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Florida Prisoner of War Scrip

By Ronald J. Benice

DURING WORLD WAR II, MORE THAN 425,000 ALLIED PRISONERS
of war were held in the United States.  The scrip that was produced for
the prisoners to use as currency has been largely neglected by the
numismatic community.  This article discusses the scrip from Camp

Blanding in Florida and tells the story of the prisoners who were there, how they
got here, their daily lives, and their role in the wartime economy.

The first comprehensive publication on prisoner of war scrip was written
by Albert I. Donn in 1970.  He was able to locate many of the job orders from the
private contractors that printed the scrip.  This enabled him to produce a check-
list of issuers and denominations.  He also compiled a list of base camps and sub-
camps.  The only Florida scrip he identified were 5¢ chits printed in booklets of
$1 by Weldon, Williams and Lick Company of Fort Smith, Arkansas for Camp
Blanding.  These were printed on both sides in black on rose paper with serial
numbers in red.  His illustration bore serial number 025015.  

A 1993 catalog by Lance Campbell had the same 5¢ chit and illustration
as the only Camp Blanding entry.  The check list in Fred Schwan and Joe Boling’s
comprehensive work on World War II numismatics also showed just the 5¢ chits.
Larry Smulczenski commented in a 2001 MPC Gram that he knew of 8 surviving
chits, all with serial number 025015.  It is unknown whether the booklet cover or
any more of the 20 chits originally in this booklet have survived.

Recently I discovered that the Camp Blanding Museum on the base in
Starke, Florida has an unlisted 1¢ chit in its collection.  These chits were manu-
factured by a different printer.  They are printed on only one side in red on tan
paper.  

The first German military men to be interned in Florida were 14 sailors
from five U-boats who arrived at Camp Blanding on September 24, 1942.  The first
of many captured submariners were from U-352 which the USS Icarus sunk off the

Front and back of 5-cent
chit.  (Author’s collection)

Uniface one cent chit.
(Camp Blanding Museum)

These historical markers
at the site of the Dade
City branch camp tell
about POW life and pro-
vide examples of the jobs
assigned to PWs. (Pasco
County Historical
Preservation Society)
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Above: German Prisoners of War inside barracks at Camp Blanding, April 1944.  (U.S. National
Archives)

Below:  POWs listening to radio outside barracks.  Notice the PW imprint on the shirt.  (U.S.
National Archives)
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coast of North Carolina on May 9, 1942.  They were temporarily housed at Fort
Bragg in North Carolina.  The small contingent of 216 German Navy prisoners was
housed separately from the Army prisoners who arrived later.

The first German Army prisoners arrived at Camp Blanding in November
1943.  They were elite soldiers from German Field Marshal Erwin Rommel’s Afrika
Korps in Libya and Tunisia.  These men were captured between March 1943 and the
surrender of the Panzer Army Africa on May 13, 1943.  These POWs exceeded the
Allied capacity to hold and guard them in England or North Africa, so they were
transferred to the United States even though they were captured by or surrendered
to British troops.  The German prisoners either worked in the camp or in one of 21
subsidiary work camps.  Every prisoner received a 10-cent daily allowance paid in
small chits, a form of scrip which the Army referred to as coupons. These chits could
be used to buy soap, toothpaste, shaving cream, razor blades and other items at the
Canteen.  The Canteen was run by the POWs and also sold pencils, American news-
papers and magazines, soda, tobacco and beer.  Profits from the Canteen were used
to purchase hobby and athletic equipment.   The German prisoners could also pay to
see an American movie in the recreation hall.  They could also attend classes to learn
the English language or learn about American history, literature, culture and democ-
racy.  

Initially, prisoners were put to work at the camp building and repairing
roads, maintaining buildings, doing laundry or servicing non-tactical vehicles in the
motor pool.  Meanwhile, an acute manpower shortage arose in the United States.  A
major portion of our farm labor went off to war or migrated to industrial towns to
work in defense factories.  Conveniently, increasing numbers of German soldiers
were being shipped to this country.  Indeed, the troop ships carrying our men to
Europe returned with prisoners that could be used to backfill the domestic labor
shortage.  Prisoners arrived at a rate of 20,000 per month during most of 1943 and
30,000 monthly in late 1944.  A contract labor program was established.  Farmers
and other contractors were allowed to hire prisoner of war laborers provided there

German Prisoners of War
working in motor pool at
Camp Blanding.  “PW” vis-
ible on sleeve of man
holding oil can.  (U.S.
National Archives)    
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was no civilian labor available, and they would pay for the labor at the same rate that
would have been paid to civilians.  In Florida, most of the jobs were cutting sugar
cane, harvesting citrus, cutting pulpwood, canning farm produce, or helping with
light industry. 

Many enlisted prisoners worked as contract laborers and received compen-
sation at the rate of 80 cents per day.  [By agreement with Germany, American
POWs in Germany were paid 70 pfennig per day.]  Many officers opted to work and
were paid between $20 and $40 per month depending on rank.  Since the employers
paid the U.S. Treasury the going labor rate, this arrangement was profitable after
allowing for the cost of food, clothing and guards.  Most of the allowances and
wages were put in savings accounts.  The War Department created an accounting
system for thrifty prisoners who could withdraw their savings at the end of the war
when they were repatriated.

The POW contract laborers were housed at one of 21 work camps spread
throughout Florida.  Since prisoners were often transferred between camps in other
states and between work camps within Camp Blanding’s jurisdiction, exact popula-
tion figures are elusive.  Approximately 1,250 Army POWs were held on the base
and about 6,250 were spread among the 21 side work camps for a total of approxi-
mately 7,500.  

Nationally there were 141 permanent camps and 319 branch camps.
Brigadier General Blackshear M. Bryan, the Assistant Provost Marshal General, told
the House Committee on Military Affairs in June 1945 that the value of labor in the
camps nation-wide in 1944 was $80 million and additionally contractors paid $22
million to the Treasury for labor.  This was based on almost 20 million man-days of
work at the camps and over 10 million man-days for contract employers, most of
which was agricultural.

There was some public perception, fueled by pictures of prisoners playing
soccer or eating at picnic tables, that the prisoners were coddled.  However, the
Geneva Convention, signed July 27, 1929, ratified by the Senate on January 7, 1932,
and signed by President Hoover on January 16, 1932, encouraged sports and
required us to provide comparable (but not identical) housing, clothing and food as
other troops at the base. A Congressional investigation in 1944 in response to peti-
tions from veterans organizations supported the way we treated POWs. The War
Department also hoped that our treatment of prisoners would be reciprocated by
humane treatment of captured Americans.  Indeed, there was considerable evidence
that word of our treatment of prisoners led to an increase in voluntary surrenders by
German soldiers.  

Soccer field at Camp
Blanding for POW recreation.
(Camp Blanding Museum)
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Camp Blanding began in 1939 as a Florida National Guard camp named
for Major General Albert H. Blanding, commander of the 31st Dixie Division in
World War I.   Nine infantry divisions and the 508th Parachute Infantry Regiment
trained here between 1940 and 1943.  It became America’s largest Infantry
Replacement Training Center in 1943-44.  In 1945 it became an Army Separation
Center. The Camp Blanding prisoner compound closed in February 1946.  Camp
Blanding is still used by the Florida National Guard and other Guard and Reserve
units as a training site.
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German Prisoner of War
pursuing his miniature
ship building hobby at
Camp Blanding.  (U.S.
National Archives)
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