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Author’s Note 
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Before the Thunder! was written mainly to document the significant events of Walter R. Smith’s early life for the family and to contribute to the history of the Second World War. The events described are told from Walter’s point of view and are based on a short document he wrote about his experiences.

Further detail was developed from research of Walter’s Battery A Company Morning Reports, After Action Reports, and some additional sources. Since he is no more with us, it isn’t easy to do full justice and describe the full proportion of the experiences he faced, but I have tried to put the accounts in an authentic setting.
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‘Extremes meet,’ as the whiting fish said with its tail in its mouth!

— Thomas Hood

A childhood in idyllic East Hampton, New York, and serving in World War II represent two starkly contrasting worlds, one defined by peace, beauty, and innocence, and the other by violence, destruction, and harsh realities.

In East Hampton, a child grows up surrounded by pristine beaches, rolling green lawns, and picturesque cottages. Days are spent fishing, sailing, or playing in the sand under golden sunsets. Neighbors know each other, and life feels slow and secure. The sound of crashing waves or rustling trees lulls one to sleep. The biggest concern may be getting home in time for dinner or finishing chores.

Childhood in East Hampton is a world of simplicity, comfort, and predictability, protected from many of the dangers of the outside world.

In stark contrast, being thrust into the chaos of World War II shatters that idyllic bubble. Suddenly, that same young man who once watched seagulls from the shore and searched for clams on lazy summer days now watches for enemy movements and searches for enemy targets. The deafening roar of artillery fire replaces the peaceful lull of the Atlantic Ocean.

Instead of soft sand underfoot, there is often mud, ash, and rubble. Gone are the familiar faces of family and friends, replaced by comrades who may not survive the night. The predictability of small-town life dissolves into the unpredictability of war, where each day could be one’s last.

In East Hampton, time felt endless, and the future seemed filled with promise. In war, time is measured in moments of survival, and the future is a distant, uncertain hope. The stark contrast makes the innocence of childhood feel like a distant dream, a dream that the soldier may cling to in his darkest hours.

And when/if he returns to East Hampton, the town may still look the same, but the person who returns is forever changed. The charm of the beach town may now feel bittersweet, as the soldier carries the weight of what he has seen, longing for the simplicity of his youth while grappling with heavy memories of war and adjusting to the adult life of work and raising and caring for a family.

In four short years, enough changed to last a lifetime.
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Texaco Map of Eastern Long Island 1930 (Author’s Copy)
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Walter Smith in High School
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Chapter 1
Growing up in East Hampton (1922 - 1941)
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"The two most important days in your life are the day you are born, and the day you find out why."

— Mark Twain

I sit in the quiet evenings in the closing years of old age, mentally casting backward glances over my traveled road. I am nearly completing the journey, which is a varied jaunt of years, with many stalls, ascents, and gaps of small, striking moments. There were times, more than once, when I thought the last hour had arrived, and all seemed to be certainly going down. Yet, quickly afterward, I rose to a point savoring life.

When I reflect on what distances I traveled from the sheltered East Hampton home, from bike rides back and forth to school, trips to New York City, to the Indiana midlands, Texas, Arizona, Alabama, California, and Europe, I know I collected wrinkles and scars from each place I have been.

I grew up in the roaring twenties and during the Prohibition era. I heard about the 1929 crash, heard about the failed policies of isolationism, and was a teenager during the Great Depression, with its uncertainty, failures, loss, and diminished hopes. Even though the 1930s were challenging, I lived in an idyllic area that offered some refuge from the rest of the world’s disorder.

The Smith family descended from Knowles Smith (1767-1833), who moved to Long Island before 1830 from Barnstable, MA, minutes from Cape Cod. Whaling was a large industry in the 19th century, so he may have moved to engage in those operations. The Smith line was an early settler at Plymouth, MA, in the early 1600s, before moving to Barnstable, MA, then to Southampton, NY, before finally landing in East Hampton, Long Island.

I came blaring into the world on June 10, 1922, and was the fifth generation to live on Long Island, NY, being a product of Nathaniel Smith (1895-1993) and Edith Reeve (1900-1984). Nat Smith grew up in Springs, Long Island, where his father, Charles (1856-1910), owned the General Store. My mother, Edith, was from Shelter Island, Long Island.

Nat had various jobs, such as transporting oysters from Deep Hole on Cape Gardiner on a trap-fish float towed by his Jersey boat, and taking on business as a mechanic. The Jersey boat was a flat-bottomed, 16-foot inboard powerboat designed for speed and used for fishing and fun. Later, they were used during the Prohibition era as rumrunners. The flat bottom allowed for beach launching.

In 1928, Nat built an automobile repair garage across Railroad Avenue, where the Railway Express building stood. He operated the garage until the 1950s. Even as a teenager, Nat was one of the few who knew how to drive an automobile and was hired to transport people from the Railway Station.

[image: ]

Nathaniel Smith with an early roadster in East Hampton

I am not sure when my parents bought the property on Cooper Lane, but I spent my entire younger years at 31 Cooper Lane, East Hampton, until I left for college in the fall of 1941. The house was a smaller, two-bedroom American bungalow type.

My father’s mother, Mary, came to live with us about 1921 due to health issues and stayed until she died in 1936, at age 80. She is buried at Cedar Lawn Cemetery. I slept on the sofa for most of my years growing up.

In 1941, my mother’s mom, Mary Reeve, moved into the house due to health issues and stayed until she died in 1956, at age 78. My mother was a saint, caring for both parents for 30 years of her life.
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31 Cooper Lane Pre-Hurricane 
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Walt – East Hampton Elementary School – 1928/29 

Next door lived Dr. Herman Schenkel and his wife, Margaret. They were older and from Switzerland and Germany. Dr. Schenkel died at 70 years old in 1935, when I was 13. Mrs. Schenkel died in 1973, and both are buried at Cedar Lawn Cemetery. On the other side of our house was the Peele family. Richard and Alice had a son about six years younger than me. About three houses down lived the Daniels family, and Kenneth was the same age as me. Kenneth had three sisters and one brother who was five years older. There were several girls in our neighborhood, but most were older by several years.​[1]

[image: ]

The 1920s and 1930s were a simple time, some good and some not so good. The Hamptons area had beautiful villages and hamlets. The village of East Hampton had few “Mom and Pop” stores and was uncrowded, with a population of about 6,500. It was a flat and sunny countryside with cool ocean breezes. Gardening was very important, and the Hamptons were an ideal place to grow vegetables, herbs, and flowers.

I remember the trees, the town’s famed American beech and white oak branches with hundreds of outstretched and swaying arms. Elm trees lined Main St. on both sides. We also had black cherry and eastern red cedar trees; the berries give gin its flavor. There were a few pear trees, apple trees, and plum trees back then.

In autumn, the pear branches would bend toward the ground with the weight of the pears, making it easy pickings for the deer. If you did not move quickly to gather the fruit, the squirrels would also enjoy the autumn feast.

[image: ]When I was about two years old, we had a shiny, lacquer black Model T Ford with a crank on the front to start up the engine. New, they cost about $240. But of course, the going yearly wage might be only about $400, so it was still a bit out of most people’s budget. It was a symbol of progress, a mechanical marvel that turned heads as it rattled down Main St. and the dusty side streets. Not everything was paved.

When I was pretty little, my mother was driving and about to turn a corner. Not necessarily a sharp one, but she gripped the wheel, cranked it to the left, and the car lurched around the bend with its usual bounce and rattle. The next thing she knew, the door on the passenger side swung open, and into the air I flew. My mother’s hand shot over to the passenger side and caught me by the seat of my pants just before I exited the car door. No seat belts in those days. Maybe my first close call in this world.

In the carefree summer evenings, we would play, and we would listen to the slightly mournful whippoorwill, or the nasal, buzzing warble of a Fowler toad, the soft quivering of the gray tree frogs, or the chirping of crickets around us. 
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Edith Smith Driving – 1920s

[image: ]During the warm days of near 90-degree weather, the fireflies would pop off so the male fly could find his new inamorata. We were even entertained with flashes from a predatory lightning bug that twinkles the same coded bursts of light, and when the besotted male fly zeroes in for a rendezvous, the hunter grabs the male fly and devours him. No love was here, no tender juncture, just death disguised beneath the moon.

Chasing fireflies when we were kids was seeing magic in the air. We hoped the summer would be long and languid to the end.
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Early Three Mile Harbor
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About 1930
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East Hampton 1920s C. Frank Dayton Collection, East Hampton Library, Long Island Collection  

There were also barn owls and snowy owls devoted to their oak tree homes and constantly staring, looking for their next four-legged meal that scurried across the grassy floor. Mostly in the winter, the eastern screech owls would sound their unhinged incubus wail, like a whinny from a horse, to mark off their territory. It can be an eerie, haunting sound that is unsettling to a young person.
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Hampton Main Street 1930s 
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1934 East Hampton Fair at Herrick Park 

In the late autumn or early spring, when the weather was good, the biggest thing to contend with was the wild turkeys that damaged gardens, lawns, and property, and they were a traffic hazard. You could be walking along, only to be met with twenty-five beady-eyed gobblers staring you down like they meant business. You would try to shoo them off, and they would charge you, wings flapping, beak snapping!

[image: ]

Turkeys were so plentiful that they had an annual turkey shoot, which I won in a competition for my age group in November 1938. They say that near-sighted marksmen, and I was definitely short-sighted, are usually good at target shooting, and perhaps that is true. A near-sighted person can line up the front and rear sights more accurately, and they can train to see exact centers on targets even though they might not be as defined. A tenth of an inch off on the sights can mean an error of 10 inches on a 100-yard target.

Anyway, no grilled cheese for Thanksgiving in 1938, just turkey and fixin’s!

I was a member of the Pistol and Rifle Club in those years, as was my father when he was young, which would prove to be useful when I prepared for my European adventure.​[2] To practice, we would go down to the town dump and shoot rats. It was good practice.

[image: ]

We would go to the dump with our .22 rifles and sneak around, looking for the enemy, or hide behind a stack of tires or an old washing machine and wait for them to move in the piles of garbage and pick them off. It felt good, like we were fighting back against something bigger than us, like we were soldiers in some war, our battlefield was the dump. I didn’t realize that it would be a bit of preparation for what lay ahead.
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Walt in the Early 1930s 

East Hampton had three windmills, Hook Mill, Pantigo Mill, and Gardiner Mill, and several historical buildings were kept in good order. Additionally, there is an old cemetery near the town pond called South End Cemetery. Cedar Lawn Cemetery was just a few houses down from our house on Cooper Lane.

[image: ]

East Hampton Town Pond

The town library is unlike any other library, having been built in a Tudor style, complete with a stately staircase and a sitting area by a fireplace.​[3]. I used to go to the library for school assignments and sometimes to find a book to read.

When you entered the door just off Main Street, which framed a large muntin (grid) glass, you could smell the old paper from the shelves of books. There was a reading area by the stone fireplace with tall window frames in a muntin style glass to allow the sunlight to pour through. I could sit for an hour or so and read, and the time would drift.

After a bit, I would gather my book, check out with the librarian, and step outside, taking in the ocean air and the distant calls of the seagulls. The library was a favorite place and only about a mile from Cooper Lane, up Main St., to Newton, to Cooper Lane.
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Courtesy of the East Hampton Library
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By 1930, we had an AM radio, which was quite a treat. Only about 40 to 50 percent of the people had radios at that time.​[4] Radio was the primary form of entertainment for young people in the late 1920s and 1930s. We listened to music like teenagers today, but the music was mostly bands like Guy Lombardo, Benny Goodman, Glenn Miller, and Duke Ellington.

I remember Your Hit Parade, which played the top ten songs of the week. Some of the hits were:


	Puttin’ on the Ritz (1930)

	Makin’ Whoopee (1929)

	Ain’t Misbehavin’ (1929)

	Moon over Miami (1936)

	And the Angels Sing (1939)

	A-Tisket A-Tasket (1938)

	Deep Purple (1934)

	Harbor Lights (1937)

	Love Walked In (1938)

	Pennies from Heaven (1937)

	Somewhere Over the Rainbow (1939)

	Red Sails in the Sunset (1935)

	The Way You Look Tonight (1936)

	You Must Have Been a Beautiful Baby (1938)
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Courtesy of PICRYL Public Domain Photos 

We also listened to radio programs in the evening, like “The Lone Ranger” or “Captain Midnight.” Young people who followed “Captain Midnight” could send in a label from a jar of Ovaltine to receive a decoder badge that allowed them to read a secret message broadcast at the end of each episode. I was a late teen when the show began, so I was not very interested in participating, but I do remember it. Radio programs such as mysteries, quiz shows, sports, soap operas, talent shows, and dramas were quite the rage, and the sound effects were especially memorable.

Movies were another form of entertainment. Prices seemed to be about 10¢ to 25¢. You got a double feature, a cartoon at the beginning, a short newsreel about current events, and maybe a clip with a humorous short story. Matinees were sometimes serial shows that kept you coming back each week to see how the story played out. Tarzan and Flash Gordon were popular. King Kong came out in 1933.
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Courtesy of East Hampton Star 
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Courtesy of the East Hampton Star 
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Gardiners Island off Long Island – Courtesy of Alamy

I remember one brutal winter after Prohibition ended. At the end of December 1933, there was a cold blast that sent temperatures well below zero, followed by another in February 1934 that dropped to minus 20 degrees or even lower at times. It was so cold that the water from Fireplace Point and Springs out to Gardiners Island froze so solid that you could walk over the ice. Several people made the trek across and back. It was about a three- to four-mile trip, and the ice was not too thick in some spots.

Water pipes froze in a lot of homes, and people did not get out much during that cold wave. On some of those winter days, the streets and beach could look dreary, and the snow dropped cold in the open fields.

In the winter months, we had the Town Pond to skate on, and on certain days, the area looked like Grand Central Station at peak hours, with all the people and commotion. You had to watch for skaters who were out of control and for the larger ones who acted like bowling balls, bumping the smaller fellas and sending them belly-first across the ice. In my later teens, ice skating was a great excuse to talk Dad into borrowing the car, since it was too cold to walk, and then to make a detour to a girlfriend’s house. Maybe we made it to the pond, and maybe not.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image093.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
M-7
"O“"S 1S nameodl
/q"' el a-f De.a-/-/‘:’

CﬁlmP Bewic. ,TX
194H

A Forward Operations Team in the
WWII European Theater

Lee E. Hollingsworth





OEBPS/d2d_images/image052.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image195.jpg
[EAST HAMPTON, N. Y., FRIDAY, DECEMBER 2«






OEBPS/d2d_images/image097.jpg
Pistol and Rifie Club
Hold Lucky Turkey Shoot|

The Exst Hampton Police Pistol
and Rifl Club heid their firt hueky|
turkey shoot Sunday afternoon, a1
the rifle and pistol range north of
the village

“Thirteen turkeys and two chick-
cns were won by those competing|
a8 the shotgun. rifl and pistl range.
The dea of Baving & lucky shoot
instead of one demanding well, in
which 1 win appeals %0 many wha,
otberwise would ot be nterested
competing.  Sixty-nine dollars. was
taken during the aftermoon.

AL the shotgun stand, one_shat
was allowed each of the ten “guns”
competing. and the one getting thel
Sreatest mumber of BB ints hel
Eoall turkey-Like target, received 3|
ten-pound.turkey.

'AX the rile and pistol range. thel
targets shot at by the teams of ten
competing were square in shape. the|
surface being composed of numbered|
imalle squares. Each “gun was al-
Jowed o shoot until three bullets|
cntered the target, the score then|
being computed snd the one wih|
the Targest receiving a turkey.

Whiting Hollser s_president of
the club, and Harvey Brown, secre-
ary and treasurce. Members of the
East Hampton Police Depariment]
tok turns during the tternoon, ren-
dering assistance. A_sefreshinent
tand. at which hot coffee and sand-
wiches could be obtained was in
charge of Mre. Newlon Tifany and
M. Rea Mann,

Those successtul in winning their
Thanksgiving Day turkeys were:
Condit Collins and Mayor Baister,
who each won two; Whiting Hol-






OEBPS/d2d_images/image152.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image073.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image111.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image098.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image197.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image055.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image110.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image039.png
Y.

E {'%ﬂmr'

“GIVE M






OEBPS/d2d_images/image219.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image019.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image181.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image086.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image160.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image144.jpg
PCany Fowic, TX






OEBPS/d2d_images/image101.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image021.png
What Do You Know About Health?






OEBPS/d2d_images/image241.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image022.jpg
worsn






OEBPS/d2d_images/image187.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image049.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image203.png
EpWARDS |

U viow TUES oY

Are |
Husbands
Necessary?

RAY
MILLAND
Featus Starts 201






OEBPS/d2d_images/image247.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image025.png
REPEATED BY POPULAR REQUEST

Lucky Shoot

PISTOL--RIFLE--SHOTGUN

RIFLES AND SHOTGUNS WILL BE FURNISHED

East Hampton Pistol
and Rifle Club Range

SPRINGS ROAD
FOLLOW POSTERS

Sunday, Nov. 17, 24

NOON TO DARK
ALL WILL HAVE AN EQUAL CHANCE TO WIN

TURKEYS

NO SKILL REQUIRED ... LUCKY TARGET

EAST HAMPTON RIFLE AND PISTOL CLUB
WHITING HOLLISTER, President

PUBLIC CORDIALLY INVITED





OEBPS/d2d_images/image102.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image146.jpg
N mik dlii?'

B/ ] _a.. y






OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image206.jpg





