as Cuban 
refugees from the Mariel boatlift began arriving. This time the road was 
rockier, with disgruntled Cubans rioting early on and the unpopularity 
of the situation contributing to then-Governor Bill Clinton losing his first 
re-election bid. But eventually, twenty-five thousand Cubans were moved 
through Chaffee as well.

All these people who came through 
Arkansas were in some way disenfranchised. 
And the disenfranchised throughout history 
seem to wind up in camps, whether as refugees 
or prisoners. That our state has been host to 
such a diverse array of those camps is another 
of Arkansas’s remarkable attributes.

One kind of camp we haven’t had here, of 
course, is a concentration camp. Sure, the 
above examples may qualify for the most 
generic definition—a place where a group of 
people is concentrated—but that term was long 
ago scrubbed of any innocent connotation by 
the same Nazi regime that sent Heinz Wagner 
to war seventy years ago.

As it happens, a man with firsthand 
knowledge of true concentration camps was 
also in Arkansas recently. Nobel Peace Prize 
laureate Elie Wiesel, who survived Auschwitz, 
Buna, and Buchenwald as a boy—places where 

his mother, father, and one of his sisters died—spoke last month before a 
record crowd at the Walton Arts Center in Fayetteville.

Given the opportunity to ask Wiesel a question before his lecture, I wanted 
to know who he felt was at most risk of disenfranchisement in the world today.

“Those who are in the front lines—physically, mentally, morally,” he said. 
“Dictatorship is on the way out, but there are still more dictators in the world 
than there should be.

“Where I come from,” Wiesel continued, “for me to live in such a society 
with all of its faults and shortcomings, there is still freedom in this land. Our 
moral duty is to see all other people have this same privilege.”

That is a strong mandate. But, should Arkansas once again find itself 
receiving an influx of disenfranchised peoples, I believe it is one that we 
should—and will—live up to.

 Eric Francis lives in North Little Rock.
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THE DISENFRANCHISED AMONG US
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