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 Preface 
 

The story first broke in a newspaper, the Evening Star in Washington, D.C., on 

October 6, 1945, five months after the end of World War II in Europe.  In March, 1945, 

upon orders from General Patton, a task force of 57 vehicles and 307 soldiers from the 4th 

Armored Division was dispatched to penetrate 50 miles inside enemy territory, release 

POWs held in a prison camp at Hammelburg, Germany, and bring them back to friendly 

territory.  Although the task force succeeded in reaching the camp and releasing the 

POWs, overwhelming German forces were encountered on the way back.  The entire 

task force, with few exceptions, ended up dead or captured. 

I was there, from the start to the tragic end.  An immature, frightened, 18-year-old 

infantry draftee, armed to the teeth and all alone, running through a forest deep in enemy 

territory that was soon to be inundated with German troops.  

The story is actually about the boy I was rather than the mission to Hammelburg.  

The mission has been fully documented elsewhere.  A story of what it was like to be 

drafted into the army right out of high school at the peak of World War II, of undergoing 

basic training, being shipped overseas, and joining a front line combat unit as a 

replacement.  And, of course, my experiences on the mission itself and its aftermath , 

which, in many respects, offer a different outlook from previously written accounts of the 

actions. 

After the Evening Star article appeared, the incident received considerable 

coverage in the press.  An article appeared in the October 15, 1945 issue of Time 
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Magazine.  A feature article by Kenneth Koyen, titled “General Patton’s Mistake,” 

appeared in the May 1, 1948 issue of The Saturday Evening Post.  In general, this 

publicity revolved about General Patton’s purpose in ordering the mission, particularly 

with respect to the possibility that it was to rescue his son-in-law, Lt. Col. John Waters, 

presumed to be held prisoner at Hammelburg.  Of course, the sacrifice of so many men 

and vehicles for such a purpose was the kind of scandal that always attracts attention. 

The most detailed and reliable information about the task force is given on a Web 

site, www.taskforcebaum.de.  This is an excellent site reflecting a great amount of 

research.  It gives the names of all task force members and whether they were killed or 

captured, the types and numbers of vehicles involved, events leading to the mission, maps 

of the route, and much more.  There is also a great deal of information available 

elsewhere on the Internet about the mission and other incidents of my narrative that may 

be found with the aid of a search engine. 

Two books have been written about the incident: 

48 Hours to Hammelburg 

Charles Whiting 

The Berkeley Publishing Group, New York, 1982 

Raid, The Untold Story of Patton’s Secret Mission 

Richard Baron, Major Abe Baum, Richard Goldhurst 

G. P. Putnam’s Sons, New York, 1981 

There are several contradictions and inconsistencies among the various accounts 

of the mission.  Even though Whiting was something of a military historian, having 
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written two previous books about World War II, there are some questions about accuracy 

in several details.  The book, Raid, is notable because one of the co-authors, Major Abe 

Baum, was in command of the task force assigned to the mission and who should be the 

one most cognizant of what happened on the operation.  Another co-author, Richard 

Baron, was one of the POWs held in the camp at Hammelburg.  As for my account, all 

you will get is what happened from the perspective of an inexperienced private.  As 

everyone who has been in the army knows, privates seldom even know where they are, let 

alone anything about the “big picture.” 

Every Army veteran has a story to tell about his service experiences which, for 

me, represented an unforgettable highlight of my life.  I am now 77 years old, married for 

48 years with 4 children and 12 grandkids.  But this is really the story of the 18-year-old 

boy who experienced a most dramatic event, a much different person than I am now. 

So, this is his story - that of a kid entering the service during wartime and ending up in 

harm’s way, big time.  However, I reserve the right to inject comments now and then 

from the perspective of a person almost 60 years older.  Also, citations from the sources 

listed above will be made as may be appropriate.  But, all in all, the account comes 

mostly from my remembrances and, in particular, from letters written home almost every 

week while in the service. 

There is a tendency for veterans to embellish upon their combat experience, 

making events more dramatic than what actually occurred and exaggerating how bad 

things were.  However, I have tried to be as objective as possible in describing the events 

that I experienced.   The only “invention” is in some of the dialogue that is in context 
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but not verbatim; after all, who can remember after so much time.  There are two notable 

exceptions, the first being an encounter with an Army psychiatrist during induction into 

the Army , the second being several  incidents concerning the Mission.  In each case, the 

dialogue given is exactly what occurred and will be so noted. 
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 Chapter 1.   Drafted 

 

My father’s announcement about moving came on a spring day in late April 1944 

when I was a 17 year-old senior in high school.   The move would have a large effect on 

my subsequent military experiences. 

After school on that day I rode my bicycle downtown to a rented room at the back 

of the Salvation Army building where I worked as the distribution manager for The 

Denver Post.  I met the delivery truck from Denver on time and signed off for that day’s 

quota.  I had delivered papers on the same route for three years and had replaced the 

former manager, a college student, who had volunteered for the Marine Corps.  

Normally, the job would have gone to an older person, but there was a manpower 

shortage during World War II.  In any event, I was pleased that I had gotten the job 

without the help of my parents. 

As the boys arrived, I counted out each of their quotas and soon everyone was 

busy preparing the papers for delivery.  This consisted of folding the papers in half, 

snapping a rubber band around length-wise, and stacking the papers in canvas bags 

mounted on the handles of their bikes.  The bags could be unrolled as much as needed to 

hold the papers; on Sundays, the bags would almost reach the ground.  I was the last to 

leave, locking the door behind me. 

It was a nice spring day although still a little nippy and there was a slight breeze to 

be considered in delivering the papers.  Most of the houses on my route were offset 30 to 

50 feet from the street and most had covered raised porches with steps down to ground 
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level.  I would ride down the sidewalk at a pretty good clip and sail a paper onto the front 

porch of each house on my route, usually not more than 2 or 3 per block.  With much 

experience, I was able to compensate properly for the breeze and hit the porch.  

Occasionally, I would miss and would have to stop, retrieve the paper, and put it on the 

porch next to the front door.  I thoroughly enjoyed the challenges of the job and my 

bicycle was well suited for the job.  It had big balloon tires, a heavy frame, no gear shift,  

long handlebars, and a cushion seat.  Called a “Victory Bike,” it was the only model 

available during the war and I had to apply at the Rationing Board for permission to 

purchase it. 

Finishing my route, I rode home in time for dinner which was always at about 6 

p.m.  My father was home from work at Colorado A & M College where he was head of 

the Mathematics Department.  He had been with the college for almost 20 years, starting 

as an instructor and ending up as a full professor.  This provided a modest, but steady, 

income throughout the big depression of the ‘30s.  My mother was always a stay-at-home 

mom, partly because it was considered unseemly for a professor’s wife to have an outside 

job in those times.  A home economics major in college, she was now busy putting 

dinner on the table.  The dinner consisted of meat loaf, mashed potatoes, and canned 

string  

beans.  The meat loaf helped to stretch out their meat ration.  Besides meat, there were 

separate rations for sugar, processed foods, and gasoline among others.  In general, the 

wartime rationing did not significantly restrict their lifestyle although it was something of 

a nuisance to apply for and use the coupons while shopping. 
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Meal times were always family times.  Besides myself, my younger sister, 

Frances, was there but my older sister, Kay (short for Kathryn), having graduated from 

high school the year before, was in Seattle helping out with the war effort by doing 

drafting work for Boeing Aircraft.  There was always lively conversation during dinner, 

usually about current events.  This time, however, after everyone had sat down, my 

mother spoke first and said, “Your father has something to tell you.” 

My father then looked up from his plate, amidst considerable tension for this was 

a very unusual situation, and began: “I am taking a leave of absence from the college and 

will be working with the Army Air Corp. in the Pentagon.  I have been offered a position 

in a special office reporting directly to General Hap Arnold where we will be doing 

statistical work relating to aircraft combat operations.  I’ll be leaving for Washington, 

D.C., next week by train and find a place for us to live.  After Andy graduates, you can 

drive back together.  Andy, I’m afraid I’ll miss your graduation, but I am relying on you 

to help your mother pack up, put the furniture in storage, and do a lot of the driving to 

Washington.” 

This was big news indeed.  I was excited, particularly about the prospect of 

driving across the country.  I had been driving the family car since I got my driver’s 

license when I turned 16 and really enjoyed it.  But moving to the East Coast would have 
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a profound affect upon my later military career although I didn’t realize it at the time.  

Draftees from the East Coast and southern states generally were trained in the east and 

were sent to the European Theater whereas those from the mountain states and West coast 

would often end up in the Pacific Theater of operations. 

Although my sister was subdued and didn’t say much, I could tell that the news 

was very upsetting for her.  She was 16, pretty with a terrific shape, and a popular 

member of the “in group” at high school.  Moving east would mean leaving all her 

friends and spending her senior year in a new school.  Leaving friends was not much of a 

problem for me since I was not in any particular social group at school.  I was on good 

terms with the popular kids but didn’t participate in any social events, being more 

academically inclined; I didn’t even go to the senior prom.  Actually, I never dated while 

in high school, partly because I was quite late in maturing and was the smallest boy in my 

class when entering high school.  With a vivid imagination, I entertained sexual fantasies 

about girls in my class but was unable to do more than engage them in casual 

conversation, perhaps due to an innate fear of rejection or perhaps I just wasn’t ready yet. 

After the big announcement, things went on schedule.  My father took the train 

out of Denver for Washington, D.C., and I helped my mother pack up boxes with kitchen 

and household goods.  We had always lived in rental houses but had accumulated a 

modest amount of furniture which would go into storage.  I was busy trying to find my 

replacement for The Denver Post dealership, but it turned out that a man from the 

circulation department had to come down to take charge shortly before the departure date. 
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I also was winding up my senior year classes.  I had always 

done well in school and, except for a couple of “B’s,” would have 

been co-valedictorian at the graduation ceremony .   Like all 

graduates, I had my photograph taken for the yearbook and to send 

to relatives.  I always hated the picture, but this is the one that was 

to appear on the front page of the local newspaper after my folks 

received the MIA telegram from the War Department. 

As always, I followed the war news closely with particular interest in the 

European Theater.  Shortly before my graduation, the newspapers had huge headlines 

about the Normandy invasion and soon there were articles about the heavy casualties 

incurred.  Although disturbing, the news indicated the final stage of the war was starting, 

giving me hopes that it would all be over by the time I would enter the service. 

 The day of my graduation came and the occasion was celebrated in the school 

auditorium.  It was a classical ceremony, with the seniors in their rented caps and gowns 

proceeding from the back of the auditorium down the central aisle to seats in the front 

rows and accompanied by “Pomp and Circumstance” played on an organ.  Then came 

the invocation, several speeches by school dignitaries which were somewhat subdued by 

their knowing that nearly all of the boys would be soon be in the war with some not 

coming back, and ending with the graduates filing on stages to receive their diplomas. 

Several days after the graduation, the movers came early in the morning.  While 

they were loading up the furniture and boxes in a van, my mother supervised the packing 

of the car for the trip.  It was a 1940 Chevrolet sedan and they had a luggage rack that 
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attached to the rear bumper.  After what must have been a real challenge in wartime 

Washington, my father had found a rental duplex in a northern suburb, Tacoma Park, 

Maryland.  It came furnished, but they had to pack the car with a basic set of bedding and 

kitchen items in addition to clothing and personal items, leaving just enough room to sit.  

Of course they had acquired extra gasoline ration coupons for the trip and after the 

movers left at about noon, we embarked on our big journey with me starting out behind 

the wheel. 

The trip was uneventful but it was very hot driving through the Midwest.  We 

would open all the windows and soak towels in water to drape on our heads with the 

evaporation in the breeze helping to cool us down.  The two-lane roads were in good 

condition and there was relatively little traffic due mostly to the gas rationing.  We 

stayed overnight in “cabins”, some containing only springs and mattress on the beds and 

we would unpack sheets, pillows and blankets which were placed on top of the luggage in 

anticipation of this need.  We ate meals in restaurants along the way.  As we neared our 

destination, we stopped in Clarksburg, West Virginia, for lunch, parking the car about a 

block from a restaurant.  Instead of a concrete sidewalk, there was a board walk lined 

with benches against the store fronts.  To keep cool on the drive, my sister wore shorts 

and a thin blouse which was quite risque in those times.  Guys sitting on the benches 

would stare as she passed by with her mother, but didn’t say anything.  I was 

embarrassed and trailed about 20 feet behind. 

 

Late that afternoon, we approached our destination.  Coming from the Virginia 
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side, we passed by the Pentagon which had just been finished but with work still in 

progress on access roads and parking lots.  We were very impressed with the 

unprecedented size of the building but were unable to stop and go inside.  We continued 

on across the Potomac, through the District, and found our new home on Flower Avenue 

in Tacoma Park.  Getting a key from the neighbor, we found that there were only two 

bedrooms but determined that I could sleep on a couch in an enclosed sun room at the 

front of the duplex.  As I was unloaded the car, my father arrived home from work and 

was glad to see his family after a month’s absence. 

After settling in, I went to the local Selective Service office to register for the draft 

because my 18th birthday was coming up in about five weeks.  My mother thought I 

should get a job during the summer but I didn’t think it was worthwhile with the 

expectation of entering the service soon.  However, my mother did get a job as a 

department store sales clerk in downtown Washington, her first (and last) employment 

outside of the home.   

I spent the summer sight-seeing in the District, getting around on the street car 

system and was particularly fascinated with the Smithsonian where I would spend hours 

looking at the exhibits.  I was and always had been a voracious reader with a particular 

interest in science-fiction.  But above all, I spent endless hours in Rock Creek Park near 

my house where I did a great deal of soul-searching about what I was about to be faced 

with in joining the Army and the possibility of getting killed in combat.  I conjured up 

graphic fantasies of my body lying on a battlefield, sometimes surrounded by a ring of 

enemy soldiers I had killed a la “Sergeant York.”  Gradually, I came to terms with the 
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possibility of death and developed a rather fatalistic philosophy: “Just take whatever 

comes because whatever will happen will happen.”  At no time did I seek to place my 

fate with a “Supreme Being.”  Until I was about 6 years old, my mother took the kids to 

Sunday school at the Presbyterian church (although she was raised as a Baptist) while my 

father stayed home.  Then, given an option to continue with church, I declined and 

became quite nonreligious.  Although not particularly an atheist or agnostic, I did not 

feel a need and was just not interested in any kind of formal religion except, perhaps, in 

an academic sense. 

As my18th birthday in late July approached, I decided to take a trial run at being 

away from my family and took a train to New York for a week’s visit by myself.  My 

only previous time away from family was for a summer camp with the Boy Scouts when I 

was twelve.  I really didn’t want to join the Scouts but my mother made me go to a 

meeting and I soon became absorbed with scouting activities.  I particularly liked my 

scoutmaster, Robert Swanson, who taught math classes at the high school and whom I 

would later have as a teacher.  The summer camp was a standout experience which I 

never forgot and I regretted leaving the Scouts at the end of the summer when the family 

moved to Berkeley, California, so my father could seek a doctorate degree in statistics. 

In New York, I got a room at the YMCA hotel in downtown Manhattan.  The 

small room, on the eighth floor, had one window looking out on an air well and was 

austere but inexpensive.  Since this was my first time in New York, I spent most of my 

time visiting the Statue of Liberty, Empire State Building, Times Square, Chinatown, and 

other tourist attractions.  I also spent time browsing through bookstores and news stands 
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for back issues of science fiction magazines and ended up taking a dozen or so back home 

with me.  I ate most of my meals at the automat and listened to my favorite programs on 

the radio in the evenings.  One time I was masturbating in front of the mirror when a 

voice came up the air well, “For God’s sake, kid., close the blind!.” which I quickly did, 

acutely embarrassed.  But all in all, the trip was uneventful and I returned with some 

small assurance that I could travel and cope with new situations on my own. 

In mid-August, 1944, two weeks after my18th birthday, I received my first letter 

from the President of the United States: “Greeting.  You are hereby directed to report for 

pre-induction physical examination at ..”.  This letter also informed me that, if found 

physically fit for service, I could volunteer for immediate induction which I decided to 

do, having had enough leisure time and wanting to just get it over with.  This turned out 

to be a fateful decision. 

My mother drove me to the Community Center in nearby Silver Springs so that I 

could board a bus leaving at 7 a.m. for my pre-induction physical in Baltimore.  The 

examination was cursory and I returned home later in the day.  Except for being 

near-sighted and needing to wear glasses full time since I was fourteen years old, I had no 

physical problems and several days later, I received a notice that I was “physically fit and 

acceptable for general military service”.   Shortly thereafter, I received a second 

“Greeting”  from the President of the United States, an “Order to Report for Induction” 

at  

7 a.m. on September 15, 1944. 
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My mother and father went with me to the Community Center in Silver Springs to 

give me a final farewell.  When I was about to board the bus, my mother gave me a hug 

and was a little teary-eyed and told me to make sure to write home.  My father tried to 

comfort her, saying “Don’t worry, he’ll be coming back soon.”  Perhaps he was thinking 

of his own military experience during WWI when he was drafted at 18 but discharged 

after several months when the war ended.  As I stood on the bus step ready to board, my 

father shook my hand and said, “I have just one piece of advice for you in the times 

ahead:  Never be first.  Never be last.”  With no further elaboration or comment 

forthcoming, I quickly boarded the bus and waved to my folks from the window as the 

bus departed. 

On the bus ride to Baltimore, I reflected upon the last words of my father.  
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Obviously, the message was that it was safest to be in the midst of a crowd  in hazardous 

situations, rather than being in the forefront or lagging behind.  Also, there was the 

connotation that if I should be engaged in combat, survival was best assured by staying 

with my unit to the extent possible, neither falling behind or volunteering for any special 

action.  Now that I was committed to entering the service, I worried about where I would 

end up.  I particularly dreaded the thought of ending up in the infantry.  I had hopes that 

I would be assigned to a rear-echelon unit where my father’s last advice would be less 

relevant. 

Actually, my apprehension about going into the infantry turned out to be well 

founded.  To quote from “The American Century” by Harold Evans: “The brunt of the 

fighting in World War II was borne by relatively few of the Americans drafted.  Of the 

11 million in the Army, only 2 million were in the 90 combat divisions, of these fewer 

than 700,000 were at the really sharp end in the infantry.  A March 1944 report said the 

infantry, 6 percent of the Army, was suffering 53 percent of its battle casualties.  More 

that 80 percent of the riflemen in 11 infantry divisions were wounded or killed in 

northwest Europe.” 

Two days after my departure, I wrote my first letter home and faithfully almost 

every week thereafter.  My letters contained a great deal of detail about his activities and 

experiences and, as such, are presented in support of relating just what it was like being 

an 18-year-old draftee during WWII.  However, there were gaps in my letters which I 

will attempt to fill in.  Generally these involve subjects that one just does not write home 

about.  I bought stationery from the P.X. and wrote my letters with a fountain pen.  They 
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are generally quite legible with few strike-overs. 

To provide clarity, the letters are transcribed verbatim except for the deletion of 

infrequent strike-outs and the correction of more frequent misspellings.  Here is a sample 

of my handwriting from my first letter home: 
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          Incidently, no postage was required on mail sent by members of the armed 

services.  All that was needed was an appropriate return address and “ free”  written where a 

stamp would normally be attached. 

 

 

 

 

———————————————————————————————————————— 

 Sunday 

 Sept. 17, 1944 

Dear Folks, 

Well I guess I finally got in for good.  Following is a brief resume of events up to now.  I 

am writing this in my bunk so you will have to keep your wits with you to decipher it. 

I went to the same place in Balt. as last time.  Didn’ t do much there except sit around.  I 

was assigned to the Army there and sworn in.  I caught the 3:18 P.M. train out of Balt. and arrived 

here at about 6:30 P.M.  Dozed most of the way here so I don’ t have the slightest idea just where in 

Penn. I am.  There were 21 in my group.  We ate supper — spare ribs, spinach, potatoes, etc. — 

and then we were issued our hardware, which consisted of comb, canteen, shaving gear, helmet, 3 
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towels, 4 handkerchiefs, 1 large duffel bag, helmet lining, mess kit, and raincoat.  All of these came 

in a barracks bag.  Then we were assigned to quarters.  After we were shown how to make our 

beds, I went over to a U.S.O. show in the camp auditorium & saw a hypnotist (free).  Then I turned 

in about 10:30 P.M. 

The camp here is fairly large but not too much so.  There are two kinds of barracks; green 

barracks, which are long one-storied buildings, and cream-colored ones, which are 2 storied.  I am in 

the latter.  The bunks are double & I have an upper at the extreme end of upper floor.  The bunks 

are about 2 feet apart.  I also have a private entrance, there being a fire exit close-by.  The buildings 

are of light-frame construction.  The mess hall is almost next doors to my building.  Down the path 

aways is a P.X.  Also nearby is a Post theater (as good as your neighborhood theaters) and the 

auditorium.  The grounds are very well kept & all roads & paths are oiled.  Our group was cut to 17 

and the rest of the barracks was filled with guys who had been here for at least a week. 

Sat. morning we got up at 5:00 A.M. and made our beds and cleaned up the barracks for 

inspection, which comes every Sat.  Each barracks has a loudspeaker, & about 6:30 we were ordered 

to fall in outside & were marched to breakfast — fried potatoes, cereal (post toasties), peach, creamed 

something on toast (still don’ t know).  In all messes you can take what you want & as much as you 

want.  There is no supervision. 

After breakfast we took intelligence tests, 3 of them.  1st was general I.Q. second was mech. 

aptitude, 3d was a test on telegraphy.  1st 2 were a cinch, altho you don’ t get enuf time to finish, 

naturally.  The last consisted of dots & dashes (played on a phonograph) in 2 separate groups.  You 
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had to tell if the 2nd group was like the 1st group or not. 

We then went to lunch & then to barracks.  We found all the older group had shipped out 

and there is still only the 17 of us left.  The barracks hold about 120 - 140.  We were released at 

1:00 P.M. & we loafed around the camp until supper.  After supper we were still released so I went 

to a show — “ Atlantic City”  — 15¢.  Turned in about 10:30 P.M. 

Woke up at 6:00 P.M. Sunday & went to breakfast — ham, eggs, toast, fried potatoes, apple, 

puffed wheat.  We were released for the day except to report for lunch & supper.  So all yesterday 

afternoon & all today, I do nothing but loaf around.  Can’ t go out of camp until we’ve been here 7 

days. 

There is a navy airfield about 2 miles from here & we can watch navy planes land & take off. 

 The camp is 5 miles So. of New Cumberland, Penn.  It is purely a reception Center & very few stay 

more than 1 or 2 weeks.  Illiterates are taught to read & write in the green barracks (segregated) & 

then are shipped on.  Tomorrow probably, I will be assigned to a branch of service (private interview 

based on preference, intell., physical qual. etc.) and will be issued clothing.  Haven’ t received my 

uniform yet. 

Lights go out at 9:00 but you can stay out till 1:00.  Most of our time is spent in loafing 

around & in long lines.  Very monotonous & dull.  Our group is a lost battalion because we have 

no leader whatsoever.  All we do is follow orders as they come thru the loudspeaker.  We line up & 

clean up upon our own initiative.  If this is a true picture of army life, it sure is a cinch. 

This noon we had fried chicken, mashed potatoes, stuffing, gravy, bread & butter, creamed 
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corn, & ice cream, & celery.  All they have to drink is coffee & water.  I drink water.  We get ½ 

pt. of milk for our breakfast food.  As you can see we get as good food if not better as at home, but it 

isn’ t as well prepared.  I’m happy tho.  The bed is only slightly harder than mine there. 

Tonite I plan to see “ Arsenic & Old Lace”  with Cary Grant.  It’s about all there is to do 

around here.  They sell daily newspapers & magazines here.  Living standards here are almost the 

same as those I am used to.  If I’m still here next week, I’ ll get a pass (1:00 P.M. Sat - 6:00 A.M. 

Mon.) & come home.  Expect to be shipped out before then, tho.  Don’ t write until I reach the 

permanent camp.  I hope it’s as good as this one, tho I doubt it.  Have been feeling fine so far and 

am not homesick - yet.  I sure wish I had a uniform.  I’m getting tired of being called “ needlebait”  

(we get hypos with uniforms).  There are about 3 or 4 married men in our 17 & the rest are of 

various ages.  I’m about the youngest.  Well guess I’ ll sign off now.  I’ ll probably write again 

from here, but don’ t expect anything. 

The guys are now playing rummy on the bunk below - for 10¢ a game to the winner.  I guess 

I’ ll watch them.  I can see all their hands from up here. 

So long until next time, 

Andy 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

When I arrived in New Cumberland and was assigned to a barrack, I checked out 

the bathroom facilities which were in a room at the end of the sleeping area on each floor. 

 There was a row of sinks, about a foot apart, along one wall and five or six urinals on the 
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facing wall.  There was also a row of toilets, about two feet apart, with no partitions.  

The showers in a room at the end consisted of several circular rings dispensing water with 

five or six guys expected to shower together under each ring.  I was discomforted about 

the idea of showering in close proximity with four or five naked men and I soon 

discovered that I could often get a quick shower by myself in the morning while the other 

guys were shaving whereas I needed to shave only about once a week.  However, my 

inhibitions about showering soon went away, particularly after reaching my training 

camp. 

I had a lot of trouble falling asleep on my first night in the barracks.  Of course, I 

was still wound up from the excitement of the day and the trip in, but the main problem 

was the loud snoring from some of the guys.  At home, I always had my own bedroom 

and was unused to disturbances. I tossed and turned and tried to block the noise with my 

pillow but with little avail.  Finally, I fell asleep through sheer exhaustion.  After the 

first couple of nights, I had little difficulty falling asleep, mostly because my days were 

physically exhausting 

 

After breakfast on Monday following their arrival, the inductees were told to fall 

out with everything they had come with and were led to a warehouse where we would be 

issued our uniforms and, as it turned out, receive a comprehensive post-induction 

physical examination.    As we entered the warehouse, there was a large room with a 

long counter in front of extensive shelves containing supplies and there were bench seats 

along the wall facing the counter.  After everyone took seats on the benches, we were 
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given instructions (by loudspeaker): “When your name is called, come to the counter.  

You will receive a box, a large manila envelope, and slippers.  Take these back to your 

seat.  Put personal items such as your wallet, watch, and jewelry in the manila envelope.  

These are items you will keep with you while in the service.  Put everything else that you 

brought with you in the box.  Also, take off all your clothes, including shoes and socks, 

and put them in the box.  The box will be shipped to your home.  Then, put the slippers 

on and stay seated until your name is called.” 

When my name was called and after returning to the bench, I put the articles I 

came with in the box and envelope as instructed.  There wasn’t much to put in the box 

since I had  received a short list of items to bring when reporting for induction, a change 

of underwear, socks, toilet articles, etc., all of which were brought in a small valise.  For 

personal items to be kept, there was just his wallet, some coins and my fountain pen.  

Then, with trepidation about being nude in public, I took my clothes off and put them in 

the box.  Soon, all the men had packed up their possessions and were sitting naked on 

the bench except for the slippers that had been issued.   Glancing around, I saw nothing 

but an ocean of genitalia and subconsciously crossed my arms in front of my privates and 

leaned forward.  Having not engaged in contact sports in school and experiencing locker 

room scenes, this was a new and disquieting experience. 

When my name was called (in the military, names were always called in 

alphabetical order), I went to the counter, feeling that everyone was staring at me, and 

was given a folder of papers to take with me for the physical examinations.  A portion of 

the warehouse had been compartmentalized into stations for the examination.  There 
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were separate cubicles for eye tests, hearing tests, dental examination, etc.  Each man 

would proceed from cubicle to cubicle, handing over his folder to an attendant where 

results of the exam would be entered.  Because the processing time varied at the various 

stations, short queues would form at some of the stations. 

I proceeded through the process mostly without event.  It was duly noticed that I 

had to wear glasses full time but everything else was okay except for the dental exam.  

Here, I was told that I had cavities in a tooth that would have to be taken care of when I 

reached my training camp because “you don’t want to have a toothache on the battle 

field”.  At the next to last station, I received my dog tags which I hung around his neck 

on a chain. 

The last station was a regular office with solid walls and a door.  There was one 

guy waiting ahead of me and when I was finished and came out, I entered the office and  

was told to  “come in, close the door, and take a seat” by the man behind a desk who 

gestured towards a chair in front of the desk.  I handed over his folder to the man and sat 

down.  The man, perhaps in his mid-30s and dressed in a suit and tie, browsed through 

the folder and then, without looking up, asked, “Do you like girls?”  Taken somewhat 

aback, I responded, “yes,” and it then dawned on me that this was to be a psychiatric 

evaluation, albeit an unusual one with me being naked in front of a fully clothed 

psychiatrist.  After another pause, the psychiatrist closed the folder, looked up, and 

asked, “Do you have any questions?”  Somehow, I felt obliged to come up with a 

question so I said, “At the last station where we got our dog tags, we could choose 

between Protestant, Catholic, and Hebrew to be put on the tags.  Suppose I had another 
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religion such as Islam or Buddhism?” 

The psychiatrist responded, “The Army provides chaplains for just the three main 

religions, but they are trained to provide battlefield services for other religions as might 

be needed.”   I then said, “Well, I chose ‘P’ for Protestant, but after thinking about it, 

maybe I should have chosen ‘H’.“  Rather surprised, the psychiatrist asked, “Why?  

You’re not Jewish.”  I gestured towards the name plate sitting on the desk, which could 

have read “Philip Cohen, MD”, and said, “In case I end up in an Army hospital.”  With 

that, the psychiatrist roared with laughter, leaped to his feet, handed back the folder, and 

said, “You’re going to do just fine, boy”.  As I got up and left the office, perhaps I 

imagined a pair of eyes focused on my rear. 

Returning to the supply counter, I turned in my folder of papers and was issued 

my Army clothing which was selected from the supply shelves with sizes being 

determined by information in my folder of exam results.  All the clothing was uniformly 

khaki including underwear, socks, and handkerchiefs.  Taking the clothes back to the 

bench, I quickly got dressed in my new uniform and felt that I was now truly in the Army. 

 In my letter home that I wrote the following day, I mentioned receiving my clothing but 

nothing about the preceding experiences. 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

Tuesday Sept. 19 ? 

Dear Folks, 

I ain’ t quite sure what day this is.  You lose all track of time here.  It seems I’ve been here 

weeks already. 
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Yesterday we got our clothes.  All of our clothes together weigh so much you can hardly 

carry them.  They issue everything.  3 complete summer uniforms, 2 winter, fatigue clothes, 5 pr. 

socks, 2 pr. shoes, etc, etc, etc. 

In the afternoon I applied for $10,000 insurance. 

Thursday Sept. 21 

Also I permitted them to take $18.75 per month for a War Bond. 

Insurance - $  6.40  $24.85 to 

Bond -           18.75  spend per 

       $ 25.15  month 

I am inclosing a duplicate of the insurance gadget.  Keep it. 

Monday nite some new draftees came in at 1:30 A.M. & kept us awake for an hour. 

At 6 o’clock Tuesday I got up for breakfast and after breakfast we got our needles.  When new guys 

come in, all the rest kid them about the needles.  They exaggerated everything - saying the needles 

are 3 inches long all that sort of thing.  Some newcomers actually get so worked up about them that 

they keel over in a faint when the get the needles.  It’ s all psychological because they don’ t hurt at 

all.  One guy, 6 ft tall, fainted 4 times before he even got the needles.  Disgustin, aint it. 

Tuesday afternoon we saw films about articles of war, proper conduct, hygiene, etc.  At 8:00 

P.M. we reported for night K.P.  We didn’ t do nothing wrong.  They almost always send guys on 

K.P. after the needles to prevent soreness & stiffness in their arms.  We slaved away - and I do mean 

slave - until 6:AM Wednesday - 10 hour shift.  We did the usual stuff - scrubbing mess-hall floors, 
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slicing potatoes, etc.  We was lucky at that, tho.  The day shift works 14 hours. 

We slept 5 hrs, 6 A.M. - 11 A.M., and then had to get up- for lunch.  All afternoon we 

scrubbed floors in our barracks.  AT 8:00 P.M. we again went to night K.P. until 6 A.M. today.  

Again we slept 5 hrs & scrubbed floors in the next barracks all afternoon.  The place where this 

letter ? is interrupted is where I was called for the 1st K.P. 

Resume 

Sunday nite    - slept 8 hrs 

Mon. morn.     - issued uniforms 

Mon. aft.      - insurance, allotments, etc. 

Mon. nite      - 7 hrs sleep (new draftees came in) 

Tues. morn     - needles 

Tues. after.   - movies 

Tues nite      - K.P. - 10 hrs. 

Wed. morn       - 5 hrs sleep 

Wed. aft.       -  scrubbing floors 

Wed. nite       - K.P. - 10 hrs. 

Thur. morn      - 5 hrs sleep 

Thur. aft       - scrubbing floors 

Thur. nite      - ? (I’m holding my breath) 

2 or 3 guys from our group shipped out today - to Calif. as the rumor goes.  I expect to ship 
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soon, maybe tomorrow.  You just can’ t tell what’s going to happen.  You just have to take orders 

from one hr. to another.  It’s a tough business, but it hasn’ t got me down yet.  The only thing I have 

to kick about is that they don’ t give us enuf sleep.  Otherwise its O.K.  I expect it’ ll get worse than 

this eventually. 

Oh by the way, while we was filling out insurance papers, we got our personal interviews to 

find out where we go.  Considering my educational background I’ ll probably get a clerk or typing 

job.  Can’ t never tell, tho.  If I’m still here Sat. I’ ll try to get a pass & get home.  It takes about 3 

or 4 hrs to get there.  It would be worth it just to get a good nite’s sleep. 

I’m spending hardly any money.  What I have will last me until I get paid, - in about 6 

weeks, I hear.  Don’ t be surprised where I end up.  It might be in Washington, D.C. or in China.  

They will ship you anywhere in the world.  None leave the U.S, tho, except maybe skilled craftsman 

who already know their job.  Well I’d better sign off now.  Sure hope I don’ t get no K.P. tonite.  

Next time I’ ll tell you about some of the guys here. 

ME 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

Monday Sept. 25 

Dear Folks, 

Since my last incoherent letter, quite a few things have happened.  I hope you can make 

sense out of what I’m trying to write. 

All day Friday I was on special detail.  I was working in a warehouse checking and storing 
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supplies for about 2 hours.  The rest of the time I just loafed around the warehouse because the guy 

who was to be my boss (a civilian employee) didn’ t come.  So I guess I had it pretty easy all Friday. 

 Friday evening I had some bad luck.  I broke one lense of my glasses while cleaning them.  The 

frame broke & the lense fell on the floor. 

Saturday morning I went on sick call to get them fixed.  After waiting half the morning I got 

in to see the optometrist.  He told me I’d have to get a new pair of glasses.  He said the Army 

issues steel rimmed G.I. glasses free & keep them in repair free, but I couldn’ t get a pair for about a 

month.  He said it would be best to buy a pair like the ones I broke & keep them for dress.  I gave 

him $13.00 & he said as soon as he got them, he would send them on to me.  (I am to send him my 

new address when I shipped).  He said it would take about a week.  Meanwhile I’m doing without. 

When I got back from sick call, I learned I would ship out at 12:45 P.M.  I cleaned my mess 

kit, packed my barracks bags, & left camp promptly at 3:30 P.M.  500 left on the train in that 

shipment.  We went thru Baltimore & Washington.  While I was running thru the cars to the diner 

to eat supper, I looked out the window & saw the Pentagon about ½ mile away.  We ate all our 

meals cafeteria style, going back to our seats to eat.  We traveled steadily all thru the night, going 

thru Virginia & N. Carolina.  We had Pullmans so we converted the seats into bunks.  2 to a lower, 

1 to an upper.  I was in a lower. 

During the whole trip we stopped to let every train go by, freight & passenger.  We took no 

priority. 

We woke up in the morning in So. Carolina.  Traveled all day thru So. Carolina, Georgia, & 
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finally Florida.  There was nothing of interest on the trip - just flat rolling land, usually wooded & 

sometimes swampy, especially in Georgia.  I played cards (won 20¢), read, ate, & slept the whole 

way. 

We pulled into Camp Blanding about 10:30 P.M.  We transferred to huge buses & were 

hauled to our new home. 

Our barracks are one storied, wood-framed buildings.  Our bunks are single, with shelves 

overhead.  We don’ t have footlockers yet, so we still live out of barracks bags.  The buildings are 

connected by cement walks and everything else is sand, deep, fine sand like on a beach.  There are 

pine trees scattered here & there. 

Camp Blanding is about 35 mi. from Jacksonville.  It is about 5 miles long & contains 

almost 1% of the entire armed forces (American).  It’s the largest infantry camp in the U.S.  We 

use everything from pistols to bazookas here.  The company I’m in is a Rifle Co. tho. 

Basic Training is 17 weeks here after which we get 15 days furlough before going overseas or 

to other camps.  Nobody under 19 goes overseas.  Most everyone in this company who goes 

overseas are replacement riflemen, tho.  Remember, almost everyone takes Basic Training before 

assigned to permanent jobs. 

This morning (Monday) I mostly slept. (didn’ t have nothing assigned)  This afternoon we 

went to a lecture of orientation.  Afterwards we had more private interviews.  It was very similar to 

the 1st one.  This time, they paid particular emphasis to my Denver Post job.  They now have my 

entire history, even little seemingly unimportant details.  One thing - they don’ t pay much attention 
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to grades in school.  They judge your I.Q. upon the G.I. IQ tests.  Fortunately, I did well on them. 

(I think).  The food here isn’ t anywhere near as good as at New Cumberland, but its still edible.  

Army life still aint too bad - yet. 

The climate here is just what you’d expect - hot.  It’s probably getting cool there (it was in 

PA. the last 2 or 3 days) but it’ s still awful hot here.  We’ re lucky we’ ll be here in the winter & not 

in the summer. 

Below is my address.  Be careful with the numbers, for mail can get mixed up awful easily 

here.  Here’s what I’d like you to mail me: 

Your letters 

Accumalated mail, if any. 

Copy of Astounding Stories. 

The book (Pocketbook) of Poe’s stories that I left there. 

All my handkerchiefs, undershirts & underpants (2 pairs) and my 2 pairs of brown socks.  

You can use these in the Army. 

If any of these items will cost more to mail than they are worth, don’ t send them.  I’ ll buy 

them here, instead.  I still have about $7.00 left.  We’ re supposed to get paid Oct. 10 so I figure I 

have enuf.  Don’ t send any money unless I ask for it.  Please send my watch as soon as possible. 

I. O. Mother   $ 30.00 + 8.00 ? 

     Frances     10.00               

          $ 48.00 + 
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My sergeant & C.O. are both O.K.  The sgt. Is talking to some of the fellas now, a couple of 

bunks away.   

 

Address 

Pvt. Andrew Clark  33 909 340 

Co. C 199th Bn 62nd I.T.R. 

Camp Blanding, FLA 

Well I’ ll be seein you in about 17 weeks. 

So long. 

Andy 

P.S.  I never say Goodby.  Its too final. 

me 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 
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 Chapter  2.   Trained 
 

Throughout my basic training, I faithfully wrote home every week, usually on 

Sunday afternoons during about the only free time I had.  In my letters, I described my 

training in considerable detail, perhaps more detail than you care to read.  However, I 

think this provides some insight to the training at that time as compared to that provided 

now.  According to my recollections and from reviewing my letters, I was able to obtain 

several impressions in this regard.  By the way, when I cite dollar figures for various 

things in my letters, you can multiply them by 10 to get a rough comparison with today’s 

values. 

First, you have to understand that none of them wanted to be there.  They were all 

conscripts and had no choice.  It was either going into the Army or going to jail.  There 

were no deferments or the possibility of running away to Canada.  There were, however, 

conscientious objectors at that time but even they had to go into the service in 

non-combatant roles and many would perform heroically as battlefield medics.  But they 

had to provide proof that they were in  fact unable to bear arms for purposes of killing, 

such as being raised as Quakers.  At that stage of the war, draftees also had no choice as 

to branch of service and training they would receive.  With few exceptions, all of them 

ended up in the Infantry.  Most of them had no delusions about why they were there - no 

“serving their country in time of need” or “making sacrifices to preserve our freedom” or 

other such platitudes spewed out by politicians.  But all of them were convinced that they 

would serve and then return home, because they were at that invulnerable age. 
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They were, however, perhaps more compliant and willing to accept authority than 

a similar group of young men today.  There were few if any disciplinary problems and 

those that did occur were caused by carelessness such as those reported in my letters 

home for a couple of occasions.  The training was comprehensive, intensive and 

thorough.  The cadre was generally professional and very tolerant and patient with the 

men, being aware of their diverse backgrounds and general lack of education.  There 

was, of course, a lot of close order drill conducted by the platoon sergeants.  In counting 

cadence, “right .. left .. right .. left .. right ..... right ......”, several of the men literally could 

not tell their right foot from the left and the sergeant would have them tie their 

handkerchief around their right ankle.  But there was no in-your-face garbage such as “I 

can’t HEAR you!” or “drop and give me ten” that we see so much of today.  The 

hands-on training was largely provided by the non-coms, with the platoon second 

lieutenants providing the frequent lectures.  Also, there was an extensive array of training 

films that preceded  field exercises. 

Another important distinction between then and now is that the Army then was 

strictly segregated.  Although Camp Blanding was the largest training facility in the 

country, there were no Negro troops unless perhaps out of sight in some area separate 

from the rest.  By the way, there were no such thing as “African-Americans” or “blacks” 

at that time; they were Negroes, colored, niggers, or coons, depending upon your 

upbringing.  And, of course, there were no women anywhere, except perhaps in Post 

Exchanges. 

I can’t really compare the extent and scope of my training with that provided now. 



 
 29 

 But I’m impressed with the breadth, and in some cases, the relative sophistication of the 

training I received.  The training covered the use of all weapons used by the infantry at 

that time.  However, the emphasis on chemical warfare training and bayonet practice was 

perhaps a hold-over from their extensive use in World War I, for there was virtually no 

chance of their use at that stage of the ongoing war.  It is apparent from my letters that I 

was fascinated with the weapons — M1 rifle, BAR (automatic rifle), machine gun, 

mortar, and bazooka.  Of course, today’s infantry has much more advanced versions of 

these weapons and, in addition, such things as body armor, night scopes, compact 

communication devices, GPS units, and others, all of which must extend the amount of 

training needed.  

Having arrived at Camp Blanding, Florida, my basic infantry training soon started 

in earnest.  My barracks was a wood framed building holding one squad of 18 men.  In 

my letters, I refer to this as their “hut,” possibly derived from “Quonset hut,” which were 

temporary buildings common at that time.  There were four such squads per platoon and 

three platoons in the company, a total of 216 when fully complemented; it was usually 

less, however, due to various reasons.  The men in the company were all conscripts to be 

trained as infantry replacements for combat casualties in regular overseas units.  They 

came from very disparate backgrounds and would be dispersed after training, thereby 

inhibiting long term friendships. 

In my “hut,” about half were from rural South Carolina and spoke with deep 

southern accents.  All but two of the squad had at most an eighth grade education.  The 

other one besides me was from Richmond, Virginia; a confident, good-looking, 
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preppie-type kid.  I was able to assimilate with other members of the squad and got along 

just fine with everyone, despite being unable to use (but not ignorant of) the prolific 

obscenities interspersed in everything spoken by the others, most likely due to their 

cultural background.   Particularly in my later letters, I comment on the camaraderie that 

developed among those in my squad, but it was perhaps superficial because they would 

not be together long enough to develop life-long friendships.  

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

Thursday Sept. 28 

Dear Folks, 

I can’ t remember when I wrote last so I don’ t know what I’ve told you already.  The days 

seem to merge together and I can’ t hardly remember what happened yesterday.  I am very truly 

living in the present. 

Ever since we got here we haven’ t done much because our 17 weeks training don’ t start until 

next Monday.  All we do is go out each morning and drill for about an hour and the rest of the day 

either loaf in our bunks or go on work details.  Work details usually consist of small jobs that need 

to be done.  One day I helped load, unload, assemble & dissemble machine guns for class 

instruction. 

(ran out of ink) 

Another day I help clean barracks.  Usually I can get an hour’s nap after lunch.  It helps. 

We get our laundry done every Thurs. (starting in 1 week) for $1.50 a month.  We can have 

any amount done for this price.  It takes a week to have it done.  We can also get our uniforms 
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pressed here. 

I’m still not used to saluting officers & addressing them as “ sir” .  If you fail to do this, you 

really get it tough.  The C.O. here has been lenient, tho, because we’ re relatively new. 

Basic Training here is tough & I do mean tough.  We get an idea of what we’ re in for by 

talking to soldiers who have been through it.  They train us here to fight in combat after the 17 

weeks.  The last cycle is already overseas.  We get complete training in many kinds of weapons — 

M-1 rifle (Garand), bazooka, machine guns, BAR (automatic rifle), mortars, and several others, 

including small artillery. 

We get 30 mile marches with full field packs.  They say quite a few fall on the roadside.  

During the last two weeks we go on bivouac where we live on the field in pup-tents.  They say this 

training is much tougher than combat.  It has to be.  As a final test we cross fields under machine 

gun & artillery fire. 

Quite a few of the men here go into Paratroops after Basic.  They get 4 weeks additional 

training in the use of chutes and additional details entailed in paratroops.  They don’ t play around 

here.  Men don’ t sing in ranks here like at home.  It takes too much energy. 

It’s really something, tho, to see a mile long file of soldiers marching down the road with their 

rifles slung over the shoulders and under full field pack. And their battalion flag leading the 

procession.  When training starts I won’ t have much free time.  Whenever they get a respite, they 

fall in their tracks to rest. 

Then there’s the nite when they take us out at about 10 P.M. 10 miles from camp and drop us 
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off individually to find our way back by compass.  If we aren’ t back in 2 days they go out to look for 

us — A.W.O.L. 

 

The climate here is also tough.  Today it was as hot as it ever got there.  Perspiration just 

rolled off me while I was drilling this morning.  It gets fairly cool at nite, though, which is a relief. 

I’d better sign off now.  It’s almost time for lights out. 

Be seeing ya 

Andy 

P.S. 

Don’ t expect anything.  Please send me 2 plain towels if you can spare them 

A.C.  

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

Tuesday Oct. 3 

Dear Folks, 

Yesterday our training started in earnest.  I’d better bring you up to date though. 

Ever since we came here, they started to take names off the top of an alphabetical list for K.P. 

and table waiters.  Friday they came to the C’s. (There’ s only one Clark in Company C — me.)  

Each person is table waiter the 1st day & K.P. the next day.  Table waiting is an easy job.  All you 

have to do is wait on the tables & clean & scrub them afterwards.  It lasts about ½ - 1 hour after 

each mess.  The rest of the day we fall in with the rest of the Company for various things.  Saturday 
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I went on K.P.  I had to tie a towel on the end of my bed so they would know who to wake at 5 

A.M. (the rest sleep to 6 A.M.).  K.P.’s work constantly until 6:00 P.M. (at least) with about 15 

minutes off for meals. 

 

While I was washing dishes at the noon meal when they brought in your first letter.  I had to 

keep it in my pocket until I got off at 6 P.M.  Very discouraging. 

We get all day Sunday off so I loafed around all day.  Got your package Sunday noon. and 

was stared at enviously by the other guys until I told them what was in it.  You sent exactly the right 

stuff & I’m glad you sent the glasses because the new ones haven’ t come yet.  Every month that 

magazine comes send it on.  Don’ t send any others until I ask for them.  The one you sent is the 

one I wanted.  I would appreciate it if you would send me 8 hangers. 

Sunday noon we had fried chicken, mashed potatoes, carrots, combination salad, and ice 

cream.  Yum, yum. 

Monday we had some calisthenics, close-order drill, and several 1 hour lectures with a couple 

of movies (training films)   Quite of a lot of the training here is by films. 

Last Friday we had been issued our rifles — M1 Garand Semi-automatic .30 cal. rifles.  

They cost about $70.00.  Today we had 4 hour classroom instruction on their use.  We learned how 

to completely dismantle them & clean them.  They’ re quite complicated, especially the trigger 

assembly.  Although they weigh but 9.6 lbs, they still get heavy after carrying them a ways.  

They’ re still beautiful rifles, tho., & are the best in the world, I betcha. 
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There is only one person in this hut (that’s what they call our barracks) of 18 men whom I met 

in New Cumberland.  By a chance of fate (and a little effort on our part) we managed to stay next to 

each other on the train and finally here.  He has a bunk next to mine.  Saturday we all had to move 

to different huts, because they arranged us alphabetically.  We’ re still together, tho. 

 

His name is Earnest Cramer.  Everyone calls him “ Cramer” .  He’s red haired & usually red 

faced.  He’s about 26, altho he looks about 20, is married, and has two kids, one 3 & 1 one.  His 

home is in Baltimore.  Up to the time he was drafted, he was a welder in a shipyard earning $350 a 

month.  Now his wife & kids get $100.00 a month.  He’ s now in charge of this hut — has to see 

things go right, etc. and makes a good leader. 

The only time I get disgusted with Army ways is in classroom lectures.  You have to pay 

strict attention.  If you close your eyes for a minute to concentrate better, the instructor (usually a 

lieut.) picks you out of a hundred men — “ Clark, open your eyes” .  If you turn your head aside — 

“ Clark, pay attention.”   (We all have our names taped on the front of our helmet liners which we 

wear constantly) 

If we happen to catch on quickly what he is saying, we have to pay absolute attention while 

he goes over it time & time for the morons.  It’s very difficult to keep awake.  I’m beginning to 

think they’ re all egotists or drunk with power or sumpin.  Some officers are swell, tho. 

A couple of bunks away the guy’s wife sent him some cookies & he just gave me some. (a 

gentle hint ??)  The P.X. is closed every Tues. so I’m writing.  Tsk, Tsk, to think I’d stoop so low.  
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Oh well. 

Got Papa’s letter Monday.  Appreciated it no end. 

I.T.R. — Infantry Training Regiment 

Too bad about the car.  You’ ll probably have to get a new battery. 

All my clothes & equipment are in perfect condition & fit better than any civilian clothes I 

could buy. 

There aint no “ nice winter weather”  here.  It’s always too hot, too cold, too wet, or too dry, 

or too ad infinitum.  For the past week it’s been so hot we have to take salt pills.  Dry, too. 

Nobody gambles here — no time. 

Right now I can hear the explosions of artillery fire (9:00 P.M.) fairly close. 

If you do happen to be in Colo. In February I’d probably fly out.  The way they work it, we 

are assigned to a new camp but get 15 days “ delayed enroute” .  After 15 days you report at your 

next camp.  I doubt If there is a camp farther away from Colo. than this. 

If I want any sleep I’d better sign off. 

Be see you soon, 

Andy 

P.S. 

You can expect disjointed letters from me.  If you can’ t read it, just throw it away.  It 

probably wasn’ t anything much. 

me (mostly)   
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——————————————————————————————————————————— 

 

One of the training films they watched this week was on “hygiene, , which was 

actually a euphemism for a lecture on venereal diseases, syphilis in particular.  This was 

actually the second film on the subject, the first being at the reception center in New 

Cumberland.  The pictures of men with advanced stages of the disease were particularly 

graphic.  Pictures of nude men with their genitals completely rotted away or their lower 

jaws eaten away.  Following would be descriptions of a prophylactic kit mandated for 

everyone obtaining a pass to leave the base, together with explicit demonstrations of how 

to put on a condom and how to smear on the ointment contained in the kit afterwards.  

All in all, the films were so powerful and disturbing as to have a lifetime impact upon me. 

Also this week, they had their first “short arm” inspection.  Every morning, they 

would fall out for reveille where they would form ranks and receive orders of the day 

concerning what training they would receive and what they should wear.  This morning, 

after the orders, the sergeant gave the command “drop em and peel it back,” meaning to 

drop their trousers and underpants to the ground and to peel back foreskins as appropriate 

which was almost everyone.  Then, a corpsman wearing rubber gloves would go down 

the ranks, stopping in front of each man.  First, he would inspect the penis for any signs 

of infection.  Then, he would place two fingers behind the testicles and tell the man to 

“turn your head and cough,” which was an examination for a possible hernia.  Although 

this was part of previous physical exams, it was discomforting to experience it en masse 

and outdoors in public.  Afterwards, the man could pull up his trousers but had to remain 
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in formation until everyone had been inspected, at which time they were dismissed for 

breakfast.  This inspection drill would be repeated a couple more times during their 

training. 

Needless to say, this whole subject area was something I could not include in my 

letters home. 

 

 

 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

         Sunday Oct. 22 

Dear Folks, 

Well, in 2 days, I’ ll have been G.I. Joe exactly 1 month.  Sure seems funny how time slips 

by. 

We had a lot of fun last week.  All Monday afternoon we studied poison gases & how to use 

gas masks.  The Army don’ t fool around about the gas business.  They fully anticipate that the 

enemy will use gas sooner or later & they give us very thorough training in its use.  The highlite of 

the afternoon came in the practical work.  (All subjects are in 2 parts — lecture & practical work)  

First we put on our masks & then entered a room full of tear gas, and after staying a few minutes we 

went out & took our masks off.  Then we put our masks back on & reentered.  While we were in, 

we had to take our masks off & stay in there about 5 seconds.  Of course we all came out with tears 

in our eyes.  It’s very irritating, I can assure you.  After our eyes had cleared we put our masks 
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back on & entered a room filled with mustard gas.  While in there we had to open a corner of the 

mask to let a small amount enter in order to see what it smelled like.  I won’ t tell you what it smells 

like.  After staying in a few moments we went out & took our masks off.  Then we reentered 

without gas masks this time.  Once we were completely in we took out our masks, put them on, 

adjusted them & tested them.  All this time we had to hold our breaths so as to not breathe any of the 

gas.  I think I survived.  (There were no casualties.) 

After this they took us all out to a field where they released many different poison gases — 

phosgene, adamsite, chloropicrin, etc.  We then had to run thru the gas, and smell it so as to identify 

it by its smell. 

The lieutenant in charge of the gas demonstration said that we might initiate gas warfare with 

Japan, after Germany is defeated, because it is the best way to capture islands.  He said that we have 

a new gas that can kill in 5 minutes & can penetrate Japanese gas masks.  All we would have to do 

is spray the islands by plane 1 day & the next to come in & bury the former occupants. 

After the gas demonstrations, they showed us colored smoke hand grenades, Molotov 

cocktails, white-phosphorous hand grenades, & thermite hand grenades.  It was even better than July 

4, especially the white-phosphorous.  As a climax to the day they released a large smoke generator & 

made us march thru it.  On the other side, they released tear gas.  We sure put our masks on in a 

hurry! 

Tuesday we began dry-range.  This consists of learning how to shoot our rifles without 

actually firing them.  We learned all the positions, technique, & procedure.  Rifle Club came in 
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very hand in this.  Normally we get one week in dry-range.  We eat lunch on the field.  It rained 

off & on all Tues. & we kept putting on & taking off our raincoats.  When we marched home at 6 

P.M. it was raining steady. 

After supper the sergeant came in.  “ Prepare full field packs, lock windows, & be ready to 

fall out at any moment.”   This order came while we were cleaning rifles, a daily chore.  

Immediately the word got around the hut — hurricane!  By this time the wind had increased to about 

30 mph.  It was raining hard.  Before we could obey the order we were hauled out on special detail 

(just our hut because it was worst in the daily inspection — Tsk, tsk!)  We had to store & fasten 

down all movable objects in the company area.  We were all soaked clear thru by the time we were 

thru.  We didn’ t get to bed until 11:00 that nite. 

We got up at 5 A.M. & it was slightly worse than the preceding nite.  All morning we 

cleaned our rifles & had dry range in our huts (the Army keeps on schedule.)  At 2 P.M. we moved 

into the day-room.  This was because our huts were considered unsafe & the day room was build 

more solid.  We had to sit on the bare cement floor & was quite crowded.  The wind by now was 

blowing about 50 mph.  We were supposed to get the strongest winds at 4. P.M.  At 4 PM there 

was no wind, tho.  We were in the center of the hurricane.  Soon it came up again from the 

opposite direction. 

It reached its climax at about 7 P.M., about 70 mph.  The whole thing was quite a flop.  It was 

about that time that the lieutenant came in while we were singing & gave us the news — we had 

invaded the Philippines.  We all stood up & sang the National Anthem.   After awhile we spread 
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out our blankets on the floor to try & get some sleep. (we were shoulder to shoulder)  At 10:30 they 

woke me up (I was actually asleep) & said the storm had gone down enuf to return to our huts.  It 

was quite a relief to sleep in our bunks after that hard cement floor. 

Thur. Fri. & Sat. we continued dry-range. 

I got papa’s letter yesterday & was very amused at his question about what I do in the 

evenings.  Every Mon, Wed., & Fri. we G.I. our huts. (scrub them with soap & water from top to 

bottom).  We clean our rifles, shoes, and everything we own.  We take a shower and are in bed at 

10 P.M.  We usually have a few dozen other things to take care of, also.  If we’ re lucky we can run 

over to the P.X. & get a coke.  The only time we really get free is on Sundays.  All the rest of the 

week we work steadily.  We seldom get more than 10 or 15 min. free. 

I received mom’s cookies & was very glad to get them.  You can’ t buy hardly anything to 

eat here. 

At this point I had to take time out to help set up stoves in our hut. 

The same day I got the cookies there were 10 packages received by the 18 men in this one 

hut.  One kid got 3 large boxes full.  Another got a great big package containing: crackers (2 boxes) 

spam (2 cans) cheese spread, pickles, relish, tuna fish, sandwich spread, & many other items which I 

can’ t remember.  Today we’ re really sitting pretty. 

A silver identification bracelet would really be swell.  All the Army issues is the regular 

dog-tags.  I’m not sure but I think all that is put on it is my name & serial number. 

I got an interesting letter from Kay.  I had completely forgot about her birthday, so I wish 
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you’d send her something for me.  We can’ t buy nothing here.  I’ ll try to find time to write her, but 

I can’ t guarantee nothin. 

Well, I’d better sign off.  We have to fall out in company formation tonite at 11 P.M.  

Tomorrow we start on one week of wet-range.  

Be seein ya,  

   Andy 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

       Saturday 11, 1944 November 

Dear Folks, 

Last week’s training must have affected my mind.  Notice the date & also this is Sat. instead 

of the usual Sunday.  I must say tho that last week was one of the most interesting since I’ve been 

here. 

It started off with the usual peaceful Monday.  Monday is almost always an easy day.  All 

we did was have lectures on field sanitation, with concentration on malaria control, and other subjects 

which I’ve already forgotten.  We also had ion our first period of combat fighting which is 

hand-to-hand, physical, slugging-it-out fighting with emphasis on dirty blows and kicking.  It’s all 

very interesting and learned a few new tricks by the time the week was over. 

SUNDAY 

Tuesday morning we started the day off with a training film on rifle grenades.  The rest of 

the day we went out to the rifle-grenade range and fired practice anti-tank rifle grenades.  Each 
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person got to fire 1 grenade.  The grenades are fired from the regular M-I rifle or carbine by placing 

a small device called a launcher on the end of the barrel and attaching special sights to the side of the 

rifle.  The rifle has to be held a special way because it has quite a kick when firing grenades — 

enough to break a shoulder.  The practice grenade is just like a regular one except it has no explosive 

charge in the nose which detonates upon impact.  They fired a real anti-tank grenade at a dummy 

tank and knocked a hole thru 3" armor.  It can penetrate up to 6" of steel. & can disable a heavy tank 

with one lucky shot.  You can actually see the grenade in flight & has an effective range up to 500 

yds. 

We only got 1 shot apiece because we aren’ t 

grenadiers.  We’ re riflemen, but we get enuf training in the 

use of other weapons that we can operate them if we have to.  Therefore we get some training in 

every weapon the infantry uses. 

Tuesday afternoon we studied the bazooka.  About 50% of the company got to fire a practice 

rocket anti-tank projectile.  I had a bazooka on my shoulder & the target in my sights.  I pulled the 

trigger but nothing happened — defective rocket.  We use only material rejected for combat.  That 

was probably the only chance I will ever get to fire a bazooka — tough luck..  

The bazooka is really a powerful weapon.  It is very much like the rifle-grenade except it is 

more powerful.  The rocket is about 21" long & looks something like a small bomb.  Five small 

cigarette-size sticks of secret explosives propel the projectile.  They have a charge in the nose which 

detonates upon impact.  The detonating fuse is inertia-operated.  When forward motion ceases, it 
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explodes.  The rocket launcher (bazooka) is a piece of pipe with trigger, sights, and shoulder-rest 

attached.  The trigger handle is about like a pistol grip. & the same size.  In the 1st models it 

contained small batteries.  In combat the batteries wore out & couldn’ t be replaced so the new 

models have small magnetos inside the handle.  When you pull the trigger a small wheel of magnets 

(permanent) are revolved. thru a magnetic field of stationery magnets.  This produces enuf electricity 

to fire the rocket.  The magnets are obviously Alnico magnets, for steel magnets couldn’ t be 

powerful enuf to be contained in such a small space.  This generator will last as long as the bazooka 

itself.  The rocket, when placed in the launcher extends out the rear end about 1 inch.  A wire 

comes out of the rear of the rocket & fastens to the outside of the launcher, providing electrical 

contact.  All of the energy of the driving explosives is used in launching the rocket so that there is 

little or no trail of fire while the projectile is in flight.  It goes off with a loud bank, almost as loud as 

a live hand grenade going off.  You can easily see the rocket in flight because it travels only 250 

M.P.H.  Effective range is 300 yds but can go 700 yds.  It’s not too accurate but is as accurate as 

the rifle-grenade.  We had to wear gas masks & gloves while firing it as a training precaution.  

These are not used in combat.  There is a very good article about rockets in the latest Life magazine 

which I just read this afternoon. 

We got back in time to march in a revue.  Since my rifle had been fired in the morning, I had 

to stay in & clean it.  I wasn’ t too sorry tho, for revues are usually quite tedious.  Our company was 

acclaimed the best in the battalion (=s 6 companies) and one of the best in the whole revue — quite an 

honor.  Our CO, Lieut. Wilson was quite pleased.  In many respects, our company has proved 
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superior. 

Wednesday morning we got up at 4 again (quite a habit) and marched 6 mi. out to the combat 

hand-grenade range.  That morning we each threw 2 real hand-grenades, one from behind a small 

pile of dirt 3 or 4" high.  They had model targets set up — trenches, foxholes, pill boxes, etc. from 

15 - 50 yds distant.  I scored 1 hit & 1 miss — you can probably guess which was which.  They 

explode with quite a bang — 4 seconds after leaving your hand & throws fragments as far as 200 yds. 

away.  It was a lot of fun & we all wanted to throw lots more.  I am enclosing the safety-pin from 

the 1st hand-grenade I threw.  You can throw it away if you want to. 

Later in the morning we each fired one hand-grenade from a M-1 rifle.  The grenade is 

slipped into a special gadget fitted on the end of the rifle.  Again special sites are used.  The rifle 

can throw a grenade 100 yds. 

In the afternoon we went to a transition range where we fired our rifles at invisible targets.  

This is merely area-shooting, each rifle-man taking a certain small area to cover & hoping he will hit 

his target.  The value of this is to keep the enemy pinned down until they can be cleared-out with 

bayonets.  They also gave us a demonstration of tracers which was a beautiful sight.  The tracers, 

landing in a nearby forest started several fires which we had to put out.  The 6 mile march back was 

tough, especially because I had to run about 3 miles on the transition range fighting fires & marking 

targets.  Made it tho.  The other companies speed marched the 6 miles out.  In company D about 

1/3 of the company couldn’ t take it and had to fall out.  Speed marching consists of double-time 

about 2/3 of the way (running to you.)  Our company, luckily, didn’ t speed march.  We’ re just 
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naturally fast without running because se set a terrific walking pace.  The other companies dread to 

have us ahead of them because they have to keep up with us.  Rumor has it that Lieut. Wilson, our 

C.O., can’ t take double-time.  This may be true because he himself admitted he has flat-feet.  

Wilson is a tough C.O. but we all like him a lot & will follow him wherever he wants us to go.  Our 

other 2 lieut. are quite young & were just recently commissioned.  They were transferred from A.A.  

Large groups of Anti-aircraft are being transferred to this camp (infantry). 

Thurs. & Fri. were quite easy days.  We just had lecture & training films. on field-sanitation, 

infantry versus aircraft, infantry versus mechanized units (tanks) & other subjects.  Friday we had a 

brief physical exam to determine fitness for overseas duty.  I was.  About 20 out of the company 

failed to pass & are being shipped out next week, some with medical discharges. 

Sat. morning the usual inspection. & in the afternoon I pulled a work detail until 5 P.M. because of a 

dirty rifle bore (I still claim it was clean because it shone like a mirror — some more tough luck.)  

All the fella’s sympathized with me & agreed the rifle was spotless.  Anyhow the work wasn’ t bad 

— putting new faces on targets at the K.D. rifle range.  Saw a show last nite — “ Brazil.”   Wasn’ t 

too bad.  Been loafin around most of today.  Had the usual chicken dinner.  I was glad to get a day 

off. — my 1st in almost 3 weeks. 

Rumor has it that General Bradley sent word back not to send him any more men from 

Blanding because he had to give them 30 days to rest up for combat.  Anyhow we’ re supposed to go 

on a 48 hr. scheduled week tomorrow.  I sure hope so.  I know for 2 weeks strait I was putting in 

more than 100 hrs per week.  I can take it okay except I get so sleepy at movies & lectures I don’ t 
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know that they’ re talking about.  All the fella’s hope they get to see some movies so they can catch 

up on their sleep. 

After my 17 weeks here I don’ t know where I’ ll go.  I may even go into combat because 

some of the last cycle has already been wounded in Normandy.  Probably tho, some advanced 

training, maybe jungle training.  Just can’ t tell. 

The hut is almost empty today because most everyone goes on pass to get drunk. & forget 

their hardships.  When I go, I’ ll go to catch up on my sleep.  There ain’ t no future in getting drunk. 

It seems that most everyone in the company is from New York or the deep south.  I’m about 

the only one without some kind of accent.  It’s almost like being in a foreign country. 

There are so many things going on here, so many amusing and exciting incidents, that I could 

fill a book an still not cover everything.  As it is I can only tell you what concerns me in rather 

sketchy manner, for I judge this is what you are mostly interested in.  It’s kinda tough deciding what 

to write about & what to leave out.  It’ s not only that I have so much to write about but also I have 

so little time to write in. 

It was Wednesday morning and still quite dark.  There was a little indication of dawn in the 

East but not much, for the stars still twinkled brightly in the infinity of space.  I sat on the bank of 

the ditch beside the road during the break and watched the long columns of troops marching by with 

their rifles slung over their shoulders and their feet beating out a steady cadence.  Beside them & 

running in the same direction were equally long convoys of trucks, laden with troops and equipment, 

always maintaining their proper interval.  A few yards on the other side of the road a troop train, 
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parallel with the road, stood motionless, discharging hundreds of new trainees into the huge Army 

busses that stood beside the train.  Beyond the train and still parallel was another road.  This was 

filled with a company of mechanized anti-tank guns.  The big guns (at least 75 s), all shrouded up 

with protective canvas, were pulled by powerful, armored, personnel carriers, treaded like a tank and 

magnificently streamlined with concealed headlights and motors in the rear.  Mounts for 50 cal. 

machine guns stuck up in the front.  Jeeps and supply trucks were interspersed.  The whole column 

moved about 40 M.P.H. down the highway.  All these men and equipment were moving into the 

field to begin another routine day of training for battle. 

I’m enclosing a money order for $20.  This is to pay back the $10 I recently borrowed & to 

pay for the watch being fixed & the supplies you sent me. 

All the bonds which I buy are supposed to be sent to you.  I don’ t know any more about the 

insurance than you do, except that $6.40 is deducted each month. 

Well I guess I’ ll sign off now.  I’m going to see a good show tonite — Bob Hope in 

something about a Pirate.  I have to get there at least an hour early in order to get a seat. 

Be seein ya soon, 

Andy 

P.S.  In the physical exam. my eyes tested 20/40 without glasses.  I’m now physically qualified for 

paratroops — I may. 

A.C. 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 
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Sunday was the first time they could leave the camp on passes for the day.  One 

of the guys asked me to come along but, as he explains in my letter, it didn’t appeal to me 

and I stayed behind.  However, I was still up when my friend came back and I asked him, 

“How did it go?”  My friend described his experience, more or less in his own words, as 

follows: 

“Well, I got on this fuckin’ bus and got off in this podunk town, which didn’t have 

much in it, and I found this bar.  So, I went in and had a couple of beers.  After awhile, I 

asked the bartender if he knew where I could get laid, and he told me where I might go.  

So, I went there and it was kind of an apartment building and I went up on the second 

floor on a long balcony and found the apartment number he gave me, but there was a guy 

ahead of me so I had to wait.  He finally came out so I went in and there was this whore 

in a robe coming out of the bathroom.  She was absolutely ancient, at least in her forties, 

and had tits that hung down practically to her knees.  She told me to take off my clothes 

and while I was doing that, she took off her robe and laid down on the bed with her legs 

spread apart.  One look at her snatch and I got a real hard on, so I put on a rubber and 

gave her a good fuck.  She charged me 10 bucks but it was worth it.  Then I went back 

to the bar and had some more beers and then came back.”  With a satisfied grin, he said, 

“It really felt good to get my ashes hauled.” 

I was fascinated but appalled with this story.  I couldn’t imagine anyone doing 

sex like that.  For myself, being at the peak of my sexuality, I would obtain relief by 

masturbating each night when I went to bed, secretively and covertly under the blankets.  
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With a powerful imagination, I would conjure up my favorite sexual fantasies and would 

fall asleep immediately after climaxing.  In this way, I was also able to obtain some kind 

of relief from the stresses encountered during the day.  I was always very furtive in this 

activity for I knew that most everyone in the hut would consider it as immoral, unhealthy, 

obscene, or some combination thereof as a result of their religious and/or cultural 

upbringing.  Had they known, I would have been branded as a faggot and thereafter 

ostracized. 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

Wednesday Nov. 15 

Dear Folks, 

Just now I asked Clayton, the fella next to me for the date & when he gave it to me I 

remarked I had been in the army 2 months.  He replied he had been in 2 months, 1 day.  Few 

seconds later he says, “ No, 2 years.”   All of us feel the same — 2 years instead of 2 months. 

Well I finally found time to write on a Wednesday.  Just got your’ s and Kay’s letter & I 

guess they inspired me to find a half-hour clear.  Certainly enjoyed both letters. 

Monday was the usual quiet day, comparatively speaking.  In the morning we got our first 

hour of the bayonet.  I learned a lot of respect for this weapon & found it takes a lot of skill to use.  

We’ ll get at least an hour of bayonet practice each day for the next 5 or 6 weeks.  In the afternoon 

we had 4 hrs on the Browning Auto. Rifle — B.A.R.  We learned how to take it apart & how it 

works.  Got off at 6 on Mon. (Theoretically — actually rifle cleaning, G.I. the hut, etc) 

The Army has prepared a history of this war in newsreel form.  It comes in 7 parts, each of 



 
 50 

which lasts an hour.  The 4th part has 2 sections — each 1 hr. (Battle of Russia.)  All members of 

the Army is required to see this film. 

These films are the best films of this type that I have ever seen.  It starts with the very first 

international “ incidents”  and follows the war in detail up to the present time.  It shows the enemies’  

strategy & what we did to counter.  It is made up of excerpts of the newsreels which was released 

for civilians and many films which were not.  They are really wonderful pictures and ought to be 

released to the public. 

Tues. we got 4 more hours of the BAR. — care of, cleaning, use, & assembly & disassembly 

of the trigger assembly.  The pieces of this gun is like an intricate puzzle.  There is only 1 way they 

will separate & unlock.  It’s kinda like those wooden puzzles I used to bring home, only much more 

involved.  Also on Tues. we had bayonet practice, fire technique, & other subjects. 

Tues. nite we had a nite problem from 7 - 11.  We split up in squads — (in battle 12 men, 

here 18) & pretended we were on a reconnaissance patrol.  We were in a large wooded area with 

dense undergrowth — like near the stream at home only more so.  The noncoms were stationed all 

around to simulate the enemy.  They had rifles & fired blank ammunition, had flares, and 

firecrackers.  Our problem was to find out all about the “ enemy”  without them seeing us.  We 

couldn’ t talk or make any noise whatever & always had to keep on the move.  Scattered in and out 

of the “ enemy”  was simulated enemy positions which were marked with pink tags. which we were to 

collect. 

I did pretty good — captured an enemy pill-box single-handed.  I must admit I was kinds of 
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mixed up for a while there — when I got tangled up in the raspberry bushes by the stream which we 

were following.  It sure was fun trying to travel in the pitch darkness. 

This morning we didn’ t have to get up until 7 A.M.  We were supposed to “ get off”  until 

10:30 this morning to recuperate from the nite problem, but we didn’ t do much “ getting off”  as usual. 

 They always find something for you to do.  This afternoon we got 4 hours of extended order drill 

— battle formations.  This was kinda fun, for we simulated actual enemy emplacements, etc. 

Was interested to hear that pop got to see the president.  Wish I had been there, mainly 

because I would be that much closer to home. 

Kay’s letter sure was swell.  Be sure to send them on to me.  I am enclosing her last one as 

you requested.  I have all her letters & if you want them, just holler. 

Well I guess I’d better sign off.  My “ five minutes”  is about up. 

Be seen ya. purty quick, 

 Andy 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

        Sunday Nov. 26, 1944 

Dear Folks, 

Well, one more week is past — the ninth in our cycle.  We’ re half-way thru now. 

We started off the week with the usual easy Monday.  Four hours in the morning and four 

hours in the afternoon we studied the light machine gun.  Altho termed the “ light machine gun” , it is 

actually heavier than the “ heavy machine gun.”   They receive their nomenclature from their caliber, 
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30 & 50 respectively.  We learned how they operate, how to dissemble & assemble them, stoppages 

& how to correct them, nomenclature of parts, etc, etc.  Monday nite I found time to see 

“ Frenchman’s Creek.”   I liked the show very much and thought the scenery was very beautiful. 

Tuesday morning we got four more hours of the light machine gun.  We learned how to set 

them up and since they are team operated, we learned the duties of each man.  We also learned how 

to operate the sights, elevating & traversing mechanisms, and how to use them in connection with 

covering a line of some length with accurate fire. 

Tuesday afternoon we had physical training, bayonet practice, 2 hrs. technique of fire — M1, 

and an hour of something no one in the hut can remember because I just asked.  We had a hell of a 

time trying to remember what we did do. 

Wednesday morning we hiked about 4 miles to the 1000 inch range.  We fired at targets 

1000 inches away with our M1's.  The targets are about 50 feet long & 3 feet high and have a 

landscape painted on it in proper perspective, with roads, trees, houses, fields, etc. on it.  The 12 man 

battle squad is lined up facing a target and is given the target designation by the proper fire order, 

usually a point target — house window (enemy sniper) tree (ditto), hay stack, (enemy machine gun, 

camouflaged) etc. — or a line target — from a crossroad to a tree (enemy skirmish line) from one 

house to another, (ditto), etc.  What percent the fire is effective is determined by comparing the no. 

of hits with the total shots fired.  To have fire superiority over the enemy you must have more than 

50% effective fire.  The average battle squad’s effective % is 80 - 85%. 

Wed. afternoon we went to an orientation movie — Battle of Russia, Part I (Part II preceded I 
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by a mixup), physical training, bayonet practice, & orientation on current events, & inspection of 

shoes & rifles.  I found out my shoes were considered worn down too far, so I have to have them 

repaired next week.  All we have to do is turn them in at the supply room & they come back fixed.  

To insure equal wearing we have to wear 1 pair of shoes 1 day, & the other the next.  Since I got my 

shoes, I wore down both heels one inch of solid rubber. 

We don’ t get any time off on either Thanksgiving or Christmas, so Thurs. morning we had 

four hours studying the 60 m.m. mortar.  Since we are supposed to get Sat. afternoon “ off”  they 

borrowed this & stuck it on Thurs, so it ended up that we did get some free time.  Thanksgiving 

dinner was run in 2 shifts & I ate at 5:30 P.M.  Altho they did serve lunch, I skipped this so I could 

eat more.  They fixed the mess-hall up real swell with table cloths & everything.  Also the men 

could invite any guests they wanted to at 75¢ each.  I, myself, ate: 

turkey (real tender) 

mashed potatoes     fruit cocktail 

kernel corn   Also served  olives 

dressing   but which I  pickles 

cranberry sauce  passed up was: candy 

celery       lettuce salad 

coffee 

rolls & butter 

mince meat pie  In my pockets I took 
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pumpkin pie   apple, orange, & nuts. 

The food was cooked just right & I ate so much I could barely reach my bunk.  Once there, I 

just collapsed. 

Preceding the dinner I was on detail cleaning BAR’ s & operating a machine which loads 

machine-gun belts, so I didn’ t get too much time off.  Thurs. nite a fellow persuaded me to go to a 

movie with him & I’m glad I did because it was a very good show — “ Thirty Seconds over Tokyo” . 

Friday morning we got at 4 A.M. & at 6 we rode out to the range in trucks.  The day’s 

problem on the range was to form in 12 men battle squad’s, form in a diamond formation and advance 

upon an imaginary enemy skirmish line.  The problem looked something like this: 
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The two forward scouts, # 5 & 6 cross the creek, climb over the log fence, & boldly start walking 

across the open field.  Just after they cross the fence they are fired on (overhead) & they immediately 

drop & crawl to their position on the skirmish line which is located by a stake with their respective 

no. on it.  Then the BAR team, #2, 3, 4 is signaled forward after the squad leader, #1 goes forward to 

learn the situation & returns.  Then the rite flank men, no.s 7 & 8 advance followed by the left flank 

men, 9 & 10 & the rear guard, #11 & 12.  As each man leaves the shrubbery around the creek he 

crouches low & runs as fast as he can to the wood fence, & then he crawls thru small openings & flat 
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on his belly to his prepared position & fires 16 rounds at the targets.  The movement of the 

respective men is controlled by the squad leader so that only 1 or 2 men are in open territory at the 

same time.  After all the men have started firing, the surprise target springs up — an imaginary 

sniper in the window of a small log cabin — the BAR team switches its fire to this target.  Alongside 

our skirmish line is a tree with a platform in it.  Number 12 man climbs up & starts firing with the 

M031 Springfield sniper’s rifle.  He is our sniper.  Throughout this problem I was number nine 

man.  Since the problem take about 20 min. for each squad, we loafed around most of the day, 

something quite unusual. 

Friday nite we slept out on the range.  The preceding nite we had rolled up our 2 blankets in 

our shelter half which were hauled out in a truck.  More about Fri. nite later. 

All day Saturday we went thru the very same problem only this time the targets were 

completely hidden & we each had to fire in our particular section, thereby laying down a field of 

grazing fire.  Thusly, this problem was very similar to actual battle problems.  Also the numbered 

position stakes were removed.  We got back in the Company area at 5:00 P.M. 

Tomorrow an inspecting general from Washington is coming to this company, a yearly 

occasion, so we/ve all been busy scrubbing.  I had to help clean the latrine, but it wasn’ t too bad 

because we were all thru by noon.  The rest of the day I’ve just been loafin around.  Also today I 

got my sharpshooter’ s medal.  It’s not much of a distinction, tho., because most of the company got 

a medal.  It’s very easy to qualify for it.  Probably 80% of infantry riflemen have qualified. 

All last week it has been bitterly cold, especially in the mornings sitting on the wet ground 
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studying the machine guns.  It got so cold that on Wed. we had to put on our long winter underwear 

on top of our summer underwear, gloves & field jackets.  That’ s the heaviest clothing we’ re issued.  

Too be warmer we have to put more clothing on.  Our feet got cold thru the heavy G.I. shoes & wool 

socks & our hands got cold thru the wool gloves.  Friday nite, the nite we slept in our tents, was 

about the coldest nite.  We were allowed to build big fires, 1 for each hut, and we sat around that 

until about nine discussing mainly politics, the war, and what we plan to do in the future.  It was 

really quite nice & cozy.  Besides 2 wool Army blankets, I went to bed in my summer & winter 

underwear, fatigue uniform, field jacket & 2 pairs wool socks.  I still got so cold I had to get up 

about 2 AM & warm up at the fire. which was kept going by specially appointed guards.  All in all I 

got about 6 hrs sleep, slightly better than average.  Today, tho, it was considerably warmer.  In the 

afternoon all last week it was quite nice & warm.  We have 3 days, 2 nites next week sleeping out & 

you can be sure I’m going to take plenty of clothes. — & food.  I just managed to buy 8 candy bars 

at the P.X. — quite a miracle since you can buy only 2 at a time.  They haul out about 20 boxes & 

are gone in 10 minutes.  I went back 4 times in 10 minutes, buying the very last 2. 

After carefully sifting the truth out of everything I’ve heard, I’ve found out the following 

things: After completing the cycle we get 2 weeks furlough.  We get on a troop train that runs up the 

coast & are dumped off the closest to our homes.  After the furlough we travel independently to our 

next post paying our expenses for which we are reimbursed.  About 30% will go to advanced 

infantry training.  The rest will go to Fort Meade, Md. & from 2 - 14 days later will be shipped to 

Europe.  Most of the last cycle is already in combat.  The men who are found accepted for 
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paratroops will go immediately there after the cycle for 6 weeks training, & then get a furlough.  

Some of us will go to O.C.S. & others will stay here in this country as non coms & on special 

assignment.  Therefore the chances are that I’ ll ship to Europe after the cycle.  It all depends upon 

the situation there whether I’ ll see combat or not.  I might get in occupation troops.  I did not sign 

up for paratroops because I have to wear glasses.  I will sign up for O.C.S. altho the chances there 

are not too great.  Time will tell its tale. 

If you should pass a hardware store stop in & ask for 30 caliber brass cleaning brushes.  

Don’ t go out of your way, tho.  There isn’ t any hurry.  Buy as many as you can. as long as they’ re 

reasonably priced.  If they are 20¢ each buy a dozen.  They are worth their weight in gold around 

here.  Also if you find time send me my army jacket.  It’ ll help, especially on bivouac. 

This Army life is certainly helping me, physically.  I’m in excellent health altho tired most of 

the time. 

We get paid next Thurs & if I get enuf money I’ ll try to go out on pass.  I’ ll go to Saint 

Augustine because I’ve heard it’s the best nearby city for soldiers.  The other town charge soldiers 

double for everything.  If I can’ t get out on pass I’ ll just have to send you some money so you can 

buy your own Christmas presents. — a most deplorable condition. 

Well I guess I’ ll take a shower & go to bed.  I need some sleep even tho we do have an eazy 

day tomorrow.  The letter condensed — the food excellent, the training’s tough, the hour’s are long, 

the mornings are cold. 

Be seein ya purty quick, 



 
 59 

Andy 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

 

Actually, I didn’t tell the full story about a rifle mixup in a letter home.  While I 

was on pit duty in the morning, I got word to report to the first sergeant when I got a 

break..  More than anyone else, the company was run by the first sergeant who was tough 

but respected.  With trepidation, for no one saw the sergeant personally unless something 

bad had happened, I took my rifle and found the sergeant who was out on the range with 

the men.  When I reported in and stood at attention, the sergeant pointed to my rifle and 

asked, “Is that your fuckin weapon?”  I looked at the serial number and, dismayed to see 

that it wasn’t mine, responded, “No, sergeant”.  The sergeant then gave me a royal 

dressing down which went something like this: “What’s the fuckin matter with you?  

Shit, you’re supposed to have a high school degree, and I only went through sixth grade, 

but I would never do such a dumb-ass thing.  Only some kind of stupid jerk-off would 

screw up like that.  There ain’t no fuckin excuse.” 

He went on in this vein for a couple of minutes while I stood still and took the 

abuse, tears coming to my eyes because I was always eager to please and no one had ever 

talked to me like that before.  Finally, I was dismissed and ordered to go back to the pits. 

 Even though I knew the dressing down was perfunctory and obligatory, I was deeply 

disturbed by the encounter.  Of course I knew that there would be extra K.P. duty as 

further punishment.  I was just glad that there was no one close enough to witness my 

humiliation. 
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——————————————————————————————————————————— 

        Sunday Dec. 10, 1944 

Dear Folks, 

Although we are all cognizant (sp.?) of the fact that Christmas is almost here, it seems a 

strange Xmas season down here.  Even tho the weather is so cold at night and early morning as to 

form frost and ice, the sun comes up almost every day to warm the air and make the weather just 

right.  Everyone talks of buying presents & what to get all their relatives and we are reminded of the 

Xmas spirit thru the radio, movies and literature.  Yet our thoughts are invariably on the intensive 

training program which we are shoved thru.  Even tho our training is the most complete and the 

toughest of any other branch (including Marines) it doesn’ t seem quite so bad, now that we are getting 

accustomed to the daily routine.  We get a very accurate view of the training other branches get thru 

various men here who have undergone. them.  We have one man who was previously a merchant 

mariner & had been torpedoed.  Another man had 18 months paratroop training & had made over 20 

jumps.  Another had 2 years experience in the regular Army prior Pearl Harbor.  All in all we know 

what’s going on. 

Monday we started off with 4 hours B.A.R. training.  This was an exact duplication of what 

we had already had, but reports came back from the fronts that we had insufficient B.A.R. training.  
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For some reason they are giving us more intensive drill in the mortar than any other weapon. 

Tuesday morning we got 4 more hours of the mortar and in the afternoon 4 hours B.A.R. 

study. 

Wednesday morning we got up at 4:30, rolled our rolls (mine included comforter, 2 blankets 

inside of tent.) and boarded trucks at 6:30 for the range.  After riding about 5 miles we stopped & 

walked cross country about 4 miles.  The range we went to is quite isolated and is 26 miles away 

from camp by road which has to approach the range from the rear in a roundabout way.  The range is 

built on a swamp and the cross-country path we took went thru the woods and across marches and 

swamps.  Consequently a large part of the troop trail is corduroy trail.  The machine gun range we 

went on is located in a valley and up a gentle slope.  The gun positions re on top of the slope and we 

fire into the valley and on the other side.  The end of the open swamp part of the range is about 800 

yds from the gun positions.  The trail we took crossed the range in the valley part by means of a 

long, built-up, corduroy trail.  It is an excellent range because you have clear vision for 800 yards, 

fire into a valley, and it has excellent actual field targets, — pill boxes, trails, etc.  Although you 

were likely to get any 3 targets on the whole range, I drew a sand bunker 800 yds away, simulated 

enemy skirmish line between 2 sand-bagged pill-boxes 600 yds away, and an enemy column 

advancing toward me on a trail 700 yds away.  In the first target all I had to do was to set my sights 

on the target and blast away with about 40 rounds.  The other 2 targets I had to swing the gun along 

the line and blast away in a sweeping fire.  All in all I fired about 150 rounds in about 5 minutes — a 

machine gun eats amm.  Every fifth round was a tracer so we could adjust in on our target without 
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using the sights at all.  We are getting so used to fire new and more powerful weapons that we have 

lost the original thrill or excitement.  Now we walk up to a machine gun, rattle off 200 rounds and 

don’ t give it a second thought. 

That night we got our tents set up fairly early, built a nice fire so I turned in at about 8:30 

after passing around 3 boxes of cookies I managed to buy after super human efforts at the P.X.  We 

got up at 5:30 and noticed it was relative warm because the sky was completely overcast.  Thursday 

we went thru the same procedure as Wed. except we crawled up to our positions on our bellies, 

dragging the gun & amm., under simulated enemy fire.  About a half-hour before finishing that 

afternoon, it started raining and it rained for about 2 hours.  Luckily I had finished my firing.  We 

hiked back to the trucks pretty wet after the rain and wading thru the resulting puddles of water.  We 

were glad to get back into dry clothes even tho we did have machine guns, rifles, & mortars to clean.  

By the way, on Thurs we fired a later model of the 30 cal. machine gun — the A6 instead of A4.  

They are exactly the same except the A4 is entirely supported on a tripod & uses traversing & 

elevating mechanisms while the A6 has a shoulder stock with a bipod on the end like the B.A.R.  It 

is fired, like a rifle, from the shoulder and is more easily maneuvered since it requires no traversing or 

elevating mechanism. 

Friday we had a rather mixed schedule — 4 hours machine gun tactics, P.T., 2 hours bayonet, 

current events, & a glimpse of the obstacle course — (more on this when we actually go over it.) 

Saturday morning we got our last 4 hours on the mortar since we fire it next week.  Saw a 

show last night — nothing special.  Otherwise I have been just messin around. 
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As far as food goes, I sure feel sorry for you poor civilians.  I just finished a delicious dinner 

— chicken leg, sweet & white potatoes, kernel corn, gravy, lettuce salad, & ice cream.  We get 

roasts about 6 - 8 times a week — roast port, beef, lamb, & pot roast.  Our meals are excellently 

prepared because we have the best cooks in the battalion & perhaps the regiment. 

Thanks a lot for your package. — it was really swell.  Four of us ate the whole fruit cake last 

night and I expect to finish off the cookies this aft.  As you may have guessed my appetite has 

greatly increased & I imagine I have really gained weight.  The jacket came just in time because I 

had to have my field jacket cleaned yesterday. 

There are many little incidents that happen every day which to us are common place altho to 

you may seem different.  For example last Thurs while on the range there was a column of us (25 

men) marching from the firing line when the man 4 ahead of me stepped on a snake — a coral snake. 

 We killed it and the fellow who stepped on it took it around to the rest of the company to show them 

what to look out for.  The coral snake, altho the most deadly in America, is really quite beautiful, 

being quite brightly colored.  Then there is the time one fellow fell out in the company area for rifle 

inspection and when the noncom grabbed it, it fell to pieces because the kid had forgotten a pin.  The 

non com, keeping a perfectly strait face, remarked, “ Nice piece of equipment you have there, 

soldier.”  

Then while on the machine-gun transition range I was in the pit of the farthest target out  — 

800 yds. — when a tracer started a fire in the brush about 30 ft away from my pit.  It was quite 

interesting watching it spread & I kept the other 8 men in the other targets (7 men in pits, 1 to a pit — 
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the pits are about 50 yds apart in depth — and 1 on the firing line, all connected by telephone) 

informed on its progress.  The telephone is used by the man on the firing line to tell which one of us 

should raise his target — when.  I should have covered all this in my last letter.  Tsk.  By the way 

I turned out to be a 1st class machine gunner!  I still don’ t know how to it happened.  Out of the 200 

in the company, 6 made expert (the highest) 21 1st class, & 20 2nd class.  I’m not sure but I think I’m 

entitled to wear 2 more bars on my sharpshooter’s medal — BAR & machine gun. 

I just got thru reading the latest Life & thot it was an excellent issue.  The part about 

teen-age girls was so like Frances it might as well have been a biography.  In a way it’s encouraging 

to learn that high school girls are just as crazy as before.  The article about jet. propulsion was also 

very interesting. 

In case I never told you how big Blanding is, it has about 100,000 men here.  It is build on a 

former swamp & is at least 10 miles long & 2 wide.  It stretches in a semicircle around a huge lake. 

and is laid out in a regular pattern of oiled roads.  Almost surrounding the camp the ranges are 

interspersed among the pine trees & scrub oak.  Bivouac areas are further out.  It’s truly a huge 

place. 

My P.O.E. will most likely Be Fort Meade.  I sure hope so because it isn’ t very far from 

home.  If its not too far I could come home 1 or 2 times before shipping 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

Sunday Dec. 17, 1944 

Dear Folks, 
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Well, another week gone by — and I must say I’m darn glad it has, because it was rather 

tough for me. 

Starting in from where I left you — I skipped supper Friday because I wasn’ t very hungry, 

and I went to a show.  It was fairly good — a musical — but the parts in it about the army were very 

corny. (to use an antiquated expression)  After the show I was feeling pretty bad  — the usual 

trouble, upset stomach with eye ache.  I went to bed but had to get up in the night.  Anyhow, for 

some reason, I still felt sick when I woke up, so I skipped breakfast also.  Then came the real 

trouble.  We speed-marched out to the range.  We ran about half the way, a total of about 5 miles, 

and I do mean run.  To top it off, the first platoon had to carry BAR’s, a mere matter of 20-some 

pounds.  As if this wasn’ t enough, the sling on my BAR broke just before the first stretch of 

double-time.  Determined not to fall out of rank, I carried the  *?!!!=*   damn thing for about a 

mile at shoulder arms and port arms (ask papa) until I was just about to drop.  After a particularly 

tough stretch I couldn’ t take it any more so I fell out beside the column.  When I came to the sgt. at 

the end of the column, I showed him the broken sling. And, after cursing things in general, he traded 

his BAR (he had to carry one also) for mine.  Our platoon sgt. is a great big huge fellow, about 6 ft. 

4". and real strong. with broad shoulders. (He’s really swell, by the way).  Consequently the sling on 

his BAR was too loose for me, so I wasn’ t much better off. because I couldn’ t stop to adjust it 

without falling behind.  Falling in behind the column I managed to keep up some how — quick time 

100 yds, double time 200 yds.  I still don’ t know how I kept up for near the end I was so bad off I 

was cursing myself for having too strong a conscience that prevented me from keeling over. — that’s 
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the only way you can fall out, flat on your face.  Most of the other fellas felt about the same as I.  If 

nothing else the Army is certainly building me up physically. 

The problem of the day was almost exactly the same as that one we had a while back where 

the rifle squad moved up and fired on an enemy skirmish line, only this time each squad had 2 BAR’ s 

instead of 1.  I was a BAR gunner, only the damn thing got full of sand and wouldn’ t fire, so took 

the rounds out and fired them in the M1.  You see in this problem the 3-man BAR squad was located 

in a kinds shed with a thatch roof, log walls, and 2 floors.  After a scout had investigated the joint, 

he signaled all clear & I moved up with my BAR & started firing from the upper floor.  Then the 

other 2 men of the squad, who were carrying M1's and amm. for the BAR, came up & started firing 

their M1's from the bottom floor.  When I ran out of amm on my BAR, I exchanged places with the 

guy downstairs and fired M1 clips from his rifle which I also carried.  Then when he ran out of amm 

we would again rotate with the 3rd man.  But since the BAR wouldn’ t work, I brought that amm 

downstairs & fired them + the M1 clips which I had.  Since I had so many rounds to fire in such 

short time, I was knocking them off as fast as I could pull the trigger. — just like a machine gun.  

I’m telling you, the M1 semi-automatic rifle is a sweet rifle.  Our 12 man squad had the 2nd highest 

score for the day. 

We got home about 5:30, earlier than usual because we took a short cut thru the swamps  

—no double time, thank goodness.  I was still feeling down under, so I ate supper, and went to bed.  

I really feel swell today after a good night’ s sleep. 

Today is really a beautiful day, here.  the sun is actually hot, typically Fla.  We’ re all 
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hoping the cold spell is over. 

I’d like to clear up a few misconceptions. — I can’ t get an advancement in rank until the cycle 

is over.  Each cycle, some men are held over to be noncoms for the next cycle and then they jump 

directly to cpl.  If we go overseas, we’ re most likely become pfc.  If I’m held over as noncoms 

(very unlikely, for they naturally choose the biggest, strongest, & most mature) I’d probably be a sgt. 

in 2 cycles.  I’m rather looking forward to the Banana Boat, tho. 

There are lots of guys here back from combat and they generally agree that basic training is 

the toughest time we’ ll see in the army.  I sure hope so.  Well I’d better sign off or now. 

Be seein ya soon 

Andy 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

Wednesday Dec. 20, 1944 

Dear Mom, 

Yup, another Christmas — a rather strange one for me since it’s my first away from home. Oh 

well, I had to make the break someday and the War makes a very good excuse.  Anyhow, I wander 

back through the years and recall other Christmases in other places.  I can remember one of the 

happiest, when I came running from the bedroom into the living room in my pajamas to find, to my 

great surprise, a nice shiny bicycle under the Xmas tree.  And to top it off I got a new stamp album 

with literally thousands of stamps.  I can still remember how impatient I was for the snow to melt so 

I could out and ride my bicycle.  I guess I was really lucky to have such nice Christmases — I know 
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a lot of fellas here never had anything to compare. 

The fellas, as a whole, are really swell.  There is a great mixture — boys from farms in N. 

Carolina & Virginia, from the big city of New York, Philadelphia, and Pittsburgh, from the coal 

mining districts of Penn., and a lot from small town scattered all along the coast.  In spite of all our 

differences we’ re kinda like a big family — we laugh together, sing together, tell each other our 

troubles, fight with each other, help each other and, to summarize, live together.  We all have one 

thing in common — we’ve been thrown in this mess together and we have to make the best of it.  

We do.  Another thing also — we all want to go home, even if for only an hour.  That’s all you 

hear — “ if only I can get a pass over Xmas to get home.  I’ ll catch the next plane and be there in no 

time.”   We do get passes over Xmas, but with a 100 mile radius of camp.  I’m staying in to enjoy 

that good Xmas dinner.  Remember, if you can’ t buy turkey, you know where it is.  We got it. 

Well, here’ s some cash. — a sorry Xmas present but - - !!!   

   Be seein ya soon, 

   Andy 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

Sometimes, while I was writing my letter home, a boy from North Carolina would 

ask for my help in writing to his girlfriend.  Poorly educated, he could only write in 

capital letters and needed help in spelling and deciding what to say.  In one of these 

sessions, he turned to me , obviously troubled over something, and asked “Do you think 

it’s OK to fuck my old lady when she’s having her period?’  Taken somewhat by 

surprise, I responded, “You should leave it up to her.  If it’s OK with her, then go 
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ahead,” which, for what I knew, may or may not have been the right answer.  However, 

even though the boy had probably experienced regular sex since he was 12 and I was still 

a virgin, my technical knowledge of the subject probably exceeded that of anyone else 

there. 

Actually, I had received my sex education in a rather unusual way.  First of all, 

there was absolutely no sex education in the schools at that time and there was never any 

discussion on the subject at home.  I never got the “birds and bees” talk from my father 

and I didn’t get much “off the street” from my friends.  Pornography, even soft-core 

porn, was completely unavailable, the nearest thing being the underwear ads in the 

Montgomery Ward catalog.  Approaching puberty, however, I became increasingly 

interested in the subject and, having always being an avid patron of the library, was able 

to find information in the open stack of reference books.  Laboriously, with the aid of 

graphics in Grey’s “Anatomy” and the big Webster dictionary, I was able to puzzle out 

the location and function of all sex organs in men and women.  Of course this left me 

still quite ignorant of the social aspects of sexual relations or the impact it would have 

upon me later. 

I experienced my first orgasm at 15 while taking my Sunday bath.  Getting an 

erection, I soaped up and started massaging with increasing intensity and excitement.  It 

seemed that the whole universe was focused on that region of my body and when 

ejaculation occurred, I was shaken to the very core of my being.  Of course I know 

exactly what was happening to me and experiencing a never-to-be forgotten ecstasy, 

perhaps even some kind of epiphany, I said to myself over and over, “Now I am a man.  I 
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can help create other human beings.”  Over the next several weeks, I took baths more 

frequently until I learned I didn’t need the soap and water anymore. 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

Thursday Dec. 21, 1944 

Dear Pop, 

I sure hope you got that package I sent you because if you didn’ t I’ ll spend the next few 

nights in the guard house.  I had hopes of sending more only they ran out.  It wasn’ t very easy 

acquiring them, as I could get only 2 at a time.  I was rather hesitant when I thought of the idea, but I 

figured the odds were in my favor. 

Well, things are going bad over in Europe.  We’ re getting pushed around quite a lot.  

Maybe things are even worse that we think..  By the way, I read in the paper where replacements are 

seriously needed over there now. 

Bad news !  Orders came down to us from Washington this afternoon.  We were called out 

in special Co. formation while an officer told us about them.  All telephone & telegraph messages 

will be censored.  We are not write any letters about movements and the kind of training we are 

getting from now on. 

Even before the orders were received, a rumor was flying to the effect that 2 weeks were 

being chopped off our cycle, a five day furlough, — — banana boat.  Oh well, rumors are rumors.  

Anyhow, I can’ t tell you much from now on.  Letters are intercepted by random.  Court-martials 

are strict.  Things happen fast in the army. 

It’s funny writing letters like this while the radio is playing, “ Silent Night, Holy Night.”   It’s 
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a different Xmas for a lot of fellas.  We get Monday off, but according to schedule we compensate 

by working until 2400 the next Sat. nite.  the company is throwing a party over in the recreation hall 

and has 40 cases of 7 pt beer.  Since about 90% of the company is or will soon be drunk, I skipped 

out to write this letter.  It’s going to be a sorry company in the morning. 

I could of gotten a 3 day pass but I’d rather stay in & enjoy that Xmas dinner.  Besides I’m 

flat. broke.  Well, I‘d better knock off, 

Be seein ya soon, 

Andy 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

The Battle of the Bulge began on December 16, 1944.  With extremely heavy 

casualties, particularly in the infantry divisions, the impact upon the replacement training 

at Camp Blanding was immediate and drastic as I relate in my letter.  The rumors about 

curtailing the training and being quickly shipped out turned out to be true.  The trainees 

were kept fully informed about the war events as they happened, and there was a mixed 

feeling of excitement and dread as they began to realize the impact upon their immediate 

future. 

A package, mentioned in a letter to my father, contained cigarettes.   My father 

was a chain-smoker and was severally limited by rationing.  However, there was no 

dearth of cigarettes in the armed services.  They were available in the P.X.s and were 

included in all field rations.  Even the Red Cross would hand them out along with donuts 

and coffee to troops changing stations or while en route to overseas duty. 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 



 
 72 

Sunday Jan. 7, 1945 

Dear Folks, 

I guess you thought I’d never get around to write.  I have been pretty busy in the last 2 

weeks.  I’ ll start in where I left off ---- on Xmas day. 

The day after Xmas — Tues.— we went out in the woods somewhere for something I can’ t 

remember.  That nite we packed our full field packs and took off, not to return until Friday nite.  

During those 3 days & nites they took us thru everything you can imagine.  We were constantly on 

the go — we even had 3 nite problems out of 4 nites — lasting until at least 10 P.M.  We started off 

by crawling thru the infiltration course.  They fire live ammunition from 50 cal. machine guns 3 feet 

above the ground & we have to crawl under it thru heavy barbed wire, logs and trenches.  Every so 

often they set of TNT charges nearby — one went off about 20 feet from me.  There wasn’ t any 

casualties, however.  Other problems during the 3 days were everything the infantry would encounter 

in combat.  We fired nothing but HE. ammunition.  We used all our weapons — rifles, carbines, 

rifle-grenades, hand grenades, bazookas, mortars, machine guns, flares, — everything.  We had 

problems in jungle fighting and they even had a real, life size village which we captured.  If you 

could only see one of the problems you would realize more what terrific fire power an infantry 

company has — even without support. 

We came thru the 3 days in good shape.  We left our tents before daybreak & came in way 

after dark.  There were no casualties in our companies but others weren’ t so lucky.  One comp. had 

2 — a guy shot himself in the foot (accident) & another got hit by a hand-grenade fragment.  They 
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keep an ambulance on constant call out there.  We topped off the 3 days by going thru the same 

infiltration course at nite — under tracers.  This course is really a cinch — no danger at all, just a lot 

of hard work.  Those were certainly the buziest & most interesting 3 days in my life. 

Saturday we worked until 2:30 P.M. & had the rest of the day off.  Sunday I pulled K.P. (my 

turn) & had to get up at 6 A.M.  My stomach was constantly full that day.  We got off at 7:00 P.M. 

 By 8 I had everything fixed up so I caught 2 hrs sleep before we fell out at 10:30.  From 11 PM 

Sunday until 3 AM Mon. (4 hrs) we marched 12 miles with full field equipment, including gas masks. 

 In five days we concentrated 2 weeks bivouac & I do mean concentrated.  When we pulled in at 5 

A.M. Mon. we stretched out in our raincoats on the ground & got 1 ½ hrs sleep.  Most of that day 

we went thru a problem similar to the ones we had previously.  That afternoon we hiked 6 more 

miles to our bivouac area — a beautiful place beside a little lake.  The next morning we took it easy 

— putting our area in good shape, digging slit trenches near our tents & cleaning up. 

The rest of the 5 days was different problems — not too hard.  The 3 high lites of the week 

were — #1.  nite compass course wherein we had to travel 10 miles cross country, around lakes, etc 

using the compass.  #2 was where we and another company captured an enemy position by 

advancing behind a screen of field artillery, and supported by 50 cal machine guns (mounted on jeeps) 

and 81 MM mortars.  In previous cycles we also had supporting naval planes to strafe the target and 

the whole problem took place at nite with all tracer ammunition.  They had to cut a lot out this cycle. 

  #3 was a gas attack Wed. nite.  There was 2 attacks in the evening at 8 & 9:30. of tear gas.  My 

tent was on a hill & I slept thru both of them.  I was quite surprised to hear about it in the morning. 
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The whole bivouac was tactical.  We had to carry our gas masks & rifles every step we took 

& had to always remain at least 5 yds apart — even in chow line.  We also had to camouflage our 

tents, supply dumps, etc. 

For 6 hrs Friday nite — 9:45 PM - 3:45 A.M. we marched the 18 miles back. 

We have the weekend off so I’m loafin around, recuperating.  I have felt fine, tho, for the 

last 2 weeks. 

We have a fairly easy schedule next week & most of us will ship next Sat. so expect me home 

about a week from today.  Don’ t count on it tho.  I’m sorry I can’ t write more in detail what we did 

but I will when I get home.  Hope you can read this writing.  We get paid the 10th so I’ ll have enuf 

cash. 

Be seeing real damn soon 

Andy 

P.S.  I saw the flame thrower in action at the artillery problem.  Quite interesting.  Wished I could 

have used it. 

     A.C. 

———————————————————————————————————————————  

 

This was my last letter home from Camp Blanding.  The training cycle officially 

ended on the Friday of that week.  There was a graduation ceremony where the whole 

battalion (three companies), in dress uniforms, passed in revue.  Company photographs 

were taken and each man was provided with a copy of the photo and an official training 
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completion certificate.  The next day, they were on a train heading home eagerly 

anticipating the reunions with their families. 
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 Chapter III.  Shipped Out 
 

So, I was through with training and now on my way to overseas duty.  The 

question arises as to whether15 weeks of training was sufficient to prepare me for what I 

would eventually experience.  Of course, these were unusual times due to the urgent 

need of infantry replacements and normally inductees would receive more training and 

probably not be sent into combat until they were at least nineteen as I mentioned in one of 

my letters.  All in all, however, I think I was about as prepared as was possible, 

particularly after reviewing my letters giving details of my training. 

First of all, I was in excellent physical condition.  The strenuous activity during 

training, particularly the long marches and night exercises, had toughened me up 

sufficiently to cope with the stresses I would encounter later.  In particular, I acquired the 

ability to catch some sleep in very adverse situations and at any available time, even 

during the 10-minute breaks per hour on marches.  Second, the scope of my training was 

sufficiently broad as to provide almost all the skills I would end up requiring.  Of course, 

as in any training or education course, I would not need most of what was covered such as 

the chemical warfare training, bayonet practice, and the use of mortars and bazookas.  

Certainly no amount of training can really prepare a person for the horrors of warfare.  

Finally, and perhaps most important, I was able to assimilate with and get along with 

others — to become “one of the boys” despite marked differences in background and 

upbringing. 

As for what was in the training, I can suggest only one addition that, in retrospect, 
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would have been useful — a few classes in elementary conversational German. Even a 

rudimentary knowledge of the language would have helped in my later contacts.  Perhaps 

now,  soldiers are given some training in the language of countries to which they are sent 

for duty.  If not, they should be. 

I was certainly glad to be back with my family, even though the time was short 

and I was not the same person that had left four months earlier.  I just took it easy, 

catching up on my sleep and reading.  I took many walks 

wearing my uniform.  My mother and father continued 

with their jobs and my sister was fully occupied with 

school activities.  However, they still shared breakfast and 

dinner together each day and talked about the day’s events. 

 My father worked in the Office of Scientific Research and 

Development on Army Air Corp. problems that he couldn’t 

talk about much because they were highly classified.  My 

mother always had some story to relate about her job in a downtown department store. 

Finally, my leave ended and I took a train to Ft. Meade, Maryland which is near 

Baltimore.  Checking in, I soon found most of my friends from basic training and they 

exchanged experiences and speculated on what would occur next.  In the next several 

days, we were issued clothing and equipment for overseas duty which included a 

cartridge belt (without ammunition), first aid kit, a collapsible mess kit with canteen, etc.  

We also received combat boots to replace the shoes and leggings used during training.  

And then, after three days, we were assembled with all their equipment to receive 



 
 75 

shipping orders. 

As names were called, the men would pick up their duffel bags of clothing and 

equipment and leave for a train to Camp Kilmer, New Jersey, where they would be 

assembled to board a troop ship.  I began to worry a little when my name was skipped 

over (processing was always done in alphabetic order) and I watched my friends leave 

until all were gone except me.  The sergeant then said, “Clark, you’ll have to stay here.  

You don’t have prescription lenses for your gas mask, and you’ll have to wait until they 

come in.” 

So, I ended up spending another two weeks at Fort Meade.  This weird fluke of 

fate would have a big impact upon my future duty.  Later, I learned that all the guys I 

trained with were sent to Italy as part of the occupation force because the war was already 

over there.  Instead, I would be sent to Germany where the fighting continued, although 

great progress was being made after the Battle of the Bulge ended with the relief of 

Bastogne.  General Patton’s Third Army, in particular, was starting to push into Germany 

at this time. 

Except for answering morning roll call, I had absolutely nothing to do while 

waiting at Fort Meade.  I spent my time playing pool in the recreation room, reading, and 

exploring the base.  There was a changing mix of guys in my barracks as troops came 

and went.  I did, however, get weekend passes to go home for which I was grateful.  

Because of this, there was no need to write letters relating my experiences. 

Finally I was told that my gas mask had arrived with prescription ground lenses, 

and I was immediately shipped out to Camp Kilmer, New Jersey.  At this time, Camp 
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Kilmer was the largest base in the country processing troops to and from the European 

theater.  There was a direct rail connection to the docks where ships were loaded for 

overseas destinations.  While waiting for embarkation, I resumed writing my letters 

home.   My letter from Camp Kilmer is the only one that was ever censored.  It’s 

difficult to figure out what was deleted by the censor. 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

Sunday 

Dear Folks, 

Thought I’d drop you a note to bring you up to date.  All of our mail is now censored so you 

know I can’ t write just anything. 

This is a pretty good camp here.  Not as good as Meade, tho.  Everything is mass 

production.  The food is better than at any other camp. — if that’s possible.  They have more of a 

choice.  A typical breakfast menu is: Pancakes, toast, donuts, bacon, milk, cereal, eggs, and all the 

little accessories.  You can take as much of anything as you wish.  They have huge messhalls that 

serve troops blocks away.  It feeds 5000 men 3 meals a day and only uses half it’s capacity.  It 

takes almost a whole company for KP each day.  We use our mess kits to eat out of. 

(Deletion by censor) All noncoms & officers are (Deletion by censor) & consequently there is 

much inefficiency.  They keep us busy falling in & out, usually for no or little reason.  They have 3 

roll calls a day & if you miss one without a reason you’ re AWOL.  We had a brief class in 

abandoning ship which didn’ t amount to much. 
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They run a special train to New York which is how I got there the other nite.  New York 

looks strange with all its lites off & the Times sign shut down, but otherwise it’s much the same.  

They have a large replica of the Statue of Liberty in Times Square which is new. 

(Deletion by censor) 

It’s too bad you didn’ t get to N.Y. when it was all lit up.  I tried to call up Kay but they couldn’ t find 

her.  It was quite disappointing after taking 15 minutes to get a clear line all the way there.  Of 

course I got my 5 bucks back but the operator was slightly disgusted.  I really don’ t blame her.  I 

might try to call up again.  It’s really simple putting in a call like that and it goes thru fast for us. 

When you complain of shortages take consolation in the fact that we really are getting 

everything — now.  At the P.X. we can buy any kind of cigarettes by the carton & candy bars & 

gum (Hersheys, dentine, Life savers, etc) by the box.  Everything is quite crowded, tho. 

I won’ t get any more passes because we don’ t have our blouses any more.  Otherwise, same 

uniform.    (Deletion by censor) 

We may leave at any time of the day & nite.  We take most of our equipment on our backs.  

Once on board we have to keep all our clothes on at all times. 

Well, its time for chow, now so I’ ll sign off. 

Be seeing ya, 

Andy 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

I boarded my ship on February 27, 1945 and left New York harbor the next day.  
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The ship was the Queen Elizabeth, a British luxury liner converted to a troop ship and 

large enough to carry an entire division of 15,000 troops.  It was also fast enough to 

outrun German submarines, although less of a threat at this time, and could therefore 

cross the Atlantic on its own without the protection of a convoy.  My next letter was 

started on board the ship and then added to until I reached the processing facility in 

France.   I did, however, write a short letter while en route, which was probably mailed 

with assistance from the Red Cross. 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

Thurs. Mar. 1 

Dear Folks, 

Well, here I am sitting in my state-room leisurely writing a letter.  It seems hardly possible 

I’m in the middle of the Atlantic.  I’ ll try to bring you up to date altho I don’ t know how much the 

censure will pass. 

From camp we rode a train to the dock and soon entered the big warehouse alongside which 

the ship was moored.  While waiting there for a few minutes we were served coffee, donuts, & 

candy by the Red Cross which was greatly appreciated.  We had all our equipment on us and had our 

order numbers on our helmets so that they could keep track of us.  We have not yet seen the whole 

ship all at once because we marched aboard in single file over a closed gangplank.  I went thru a 

maze of corridors & stairways clear down to C deck and was assigned quarters in a small cabin along 

with 11 other guys.  In peacetime the cabin would hold one or two people & would really be swell, 

but as it is, it’s quite crowded.  We’ re still lucky tho, because the bunks are only 3 high (I’m on the 



 
 79 

lowest about 3" off the floor) and we have a sink & toilet connected with the cabin.  Upstairs they 

are really crowded with bunks 7 & 8 high in great big rooms. 

We came aboard at about 9 PM & took off at 8 AM the next day.  I was one of the few who 

found my way to the promenade deck & saw the good old USA. fall behind.  The promenade deck is 

completely enclosed & just has windows to look out of.  By the time they let us go onto the open 

main deck we were completely at sea. with nothing around us but water.  We are on a very large, 

new, British luxury liner. and it is very easy to get lost on it.  It has elevators running between floors 

but we have to use the stairs because they can’ t accommodate all of us, because there are thousands of 

men aboard.  We get 2 fairly good meals per day and they run 5 shifts per meal.  They have a P.X. 

but we have to wait in line about 2 hrs to get anything.  I have to go up 5 decks to get to the open 

deck & everywhere I go I see crap games.  Thousands of dollars are won & lost & so far I’ve 

managed to stay out.  Yesterday I spent the day reading, wandering around, & waiting in line.  This 

morning I stretched out in the sun beneath a life boat & watched the waves until it began to sprinkle.  

It was really quite warm but the sea was much rougher than yesterday. 

Ever since we left port we’ve been zig-zagging, often as much as 60�.  We change course 

every 90 sec. to 5 min, so therefore its almost impossible to tell what direction it amounts to.  It’s 

mostly thataway, tho.  The popular rumor is that we are going where we naturally would have gone a 

year ago. 

A few minutes ago I interrupted the letter and went up on deck.  The sea is quite rough and a 

strong wind is making big waves.  It is really quite an experience and it’s something you will have to 
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see for yourself.  You really will have to plan for an ocean trip after the war. 

Just a few minutes ago we each got a kit from the Red Cross with a pocketbook, life savers, 

stationery & envelopes, games, razor blades, comb, soap, & cigarettes in it.  The Red Cross sure is 

doing a swell job in giving us these things, for they sure do help. 

There are all kinds of soldiers & sailors on board & we’ re greatly amused by the English 

accents some of them have.  There are quite a few Canadiens, esp. officers, running around & there 

are even some Negro troops aboard (at least 10%). 

3 days later. 

It’s been rather rough the past 3 days, although not especially cold.  The number of guys that 

got seasick has probably run into the hundreds, but so far I’ve been disgustingly healthy.  I sure am 

getting quite a vacation on this trip.  I don’ t get up until about 9 AM and I clean up, straighten out 

my equipment on my bunk for the daily inspection, help clean up the cabin, all in time to eat breakfast 

(or lunch) at 10:15.  After breakfast, from 11:15 - 12 everyone goes up on deck for the daily muster, 

wherein we all snap to attention while the high officers (general, ship’s captain) walk past.  It’s quite 

ludicrous to attempt to remain at attention while the ship’s roll causes the brass to stagger slightly as 

they perambulate along the deck.  After muster we are free to do as we please as long as we catch 

supper at 7:15 P.M.  I usually lie down on the deck (I have a favorite spot under a life boat next to 

the edge of the deck) and watch the waves and the clouds and dream or else read a little bit.  I 

usually don’ t remain on deck more than 2 or 3 hrs. at a time because there is almost always a 30-40 

mi. wind blowing.  The rest of the day I spend wandering around, sleeping, reading on my bunk, etc. 
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 I am constantly eating cookies, candy, or drinking Pepsi-cola. 

Today we had our first practice air-raid alert.  We all had to go below decks while the 

gunners practiced firing their guns.  We are surprisingly heavily armed.  I understand all the 

gunners are recruited from among the passengers, for there is a little bit everything among us.  There 

are quite a few Air Corp men aboard and quite a few service ribbons. 

This trip is certainly different from the last War.  We’ re crowded sure, but probably not half 

as much as they were then.  Also I bet they didn’ t have candy (Hersheys, Milky Ways, etc) cookies, 

pop, roast beef, pork chops, all kinds of books and movies every nite.  A lot of the guys wish the trip 

were over (anything to get on dry land) but I am really enjoying it and consider it quite an experience. 

As for things outside the ship itself, I have seen literally nothing except sky and water.  No 

one is allowed on deck after dark because of blackout regulations. 

Later 

Well, I’m here!  Went up on deck right after breakfast and was greatly astonished to find 

grey hills about a mile away.  In the ensuing hours I quite naturally spent most of the time on deck.  

Gradually land closed in on both sides until it seemed we were on a large river.  Even though the sky 

was cloudy, the scenery was beautiful.  They grey & green hillsides sloped down quite sharply to the 

water and small villages lay along the water’ s edge & up the hills.  The villages are very quaint and 

old-looking being made of brown stone.  By the time we slowly steamed into the harbor, something 

was constantly attracting our attention.  On the shore the buildings grew bigger & bigger and looked 

exactly as I had always pictured this country to be.  The harbor is full of ships — all kinds of ships.  
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Right now, we are at anchor and I am waiting to be taken ashore.  They have opened all the 

watertight doors and the ship certainly looks strange with new compartments disclosed.  I wish I 

could tell you what harbor I’m at, but you would certainly be pleasantly surprised if I could.  So far 

the trip has been just like a prewar cruise, except, of course, for the accommodations.  I certainly am 

seeing new things & enjoying new experiences. 

I’m still healthy & am getting along fine, so you don’ t need to worry.  I don’ t know when I 

can mail this letter, but I’ ll keep adding to it until I can. 

Much Later — Mar 14, 1945 

Since writing the above, I’ve done lots of traveling until now I’m almost at end of the trip.  

It’s a beautiful day here in France — peaceful, sunshiny, & quiet.  A few miles away, tho, it’s not so 

quiet.  I’m in a camp here, waiting to be transferred to a line outfit in a day or 2.  We get our final 

equipment here before moving up. 

I’m sending 20 bucks home which leaves me 12.  I can get along very nicely on $3.20 a 

month — or 160 francs.  I’m having no trouble at all with foreign money.  In poker games you’ ll 

see dimes, francs, & shillings all mixed together. 

It’s all very simple, tho.  As far as spending money in town go, if you’ re lucky enuf to get in 

one that’s still at least half intact, there’s very little to buy, so money has little value over here.  I’ ll 

send home a few francs to let you see what the stuff looks like. 

I haven’ t received your letters yet but I guess I soon will.  Be sure to send them all airmail, 

because I think it’s fastest.  I hope everything is okay there.  I imagine you’ ll be moving back to 
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Colo. while I’m over here.  I hope the war ends soon so I can go with you. 

Mar. 15 

It’s another beautiful day here in France.  I’m really surprised to find such nice weather.  

Of course the nites are quite cold but it warms up round 9:00.  I rather imagine we’ ll be getting rain 

here pretty soon, tho. 

Well, I finally ran across Wrigley’s chewing gum.  We get a stick a day, a candy bar a day, 

& a pack of cigs. a day.  They treat us pretty good here — considering.  Well, I guess I got enuf 

here for one letter, so I’ ll sign off.  I’ ll write whenever I can. 

Be seein ya 

  Andy 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

March 11, 1945 

Dear Folks, 

Well, I guess you thot I’d gotten myself lost or sumpin.  I’ve seen a lot of country and this is 

the first letter I’ve had a chance to mail & I have to keep it short.  I’ve been in Scotland, England, & 

have arrived in France.  It seems surprising that I could have been in such a lot of places in such a 

short time.  I’m having quite an experience & have really enjoyed most of it. 

The harbor I landed in here is really a mess — bombed all to ___.  We marched thru the 

streets of the French city and all along the way the little kids ask for candy & gum, but we weren’ t 

allowed to comply.  The adults are more or less reserved — mind their own business or even hostile. 
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 I guess it’ s because we bombed their city all to ___.  On the contrary, the English were very 

friendly.  I saw a lot of bomb damage there also.  We’ve had pretty good accommodations all the 

way; the best being on the boat across the ocean.  The Red Cross sure helped by giving us coffee 

and donuts everyplace we stopped.  They also gave us a lot of other stuff.  Well, anyhow I’m still. 

healthy.  I’ ll write a longer letter when I can. 

Be seein ya 

Andy 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

This was my last letter home before joining my line outfit and becoming engaged 

in action.  However, after it was all over, I ended up in an Army hospital where I had 

time to write down my experiences while still fresh in my memory.  Unfortunately, much 

of this account was subsequently lost.  Portions that remained are included as appropriate 

in the chronology of my adventures. The narrative begins with my arrival in Scotland and 

 overlaps some of what I had previously described in my letters home.  The rest of the 

narrative is from my best recollection of the events that ensued, including details which I 

will never forget. 

Six days after leaving New York, I climbed the four or five flights of stairs to the deck 

and was greatly surprised to see land on both sides of the ship.  Gradually the land closed in 

on each side until it seemed as if we were in a wide river.  Of course by this time we knew 

we were in the Firth of Clyde and knew we were about to land in Scotland.  It was a 

beautiful morning with rather high mountains in Scotland to the north and rolling hilly 
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meadows to the south.  I agreed with the other fellas as they expressed their admiration for 

the beautiful landscape which looked just like a travelogue movie.  Quite frequently small 

villages of stone lay along the shore and up the smooth slopes of the green hills.  The grey 

stone barns and houses looked as if they had stood for centuries which they probably had, 

most of them being covered with ivy to blend with the bright green surroundings. 

As we gradually pulled into a large lake-like basin to drop anchor I found myself a 

nice place to watch from — high on one of the davits which supports a lifeboat.  The basin 

was full of all kinds of ships, among which we recognized the Queen Mary, cruisers, 

battleship and several aircraft carriers.  Along the south shore was a fair sized town with big 

castle-like buildings possessing stone, ivy-covered towers and turrets.  We were also amused 

by the numerous seagulls gliding, soaring and diving around us. 

Shortly after dropping anchor near the Queen Mary, I got kicked off the lifeboat & a 

little later we were ordered to quarters to prepare for debarkation.  However it wasn’ t till 

next morning that I left.  Carrying all our equipment, we went thru a door in the side of the 

boat directly onto a ferry.  Shortly after we landed, we were hustled aboard a waiting train.  

The British Red Cross barely had time to give us coffee and donuts before we pulled out. 

We rode in the train all that day and early the next morning we arrived at our 

destination, Southampton.  During the periods of daylight, we eagerly looked out of the 

windows to see what England looked like and waved back to all the people who waved to us. 

 We were greatly surprised to see the first thatched roof and we commented on how ancient 
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all the buildings looked.  All the people were very friendly, though and we threw money, 

candy and cig. to the kids even though we weren’ t supposed to.  Finally as it grew dark, we 

had to draw the blackout blinds and we spent the next few hours playing cards.  Although 

most of the guys tried to sleep sitting up, I spread my overcoat on the floor under the seat and 

got a few hours sleep. 

Arriving early in the morning, we marched in formation the short distance to a huge 

warehouse on a dock.  There were already quite a lot of guys who had arrived the preceding 

evening and had slept there overnight.  After “messing around”  for a few hours we stood in 

long lines to get coffee and donuts to supplement our K rations which had been issued on the 

train. 

A couple of hours later we boarded buses and went thru the business district of 

Southampton to a camp on the suburbs.  Staying in Nisen huts over night, and eating good 

hot GI food, we went back to the docks & boarded a British ship the next morning.  

Spending most of our time in harbor we were on the boat two nights getting thoroughly 

disgusted of sleeping in hammocks & eating British chow which can’ t compare to ours.  Still 

enjoying perfect weather, we pulled into Le Havre, past partially sunken ships, all kinds of 

wreckage and the broken sea-wall, and docked alongside a strip of rubbish which jetted out 

into the basin.  As we looked around all we could see was rubbish, chimneys and steel 

girders stretching up into the sky.  Only on the hills about half a mile away were anything 

that could be called buildings.  This was our first glimpse of what incredible damage modern 
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warfare can bring and we were certainly appalled.  Of all the places I subsequently passed 

thru, Le Havre was certainly the hardest hit. 

Boosting our heavy packs onto our backs, we marched thru Le Havre up the hills to a 

huge camp on top.  All the way little kids tagged along begging for candy, cigarets & gum.  

Although it was against orders, lots of guys did give away gum, etc especially during the 

frequent “breaks” .  We gazed around with curiosity for this was our first really foreign 

country.  We really had a tough time lugging all our equip. up the steep hills to the camp and 

worked up a nice sweat.  We walked in formation in the middle of the street and they were 

considerate enough to give us frequent breaks during which we sat on the curb and watched 

the “ furiners”  

When we finally got to the camp on top of the hill,  it was so huge we had to walk 

about a mile inside of it before we got to our area.  The camp was a regular tent city laid out 

very neatly and orderly on what used to be a German ammunition dump.  They told us not to 

go off the paths because there were still mines and booby traps all over.  We stayed in this 

camp overnight and most of the next day, during which time we got two extra blankets apiece 

and PX rations.  In late afternoon, we marched down to the railroad station, stopping on the 

way to eat supper in a huge mess hall near the station.  They even had a band playing dinner 

music for us. 

All the windows in the station were smashed and it was pretty well smashed up as 

usual, but we were getting rather used to this.  The train finally pulled in a little after dark 
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and we piled in.  The cars were made up of separate and enclosed compartments each having 

its own door on each side and an aisle connected them on one side.  We were very crowded 

but I managed to find a place to lie down in the aisle even tho I did get stepped on 

considerably.  The others had to sleep sitting up.  We were on the trip two nights and days, 

stopping three times a day for hot meals (real good food) or whenever the French engineer felt 

like stopping which was very often. 

We pulled in the railroad sation at Nancy, France and marched to a replacement depot 

a short distance away which, under German occupation had been a prison.  After the train it 

sure was a relief to sleep in cots again and at least wash our hands and face.  We stayed here 

two nights enjoying the relaxation & good food. 

The weather was still perfect and we spent a lot of time sitting in the sun.  We each 

drew a rifle, a full belt of ammunition, and a small shovel to be worn on our cartridge belt.  

We all had reclaimed rifles, and although I had a pretty clean one, I wasn’ t thoroughly 

satisfied with its sites when we test fired them.  It did operate perfectly though and later 

proved to be a good rifle.  As we loafed around we could see fighter planes overhead all the 

time and we wondered how close the front was.  We spent a lot of time thinking about what 

we were getting into and what kind of outfit we would be assigned to.  Two or three times 

while we were there dirty, dusty, battered G.I trucks came roaring into the courtyard picking 

up a bunch of fellas and then leaving.  The question on everyone’s lips and the subject of all 

the conversation was “When do I leave and where?”  
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Finally they called us out at about 8 A.M. with all our equipment into the courtyard, 

lined us up, counted us off, called role until we were all set to go.  Then we waited – and 

waited – and waited.  It was the usual army game of hurry up and wait.  During the rush 

earlier. I was unable to get all my blankets in my duffle bag and so I put two in my pack 

instead of the usual one, but as I looked around I saw that there were several others with the 

same trouble so I felt a little easier.  It sure is funny how worried you can get over the littlest 

things, but everyone wanted to be letter perfect to create a good impression when he joined 

his new outfit.  But then some trouble came up that really worried me.  They had fed us 

something the previous evening that made about 3/4 of the guys sick during the night.  Of 

course I had wait until now to get sick.  As I kept running between the latrine and the packs 

which were lined up in the courtyard, I kept saying to myself, “Oh God, what a mess I’ ll be in 

if the trucks should come now!”   Well the trucks kept coming and going and finally hauled 

off everyone but a small bunch of us.  The sergeant in charge told us we must be something 

special because we were going into Patton’s Fourth Armored Division.  He said Patton had a 

colonel on his staff who picked the cream of the crop for replacements.  Finally everyone 

went off to lunch except me and when the trucks finally did come along about 3 p.m. I was 

feeling pretty good.  As we piled into the trucks we were all kinda of mixed up inside.  I 

said to myself  “Well, this is it.  I’m off to the front” . 

There were 20 guys in my truck including a lieutenant, three boxes of K rations, and 

all our equipment.  We were fairly comfortable to start off with and we took childish delight 
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in being in the first truck of the column and the only one which had a machine gun mounted 

on it.  We did escape some of the dust, though. 

The sky was a bright blue with not a cloud in it and the sun shone brightly down on 

the green countryside of rolling hills and patches of dense foliage — entwined forests.  

Every few miles we rolled thru small French villages, some badly damaged, some untouched. 

 We were really enjoying ourselves, admiring the scenery and the French women and 

throwing pennies, gum, cigarettes, and candy to the little dirty, shabbily dressed kids.  We 

joked with each other and for a few hours didn’ t have a care in the world. 

After awhile we were amazed to learn we were in Luxembourg and soon after we 

passed thru Luxembourg City.  It was a beautiful sight in the fading light of the setting sun.  

The people were well dressed and the stores were as modern as at home.  It was build in a 

fairly hilly region and we admired the huge ancient stone ivy covered castles on top of the 

hills.  The city was filled with American Army with GI’s and GI equipment everywhere.  

As we left, we passed several huge tractor drawn trailers with battle-damaged Sherman tanks 

on them.  We wondered how close we were to the front and again felt that old tremor of 

uncertainty and the unknown shuddering thru us.  Just as it turned dark we passed over the 

border into Germany. 

It was a long, long ride.  Although we were comfortable to start out with, now we 

became cramped & wedged in together.  It reached the point where I wondered whose feet 

was whose and where the dickens is mine.  With a tremendous exertion I would yank my 
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feet out of the mess only to be engulfed again in a few minutes.  It grew cold, very cold so 

we pulled out our blankets and tried to cover ourselves.  Hardly anyone slept although I 

think I dozed off for a few minutes at a time.  The truck traveled slowly with sudden spurts 

of speed & just as sudden stops.  Often times we would stop for 15 or 20 minutes before we 

moved again.  A large part of the time, about 4 or 5 hours, we spent sitting on the edge of 

the narrow road in a small German village while we waited for an armored division to pass.  

As endless column of huge tanks lumbered & clanked past with innumerable halftracks, 

trucks, and jeeps interspersed.  The gigantic tanks would pass a few inches from my face as I 

lifted it out from under the blanket to look, and I would see the tank commander’s head 

sticking out from the top of the open turret and his hands on the machine gun in front of him – 

always looking, always on the alert.  Then I would stick my head under the blanket again, try 

to rearrange my feet, usually furtively, and the guy next to me would sleepily whisper, 

“What’ s up?”  and I would answer “Tanks.”   Finally though, we moved again and the dark, 

silent landscape would again rush by with the narrow rough roads  in small villages built of 

stone buildings full of dark empty staring windows thrown in for variety. 

I threw back my blanket & discovered it was almost daylight.  Then I searched for 

my feet and having found them about five layers down, I tried to yank them out ignoring the 

many protests in very descriptive although not literally descriptive (I hope) language.  

Successfully succeeding I then tried to keep my eyes open to view the scenery.  It was 

practically the same though maybe a little rougher, the only difference being that every once 
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in a while we would see a fire gutted wreck of a truck or car on the side of the road.  There 

were even a few junk piles of what had been tank in the fields and ditches.  We were very 

pleased to note, though, that most of them were German.  It was another beautiful spring day 

with the birds merrily chirping, very incongruously, among the war damaged vehicles.  

While speeding thru German villages with the people lining the streets we first felt that 

satisfied ego feeling of being military conquerors.  We looked down at the people and said to 

ourselves, “Foolish little people!  Imagine trying to fight us! Us! - - - - Me!”   It’s funny 

how we could get satisfaction out of what someone else had done.  I guess everyone has an 

inherent desire to conquer, to prove that he’s the better man, to be The Boss.  We really 

pitied the little kids though — dirty, ragged, thin kids begging for anything — anything 

American.  These were the real victims of war — innocent victims. 

We saw the first dead German that morning.  We were passing thru a small village 

that was quite heavily damaged and as we passed the remains of what had been a road block, 

one of the fellas pointed to the side of the road and shouted “Look!  There’s two dead 

Germans!”  Of course we all fell over ourselves to look, but I was a little too late.  The guys 

that did see them said they were all black and later the driver said they had been there about a 

week.  It was soon to become a common occurrence to see dead Germans lying in the fields 

or in the ditches alongside the road.  Surprisingly, though, I have yet to see a dead American 

soldier.  Although I did see some pretty rugged action I was always lucky enough to be 

somewhere else than where our boys were dying.  Most of the fella’s weren’ t so fortunate. 
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Along about 9 or 10 in the morning we came to a small empty-looking village where 

we stopped and my truck separated from the others to go to a medium sized civilian house on 

the edge of the town.  We all piled out, throwing our junk overboard, and our lieutenant went 

in via a window that was broken and tried to unlock the door.  Failing in this, all of us threw 

our equipment through the window and climbed in after it.  We spent an hour or so 

ransacking the place, grabbing anything we wanted.  I didn’ t find anything I wanted, though, 

except a small pocket flashlight that didn’ t work.  It was a very nice home and a 

medium-sized family had lived there.  By letters and pictures we discovered, we learned all 

about the family and it was quite interesting.  Finally I ate a K- ration for lunch and put a 

mattress down on the floor, got out my blankets and started to sleep.  I didn’ t even get to 

close my eyes before the order came to collect our equipment because we were leaving.  

Struggling mightily I managed to lug my stuff over to the truck which was quite a distance 

away and off we went. 

We traveled the rest of the day, seeing more recent battle damage and quite a few 

dead Germans.  Finally, in the early evening, we thought we had finally caught up with the 

front.  We came into a fairly large city and a few shells kept screaming into it and bursting 

not far off.  The town was a seething cauldron of confusion, full of all kinds of military 

vehicles and weapons.  As we entered the edge of the town, we rolled the canvas roof back 

and stood up to see what was going on.  Civilians were running every which way, most of 

them wearing packs and pulling wagons, baby buggies, or anything with wheels on.  
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Everyone, old men and women, children, cripples, were loaded down trying to evacuate.  

They scurried around like ants, looking fearfully up as shells kept screaming overhead.  We 

went thru the center of the town passing many tanks and artillery and other equipment and 

climbed up a hill to a school on top.  They told us that this was division headquarters for the 

Fourth Armored Division. 

The place was full of confusion and we were more or less on our own.  The 

courtyard near the entrance had about a half dozen tanks and half tracks.  In corners were 

piles of junk, German helmets, broken rifles, ammunition and all kinds of trash.  It was a real 

ultra-modern school, corresponding to our high school, and had far better equipment than our 

average schools do.  They told us to use our own initiative in finding a place to sleep, so we 

went in the gym. where there were long tables.  I found a little room on one side, with two 

nice big tables in it.  Since it was unoccupied, I dumped my stuff on one of the tables, 

thereby reserving it.  A little while later, when it had grown dark, I went in, spread out my 

blankets, opened up a can of peanuts which I had saved from Le Havre and started talking to 

another fellow who had claimed the other table.  Gradually in our conversation, I was 

horrified to learn that he was a replacement officer and that this little room had been reserved 

for officers, and all the time he thought I was an officer.  Soon, however, we said 

“goodnight”  and I said to myself  “oh well, what the heck!  They can’ t tell if I’m an officer 

or not in the dark” , so I turned over and started to fall to sleep.  Just then a bunch of officers 

came in, discovered the tables were occupied and stretched out on the floor.  In the short 
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ensuing conversation they called each other captain and major and talked about technical 

terms of administration.  All the time I was quaking in my boots for here was I, a lowly 

private, sleeping on the table while the officers slept on the floor.  I did enjoy a good night’s 

sleep, though.  Just before daybreak, they kicked all my buddies out of the gym in order to 

turn it into an officers mess, and so I got up to join them, stepping all over the officers in 

doing so.  We built a fire and heated our K rations which we had swiped from a half track.. 

It wasn’t until the middle of the afternoon that several trucks came to take us to 

our front line units.  My truck was only partially full and made stops to let guys out for 

their new outfits.  There was a lot of evidence of a recent battle on the way and the truck 

had to go around wreckage on the road several times.  At one point, there was a German 

antiaircraft gun near the road with the body of the gunner still in the saddle high up at the 

top of the mount.  The left arm was stretched up but the forearm was missing.  The 

whole body was charcoal black, perhaps having been burned by a flame thrower.  But 

they kept on and finally, only me and another kid were left and it was dusk when the truck 

stopped to let us out.  As we jumped out of the back of the truck, we were greeted by a 

sergeant who told us to leave duffle bags with clothing and equipment in the truck,  that 

the bags would catch up with them later.   As it turned out, we would never see our gear 

again and we were left with just what we wore on our backs. 

The sergeant introduced himself and told us that we were in Company A of the 

10th Armored Infantry Battalion.  He said their main mission was to ride the tanks into 

battle and provide close-in support, particularly against the enemy hiding in foxholes and 
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attacking the tanks with bazookas.  Continuing, he said, “I’m sure glad to see you guys.  

We’re supposed to have twelve in the squad but had only eight when we lost four the 

other day in a single machine gun burst.  So, now we’re up to six.”  I greeted this news 

with dismay, figuring my life expectancy was now measured in weeks if not days.  And 

the thought of riding a tank into battle, completely exposed while the tank crew was 

sheltered by the tank’s armor, was indeed chilling.  It was possible, however, that the 

sergeant was exaggerating somewhat for the benefit of the new guys,  perhaps something 

of a put-on. 

The sergeant took us up a sloping hill to where the squad was camped out.  

Looking back, we could see a large river not too far away which the sergeant said was the 

Rhine.  Reaching the bivouac area, the old guys in the squad were hanging out and had 

dug fox holes, actually shallow trenches.  The sergeant didn’t introduce the new arrivals 

around; instead, he told them to dig holes and that there would be guard duty in two-hour 

shifts. He said that they, being new, would get the first shift starting at 10 p.m. and 

pointed to a nearby knoll covered with shrubbery where they would stand watch. 

Despondent and feeling like an outsider, I chose a spot about 20 feet from the 

others and started digging with the hand shovel carried on my cartridge belt.  By this 

time, it was getting dark and the soil was rock hard.  I was getting nowhere when one of 

the old guys in the squad sauntered over.  He was tall and thin with a trace of beard and 

his eyes were dark and expressionless, as if he had seen everything.  He asked, “Did they 

teach you this in training?” and I replied, “What’s that?”  He continued, “Be so far 

away?”  Although I couldn’t remember anything on the subject from my training, I 
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responded, “Yeah, in case there’s a mortar attack, it won’t take us all out.”  The soldier 

then said, “Well, we don’t have that problem here.  But the Krauts like to sneak in at 

night and slit the throats of guys in outlying holes.”  Pausing, he then said “Do you want 

to share my hole tonight?”.  With a surge of relief, not only from getting out having to 

dig his own hole but also seeing the offer as some kind of acceptance into the squad, I 

responded, “Sure.”  I then went over to look at the hole, which was actually a shallow 

trench about a foot deep, six feet long and two feet wide; like a grave but too small for a 

coffin.  I wasn’t sure how sharing would work out but would wait and see.  I then ate a 

K-ration while waiting for my watch shift to start. 

After my arduous trip, I was finally with my front line outfit.  The kind of unit I 

was with and my reception there wasn’t much like what I had expected.  However, I was 

able to soon settle down in my new situation, although I never got to really know other 

members of my squad or even their names.  Essentially, I would be with a bunch of 

strangers throughout the events that followed. 
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 Chapter IV.  The Rhine 
 

When I finally joined my new duty assignment, I had little idea as to where I was 

or what my new outfit, an armored infantry company that had never been mentioned in 

training, was all about.  I did know that I was on the Rhine River and therefore 

somewhere in Germany and more or less on the “front line.”  I also knew that I was in 

General Patton’s Third Army which had been prominent in the war news, but didn’t know 

anything about the division I was in — the 4th Armored.  Not until it was all over did I 

learn that this division was prominent in Patton’s remarkable advances across France and 

into Germany and that it would be one of only three divisions to receive a Presidential 

Unit Citation in WWII.  As for my duties as an armored infantryman, I would very soon 

find out. 

Although I participated in several major events of the war, the narrative that 

follows is from my perspective — essentially a worm’s eye view of the world.  I never 

really knew anything about the “big picture” or even where I was most of the time.  

However, to provide a minimal amount of context, I will insert brief comments now and 

then in the narrative.  There are plenty of reference materials available for further details. 

Watch on the Rhine!  At the appointed time, I and the other new kid clambered 

through the shrubbery and up to the top of the knoll overlooking the bivouac area.  As 

we settled down for our duty shift, there was enough sky light for us to dimly see the 

Rhine river flowing black in the distance.  I was exultant and kept repeating over and 

over to myself, “Watch on the Rhine!  Watch on the Rhine!”  I really couldn’t believe I 
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was actually there, let alone actually standing watch on the Rhine.  Somehow, I felt 

connected to the long history of the river. 

After a short time, we could hear raucous yelling and boisterous singing coming 

from a building down by the river with girl’s laughter intermingled.  Obvious, some 

drunken G.I.’s were having a very good time.  My companion, a kid not too much older 

than me, became increasingly agitated about this, and finally broke out, “Don’t they know 

fraternization is against regulations?  They should be reported.”  He railed on for a 

minute or so about how sinful they were and how they should be punished.  I didn’t say 

much in response and sized the kid up as probably coming from the Bible Belt.  Soon the 

party died down and we spent the rest of the shift in silence.  At the end of the shift, we 

climbed down from the knoll and woke up our replacements, one of which was the guy 

sharing his hole with me.  After he left, I stretched out in the trench and immediately fell 

asleep. 

I woke up at dawn to find a pair of boots in my face and the “owner” of the trench 

wedged in beside me.  I managed to extricate myself and soon the rest of the squad was 

up.  In the middle of the morning, they all went down to the road to find their half-track.  

The squad’s sergeant explained to the new men that in the armored infantry, each squad 

was assigned a half-track which was their transportation and home.  He said that they 

never had to carry packs and slog through mud and snow on long marches like the regular 

infantry.  Instead, they could leave their gear in the half track which also carried rations, 

ammunition, and other supplies. 
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I found items in the half-track to outfit myself like the old members of the squad.  

I had arrived in winter uniform — combat boots, long underwear, wool trousers tucked 

into the boot tops, wool shirt, and a heavy field jacket that reached down to mid-thigh 

with two very large lower pockets and two smaller upper pockets.  I wore a cartridge belt 

full of rifle ammo clips with a first aid kit attached on the left front, a collapsible hand 

shovel on his right hip, and canteen with mess kit on my left hip.  To this I added a 

bandolier of rifle clips slung around each shoulder, crossing in front, and a hand grenade 

hung by its handle on each bandolier.  Of course, I also had my rifle and helmet. 

After awhile, we returned to the camping area to wait for further orders.  I spent 

the time digging my own trench, this time closer to the others.  I didn’t talk much with 

the other members of the squad.  They seemed rather standoffish and uninterested, 

maybe because they had seen too many come and go as casualties to form friendships.  

They spent a second night at the site with the two new members getting the first shift of 

watch duty as before. 

The next morning, the company lieutenant told them that they would be moving 

out.  They went down to the highway along the river where a convoy of vehicles was 

being assembled.  There were a dozen or more Sherman tanks followed by a couple of 

dozen or so half-tracks.  When my squad was assigned to ride on the second tank of the 

convoy, it became apparent that some kind of combat operation was being launched.  

Standing beside the tank, I was impressed by its size:  the top of the treads came up to 

my chest.  Along with the rest of the squad, I climbed up the treads and sat down on the 

deck behind the tank’s turret.  There was room to spare because the squad was at half 
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strength.  This was the first time I had been close to a tank, let alone sit on top of one. 

In the middle of the afternoon, the tanks revved up their motors and started down 

the highway that ran close to the big river.  After a couple of miles, I could see a huge 

cloud of smoke stretching across the river with a battery of anti-aircraft guns firing from 

their side of the river.  I then saw German dive bombers attacking, coming straight down 

amid bursts of exploding projectiles from the anti-aircraft guns.  I could even see tiny 

specks leave the airplanes as they released their bombs and pulled sharply up.  However, 

I didn’t see any airplanes get hit nor did their bombs seem to hit their target due to the 

heavy smoke screen. 

Soon my tank was in the dense smoke and rumbled down to the river up onto a 

pontoon bridge that had been build across the river.  I could barely see the bridge in front 

of me or the lead tank ahead as they clanked across the swaying bridge.  I choked and 

coughed from the smoke, wishing I had my gas mask, the one with prescription lenses. 

Then suddenly they were across the river, bursting out of the smoke into clear.  Not fully 

appreciating the significance at the time, I had been on the second tank to cross the Third 

Army bridgehead across the Rhine River.  The event was reported as follows: 

At 10:30 p.m. on March 22,1945, elements of the 5th Infantry Division crossed the 

Rhine River near Worms, Germany,  in small assault boats without preliminary artillery 

or air bombardment that would warn the Germans.  They established a beach head 

without opposition and the rest of the division crossed over during the rest of the night.  

At first light, units of the Army Corp of Engineers started construction of the pontoon 

bridge across the river and by late afternoon, it was sufficiently completed as to let tanks 
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and other vehicles cross.  All the time, the work was kept shrouded in a smoke screen to 

thwart aircraft attacks and protected by anti-aircraft batteries positioned on the west side. 

After crossing, there was a wait of several hours while the rest of the tanks, 

half-tracks, and support vehicles crossed and assembled.  After it became completely 

dark, the tanks started moving out across the fields.  The land was fairly flat, consisting 

of fields separated by fences and hedges: ideal tank country.  The tanks were in 

formation, much like a flight of bombers, so as to provide maximum cross-fire for the 

attack.  Suddenly, as they crossed an invisible line which was the perimeter of the 

captured beach head, they received word by radio to push into enemy territory.  

I was caught by surprise when one of the tank’s crew started firing the 50-caliber 

machine gun while standing in the tank’s open turret.  At exactly the same time, all the 

tanks in the formation also opened fire.  I watched with awe as a moving disk of fire 

created from tracers in the machine gun ammunition enveloped the landscape.  

Occasionally, there would be a loud explosion as a tank fired it’s 75 mm. gun against a 

barn or suspected enemy haven.  The shock and intensity of the concentrated firepower 

was such that I could almost hear the crashing notes of  Wagner’s Götterdämmerung 

playing in the background.  But, following the lead of others on the tank, I kept my 

concentration on the ground nearby and would now and then fire a round or two from my 

rifle at dark spots which might shield someone with a bazooka to pop up and fire against 

the tank. 

The heavy firepower was maintained while the tank formation advanced several 

miles across the fields.  Then, it ceased as suddenly as it had started.   With great 
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precision, the tanks broke formation and reformed into a circle in a field.  As each tank 

reached its position, it swivelled around until its gun faced outward.  It was much like 

circling the wagons for protection against Indian attacks in the Old West.  Immediately 

after the circle was completed, half-tracks loaded with supplies arrived through a gap in 

the circle and parked next to the tanks.  Along with the others, I jumped down and 

helped hand belts of ammunition and Jerry cans of gas up to the tank crew.  I also 

watched as the tank’s gunner, wearing asbestos gloves, removed the worn out, white-hot, 

barrel liners from the machine gun and replaced them with new ones.  All in all, the 

whole operation was executed with speed and efficiency, much like the race car pit stops 

at the Indianapolis speedway.  Within minutes, the tank company was ready to go again. 

But now, there would be a change in tactics.  The supply half-tracks left and were 

immediately replaced by half-tracks belonging to the infantry.  Along with the others, I 

found my half-track and climbed in.  Soon, the tanks started to move out, but this time in 

single file.  With the half-tracks following, they left the open field and continued their 

advance along roads where they could make much faster progress.  Apparently it was 

judged possible because of the complete absence of opposition in their first thrust. 

With no gunfire at all, the convoy moved on through the darkness.  In my 

half-track, I laid down against the front bulkhead and, lulled by the drone of the engine 

and clanking of the tracks, soon fell asleep.  Sometime in the early hours of the morning, 

I suddenly woke up to complete silence; my half-track, which was near the end of the 

convoy, had stopped in the middle of  the road.  Looking around in the dark, I saw that I 

was the only one in the half-track.  The others had gone.  Panic stricken, I jumped out 



 
 103 

and asked the driver, “Where’d they go?”  Looking disgusted, the driver just gestured, 

indicating that they were somewhere ahead. 

I jumped out and walked fast along the right side of the highway to find my squad 

somewhere up ahead.  I saw that they were in a small village, a typical German 

countryside village built around the intersection of two main highways with no other 

streets.  Two-story brick and brown stone row houses lined both sides of the highway.  

Soon, I saw members of my company doing a house-to-house search.  Directed by an 

officer walking in the middle of the highway with a walkie-talkie at his ear, a team of 

three or four men would enter a house by shooting out the lock of the front door if 

necessary, going in and doing a quick search for weapons of signs of enemy soldiers and  

occasionally throwing a hand grenade into a room if there were any suspicions at all.  

The search seemed to be per functionary and cursory with the basement and upper floors 

usually skipped, probably due to the complete absence of any resistance.  Undoubtedly, 

the families who lived in the houses were huddled in the basement shaking with fear and 

terror.  As a team would finish a house, it would leapfrog over houses being searched by 

other teams to the next one to be done, as pointed out by the lieutenant directing the 

operation. 

As I walked hurriedly along the highway, I was completely ignored as I looked 

frantically for members of his squad.  Failing to find them, I soon reached the line of 

tanks that headed up the column and came to the center of the village where there were 

several businesses on the ground floors of buildings at the intersection of the two 

highways. 
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The lead tank was stopped at the entrance to the intersection and I took refuge in 

the entrance to a bank which had glass doors diagonal to the road.  I was about 15 feet 

from the tank and could see a German SS officer, resplendent in a black leather uniform, 

standing in front of the tank and volubly ranting away in German.  He was being 

completely ignored by the several G.I.s also standing there and an officer, apparently the 

tank company commander, was studying a map as if to figure out where to go next.  

Then, suddenly and without warning, a loud explosion occurred, which blasted me 

against the glass doors of the bank.  With ears ringing, I saw the gunner of the lead tank 

poke his head out of the turret and say, “Sorry, I thought I saw something up there,” and 

pointed to an upper floor the 3- or 4-story building diagonally across the highway 

intersection.  The explosion was from firing the tank’s 75 mm gun at the presumed 

target.  A couple of minutes afterwards, the company commander apparently decided on 

the route to take and an order was passed down the column to mount up.  Never learning 

what  disposition of the SS officer was made, I trotted back up the highway to my half 

track and saw that the rest of the squad had already arrived and gotten aboard.  I didn’t 

say anything as I climbed up to join them and nobody said anything to me.  I never knew 

why I had been abandoned earlier, but could imagine the sergeant saying, “Just let the kid 

sleep,” as they left for the house-to-house search. 

As the night turned into day, the convoy was on its way again, roaring down the 

highway and penetrating further into the German heartland without encountering 

opposition.  At mid-morning, the convoy turned off the highway and onto railroad tracks 

paralleling the road.  Gently rising on an embankment, they soon arrived at a bridge 
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spanning a relatively large river.  I was in the third half-track to clank across the railroad 

bridge; the tanks ahead were out of sight and they could hear gunfire in the distance.  

Emerging on the other side of the bridge, the railroad tracks were on an embankment over 

a meadow and a graphic story was etched in the bright green spring grass of the meadow 

on the left side of the tracks.  Looking down, I could see about an acre of grass colored 

bright red from mangled remains and scattered body parts and I could see three large 

boxes in the middle of the bloody field.  Apparently, a contingent of perhaps a couple of 

dozen German troops had been sent out to blow up the railroad bridge in advance of the 

approaching army to keep them from crossing the river.  Too late, they were caught by 

surprise in the open meadow and shredded to bits by the tanks.  There were no intact 

bodies to be seen anywhere. 

Continuing on the railroad tracks past the meadow onto level ground, the 

half-tracks then paused briefly to discharge the armored infantrymen aboard before 

continuing on.  The squad sergeant told me to stick with him as they walked towards a 

large warehouse stretched out at the left of the railroad tracks.  The front of the 

warehouse consisted of about six very large roll-up doors, one of which was open to 

reveal segments of a pontoon bridge stored in the warehouse, apparently for use in 

replacing the railroad bridge if destroyed by air attacks.  The two of them, with the 

sergeant leading, walked  to a regular door at the extreme left side of the warehouse and 

entered a small office room containing a desk and cabinets.  As the sergeant surveyed the 

room, I impulsively picked up a telephone from the desk and held it to my ear.  The 

sergeant, turning around and seeing what he was doing, immediately slapped the phone 
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out of his hand onto the floor and said, “You stupid jerk-off, that could have been booby 

trapped.”  However, I excitedly said, “But there was still a German operator on the 

phone.”  The sergeant then asked, “Who’s the commanding general in this area?” and I 

replied, “Von Runstead” which I remembered from having left home just recently.  The 

sergeant picked the phone off the floor and speaking with his rudimentary German, 

“Bitte, geben se mir General Von Runstead.”  After pausing for a moment, he put the 

phone back down on the desk and said, “It went dead.”  

They left the office and started walking on a road past the left side of the 

warehouse.  Suddenly, looking to their right, they saw several German troops with rifles 

about 300 yards away, not too far from the backside of the warehouse.  The sergeant 

stopped, raised his rifle, and shouted, “Kommen sie aus mit ihre hande hoch,” a phrase 

known to most of those on the line.  Sometimes a whole platoon would raise their hands 

and surrender in response to such a command.  Lagging behind the sergeant, I acted 

completely on instinct and instantly climbed behind an embankment on the left side of the 

road and threw myself in a prone position in back of and above the sergeant.  I brought 

one of the German soldiers in the sights of my rifle, an easy shot at this distance.  I did 

not pull the trigger, however, for the sergeant was repeating his command for their 

surrender.  Furthermore, I realized that the sergeant did not know that I had his back and 

would have been taken by surprise had a shot been fired from behind him.  Suddenly, the 

German soldiers disappeared, having dived into what was apparently a trench.  The 

sergeant then yelled, “Let’s get the fuck out of here!”  I scrambled down  the 

embankment and they both ran past the front of the warehouse to the right side where 
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there was a road going past the warehouse with half-tracks and other members of their 

company. Coming across a very large, burly staff sergeant, they told him about the Krauts 

they’d seen on the other side of the warehouse.  The staff sergeant said, “Let’s go get 

‘em,” and they started trotting along the backside of the warehouse towards where the 

enemy troops had been sighted.  Then, suddenly, a projectile exploded a couple of yards 

in front of them, leaving a large hole in the side of the warehouse.  The staff sergeant 

spun around and yelled, “Let’s go get a tank,” and  they ran back to the road where the 

half-tracks were waiting.  As soon as they got there, however, an order was relayed down 

to mount up, they were moving out.  My squad sergeant and I found our half-track and 

climbed in just as the convoy started moving. 

After going a couple of miles or so, we stopped and got word that the company 

would bivouac on the side of a grassy hill stretching on the right-hand side of the road.  

So, we moved up the hill and spent the afternoon digging trenches and settling in for the 

night.  Because me and my squad were in the middle of he encampment area, they didn’t 

have to pull guard duty that night and were able to get more sleep in their trenches.  The 

next day, they more or less hung around, waiting for further orders.  Looking down the 

hill, they could see a lot of vehicular traffic on the highway with tanks and half-tracks 

moving about.  In the evening, they went down to the road where they received a hot 

meal which was very welcome after having nothing but K-rations for several days, even 

though the meal consisted of heated up C-rations. 

After spending a second night on the hillside, they got word in mid-afternoon to 

go down to their half-tracks.  They would be moving out.  Finding their half-track, I was 
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told by my sergeant to go down the line and see if I could scrounge up some carbine 

grenades, my sergeant’s favorite weapon.  I went down the long line of parked vehicles 

looking for the grenades and returned about an hour later empty-handed.  Approaching 

my half-track, I was greeted by his sergeant who laughed and said, “Guess what, kid!  

You just volunteered for a suicide mission!” 

Laughing all the time, the sergeant continued to explain that there had been a 

meeting of their armored infantry company and crews of a tank company and were told 

that they were selected for a special mission ordered directly by General Patton, which 

was voluntary and anyone who didn’t want to go could stay behind.  The mission was to 

make a run some 60 miles into enemy territory to capture a German prison camp near a 

town called Hammelburg and bring back Allied POW’s being held there.  They were told 

that there were threats that the Germans might kill the POW’s in the face of advancing 

Allied forces.  Of course, the task force officer giving the briefing didn’t refer to it as a 

“suicide” mission, the words of my sergeant, but most of those there were experienced 

enough to appreciate the dangers involved.  Needless to say, being elite combat units, no 

one accepted the offer to opt out of the mission.  I never had the choice. 

Soon after the meeting where they got the news of the mission, they were ordered 

to mount up and the task force began to assemble for the operation with light 

reconnaissance tanks leading, followed by Sherman tanks and half-tracks.  I was in a 

half-track at the end of the column as they moved up to a starting position, arriving at 

about 9 p.m.  Then they waited and waited and waited, all the time hearing intense gun 

fire somewhere ahead. 
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Finally at about 2 a.m., the order came to move out.  The mission to Hammelburg 

had started. 
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 Chapter  V.  The Mission 
 

The night of March 26, 1945, the task force was waiting in the outskirts of 

Schweinheim, a village just south of Aschaffenburg in central Germany, poised to start its 

mission to liberate POW’s held in Stalag XIIIC near Moosburg, some 50 miles away.  It 

was less than a month, 26 days to be exact, since I left New York harbor for overseas 

duty.  It was 3 days since I joined my front line outfit.  During those three days, my 

company was at the very point of Patton’s Third Army crossing of the Rhine River, 

penetrating  more than 45 miles deep into Germany’s heartland and ending up by 

crossing over a captured railroad bridge on the Mainz River near Aschaffenburg.  And 

now, with trepidation mixed with excitement, I waited in my half-track along with the 

others for the word to go. 

As we waited, we heard heavy gunfire in the village ahead.  Another company of 

tanks and a company of armored infantry had been assigned to penetrate into 

Schweinheim and clear the way for the task force.  However, they encountered an 

unexpected amount of resistance which delayed the departure of the task force.  Finally, 

however, the task force commander, Capt. Abe Baum, passed down the order to move 

out, even though their way through the village was not fully assured. 

I, of course, knew nothing of all this.  I didn’t know where I was or even the 

name of my company lieutenant, let alone that of the task force commander; the guys 

with me in the half-track were virtual strangers.  In the narrative that follows, only events 

of the mission that I was personally involved in or witnessed are presented.  Many things 
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occurred on the mission of which I was more or less unaware.  For details as to the 

background and composition of the task force and for the “big picture” of the mission, 

perhaps the best reference is the book, “RAID!”  by Baron, Baum and Godhurst, Baum 

being the commander of the mission.  The book is now available in pocketbook form, 

printed in 2000 by Dell Publishing.  The web site, www.taskforcebaum.de, is also an 

excellent source for detailed information concerning the mission. 

Incidently, all the books, newspaper articles, and magazine stories of the mission 

that would appear after the end of the war mentions that their goal, Hammelburg, was 50 

miles inside enemy territory.  On the map, however, it is more like 55 kilometers, or 

about 35 miles, from their departure point near Aschaffenburg.  Of course, it was further 

by road, not that it matters.  But still, several things about the mission were somewhat 

exaggerated in the resulting publicity.  As for the purpose of the task force, most of the 

publicity focused on the possibility that Gen. Patton ordered the mission to free his 

son-in-law, Lt. Col. John Waters, from the POW prison.  The fact that Col. Waters was 

there may have been known by few of the officers leading the mission but was not 

generally known by the enlisted men.  So far as they were concerned, the purpose was to 

follow orders, free the POWs and bring them back.  I, in particular, did not know about 

the Col. Waters issue until I read about it months after the war ended. 

Revving up their motors, the task force started out and proceeded full speed 

through the village, led by the tanks with other vehicles and the half-tracks following.  I 

was in the last half-track which was doubled up with my squad and guys from another.  

About half of the 27 half-tracks in the task force were loaded with ammunition and 
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gasoline.  I could hear some gunfire up ahead, but nothing close by as we sped in the 

dark past the two-story row houses lining the road.  Soon, we came to the outskirts of the 

village, and I was stricken by the sight of a large modern-looking building, perhaps 20 

stories high set back on the left side of the road, that was completely engulfed in flames; a 

gigantic torch lighting up the night sky.  Continuing past and leaving the village behind, 

the convoy proceeded on the highway until it reached open country. 

The convoy continued without incident for several hours as dawn broke and the 

sun came out.  In mid-morning, sporadic gunfire could be heard up ahead as the convoy 

approached a mid-sized town.  There was a river or canal running parallel to the highway 

on the right and I, sitting in back of the half-track facing to the rear, saw a large concrete 

structure, most likely a lock for boat traffic, and noticed a German soldier running across 

a scaffold walkway across the front near the top.  I lifted my rifle to take a shot, but the 

soldier disappeared into a doorway before I could aim.  Shortly after, we came to a 

railroad yard and there was a long train on tracks near the highway consisting of  

armored anti-aircraft cars with guns mounted on each end.  Fortunately, the guns could 

not be lowered to be a threat to the convoy.  I couldn’t see any sign of enemy troops 

either on or near the train as the convoy came to a halt alongside, but heard gunfire and 

explosions coming from the head of the column which was up ahead and out of sight.  

As we stopped there, small arms fire came closer, apparently from concealed snipers for 

there were still no enemy soldiers to be seen.  Then, I suddenly felt a sharp pain near my 

left knee.  Hyped-up, I turned to the guy sitting next to me in the half-track and said, 

“Hey!  I’ve been hit!”  The guy just shrugged his shoulders and said, “Oh yeah?” and 
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couldn’t have been more disinterested.  I rolled up my pants leg, expecting to see blood, 

but found only a sore spot becoming a bruise.  I then figured that I’d been hit by a 

ricochet bullet and I pulled my pants leg back down. 

Shortly after, unexpectedly, the tanks that had been at the head of the column 

appeared, coming back on the other side of the highway and going past the half-tracks.  

The half-tracks, in turn, jockeyed around to follow; the convoy was turning around to go 

back the way they came.  After retracing its route for a short distance, the convoy took a 

new route by turning right at an intersecting highway.  Shortly after turning, the 

half-tracks at the end were subject to rather intensive sniper fire coming from woods on 

the left.  In my half-track, everyone immediately dived for the floor, seeking protection 

behind the rails of the half-track which consisted of thin armor plate about a foot and a 

half high.  I landed partially on top of another guy who growled, “Get off of me, 

shit-ass,”  Stung to the quick, I sat back up, exposing my head and shoulders, and angrily 

fired a few rounds into the woods, muttering to myself, “Bastard!  It’s going to be your 

fault if I get killed”.  Quickly, however, we were out of danger as the convoy gained 

speed on the new route. 

After traveling a couple of hours without encountering any opposition, an incident 

occurred which moved me so much that I wrote a short article about it just after returning 

home, while it was still fresh in my memory.  This is my narrative: 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

I was with a very small armored task force traveling down a narrow dirt road through a forest 

in Central Germany, when all of a sudden we stopped.  Near the half-track in which I was riding, I 
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saw a bicycle lying on the edge of the road with a basket fastened on front and a suitcase on the rear 

carrier.  Curious as to what was in them, I jumped out and started to open the basket.  Just then, the 

column started to move, so I hastily untied the suitcase and, carrying it with me, made a flying leap 

onto the hood of the half-track. 

I wasn’ t able to open the suitcase until we stopped again about a mile further on.  I was 

rather surprised to find it half filled with all kinds of tobacco, among which were many popular 

American brands.  The other half was full of clothing.  I was about to throw the stuff overboard, 

when all of a sudden, a huge stream of ragged, thin, filthy, bearded men came pouring down the road, 

engulfing us as in a flash flood, until each vehicle was a separate island.  It turned out that while I 

was getting the suitcase, tanks at the head of the column had crashed the gates of a prison and 

released thousands of prisoners, mostly Russians.  Immediately I became Santa Claus, throwing the 

precious tobacco into the sea of outstretched hands.  My supply exhausted, I went to the back of the 

half-track, suddenly ashamed of having so much while they had so little. 

Still they kept coming, a jubilant mass of humanity shaking our hands, kissing us, all excited, 

crying.  Some took off their rags and put on the German clothes which they had found.  It was then 

that I saw how they had suffered.  They were just like walking skeletons; their legs a solid mass of 

scabs and sores.  Many of them had to lie down, overcome by their supreme exertion.  Then we 

moved on, leaving behind that unforgettable scene of combined misery and great elation of liberation. 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

A short time later, the task force neared its destination.  In the last half-track, I could 
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hear gunfire from up ahead, out of sight.  Looking down the hill, I could see an open field in 

the valley below, with another road on the far side.  Suddenly, a truck appeared on this road 

and, inexplicitly, cut off the road into the field.  Gunfire from the convoy ahead was 

apparently aimed at the truck, for it stopped in the middle of field and remained motionless.  

I, on the side of the half-track facing the field, also fired a couple of rounds from my rifle.  

The guy next to him turned and asked, “Why are you shooting?”   Even though the truck was 

at some distance, I replied, “Every round is hitting”  which I knew was true from my training 

at Camp Blanding on the 500-yard rifle range, but then I stopped firing.  A minute later, the 

half-track driver, obviously frightened from either seeing something or getting a warning over 

the radio, leaped out of his cab and shouted, “Get out!  Get out!”   Everyone instantly 

jumped over the side of the half-track and headed for an embankment on the right hand side 

of the road.  I had to run around the back of the half-track, so I was the last one to reach the 

embankment. 

Scrambling up to the top, I found that there was a rough, narrow farm road cut into the 

hill on the other side of the embankment, paralleling the main road.  Leaping down, a drop 

of about eight feet, there was a huge explosion just as my feet hit the ground.  The half-track 

I had left seconds earlier had been hit and blown up.  Unexpended ammunition and debris 

started raining down and at my feet.  A bazooka rocket, flat on the road, spun around like a 

top.  The end of the rocket had been penetrated, igniting the rocket fuel and causing it to 

spin.  Fearing the warhead could go off at any second, I took a flying leap over the round 
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and ran full speed down the road after the other men. 

As I ran, I starting lagging further and further behind the others but I just couldn’ t 

keep up.  Soon, the farm road merged into the main road as it sloped down the side of the 

hill.  The main road then turned left, but I followed the guys ahead into a large open field 

which sloped up on the right.  Glancing downhill, to the left, I saw three German tank 

destroyers jockeying into position to attack the task force.  The guys ahead disappeared over 

the crest of the hill, leaving me alone in the field, fully exposed.  Consumed with terror and 

saying to myself, “Oh my God!  I’m last!  I’m last!,”  I  experienced a rare phenomenon.  

When a person is maximally stricken with fear and terror, his body can suddenly be 

completely drained of energy.  When this happened to me, I could barely keep up a slow 

walk.  The tank destroyers below were firing rounds that passed low over my head in flat 

trajectories; I could actually see them with my peripheral vision.  But I held my head up and 

said to myself, “ If I’m going to be hit, I’ ll just get hit!”   Finally, however, I made it over the 

crest of the hill unscathed, fortunate that the German tank destroyers didn’ t have machine 

guns, which could have sprayed the field. 

I gradually stopped trembling and regained my energy as I saw other men from my 

company ahead.  I passed by a half-track with two guys unloading empty Jerry cans.  As I 

caught up with the other infantrymen, there was small arms fire in the trees and shrubbery 

relatively close by on my right.  Hyped up and thinking I should be doing something, I asked 

a guy walking nearby, “Maybe I should throw a grenade over there?”   The guy just shrugged 
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and I refrained, for after all, there was nothing to be seen and it could just as well have been 

friendly fire.  We continued until we came to a group of half-tracks on a dirt road and we got 

the word to mount up.  It seemed that only part of the infantry on the mission was there, for 

there were only three or four in the half-track with me.  By this time, it had grown fairly 

dark. 

Then, suddenly, we were engulfed by a horde of POWs who had been released from 

the prison camp.  It was a scene of mass confusion as the POW’ s scrambled to crowd into 

the half-tracks.  All the time, the half-tracks were jockeying around to form a column and to 

move out.  In my half-track, the POWs were climbing aboard at the rear when I heard a man 

shriek, “My foot!  My foot!”   Apparently their half-track had been bumped by the one 

behind, crunching the man’s foot in between.  At the front of the half-track, I felt helpless as 

the injured man’s buddies pulled him up onto the floor of the half-track and starting to cut off 

his boot.  All I could do was pass my first aid kit to those helping the man who was moaning 

in pain.   Then the column started moving out down the dirt road. 

We traveled into the night for several hours with frequent stops and starts.  Finally 

we reached a clearing on top of a forested hill and a small stone barn.  Everyone got out of 

the half-track when they got word that the task force would be there until daybreak to regroup. 

  Scouting around, I found a large haystack near the barn, so I dug a hole in the hay, got in, 

and was soon sound asleep.  The next thing I knew was that it was starting to get light and 

someone was shaking me awake, saying “Come on!  We’ re standing formation.”   Jumping 
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out of the hay, I went to the center of the clearing where almost all of the men were already 

standing in ranks and took my place in the last row near the end.  Looking around, I was 

surprised at how few of his armored infantry company members were there; most of the men 

there were released POW’s.  There may have been 30 or 40 infantry out the 150 or so who 

started the mission; I had no idea as to what had happened to the others.  Then, the 

commander of the task force, a captain that I had not seen before and whose name I didn’ t 

know, gave a pep talk to the assembled group.  The gist of his talk was that they had 

suffered many losses but that they still had enough to finish the mission and get back.  The 

pep talk was inspiring and extremely well presented, far better than anything like it that I had 

ever seen in the movies.  After the talk, the captain told the released POWs to get in the 

half-tracks and the infantrymen to mount up on the tanks that remained.  They were then 

dismissed with the word that they would immediately move out for the run back to friendly 

forces.  I took my place aboard a tank in woods at the edge of the clearing.  Its engine was 

running as they waited for the imminent order to move out. 

Then, disaster struck.  Artillery shells started coming in and exploding.  Large 

limbs from the trees sheltering the tank were falling all around.  Men from the clearing came 

running, shouting and relaying the order, “Every man for himself!  Every man for himself!”   

I instantly leaped off the tank and ran as fast as I could down the rough dirt logging road that 

went through the forest away from the clearing.  Panic stricken, I looked back over my 

shoulder and saw tree limbs still falling under the bombardment, but more threatening, the 
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tank I had been on was now following me down the road, gaining speed.  Realizing that I 

had to distance myself from the tank because it would undoubtedly be a prime target of the 

enemy attack, I turned off the road and ran as fast as I could into the forest with my rifle slung 

around my shoulder and the bandoliers of rifle clips flapping on my chest.   Penetrating 

further into the woods, I finally had to slow down to a walk as I looked frantically for a place 

to hide.  I had never felt so alone in my entire life. 

 

After awhile, I finally found a small ravine filled with dense shrubbery which I 

thought might be a good refuge.  Crashing down through the shrubbery, I landed on my feet 

at the bottom and looking around, was astonished to see that there was already some guys 

hiding there.   Five POWs released from the prison camp had made their way there 

somehow and were probably as surprised to see me as I was to find them.  It turned out that 

four of them were Army Air Corp officers, three second lieutenants and one first lieutenant, 

whose aircraft had been shot down on bombing raids over Germany.  They were clean cut 

men in their early 20s, but still four or five years older than me.   The other one was an 

Army enlisted man, a corporal about 20 years old, who had been captured at Anzio in the 

invasion of Italy. 

After they had settled down, the first lieutenant, who seemed to be the de facto leader 

of the little group, said, “You’ re welcome to stay with us, but we have to ask you to get rid of 

your weapon and helmet.  If the Krauts should see you, they’ re more likely to shoot at us.”   
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I thought this through at some length.  I could either dump my equipment and stay with the 

others or keep it and strike out again on my own.  I realized, however, that what the 

lieutenant said had merit, that I would be more of a target with the equipment even if I was on 

my own.  Reaching this conclusion, I took the collapsible hand shovel from my cartridge belt 

and dug a shallow trench in the soft dirt.  First, I laid my rifle in the bottom of the trench but 

with great reluctance for it was ingrained in me from training to never, ever let go of my 

weapon.  Then, I took off the bandoliers and put them in the hole, followed by my cartridge 

belt after removing the canteen and slipping it into a pocket of my field jacket.  Finally, I put 

my helmet in and laid the shovel on top.  I finished by scooping dirt into the hole with my 

hands to cover everything. 

We remained hidden in the ravine for the rest of the day, not talking and keeping very 

quiet.  In the middle of the afternoon, we could hear German troops up above tramping 

through the woods, looking for escaped prisoners and members of the task force.  However, 

the troops seemed to be just putting in their time and their search was quite perfunctory.  

Perhaps they didn’ t investigate the ravine in fear of encountering armed resistance.  Even so, 

the group hidden out of sight waited with baited breaths while the troops passed. 

When it grew sufficiently dark, they decided to leave the ravine and start hiking 

towards the west toward the front line.  After stumbling through the dark forest for a couple 

of hours, their leader, the first lieutenant, decided it would be better to stop, get some sleep, 

and continue on in the morning.   So they made rough beds from limbs broken off of the 
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pine trees and stretched out to get some sleep.  I slept fitfully for an hour or so and then 

woke up, shivering and chilled to the bone.  In the early spring, nights were still quite cold.  

I got up and started to wander around in the hopes of finding better shelter.  Then, 

unbelievably, I stumbled upon some large sheets of corrugated cardboard.  Lying down on an 

edge, I rolled myself up in the cardboard, ending up in a tube with several layers of protection 

against the cold.  Warmed up by body heat, I soon fell asleep. 

In early daylight, I was shaken awake by one of the POW officers who said, “Come 

on.  There’s something we need to tell you.“   I climbed out of the cardboard tube and 

followed the lieutenant a short distance to where the others were waiting.  They were sitting 

in a semicircle as I approached and faced them.  All eyes were then focused on me as the 

leader of the little group started to speak: 

“We’ve decided to give it up, surrender, and go back to the Stalag.  We’ve been 

there and it’s not all that bad.  The war will soon be over and it’s not worth the risk of trying 

to make it out. You’ re welcome to come with us if you want.  It’s your choice.”  

There was a long silence as I thought through this proposition and the others waited 

for my response; the tension was palpable.  On one hand, the idea of leaving the others and 

striking out on my own was frightening.  On the other hand, the thought of giving up so 

quickly and becoming a POW was unbearable.  I felt that I was still in good condition, 

despite not having eaten for two days, and felt there was a good chance that I could make it.  

Finally, I reached my decision and responded, “ I’m going to try and make it back.”    The 
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instance I said this, the POW corporal, whose name happened to be Cook (“everyone calls me 

Cookie” ), leaped to his feet and said, “ I’m with you.”   With that, the tension broke and the 

others got up, chattering and wishing them both luck.  One of the lieutenants gave me an 

Eversharp mechanical pencil and said, “Here, maybe you can use this.  It’s a compass.  Just 

slip off the pocket clip and balance it on the point of the pencil.  It’ s been magnetized and 

will turn to point north”  and he demonstrated how to use it.  I was touched by the gesture, 

realizing that the lieutenant had made the compass while in prison with the hopes of escaping 

someday.   Then they broke up, the four Air Corp officers going their way, back towards the 

prison camp, while I and Cookie headed out in the opposite direction. 

Big mistake!  From my perspective almost 60 years later, I made a big mistake with 

my decision to go on alone.  Up to this point, I had been a pawn in actions beyond my 

control and had been exceedingly fortunate in missing out on any serious fighting.  In fact, I 

never saw the prison camp that the task force was sent to release nor any of the tank 

engagements en route.  I was always at the end of the task force convoy whereas the main 

action, including crashing through the gates of the prison compound, occurred mostly out of 

sight at the front of the column.  Now, for the first time, my fate was entirely in my own 

hands.  And, in retrospect, I blew it.  Surrendering to the enemy in the war was always a 

dicey proposition.  On both sides, there were many occasions when men were killed after 

surrendering, particularly if they would be a burden to the captors in ongoing combat.  If I 

had stayed with the Air Corp officers, I would have had the additional safety in numbers, as 
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well as being with mature and experienced men who knew the ropes as to what they would 

likely encounter.  Despite my being only a private in the army, the officers had treated me as 

an equal and I respected their judgement. Perhaps I felt that they would be relieved if I opted 

out inasmuch as my uniform flagged me as being a member of the invading task force, a 

possibly serious handicap in surrendering.  But now I doubt if I thought of this.  Basically, I 

think I was just not ready to give up. 

The two of us walked through the forest for a couple of hours, sometimes finding 

paths and logging roads running in their direction.  Although the sky was partially cloudy, 

the sun was out enough to help guide us.  Of course we had no map to follow and didn’ t 

even know where we were; all we could do was keep heading in a westerly direction.  

Cookie kept up a constant chatter a good part of the way.  Then, suddenly, a rough voice 

came from the woods behind them, “Achtung!  Halt!”   As we froze in our tracks and 

started to raise our arms, we were approached from behind.  Turning around, I was relieved 

to see four G.I.’s from the task force, also on the run, and began to realize that we had been 

the butt of a little joke.  One of the group, a sergeant, said, “You fuckers were too noisy.  If 

we had been Krauts, you’d be dead by now.”   As they chatted for a few minutes, it turned 

out that the four men had been the crew of a light tank that was on the mission to 

Hammelburg and, after the artillery bombardment on the hilltop the previous day and getting 

the order, “every man for himself,”  had run their tank several miles before deciding to 

abandon it and strike out on foot.  The tank’s commander, a Sgt. Thomas, suggested they 
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join forces in trying to make it back to the front line.  With the sergeant as their leader, the 

group continued  through the forest.  I was greatly relieved to be with the group and with 

somebody more experienced in charge. 

They continued  through the forest for the rest of the day, stopping now and then to 

rest.  During one stop, Sgt. Thomas told me that his tank had been one of the first from the 

4th Armored Division to break the siege at Bastogne, ending the Battle of the Bulge, after a 

200-mile dash from the Saar region where they had been positioned.  This was in the middle 

of the winter (December, 1944) traveling through snow and on icy roads.  He gestured 

towards one of his crew, a small man whose name could have been Smitty and who reminded 

me of Mickey Rooney but not so extroverted, and said, “Smitty here got a silver star.”   I 

asked Smitty what had happened and Smitty actually blushed as he replied, “Oh, nothing 

really.  I just pulled a guy out of a burning tank.”   On another rest stop, I learned that the 

tank was the first to crash the gates of the Stalag at Hammelburg and Smitty, apparently the 

gunner, said, “ I took out the guard tower.”   The other two members of the tank crew weren’ t 

particularly talkative, but one of them, a tall, lanky, taciturn man pulled a pistol out of his 

pocket, turned to me and asked , “Here.  Do you want this?”   It was a German Lugar, 

highly prized as a souvenir, fully loaded with a clip of bullets.  I eagerly replied, “Sure,”  and 

took it with thanks.  I was still hopeful of making it back and the possible consequences of 

having the Lugar on me if caught didn’ t occur to me. 

There was plenty of water available from small creeks and springs along the way, but 
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none of them had eaten for more than two days.  I was still hyped up and running on 

adrenalin and didn’ t experience much in the way of hunger pains, but the others were starting 

to feel it.  Shortly after dark, Sgt. Thomas said, “Look, we need to find something to eat.  

Let’s look for an outlying farm house and see if we can get some food.”   An hour or so later, 

they came to a farm house with a barn not too far from the sheltering woods.  With Sgt. 

Thomas in the lead, they dashed one by one to the barn until all were collected on the back 

side.  Sgt. Thomas then went around the corner of the barn to reconnoiter, only to return 

almost immediately, highly agitated, and frantically gestured to the others to go back, 

signaling with finger to his lips to be quiet.  They remained mystified until they had retreated 

some distance back into the woods and Sgt. Thomas told them, “There was a Tiger tank in the 

yard.  We’ ll have to keep going.”  

We continued our trek throughout the night until, in the small hours of the morning, 

we came to what appeared to be a fairly wide stream across their path.  The night sky was 

partially clouded and all we could see was the water flowing murkily in the dark and could 

not judge its depth.  Sizing up the situation, Sgt. Thomas turned to the others and said, 

“Well, we need to get across somehow.  What we need is a volunteer to try crossing first and 

see how it is.”   There was a long silence while everyone thought on the proposition.  I was 

very tempted to volunteer.  I was an excellent swimmer, having won statewide swimming 

competitions as a boy and also was highly motivated to gain the respect of the veteran tank 

crew.  Something, however, held me back.  Perhaps it was my father’s last words, “Never 
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be first, never be last.”   Finally, the tall, thin tanker that had given me the Lugar spoke up, 

“Shit!  I’ ll give the fucker a try.  Probably can wade across.”   So, he commenced to take 

off all his clothes until he was standing white and naked in the dim light.  He then rolled up 

his boots and clothes in his trousers and fastened his belt around to make a tight bundle.  

Placing the bundle on top of his head, he stepped into the stream.  

Instantly, he uttered a blood-curdling, superhuman shriek at the top of his voice as he 

was sucked in, disappearing from view.  Apparently, the “stream”  was, in fact, an irrigation 

ditch with ice cold water flowing extremely fast without leaving ripples on the surface.  As 

the shriek rapidly faded away downstream, those left on the bank just stood there, shocked 

and horrified, with their eyes focused on the ground, each with his own thoughts.  Finally, 

Sgt. Thomas broke the silence and said, “Well, we’ ll have to keep on.  Maybe we can find a 

bridge across.”   Somberly and in silence, they started walking upstream and after awhile, 

they found a narrow bridge that crossed the ditch. 

When dawn broke, we took a rest break and Sgt. Thomas said, “We need to take our 

chances and keep going during the day.  We’ ll make better time than in the woods at night.”  

 So, we resumed our hike until the forest opened out into a large field which we would have 

to cross to reach the shelter of woods on the other side.  The field sloped gently downhill to 

their right and there was a small patch of trees and shrubbery in the middle.  Sgt. Thomas 

gave us instructions: “We’ ll run to that patch of shrubbery one by one until we’ re all there, 

and then we’ ll do the same thing on the far side.”   Sgt. Thomas then ran to the shrubbery and 
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hid, followed in succession by the others.  I was the last to make the crossing. 

Then, Sgt. Thomas set out to make his run across the second half of the field.  

However, he only got about 30 feet into the open when two rifle shots were fired and a 

simultaneously there was a shout from the bottom of the slope, a couple hundred yards away, 

“Comen sie aus!  Snell!”   Sgt. Thomas spun around in his tracks and dashed back to the 

patch of shrubbery where he frantically told the others, “We’ re trapped!  Can’ t go in any 

direction without being open targets.  We’ ll have to give it up.”   With that, he walked 

slowly out into the open field with his hands raised high over his head.  One by one, the 

others followed until only I was left concealed in the shrubbery.  I immediately took the 

Luger pistol out my pocket and threw it further into the shrubbery.  Then, I hesitated a 

moment, thinking the German soldiers below probably didn’ t know how many had hidden 

away there and that I could maybe stay behind and not be noticed.  However, I ended by 

deciding it was better to stay with the others; I was finally resigned to calling it quits.  So, 

reluctantly, I stepped out with arms raised and joined the others as the order came from below, 

“Comen sie hier.”   We walked down the hill with arms raised high until we approached two 

soldiers standing on a road with rifles at the ready and aimed at us.  When we got close 

enough, we saw that the two German soldiers were, in fact, boys about 15 years old dressed in 

regular army uniforms.  Apparently, they had been drafted into the Home Guard to protect 

their region against Allied invaders.  With gestures, they directed their captives to go ahead 

down the road as they followed with rifles at the ready. 
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We walked about half a mile, keeping our arms raised all the way, until we 

approached a small farm house near the road.  We were met there by a German noncom, 

whose rank was probably the equivalent of a company first sergeant.  He was a tall, burley, 

intimidating looking soldier in a regular German army uniform and carrying a pistol in a 

holster on his belt.  Not speaking English, he gestured for us to form a rank, so we lined up 

facing him with Sgt. Thomas on the right and me on the left.  He then went over to stand in 

front of Sgt. Thomas, reached down and pulled his pistol halfway out of the holster, and 

asked, in a threatening, guttural voice, “Roosevelt butcher?”  which was how the 4th Armored 

Division was known to the Germans.  Sgt. Thomas, standing at attention, responded, “Nein.  

Infantry.”  even though he was wearing a one piece coverall stained with grease and oil.  The 

German noncom, still grasping his pistol,  then stepped to the next man, another tanker, and 

asked the same intimidating question and got the same answer.  Progressing down the line, 

he reached me and again asked, “Roosevelt butcher?”  and I responded like the others, “Nein.  

Infantry,”  scared and only slightly reassured that I was wearing an obvious infantry uniform.  

I was the only one since the tankers had their coveralls and Corporal Cook was wearing 

nondescript clothes issued at the Stalag. 

At this point, a German officer came out onto the porch of the  farm house on 

crutches and maneuvered slowly down the three steps to the road.  He was immaculately 

dressed in a Regular German Army uniform with sharply creased trousers but with the left leg 

neatly pinned up over his amputated limb.  As he slowly approached us, the German 
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sergeant snapped out an order for them to come to attention, and they all saluted the officer.  

He did not return the salute because of the crutches, but said, “At ease,”  So we all assumed 

that posture, relaxed with hands clasped behind the back.  Then, he asked, “Where are you 

men from?”  in perfect English without a trace of accent.  Sgt. Thomas, responding first, said 

“Boston, sir.”   The rest of the captives responded similarly with their home city, ending with 

replying “Washington, D.C., sir.”   The officer then remarked, “ I have an uncle living in 

Chicago.”  

Sensing a conversational opening or perhaps just too numb to care, I spoke up and 

said, “ I’ve been there, sir.  It’s very windy.”  and the officer replied, “Yes, so I’ve heard” .  

Attempting to continue the conversation as the others remained silent, I then asked, “Sir, may 

I ask you how you lost your leg?”   The officer, an older man perhaps in his30's, paused and 

said with a sad look, “On the Eastern front.”   His expression then changed as he continued, 

“Now I am in command of — children!”  spitting out the last word in utter disgust.   

Pausing, he then said, “But now, for you, the war is over.”   Not really thinking, I asked, 

“How do you mean, sir?”  and the officer, a little puzzled by the question, replied, “Because 

you are now prisoners of war.”   Then I brashly remarked, “Sir, the war will soon be over for 

you too.”   His face sad again, the officer said slowly, “Maybe so.  Maybe so.”   He then 

started to go back to the house.  The German noncom ordered us to attention and we saluted 

the officer as he left.  After taking a couple of steps, the officer turned his head and said, 

“There will be a truck for you shortly” , and he continued on, slowly and cumbersomely 
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climbing the steps on his crutches. 
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 Chapter VI.  The Long March 
 

I lucked out.  I really, really lucked out.  First of all, there was virtually no 

chance at all that they could have made it back to friendly forces.  The Germans, thinking 

that the task force to Hammelburg was leading an advance of the entire Third Army, 

moved three divisions into the region to counter the attack.  The whole countryside was 

crawling with enemy forces and they would certainly have been caught sooner or later.  

Or, they could have been killed while trying to make their escape.  As it turned out, they 

were captured in the easiest way possible.  There was no ambiguity in the circumstances 

resulting in their capture.  They were trapped and had no other options.  The boys in the 

Home Guard that caught them had no combat experience, which might have caused them 

to hate the invaders of their homeland and harm the captives.  The commander of their 

unit, the crippled officer, was a member of the Regular Army; if he had been an SS 

officer, they very well could have been taken into the woods and disposed of.  

Furthermore, the fact that he spoke excellent English, which his tough first sergeant 

didn’t understand, was as improbable as the ensuing conversation with me which, 

incidently, occurred verbatim as related, word for word.  Despite my youth and 

brashness, or perhaps because of it, I was treated by the officer with respect and dignity. 

I was now officially a prisoner of war, exactly 30 days after leaving New York on 

the Queen Elizabeth.  My story could have ended at this point.  However, it turned out 

that I was about to experience an adventure that would become another footnote in the 

history of WWII in Europe.  Also, of course, I could not anticipate winding up in an 
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Army hospital. 

After an hour or so, still guarded by the two boys that had captured us, a truck 

came to take us back to the Stalag near Hammelburg, the very one that had been 

“liberated” three days earlier.  As we entered the compound, we could see the damaged 

fence and gates that the tanks had crashed through earlier.  We were taken inside and had 

to double up in barracks already occupied.  It was after dark and we had missed the 

evening meal, making it three days without food.  All we could do was spread out on the 

floor and get some sleep. 

At daybreak, we were let out of their barracks and lined up for “breakfast,” which 

consisted of a bowl of soup and a thick slice of dark bread.  The soup was made from an 

ambiguous variety of vegetables, but probably mostly rutabagas, potatoes and cabbage.  

Served from a large pot, each man got a scoop of the sludge on the bottom, topped by 

broth.  The bread was tough and tasteless, rumored to have been bulked out by adding 

sawdust to the dough.  Still, however, the soup was hot and welcome after not having 

food for so long. 

After breakfast, it was announced that enlisted men in the Stalag would be 

immediately transferred to another prison near Nürnberg about 75 miles away.   In 

mid-morning, about 300 men were collected in the prison compound and marched under 

guard a mile or so to a waiting train.  The train consisted of an engine and six unmarked 

boxcars with large doors that swung open on the sides except for the last car, which had 

doors opening at the end.  They were immediately loaded into the box cars.  I ended up 

in the last one.  Without delay, the train then started up and moved out.   
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Although the boxcar was jammed full, I found room to lie down against the front 

wall and soon, of course, fell asleep.  Moving at a slow speed, the train must have 

traveled for an hour or so when I was suddenly jolted awake by an extremely loud roar 

coming from just above and the sound of machine gun fire close enough to shake the 

entire car.  Simultaneously, the train came to a shuddering stop and the rear doors were 

flung open by the German guards.  Screaming “Snell!  Snell!,” they ordered the 

prisoners out, and the boxcar was rapidly emptied with the prisoners spilling out of the 

end and running away from the train.  Because I had been at the front of the car, I was the 

last to leave.  The instant my feet hit the ground after leaping out, I looked up to see an 

American fighter plane coming in very fast, looming huge about 20 feet off the ground 

and heading towards the engine at the front of the train.  Apparently, this was the second 

pass; on the first pass, the pilot had fired the machine guns while just above the last car to 

hit the engine in front and this was what had shaken me awake.   On this pass, however, 

the pilot did not attack again, having noticed the men pouring out of the boxcars.  

Instead, he pulled up sharply and disappeared. 

The POWs, rather shaken up, milled around for awhile, herded by the German 

guards, until they got word that trucks would come to take them the rest of the way to the 

prison at Nürnberg.  After several hours, a convoy of army trucks arrived with large red 

crosses improvised on their sides.  The POWs jammed into the trucks and, after a 

relatively short ride, arrived at their destination.  They were taken to barracks where they 

again had to double up with prisoners who had been there for some time.  In my cell, 
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there were two cots for the old prisoners and the three or four new ones were to sleep on 

the floor.  By the time they arrived, it was already dark and they had missed the evening 

meal. 

At daybreak of the following day, we were released from their barracks for 

breakfast which consisted of the same kind of soup and dark bread as in the previous 

prison.  Afterwards, we returned and I, browsing around, noticed a book lying on a shelf 

above the cots.  Asking the old POW how he had gotten the book, I was told that it came 

in a Red Cross parcel that contained a variety of recreation supplies for the prisoners.  I 

picked up the book and read its title, The Life and Times of Paul Revere.  It was a soft 

covered book like a pocket book except that the binding was on the short side rather than 

the long; this was to keep the edition out of the commercial market.  The book’s owner 

said, “I’ve already read it.  If you want, you can have it.”  Delighted to have something 

to read, I replied “thanks a lot” and slipped it into my jacket pocket. 

Soon after that, there was an announcement over the PA system by the ranking 

officer among the POWs, a British colonel.  He informed them that the entire prison was 

being evacuated and that all POWs were to be transferred to another prison at Moosberg.  

At mid-morning, a straggly column of POWs started out of the prison under loose guard 

and headed for a nearby railroad yard.  When I, being towards the head of the column, 

reached the yard, I was taken aback by the amount of damage there.  The whole area had 

been heavily bombed, leaving craters and twisted rails almost everywhere.  Presumably 

somewhere, however, trains were waiting to take them to their destination.  After some 

delay, however, word was passed down that they would not go by train but, instead, 
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would walk to the new prison. 

And so, the Long March began on March 31, 1945 and lasted two weeks.  

Hundreds of POW’s going on foot from Stalag XIIID near Nürnberg to Stalag VIIA at 

Moosburg, about 100 miles away near Munich.  It turned out that the British colonel 

representing the POW’s decided that the trains provided by the Germans to transport the 

prisoners were too unsafe because they consisted of unmarked boxcars susceptible to 

Allied air attacks.  Perhaps he was influenced by the attack upon the train that I had been 

on the previous day.  At any rate, it was decided that it would be safer to walk the 

distance.  The Germans apparently were compliant with the decision; in general, they did 

about all they could do to help and protect the prisoners, probably to curry favor in 

anticipation of the end of the war which would occur soon. 

Again, the accounting of the Long March is from my worms-eye view.  For the 

bigger picture, a good source is a book by John Nichol and Tony Rennell titled “The Last 

Escape” published by Viking Penguin, N.Y., in 2003.   The authors are British and the 

book is slanted towards events affecting British POWs of which there were a large 

number on the Long March. 

Two incidents in particular occurred on the journey which so impressed me that I 

wrote about them later while they were still fresh in my memory.  The first one is 

undated but the second one was included in a letter home dated May 19.  They are 

presented verbatim and you’ll have to excuse my youthful tendency to wax poetic. 

Leaving the railroad yard, they were soon in open country.  The pace was very 

leisurely and they soon settled into small groups of mutual friends sticking together, 
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resulting in a long, straggling, dispersed column moving along country roads.  They were 

guarded by German soldiers in uniform and carrying rifles, but they were in their fifties 

and sixties, too old for combat duty.  Escape would have been very easy at any time 

during the march, but no one was inclined to take any risk in view of the pending end of 

the war.  I stayed near the tank crew with whom I had been captured but was hesitant to 

join them.  Having only met them a couple of days ago, I felt like an outsider and didn’t 

want to intrude on their close knit relationship.  Not knowing anyone else, I pretty much 

kept to myself as they started on the march. 

When dark fell on that first day, the Germans attempted to provide us with a meal. 

 Large pots, almost the size of an oil barrel, had been set up over open fires to make soup. 

 After lining up, each POW received a bowl of the soup which consisted of the usual 

nondescript vegetables and broth, served with the customary thick slice of dark, heavy 

bread.  It would turn out to be the last meal prepared by the Germans for the POWs; at 

this point in the war, they had a difficult time feeding their own troops, let alone the 

prisoners of war. 

After spending the night in the open, I and the others resumed the march.  The 

pace was again slow with frequent rest stops.  This gave me an opportunity to continue 

reading my book which I had started the day before.  I found it to be very interesting and 

became quite engrossed which helped keep my mind off not having anything to eat all 

day.  Also, the book became useful in another way.  I started experiencing diarrhea 

although this word was not in my vocabulary at that time.  I had what was commonly 

known as the “runs,” or the “GI shits,” or just the “GI’s” for short.  Anyway, it caused 
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me to go into the field away from the road every two or three hours, pull down my pants, 

crouch down and do my thing.  Then I would tear out and use pages of the book that I 

had finished reading.  My problem continued throughout the march and it reached a point 

where I was running out of pages already read.  While crouching, I would have to hastily 

read the next two pages.  Fortunately, the book was quite thick and lasted the journey but 

just barely. 

The journey continued through the second day without food.  Many of the 

original POWs held at Nurnberg Stalag were able to bring some food with them that they 

had received in Red Cross food parcels.  I and the others that had been there only one 

night had nothing to bring.  However, we enjoyed the warmer spring weather and the 

beautiful scenery as we walked down country roads in central Germany.  During the day, 

an incident occurred which astonished most of the POWs.  At the time, the road was 

headed west when someone just behind me exclaimed , “Look!  No propellers!” and 

pointed to the east.  I looked up quickly and could see a squadron of German fighter 

planes flying south in tight formation, very low and very fast.  And indeed, they had no 

propellers.  I immediately recognized them as jet airplanes, having read an article about 

them in Life magazine while in training at Camp Blanding.  Evidently they were being 

evacuated to a new airfield in the Southern Redoubt area in advance of the Allied forces.  

As they quickly disappeared, with everyone still gaping in disbelief, I was able to briefly 

explain the jet engines to those nearby.  With this excitement for the day, they again slept 

in the open that night. 
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On the third day of the march, the road crossed an open hillside, and we could 

view the flat farming land at the bottom of the hill.  Around mid-day, someone suddenly 

shouted, “Look!  Look!” and pointed down the hill.  In the distance, a convoy of trucks 

was headed directly in our direction.  As they came nearer, we could see that there were 

about eight standard G.I. trucks with canvas backs.  The trucks were completely painted 

a brilliant white from front to back, including the bumpers.  On the canvas sides, there 

were huge red crosses standing out against the white background.  Word passed quickly 

that the convoy had come up from Switzerland loaded with food parcels. 

When the convoy stopped, the POWs quickly lined up to receive their food 

parcels.  Every four men in line received one parcel, which was designed to provide a 

minimal amount of food to last a week for one man.  I had to share a parcel with three 

other men that I didn’t know.  Although it was difficult dividing the parcel into four 

portions, we managed to do it fairly equitably.  After unloading and passing out all the 

food parcels, the truck convoy turned around and headed back to Switzerland, taking with 

them POWs that were too injured or too weak to walk any further. 

The Red Cross truck convoy would return every three days during the march and 

provide the only sustenance available to the POWs except for what could be scrounged 

from farms along the way.  Even then, each man received only half of the minimum daily 

requirement.  The food parcels came from various Allied countries, but most of them 

were from the United States and Canada.  Each parcel contained an assortment of food 

— mainly canned meat, cheese, crackers, cocoa, tea — and sundry articles such as 

cigarettes and soap. 
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The second time the convoy arrived, I collected my share of a parcel and was 

about to have some of it for dinner that evening.  I was still by myself but not too far 

from the three tankers that had been captured with me and who were also setting up a 

parcel they were sharing.  Then, Sgt. Thomas ambled over and asked me, “Maybe you 

want to go in with us on the food.  If we pool what we have, we can divide it up better.”  

 Jumping at the opportunity, I gave Sgt. Thomas all of my remaining food supply and, 

from then on out, shared my meals with the others.   I had finally connected with a group 

of friends and we stayed together the rest of the time we were captive. 

Towards the end of their first week on the walk to Moosberg, an incident occurred 

which I would write about later while it was still fresh in my memory. 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

I was with a small group of other POW;s marching under guard through central Germany.  

We laid over a day in a barn on the edge of a small village.  As we were busily building fires and 

preparing what little food we had for supper, the German commander came rushing in, blowing his 

little whistle for all he was worth and shouting to the guards to assemble us.  When we were all 

together he read a notice to us in fairly good English, “ There has been too much stealing by prisoners 

of war.  From now on anyone found stealing will be shot” .  By this time the commander was 

almost crying he was so mad.  The woman who owned the barn & ran the farm had come out & 

stood beside him, bursting into tears as the commandant passionately continued, “ Look at this poor 

woman!  She generously lets you stay in her barn & how do you treat her?  She says some of her 

chickens and eggs have been stolen & someone has taken the iron grille off of a window!  You have 
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5 min. to collect your equip.  You will sleep in the woods tonite!”  

At this he stalked off, but we surrounded him & tried to get him to change his mind, because 

we wanted to sleep in the soft hay in the barn instead of the cold ground.  Finally we offered to make 

reparations to the housewife for the stolen articles, & he said if we could satisfy her he would let us 

stay.  So we took up a collection of precious soap, cocoa & sugar which we had saved out of Red 

Cross parcels & our leader, who could speak German took it into the farmhouse & gave it to the 

woman.  She started crying again & speaking very fast in German.  When she finished we all went 

out & gathered around our leader eagerly asking what she had said.  He said, very quietly with a 

queer look on his face, “ She says that she deeply appreciates the things we gave her & that we’ re 

welcome to stay here tonite.  There’s some potatoes in the barn she said we can take & she didn’ t 

mind too much about the eggs & stuff.  She was mostly upset about something else.  You see, she 

rec’d notice this morning her son was killed on the Western Front.”   

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

As the March continued into the second week, we crossed a large river on a long 

bridge on the Danube river, although we didn’t know it at the time.  Then, when we were 

about four days from their destination, on April 12, 1945, word was passed down from 

man to man in the straggling column, “President Roosevelt had died.”  Apparently one of 

the guards had heard the news over a radio.  The mood of the prisoners was quite somber 

after this news as they continue their journey.  When they were two days from their 

destination, another incident occurred which I would write about later. 
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——————————————————————————————————————————— 

All this happened sometime ago when I was a prisoner somewhere in Germany.  The Nazis 

were marching us from one camp to another and we were laying over for a day in this farm to rest. 

Landshut 

As I lay there, I actually felt contented and satisfied — a strange feeling after being miserably 

cold and wet for so many days and nights.  The customary feeling of hunger was absent for I had 

just scraped together enough food to almost fill me up.  I was at peace with the world as I basked in 

the warm sunshine, contemplating the beautiful scenery in front of me.  The rolling hills of brown 

and green fields were plowed and sown with meticulous symmetry and even then I could see the 

farmer in the distance plowing his field with two oxen and a primitive plow.  I stretched out full 

length in the luxurious green grass and pondered a moment why some quirk of fate had superimposed 

me upon the German landscape.  Then, as I looked about and saw my fellow prisoners and the Nazi 

guards, I knew that quirk of fate was that which ruled the lives and destinies of all those who engaged 

in the game of war. 

Restlessly I sat up and glanced at the farmyard behind me.  It was a typical German farm  

— a farmhouse and adjoining barns made of greystone and having red tiled roofs, all formed in the 

shape of a square with one side open.  In the courtyard was the usual dung heap with a few chickens 

picking here and there in it, an old wagon, and all the other miscellaneous tools and equipment of a 

farmer.  Beyond this farmhouse was a collection of similar buildings all of which composed a small 

village with a church steeple in the exact center dominating the whole group.  In front of the church 
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and through the village ran a narrow dirt road with several arteries feeding the various farm houses of 

the villages.  This road, one of the few connections with the outside world, wound through the fields 

and patches of woods, over the hills and across narrow streams, into the next village a few kilometers 

away.  On the road a slow moving wagon, full of manure and drawn by a horse-ox team, was the 

only traffic. 

And then, as if in deliberate contrast to the peaceful country side below, they came.  First 

announcing by a deep-throated roar in the far distance, they came by the hundreds — flight after flight 

of heavy bombers in perfect formation.  On and on they came with ponderous dignity, a train in the 

sky whose invisible track led straight as an arrow to the target.  Overhead and then beyond they 

passed, a seemingly unending torrent of silvery formations with the small fighters darting here and 

there among them and over them, presenting an intricate three-dimensional pattern of movement while 

anti-aircraft bursts wove myriads of white dots into the pattern. 

Then, suddenly the leading two planes of the first formation released smoke bombs which left 

a zig-zag stream of smoke as they fell.  In the white stream tiny, almost invisible black spots could 

be discerned.  Slowly, as if reluctant to reach the ground, they fell and finally hit somewhere on the 

other side of a distant hill.  On and on they came, more and more streamers of smoke zig-zagged 

thru the sky and hundreds of tiny dots followed the smoke into the target. Then I felt the earth 

tremble beneath me and the thunder of exploding bombs pressed on my ear-drums.  The continuous 

blast of thunder rolled over the fields and reverberated among the hills and forests until I thought it 

must cease — had to cease, because no target could be blasted so much and have anything remain.  
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And yet, on and on came more bombers, hundreds and hundreds of bombers, meeting those which 

had already been over the target and were on their way home.  Even after the last bomber passed 

overhead, the distant roar continued, for dozens of new flights had come in on the target from a 

different direction.  Glancing overhead I was suddenly attracted by a strange phenomenon.  The 

edges of the clouds were actively rippling, just as a pond ripples when a stone is thrown in.  It were 

as if something super-natural, some strange and invisible entity, had passed overhead, leaving only the 

ripples to mark it’s path.  Logic prevailing, however, I recognized this phenomena to be shock 

waves, akin to sound waves, the crests and troughs of which respectively compressed or dispersed the 

water vapor in the clouds. 

Then, as suddenly as the thunder had commenced, it ceased, returning the countryside below 

to its former state of tranquility.  The farmer still plowed his field, tediously; the wagon still crawled 

down the road, and the farmer’ s wife started pumping water in the courtyard behind me.  There was 

only one difference — from behind the distant hills, a tremendous cloud of black smoke mushroomed 

thousands of feet into the bright blue sky, a tombstone over a dead city. 

——————————————————————————————————————————— 

We finally arrived at ourr destination, Stalag VIIA at Moosberg.  As we straggled 

into the prison compound, we were subjected to processing as newcomers.  We lined up 

to be logged in by a German official who sat at a table making entries in a log book.  He 

asked each man for name, rank, serial number, branch of service, and name of his unit.  

Although not officially promoted, I gave my rank as Pfc since I had heard privates would 

promoted to Private First Class when joining their front line units; I would claim this rank 
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in all future processing.  Although not obligated, I gave my unit designation, Company 

A, 10th Armored Infantry Battalion, 4th Armored Division, figuring that the end of the war 

was so imminent that it didn’t matter and might help to inform people in the Army and 

back home as to my whereabouts, perhaps via the Red Cross.  After being logged in, we 

were directed to a large tent that had been put up for the new arrivals.   Straw pads were 

spread out on the floor about a foot apart for sleeping and I took the next unoccupied one. 

 My companions, Sgt. Thomas and the tankers, were nearby and this would be our new 

home for awhile. 

Later, I was able to explore the prison compound somewhat.  First, I found the 

latrine for I was still suffering from my diarrhea problem.  The latrine consisted a low 

building built over a trench that had been dug out and a long wooden bench with holes 

cut out about every 18 inches was set up over the trench.  In the ensuing days, I would 

often encounter a lineup and endure a wait to get in.  As for the rest of the compound, I 

could see buildings where the “old timers” were quartered but never saw the inside of 

one, although I heard accommodations were considerably better than the straw pads in the 

tent.  Also, I came across a high barbed wire fence that segregated Russian POWs from 

the others. 

Every two or three days, we would receive a Red Cross parcel, one for every four 

men, which would be our only source of food while there.   As on the march, Sgt. 

Thomas was in charge of the parcel and would divide the food up into scrupulously equal 

portions at each meal.  Every night, at 10 o’clock, we could hear the sound of “Taps” 

being played from somewhere in the compound.  Coming from an instrument that was 
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more mellow than a bugle, the melancholy notes turned our thoughts to home and family 

and banquets. 

Five days after entering the prison at Moosberg, my 

family received this fateful telegram from the War Department.   Of course this was 

devastating news for my parents. 

 

After all, it was just a relatively short time since they had seen me last and they couldn’t 

imagine what had happened to me.  His father, due to the position of his job in the 

Pentagon, had access to high level contacts, and he did  everything possible to learn more 

but without success.   My sister, Frances, would later say that she would wake up in the 

middle of the night and hear their father pacing up and down.  Both my folks continued 

their jobs and could do nothing more than worry and wait for further news.  Back in my 

home town, Fort  Collins, Colorado, where my family was well known, news of my 

missing in action was given on the front   page of the local newspaper, together with my 

graduation picture.  A brief article also appeared in  the Washington, D.C. paper. 
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After being in the Moosburg prison for about a week, I mentioned my diarrhea 

problem to Sgt. Thomas who suggested, “What you need is charcoal.  If we had some 

bread, we could char it over a fire and scrape it off for you to take.  There’s a guy who 

maybe could get us some bread from the outside if we had money or something to trade.” 

 I thought about trading my sterling silver identification bracelet but then remembered 

that I had put a $10 bill in a secret pocket of my wallet for emergency use when I left 

home.  Having battled the diarrhea for three weeks, I figured this was about as much 

emergency as anything, so I gave the bill to Sgt. Thomas who said he would give it a try.  

Later that day, Sgt. Thomas came back to their tent with three loaves of the dark, heavy 

German bread and about half dozen packs of cigarettes in return for the $10.  The 

cigarettes, being the main medium of exchange in the prison, would later be traded for a 

small amount of additional Red Cross food.  The bread was shared with my companions 

and that night,  they built a small fire and were able to blacken a couple of slices for my 

treatment.  I continued to take charcoal from the bread over the next several days, but it 

didn’t seem to help much.  Still, it was $10 well spent in terms of getting the additional 

food. 

Two weeks after entering the prison, on April 29, there was a commotion outside 

the main gate to the compound, accompanied by small arms fire, which lasted a couple of 

hours.  I and the others remained in our tent.  Finally, word was passed around that the 

prison officials had surrendered to elements of Patton’s Third Army and that the camp 

had been liberated.  Of course this was great news for the POWs and they had high hopes 

of being released and, in particular, obtaining real Army food. 
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Two days later, their hopes were reinforced when General Patton himself arrived 

at the prison camp.  I was at the edge of the road through the compound and near the 

main gate when General Patton came through, austere and grim faced, standing up in his 

slowly moving Jeep and resplendent in a fresh uniform, wide black leather belt, and his 

famous ivory-handled six-guns.  Like the others lining the road, I snapped to attention 

and saluted as the general passed by.  I had mixed emotions about the encounter.  I had 

the highest respect for the general and was proud to be in his command.  On the other 

hand, this was the general who, by ordering the mission to Hammelburg, was the direct 

cause of my being there.  But I felt real good about the prison camp being liberated by 

the Third Army, my own unit so to speak. 
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 Postscript 
 

So, there’s my story as best as I can remember and could glean  from what I wrote at the 

time.  Although involved in dramatic events during the war, my position was more that of an 

observer than a participant.  Although significant combat situations occurred, particularly those 

reported in other accounts of the Mission to Hammelburg, , I was usually at the end of the task 

force convoy and missed them.  I never even saw the prison compound until incarcerated there 

three days later.  Like so many others caught up in the war, I was processed and moved like a 

pawn in a gigantic game, with no control at all of my destiny and actions.  Just a commodity to 

be trained, shipped out, and stuck on a tank for a jaunt into Germany.  The only time I had a 

significant option, whether or not to join the Air Corp officers in surrendering, I made the wrong 

choice.  As reported in my letters afterwards, I thoroughly understood at the time how incredibly 

lucky I had been in avoiding serious jeopardy most of the time.  So, my story is rather tame 

compared to accounts of others who were caught up in really devastating combat situations.  My 

travails as a POW were trivial and of short duration compared to those of other captives, 

particular those who endured months and years of agonizing captivity and torture in the Vietnam 

war. 

As for the scandal concerning the purpose of the Mission to Hammelburg, I have no 

doubts whatsoever that the rank and file of those in the task force did not know that General 

Patton’s son-in-law, Lt. Col. John Waters, was in the prison camp there and the purpose of the 

mission was to rescue him and bring him back.  On the other hand, I don’t think many of them 

believed the purpose given to them at the start of the mission - to prevent the prisoners from 
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being killed by Nazis threatened by the advancing Allied armies.  Most of them were just willing 

to go along and follow orders from General Patton whatever his reasons might have been. 

But I have other thoughts on the subject.  I can just imagine General Patton on the 

transatlantic telephone each evening talking with his wife.  Day after day she says, “George, you 

really must do something about Johnny.”, “George, you just have to get Johnny out of that 

prison.”, “George, he may die there if you don’t do something.”, etc.  Finally, George gives in 

and responds, “Okay already.  I’ll send in a task force to get him out.”  Of course, I’m just 

kidding here.  I don’t even know if transatlantic telephone service existed back then.  But I do 

believe that General Patton ordered the mission for the express purpose of releasing Col. Waters 

and bringing him back. 

I think it was no coincidence that C Company of the 37th Tank Battalion and A Company 

of the 10th Armored Infantry Battalion were chosen as the main elements of the task force.  

These were the units that were spectactularly successful in spearheading the Third Army drive 

deep into German territory after crossing the Rhine river.  I think General Patton was lulled into 

believing they could do the same in the drive to Hammelburg and, in fact, they did just that on 

the way in.  It was on the way out that they got clobbered by German forces that had moved in 

thinking the task force was spearheading for the whole Third Army.  If Col. Waters had not been 

in the camp and the reason for the mission, I think the operation would have been hailed as a 

brilliant tactical ploy instead of a scandal.  Twenty five men lost their lives on the mission, but I 

think far more would have been lost had the Germans not been mislead.  On the other hand, 

General Patton was quoted afterwards as saying, “. . . throughout the campaign in Europe I know 

of no error I made except that of failing to send a combat command instead of a task force to take 
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Hammelburg”. 

 

For myself, the whole experience was something of a “Grand Adventure” never to be 

forgotten.  After returning back home and enjoying a long furlough, I reported back for duty at a 

facility in Miami Beach, Florida.  Set up for processing returning POW’s, I enjoyed the luxury 

of a private room in a hotel for a week.  During processing, I learned that I was now a Corporal 

because all recovered POWs were awarded a one step advancement in rank.  I was glad that I 

had advanced myself to Pfc. when my army records were being recreated upon my release from 

prison.  From Miami Beach, I was sent to Camp Pickett, Virginia, where I served most of my 

remaining time in service as a company clerk, advancing to the rank of Sergeant on merit. 

One of my duties as company clerk was to post periodic changes and additions to the 

Army Regulations.  While reviewing one such change, I learned that former POWs were eligible 

for immediate discharge, ahead of all those who were waiting in accordance with a point system 

based primarily on length of service.  I immediately went over to the Inspector General’s office, 

the A.R. in hand, and applied for discharge.  However, I also volunteered for a 60 day extension 

in order to keep occupied while waiting to enter college in the fall of 1946.  Altogether, I was in 

the Army for 21 months.  I consider this service as invaluable in advancing my maturity and 

preparing me to settle down for serious work in college, embarking on my lifetime career, getting 

married and starting a family. 

 

 


