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nössige  
BranCh

The small town of Nössige is located fif-
teen miles west-northwest of Dresden in 

Saxony. The branch of Latter-day Saints living 
in and near Nössige during World War II had 
come into being mainly due to Jakob Christeler, 
a native Swiss, who owned a small farm there. 
Brother Christeler’s children and grandchildren 
comprised the majority of the small branch. 
Other families joined the Church due to his 
missionary efforts as he sold dairy products in 
the towns around Nössige. According to Elsa 
Böhme (born 1922), “One day he visited my 
family, and they talked about the Church. [My 
family] later joined the Church.”1

The family of Arno Rudolph lived in 
Semmelsberg, four miles east of Nössige. Son 
Georg Rudolph (born 1926) recalled his family 
riding bicycles for forty-five minutes to Nössige 
to attend meetings held in a large room in the 

building in which Grandpa Christeler lived on 
a large farm.3

Nössige Branch2 1939

Elders 2
Priests 1
Teachers 0
Deacons 6
Other Adult Males 3
Adult Females 14
Male Children 7
Female Children 0

Total 33

Another son, Jacob Rudolph (born 1930), 
added these details:

We came with our bicycles, and we left them 
[at the foot of the stairs.] There were steps that 
went up to the second floor. We came in the 
right where the kitchen was, and they had a lit-
tle living room in there. It was a little home for 
the workers who worked on the farm.4

According to Jacob Rudolph, his family 
members could not be deterred from attending 
church on Sunday: “We went in bad weather, 
it made no difference. In the winter time we 
went on skis. But my parents still walked.”

Sunday meetings (both Sunday School and 
sacrament meeting) took place in the morning 
in this small branch. On occasion, as many as 
thirty persons were in attendance.

Fig. 1. Jakob Christeler was the “founding father” of the Nössige 
Branch. He disappeared in Dresden in 1946. (G. Rudolph)
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In the small town of Semmelsberg, the 
Rudolph children were not under great pres-
sure to participate in Hitler Youth activities. 
Brother Rudolph simply explained to the 
group’s leaders that his children were busy at-
tending church and did not have time for ad-
ditional meetings.

Jakob Christeler had spent a year or so liv-
ing in Salt Lake City during the mid-1930s. 
He had taken genealogical documents along 
and was able to do ordinances in the Salt Lake 
Temple for many of his ancestors. When he re-
turned to Nössige before the war, he was one of 
the very few endowed Latter-day Saints living 
in Germany.5

In a small town, a foreign or unknown reli-
gious group could be a matter of interest to the 
police. Elsa Böhme remembered that govern-
ment agents visited meetings on occasion: 

We knew that if there was a person we did not 
know [in the meeting], he was there to listen to 
what we had to say. They wanted to find out if 

we said anything against the government, but 
we didn’t, and they left us alone.

Arno Rudolph and three of his four sons 
were eventually drafted into the German army. 
Brother Rudolph returned after just six months 
of duty in Czechoslovakia and was not required 
to serve again. “He was night blind,” explained 
his son, Jacob. Two of the Rudolph boys lost 
their lives—Walter was killed near Stalingrad, 
Russia, and Herbert died in an accident while 
building a bridge in France.

During the absence of so many of their 
young men, life went on for the Saints of the 
Nössige Branch. In 1941, Jacob Rudolph was 
baptized. He recalled the event: “I was baptized 
in a pond a little bit outside of Nössige. My 
grandfather [Jakob Christeler] baptized me.”

The Ludwig family had moved from Görlitz 
to Nössige shortly before the war, and Brother 
Kurt Ludwig soon became the branch president. 
His son, Herbert K. Ludwig, later wrote a long 
and very detailed account of his experiences 

Fig. 2. The Nössige Sunday School on an excursion in 1938. (G. Rudolph)
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in Hitler’s Germany. His preface included the 
assertion that one could live under National 
Socialism without being a part of it. For ex-
ample, he and his father were convinced that 
Hitler was leading the country in the wrong 
direction—a direction not sanctioned by God.6

Kurt Ludwig was drafted into the army at 
the beginning of the war but was fortunate to 
be released after a short tour of duty. While he 
was in the Wehrmacht, his son, Herbert, was 
the only son at home to run the farm and was 
therefore exempt from military service until 
his father returned. When Herbert finally be-
came a soldier, he had these feelings:

With all the pomp, music, parades, and talks, 
we finally did raise our hands and repeat the 
oath of loyalty and death; I felt helpless, for-
lorn! . . . What happened the next seven years 
in uniform to me I could fit in one sentence, 
“With the help of the Lord, I was preserved and 
returned home.”

Herbert Ludwig’s first year of duty was 
spent in the Soviet Union, where he was in-
volved in the campaign to capture Moscow. 
Arriving in August of 1941, he experienced eu-
phoric victories as the German army advanced 
quickly and steadily toward the Russian capi-
tal. However, as the German nation reveled in 
victories, what Herbert saw gave no cause for 
rejoicing. Here is his description of one battle:

Picture a mile-wide valley with a small river me-
andering through the pasture, the road running 
along it, forest on both sides from three to five 
hundred yards from the road, when two almost 
identical columns of vehicles met up with each 
other. Ours consisting of twin and four bar-
rel automatic 20 millimeter guns, and theirs 
of heavy machine guns two and four barrel on 
trucks mounted, and when they had rolled up 
the full lengths, ours being on full-alarm sta-
tions. Some one on our side gave the order to 
fire, the Russians never had a chance—destruc-
tion was total, bodies strewn all over trying to 
escape, some hanging out the truck windows 
with the trucks still on fire, others with the doors 

open had just fallen out, others on the way to 
the woods mowed down. Some trucks trying to 
escape being caught in the cross fire still burn-
ing, ammunition exploding; some were ripped 
apart, and so were people; a total destruction.

As with so many other LDS soldiers, 
Herbert’s main concern was the possibility that 
he might be forced to take the life of another 
human being. On one occasion, he entered a 
dark house and found a Russian soldier lurking 
inside. They actually bumped into each other 
but neither had room to maneuver his rifle. 
Both raced for an exit, and each threw a gre-
nade back into the room. Apparently, neither 
grenade killed anyone.

Herbert was constantly in combat en-
gagements over the winter of 1941–42 and 
earned several medals for valor. He was the 
only member of his company not wounded or 
killed. However, on at least ten occasions, he 
came within inches of death or severe injury. 

Fig. 3. The room in which the Nössige Branch held its meetings 
was reached via this staircase on the Christeler farm. (G. Rudolph)
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In his written account, the phrase “Thank you, 
Lord!” marks such specific events, as he con-
stantly recognized the hand of God in saving 
him (and he admitted that there were probably 
other times when he was not aware of having 
been endangered and spared).

In early 1942, Herbert was in close combat 
in a small Russian village and was chastised an-
grily by an officer who noticed that he was not 
firing his rifle. In response, Herbert took care-
ful aim and shot about two feet above the heads 
of enemy soldiers. A few hours later, he and a 
comrade were hiding behind the corner of a 
cottage when an artillery shell tore through the 
roof just two feet above their heads. He later 
described the lesson he learned:

An impression, or you could say a voice, which 
let me know for the rest of my life—“just as you 
had aimed” [two feet higher]. .  .  . How can I 
forget such a lesson? . . . Do unto others as you 
would have them to do unto you.

During his eight months in Russia, Herbert 
had experienced the German advance to within 
a few miles of Moscow and the retreat that fol-
lowed. He had gone through hell, suffering in 
ways he could barely bring himself to describe 
in writing. His sentiments were likely those 
of many Latter-day Saints in the uniforms of 
many nations at the time:

How do you stay sane? How do you keep integ-
rity? How do you keep the Word of Wisdom? 
Or the commandments? Well, you just do; you 
make up your mind, and you don’t care about 
peer pressure or the opinion of your superiors. 
You will have plenty of opportunities to prove 
that you are loyal, dependable, physically bet-
ter, and mentally more alert. You will be hated, 
admired, and commended for your guts; but 
above all you will walk ten feet taller (not stuck 
up) but for joy in knowing that you are sus-
tained by the Lord. . . . How do you pray? As 
for me, very seldom aloud; but short and to the 
point. You feel closer than ever to Him.

Fig. 4. A wartime wedding is celebrated in the room used for worship services in the Christeler home. (G. Rudolph)
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After a short and relatively pleasant stay 
in France (interspersed with two furloughs 
at home), Herbert Ludwig was on his way to 
North Africa. He found it to be a totally dif-
ferent war featuring a clearly visible foe, very 
warm (but preferable) temperatures, and the 
presence of aircraft. Initially, Herbert and his 
comrades under the command of field marshal 
Erwin Rommel enjoyed clear victories against 
the British and the Americans, but the Allies 
eventually gained control of the region, and the 
German Afrika Korps was defeated and tens of 
thousands of prisoners taken. Herbert was soon 
on his way to the United States and experienced 
what would be known as paradise for German 
prisoners fortunate to be taken there for the du-
ration of the war. He was sent first to a camp in 
Ellis, Illinois, arriving there in the fall of 1942.

The camp in Ellis offered better condi-
tions for German prisoners than they had seen 
for years as regular soldiers. Herbert Ludwig 
described the POWs as “birds in the golden 
cage.” He was fed well, treated with respect, 
and even paid for his labor (ten cents per hour 
by the Americans and three dollars per month 
from the German government through the 
Red Cross). He was allowed to write one card 
and one letter to Germany each month, and 
he received letters from home as well (with cer-
tain words blacked out by censors). He even 
received letters and packages from his Aunt 
Frances in Salt Lake City. An Uncle Herbert 
and an Uncle Willi actually visited him, as 
did Bishop Fred Busselburg from nearby 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin.

Georg Rudolph was in an apprenticeship 
program in Nössige when he was inducted 
into the Reichsarbeitsdienst on November 23, 
1943. He served in that program near Warsaw, 
Poland. Just a week after returning to his family 
in Semmelsberg and to the Saints in Nössige, 
he was drafted into the Wehrmacht. It was 
already 1944, and he was sent to a unit near 

Paris. Georg was very fortunate in his assign-
ment, as he explained:

I was trained to be a truck driver. There was an 
officer who always wanted to go to Paris, and 
he needed a driver, so he asked me, and I had 
many opportunities to see Paris. Oftentimes, as 
we drove through France, there were planes fly-
ing very low, and when they saw a car on the 
road, they started shooting at it. We tried to hide 
somewhere and often had to jump out of the car.

By early 1945, Georg was serving near 
Meissen, only a few miles from his hometown. 
His assignment had changed, and he was to 
monitor the artillery fire of the advancing Red 
Army; he and his comrades did so by placing 
microphones in the ground. As did thousands 
of other German soldiers facing the Soviets, 
Georg and his unit preferred to surrender to 
the Americans, so in April they cautiously 
made their way toward the Western Front, 
then only a few miles away. They were fortu-
nate to be taken prisoner by the Americans not 
far from the city of Hanover.

As a common soldier with a very short tour 
of duty, Georg was a deacon in the Aaronic 
Priesthood. He never met another Latter-day 
Saint soldier while away from home, never had 
the opportunity to attend a Church meeting, 
and had no scriptures to read. The Lord blessed 
him, in that he was never in combat and thus 
never in serious danger. He was kept prisoner for 
only about six weeks and would have gone home 
right away, but this required that he cross the 
border from the British Occupation Zone into 
the Soviet Zone. He decided to work on a farm 
for a while and then joined with a friend from 
Leipzig. The two sneaked across the zonal border 
and made their way home. Georg Rudolph was 
able to celebrate Christmas 1945 with his family.

Sometime in 1946, Herbert Ludwig was 
sent from the POW camp in Illinois to New 
York City. He and his comrades were told 
that they were being released and shipped 
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home. The transport ship passed the Statue of 
Liberty as it departed for France. Once there, 
the American promises of a quick trip home 
were violated. Herbert was sent to a camp in 
northwest France and forced to work in a coal 
mine. It was 1946 before he found a chance 
to escape and cross the border into Germany. 
With a comrade, he worked his way gradually 
north into the British Occupation Zone and 
from there across into the Soviet Zone. It was 
August 1946 when he finally caught sight of 
his home:

One hour from home! Slowly I start walking, 
I want it to be dark when I arrived, a surprise. 
.  .  . I make the final turn from the hill down 
from where I had seen my home for awhile; as 
I turn in, a small, white wooden fence comes 
up; it had not been there when I left. Now I can 
see our kitchen window with light in it. Oh, 
my Lord, I see more. I see Father, Mother, and 
sister, my head swirls, can I make it without be-
ing seen? Down the road, into the yard, up the 
outside flight of stairs, into the hall. I rap at the 
door, can’t stand the tension—“Come in,” is the 
call from Father. I can’t move. The door bursts 
open, my sister looks out, her mouth drops 
wide open. . . . “Oh, no, Herbert?!” . . . Father 
and Mother join in the embrace; do we need 
words? Happiness was never more true!!

One of the saddest events in the history of 
the Nössige Branch occurred in the summer 
of 1946. With his daughter, Jakob Christeler 
attended a district conference of the Latter-
day Saints in Dresden. By then, he was an 

older man suffering from something similar 
to Alzheimer’s disease. After the meeting, he 
and his daughter waited for a streetcar. When 
it arrived, she boarded, carrying his coat with 
all of his personal papers (it was a very warm 
day). Suddenly the streetcar pulled away before 
he could get on. By the time she could return 
to that location, he was nowhere to be found. 
All efforts to locate him were in vain, and he 
would have been unable to identify himself. 
Jakob Christeler simply disappeared.

Elsa Böhme summed up the sad experience 
of the war and her reactions in these words: 
“What helped me throughout this horrible time 
of war was the knowledge that we are Heavenly 
Father’s children and that He loves us. He wants 
us to return to Him. I never doubted that He 
loves us although terrible things happened.”

In Memoriam

The following members of the Nössige 
Branch did not survive World War II:

Jakob Christeler b. Sengg, Bern, Switzerland 
16 May 1866; son of Christian Christeler and Susanna 
Katarina Tritten; bp. 7 May 1904; endowment Salt Lake 
Temple 20 Oct 1937; m. Possendorf, Dresden, Sachsen 
15 May 1892, Minna Anna Kuettner; 6 children; disap-
peared Dresden, Dresden, Sachsen 7 May 1946 (IGI)

Alfred Herbert Rudolph b. Semmelsberg, 
Dresden, Sachsen 21 Jun 1923; son of Arno Arthur 
Rudolf and Rosa Frieda Christeler; bp. 9 May 1931; 
k. in battle France 20 Nov 1942 (George Rudolph; IGI)

Arno Walter Rudolph b. Nössige, Dresden, 
Sachsen 24 Apr 1916; son of Arno Arthur Rudolf and 
Rosa Frieda Christeler; bp. 26 Apr 1932; m. Krögis, 
Dresden, Sachsen 17 May 1941, Elli Liesbeth Beyer 
Ludwig; 1 child; k. near Stalingrad, Russia 31 Dec 1945 
(George Rudolph; IGI)

Gottfried Walter Hommel b. Dresden, Dresden, 
Sachsen 12 Aug 1925; son of Johannes Bernhard 
Waechtler and Elisabeth Anna Hommel; bp. 5 Jul 1941; 
soldier; k. by mob near Nössige, Meissen, Sachsen 
12 May 1945 (Fritz Waechtler; IGI)
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