


Then

Hans Spear, born Dec.2, 1918 as  Hans Norbert Spier, at the end of the First World
War as a son of a Jewish family in Hessen. In 1938 he fled before the national-
socialist Jew's pursuit in the USA where he married his also fled puppy love Bea. 

In 1943 drew him the US
Army which used him after his
education in camp Ritchie,
Maryland, ten days after the
landing of the allies in
Normandy as a questioning
specialist of the 30th US-
infantry division for prisoner
of war German soldiers.
The American government
wanted his language skills and
he became one of an elite
group of special agents in the

Counter Intelligence Corps unleashed in Europe by air, sea and land.
Spear, a German refugee, came to America at age 19 with the help of a relative. He
was a house painter in Chicago when he was drafted into the Army Medical Corps
in 1943. Like other enemy aliens, he was drafted into the Medical Corps because
the Germans “weren’t trusted with weapons,” Spear said.  His skills as a linguist
were recognized and he was sent to train for the Army’s Counter Intelligence Corps.
He was attached to the 30th Infantry Division as a special agent of the CIC.
Spear said trainees included FBI agents, police officers and lawyers whose interro-
gation skills would be put to use against the Nazis. He worked in psychological
warfare, espionage and interrogation in France, Belgium, Germany and the
Netherlands. Before he shipped out, Spear and the other “enemy aliens” were made
“instant Americans.” If they were killed in Europe working for the U.S., they
wouldn’t be identified as German citizens.
On June 6, 1944, he and about 15,000 others were transported on the Queen Mary
to England. From there he was flown to Normandy a few days after the Allies’ D-
Day invasion to begin his work on the ground. He also took part in the Battle of
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the Bulge, in which 75,000 Americans were killed, wounded or captured in 1944-
45.
The beginning of the Battle of the Bulge shortly before Christmas  1944 produced
the greatest challenge for the Ritchie Boys. All along the front Ritchie Boy teams

had gathered information
about an impending German
attack. But their warnings
went unheard. The Germans
broke through, and SS units in
American uniforms penetrated
the American lines. These fake
Americans posed a deadly
threat for the Ritchie Boys.
With their strange accents the
Ritchie Boys easily could be
mistaken as Germans in dis-
guise.Parols like ”whistling

thistle“ – nearly unspeakable for German tongues – increased the danger.



When he saw two GIs washing a plucked chicken in the water supply of a farmer,
he calls at them in English but with a heavy German accent: „Leave it – the people
here are drinking from it!“ Suddenly he stares in the muzzles of two carbines. Only
his comrade’s persuasion saves him from being shot as a spy. 
A couple of days later  himself had the finger on the trigger. He was ordered to
threaten a German POW with execution if he did not provide valid information
about the size and position of his unit.
After the war ended, he was ordered to stay on. He spent six months with occupa-
tion forces working on the “de-Nazification of Germany”. 



Now
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German-born ‘Ritchie Boy’ awarded Bronze Star for WWII efforts

Tucsonan Hans Spear waited more than 63 years to get a Bronze Star Medal for his
service in World War II.

The 89-year-old U.S. Army veteran received
the award, given for heroic or meritorious
service, in a ceremony Wednesday at Fort
Huachuca. Although every member of
Spear’s unit received the Bronze Star for
supervising interrogation under fire, Spear
and one other German-born Jewish soldier
did not, according to the news release issued
by Fort Huachuca.
“He was denied the medal due to anti-
Semitism and discrimination because Spear
was categorized as an enemy alien,” the
release said.
The Leonard Kravitz Jewish War Veterans
Act of 2001 opened the records for review of
war veterans who are Jewish, black or born
outside the United States. Spear applied to
the Army Board for Correction of Military

Records, and the board found Dec. 6 that the Bronze Star should be awarded. “I’m
not a hero,” Spear said in a phone interview Wednesday. “The heroes are buried in
Europe and the South Pacific. I just did my job.”
When the Pentagon first told him he was getting the award, Spear said he asked that
it be mailed to him, but a ceremony was set up instead. “They made it a big hoo-
ha, a big circus and I was the clown,” he said. “And it was very beautiful.”
“This was his day,” Fort Huachuca spokeswoman Tanja Linton said.
Spear immigrated to the U.S. from Germany in 1938 to escape Nazi persecution of
Jews and was classified as an enemy alien – a foreign national living in the U.S.
whose country was at war with the U.S. – and then drafted. His language skills won
him a spot in the Counter Intelligence Corps, which was unleashed in Europe by
air, sea and land. He trained at a then-secret location, Camp Ritchie outside
Baltimore, making him one of the Ritchie Boys whose counterintelligence exploits



were featured in a Dutch-German documentary titled “The Ritchie Boys.”
In 1944, he was transported to England and flown to Normandy a few days after the
Allies’ D-Day invasion. He took part in the Battle of the Bulge, in which 75,000
Americans were killed, wounded or captured in 1944-45. He worked in psycholo-
gical warfare, espionage and interrogation in France, Belgium, Germany and the
Netherlands. He and other Ritchie Boys interrogated thousands of German priso-
ners of war. “He is quite the whippersnapper,” Linton said. “I think he brought a
few of us to tears. He told a number of great stories.”

One that stuck with the audience, which
included hundreds of Spear’s fellow vete-
rans, friends, Army elite and longtime wife,
Bea, who was his childhood sweetheart from
Germany, was about three women he
encountered while fighting in Germany.
The three were forced laborers from
Czechoslovakia who made bullets out of alu-
minum. “That’s how bad off Germany was.
They had to use aluminum to make bullets,”
Linton said.
Spear finally found out he had a common
language with the women, Yiddish, and lear-
ned that one stole a scrap of aluminum to
create a tablet of the Ten Commandments.
She gave the aluminum tablet to Spear and he
carries it still. “It showed the strength of faith
and how these women hoped they would be

liberated,” Linton said. “I was having what Oprah calls ‘the ugly cry’ over that
one.”

Hans Norbert Spear died on Apr.15, 2009


