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Advance Praise for American Veterans on War

“The truth of any myth, says Claude Lévi Strauss, is the sum of all of its versions. The same might well be said of any history, especially that of war. There is never one war or one true history of it. Every war is countless, in the lives it touches and in the stories it spawns; and the truth of any war is finally ‘out’ and ‘safe’ only once all of its stories have been told and listened to and preserved. Stories are a matter of life and death for war veterans, a road to healing, a road to be traveled by us all. Elise Forbes Tripp has done us all a great service by taking in and passing on to us the resonant voices and stories of fifty-five men and women whose collective military service spans our nation’s major wars of the last seventy years. They cannot possibly offer the whole truth, but they bring us closer to it. Every shard is precious and indispensable.”

—Robert Emmet Meagher, Professor of Humanities,
 
Hampshire College, and author of Herakles Gone Mad:
 
Rethinking Heroism in an Age of Endless War

“American Veterans on War offers fresh and unforgettable accounts as told by US veterans from World War II to Afghanistan and Iraq. It's sensational. I'm also amazed by veterans like Don Ryan who fought in multiple wars. We hear in these voices what it is really like to serve in such different wars, and how veterans will forever carry the imprint of war in their hearts.”

—Andrew Carroll, editor of the New York Times bestsellers War Letters,
 
Behind the Lines, and the National Endowment for the Arts’ Operation Homecoming





Praise for Surviving Iraq: Soldiers’ Stories

“Surviving Iraq is a valuable, indeed indispensable, addition to the literature on the war, especially because it bypasses pretentious analysis and gives us the voices of the soldiers.”

—Howard Zinn, author of A People’s History of the United States of America

“Engrossing reading that benefits from its simple format…”

—Kirkus Reviews

“This fascinating collection of testimonies underscores the universality of all war.… [A] shocking, moving and utterly heroic portrait of young men and women in impossible situations…”

—Ken Burns, director and producer, The Civil War, The War (WW II)

“[These] extraordinary stories and opinions range from the profound and the patriotic to the humorous and the heartbreaking. Dr. Tripp has done a masterful job of finding a diverse and thoughtful group of individuals and of weaving their oral histories together in a way that makes them, individually and collectively, unforgettable.”

—Andrew Carroll, editor of War Letters and Behind the Lines
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Introduction

WHY WE FIGHT

This is a book of personal accounts of the wartime experiences of veterans of World War II, Korea, Vietnam, the Gulf War, and the unfinished wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. The narratives are entirely in the veterans’ own words as I recorded them in 2009 and 2010. The interviews bring us face to face with the realities of combat and its never-ending aftershocks. The narrators revisit the reasons they were given to fight and what they believed in most while fighting. They also share their present perspective on the purposes, effects, and legacy of their and other US wars. The purpose of an oral history recorded from many individual perspectives is to give readers a varied text from which to draw their own conclusions. The juxtaposition of the living memories of different generations of soldiers adds insight and historical context to where we now find ourselves in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Military leaders often prepare for and fight the previous war, as the old saying goes. Because previous wars and their outcomes are the foundation on which each new generation of leaders, warriors, and citizens builds, I will briefly revisit the inheritance of US foreign wars waged before World War II, before these living veterans’ spoken memories begin.

Naturally, our national rationales for war hark back to the earliest American colonies and the founding of the United States. US wars previous to World War II deposited layers of political and military antecedents and precedents, creating the geology of American thinking about what we should fight for in the world. These earlier military endeavors will always be a natural part of the story of who, why, when, how, and where the United States fights abroad. Earlier wars have left mental and sentimental habits in the national psyche that are part of the bedrock of our military experience and national beliefs.

For more than two centuries, we attacked, enslaved, killed, or expelled Native Americans who were considered a race apart, so as to occupy the territorial United States that we now live in. We also coveted and fought for lands held by European powers in the New World, and in defeating or buying them out, consolidated the continental United States. We believed in a manifest destiny that led to the west coast, our northern and southern borders, and many ports abroad. We engaged in conflicts that resulted in acquisitions from the Caribbean to the Pacific islands of Hawaii and the Philippines and became a colonial power.

In more recent memory, we became the imperial power that our size, wealth, and people made possible and probable. We developed an ambitious capitalism that has led us to global economic dominance. We have also become the preeminent military power of the world, leading to a ubiquitous military presence overseas that supports a strong and ambitious United States.

The development and use of US military force is as old as the founding father of our nation, George Washington:

There is a rank due to the United States among nations which will be withheld, if not absolutely lost, by the reputation of weakness. If we desire to avoid insult, we must be able to repel it; if we desire to secure peace, one of the most powerful instruments of our rising prosperity, it must be known that we are at all times ready for war (Fifth Annual Message to Congress, 3 December 1793).

Another president and commander-in-chief, President Woodrow Wilson, left a key legacy for the 20th and 21st centuries in his vision of peace without victory during and after World War I. He spoke of the rights of people great and small to freedom and security, which he saw as a particularly American idea. He sent an expeditionary force to fight with our British and French allies, but also suggested that at the conclusion of World War I there be a “general association of nations” that would police the world to ensure against aggressors, a model that would become the League of Nations and later, the United Nations.

President Woodrow Wilson set out guidelines for both a permanent peace and a permanent global place for the United States. The first was based on the freedom to navigate the seas and to trade unimpeded, control of military armaments, and self-determination and resettlement of populations to encourage peaceful relations. The second was based on his hope that the US would, with its allies, police the world (assuming that someone had to) and enforce peace among nations. At the time, his vision failed in part because the US Congress wanted to insulate the country from further European wars (fearing being trapped in foreign adventures on behalf of others) and in part because our allies wanted retribution from the defeated countries.

After World War II, however, the US alone was best able and most committed to the role of keeper of the peace and has held on to it ever since. But policing is only one facet of our global role since 1945. We are also the preeminent salesman of both democracy and capitalism, the latter of which requires the acquisition of resources abroad, so traditionally the military has made safe passage for the growth of capital. Our resources have also been used to support weakened allies, secure friends in the Cold War, and help poor and afflicted countries.

The concerns of General Dwight D. Eisenhower, supreme commander of the Allied Expeditionary Force in Europe (1943–5) and a two-term US president (1952–60), remain of contemporary interest as they define a familiar mindset. He is often remembered for his warning about the military-industrial complex—its influence on both the level of peacetime armament, and its obvious investment in war. In his farewell address to the nation on January 17, 1961, he spoke to the period in which he served, which includes World War II, the Korean War, and the Cold War. In a prescient speech, he illuminated what no one would be able to control: our unleashed power. He considered that power a good thing if properly handled and so long as it stayed in American hands. He also saw its potential dangers:


We now stand ten years past the midpoint of a century that has witnessed four major wars among great nations. Three of these involved our own country. Despite these holocausts, America is today the strongest, the most influential, and most productive nation in the world. Understandably proud of this preeminence, we yet realize that America’s leadership and prestige depend, not merely upon our unmatched material progress, riches, and military strength, but on how we use our power in the interests of world peace and human betterment.

Throughout America’s adventure in free government, such basic purposes have been to keep the peace… and to enhance liberty, dignity, and integrity among peoples and among nations. To strive for less would be unworthy of a free and religious people. Any failure traceable to arrogance, or our lack of comprehension, or readiness to sacrifice would inflict upon us grievous hurt, both at home and abroad.

Progress toward these noble goals is persistently threatened by the conflict now engulfing the world. It commands our whole attention, absorbs our very beings. We face a hostile ideology global in scope, atheistic in character, ruthless in purpose, and insidious in method. Unhappily the danger it poses promises to be of indefinite duration. To meet it successfully, there is called for, not so much the emotional and transitory sacrifices of crisis, but rather those which enable us to carry forward steadily, surely, and without complaint the burdens of a prolonged and complex struggle with liberty the stake. Only thus shall we remain, despite every provocation, on our charted course toward permanent peace and human betterment….

A vital element in keeping the peace is our military establishment. Our arms must be mighty, ready for instant action, so that no potential aggressor may be tempted to risk his own destruction….

Until the latest of our world conflicts, the United States had no armaments industry. … We have been compelled to create a permanent armaments industry of vast proportions…. We annually spend on military security more than the net income of all United States corporations.

Now this conjunction of an immense military establishment and a large arms industry is new in the American experience. The total influence—economic, political, even spiritual—is felt in every city, every Statehouse, every office of the Federal government. We recognize the imperative need for this development. Yet, we must not fail to comprehend its grave implications. …

In the councils of government, we must guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence, whether sought or unsought, by the military-industrial complex. The potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and will persist. We must never let the weight of this combination endanger our liberties or democratic processes…. Only an alert and knowledgeable citizenry can compel the proper meshing of the huge industrial and military machinery of defense with our peaceful methods and goals, so that security and liberty may prosper together.



Eisenhower (who was a captain and temporary lieutenant colonel in World War I, training soldiers at Camp Colt in Gettysburg, but not serving in France) knew that the US government at every level, and an “alert citizenry,” would have to set limits to the use of our power. While the horse is out of the barn, Eisenhower’s warnings still resonate, and many of us know that his point remains valid and we are willing to accept that there are times when Americans need to “go home.”

Starting our veterans’ narratives with World War II, we find the mental bulwark that developed under earlier forms of US expansionism, colonialism, imperialism, militarism, commercialism, capitalism, and the resulting military-industrial complex. US soldiers continue to fight for our right to self-protection and security, our goodwill toward others, and our desire to share our national belief in life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness as well as self-determination, democracy, and freedom. They are still taught that they fight in the tradition of the American Revolution.

The key word, the mantra for all of the above, is freedom. We fight to protect our own freedoms. We fight to both safeguard and export freedom to other peoples: freedom from dictatorships (even when we support them in our own interests), freedom from want, hunger, disease, and various ideologies. We fight for things we as a nation secured and immortalized in our founding documents (especially the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution) before and after our revolution against Great Britain, including the Bill of Rights guaranteeing freedom of speech, religion, assembly, due process, and the rule of law. Our flag flies over the land of the free and the home of the brave and we fight in the name of freedom when we fight abroad.

As the proverbial City on a Hill, we, like most other peoples, have an abiding faith in our own goodness. I found no veterans who had abandoned their belief in that goodness, even when some were skeptical about our country’s intentions in foreign wars and the breadth of our military commitments. They also recognize the ambiguities of fighting, the confusion between friend and foe in Vietnam and recent wars, and what they see as the un-American excesses and aberrations of war, such as the My Lai massacre of civilians in Vietnam, and abuse of Iraqi prisoners in Abu Ghraib prison. Still, our soldiers believe that we are good, do good, or, at the very least, have good intentions.

This book appears at a time of national and international insecurity, when many are questioning what our global role should be. A surge of sagas of our national history have appeared, with the Founding Fathers playing a leading role, as if we are getting our moorings again. The foundation era is seen to flower in our leading role in World War II and the Cold War. What is striking is that we continue to recount, revisit, and even rely on World War II as our last best war. New fictionalized and documentary films and books on World War II are continuously being proffered to lend support to our belief in, and nostalgia for, our country’s fundamentals.

September 11, 2001 has changed the US relationship to the Arab world, specifically to radical Islam, and to terrorism generally, and that has translated into two wars fought on foreign soil. The damage to the US psyche on September 11 was immeasurable, and in the near-term, irreparable. It tore off the protective barrier that US citizens had counted on to safeguard non-combatants in every war since the Civil War. We could always send our “boys,” and now our men and women, across one or both of our oceans without fearing physical repercussions on our soil.

The United States has been armed and engaged in battle on and off since World War II, using its military strength to “make the world safe for democracy.” The current wars in Iraq and Afghanistan bring into question where we place the outer edges of enforceable spheres of influence and self-protection between our own geographical borders and the entire globe. The new norm is frequent military engagements, a huge defense budget, and military bases around the world. I believe that the human and financial cost associated with this should come under public scrutiny and debate.

I have focused on wars alone, not the many US interventions, engagements, and peacekeeping operations undertaken to confront communism, radicalism, and terrorism. These latter include a long sequence of post-1945 interventions by our military and the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). Any such list should include Greece, Germany, ex-Yugoslavia, China, Cambodia, Laos, Indonesia, the Philippines, Pakistan, Iran, Lebanon, Libya, Sudan, Somalia, Liberia, Angola, Cuba, the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Grenada (“Operation Urgent Fury”), Panama (“Operation Just Cause”), Haiti (“Operation Restore Democracy”), and the UN-sanctioned 2011 NATO intervention in Libya (“Operation Odyssey Dawn”).

Americans do not fold their tents and leave after each war. According to the Department of Defense (2005) Worldwide Manpower statistics (the most recent I could locate), we have a military presence ranging from a single military attaché to significant forces in 138 countries. In Germany, 66,418; Japan, 35,571; South Korea, 30,983; Italy, 11,841; UK, 10,752; Serbia and Kosovo, 1,801; Turkey, 1,780; Spain, 1,660; Bahrain, 1,641; Belgium, 1,366; Iceland, 1,270; and Guantanamo, Cuba, 950. This is remarkable testimony to the fact that the United States has been at war and maintaining the peace continuously since Pearl Harbor in 1941.

WRITING AN ORAL HISTORY OF WAR

Hearing what veterans think of their own war’s benefits and costs to them and to their country, is key to this oral history. I hope readers will also listen to what older veterans think of recent and current American wars, whether a particular war should be fought rather than addressed through diplomacy, or should be left to others (including the principal parties in the country involved) to sort out themselves. In the case of Afghanistan, the question is how best to eliminate the threat of al-Qaeda short of sending large armies into such an inhospitable terrain.

Some narrators thought that the US was right to fight every war we have fought, including the ongoing ones. Others thought that we should only fight a war when actually threatened; others still, only if we could win. These differing opinions are not equally represented: there are fewer unilateral war-supporters than doubters. Clearly, my sample reflects local political views. In the population I interviewed, most veterans believed that some wars were necessary (such as World War II) and some were unnecessary (such as Vietnam, although there were different opinions of that); some were successful (World War II) and some were unsuccessful (Vietnam, although we showed we were serious there). I was truly surprised to find so few veterans who thought that the current wars in Afghanistan and Iraq were either necessary or likely to be successful.

Veterans are uniquely qualified to testify to the human costs of war and to question whether a new war is worth that cost. They also question whether it is effective to undertake a new engagement in countries whose actions and internecine fighting do not impact us directly (unless we believe that everything impacts us). Civilians do not often hear directly from veterans, yet our national policies are constantly creating new veterans, many of whom will have to fight battles with physical and emotional losses for the rest of their lives.

It needs to be reiterated that US armed forces fight wars that their political leaders decide to fight. The military in America neither picks its own fights nor sets the parameters for how to fight. Many veterans complained to me that every war since World War II was too “political.” By this they meant “determined by the politicians,” “conducted by the politicians in Washington, DC,” or by “the military brass, in Washington or other safe places.” They know they are employed to carry out political aims, but they want to fight effectively, for causes that inspire, and aims that can be achieved.

Most narrators in this book did not agree with the current US agenda in Iraq to install democracy and remake the government. They know that this is not what they are trained to do. The focus on societal and governmental change through elections is different from their assigned business—the winning of wars. They usually want a gloves-off war (but not a nuclear World War III) that can be won. Soldiers know that they are out of luck when it comes to fighting other countries’ civil wars, wars against civilians, wars against insurgencies in which every single civilian (such as in Iraq or Afghanistan) can become an enemy fighter. These are wars for hearts and minds, not territory, and are especially hard to fight or win. Soldiers naturally want to see some benefit from their efforts. They often point out that even in bad wars American soldiers do some good while deployed, such as sharing goods received from home, building schools, and ministering to the medical needs of civilians. But how can this be their primary job?

War is designed, and always has been, to inflict maximum damage on the enemy. At the same time war also inflicts damage on all warriors. This latter cost has been acknowledged in all the great literature on war, and is being recognized increasingly by those who deal with the residue of war in veterans today. Governments have not always paid much attention to what falls in the “costs” rather than “benefits” column, yet we know that ignoring those human costs only compounds them.

The following veterans’ stories of personal wartime experience include commentary on war in general and US wars in particular. Collectively, the stories raise important questions about recent US wars. Most published or otherwise preserved recorded oral histories of war are individual memoirs. Those that include a number of veterans almost always focus on one war. As noted earlier, I have chosen to present collectively, chronologically by war, the stories of generations of veterans. Their different wars are not continuous (although one war can beget another) but do form a continuum. I believe that the collection itself conveys more about recent US wars, similarities and differences, their cumulative character, as well as the lessons to be learned, than accounts of a single conflict can.

The reader should note that just as the term “veterans” applies to all branches of the service, I find it natural to use the collective term “soldiers” to refer to all who fought as army, airmen, Marines, and sailors. Their individual narratives identify the branch in which they served. In addition, I use both the “United States” and “America.” The former is politically more accurate, but most veterans refer to America, as do many foreign nationals, so I let the context determine usage.

While I taped and transcribed all the oral histories in this volume in one-on-one interviews and met in person with almost all the World War II and Korean veterans and most of the recent veterans of the Gulf, Afghanistan, and Iraq wars, I conducted a number of the Vietnam interviews by telephone. One day, an interviewee told me he had known my cousin Bing Emerson, the only person I knew who had been killed in Vietnam. Word went out to his comrades who are scattered around the country, and they contacted me to tell his and their own stories. I devote a memorial chapter to this young Marine helicopter pilot as remembered by the aviators who flew with him until November 20, 1968, when he was shot down.

I primarily contacted individuals from the ranks, as their stories are much less frequently told and they better represent the US citizenry at large. Each veteran has contributed a portion of a lasting public record. Each soldier has vivid memories of what he saw and heard and what happened to him and his comrades. I never needed prepared questions. I learned (to try) to stay out of the way of the story, not to comment, asking for more, not different, information. The narratives are more than ample to make each story well worth reading. Their words ask us to hear and to see what they did.

Veterans know that they have engaged in a historic war and that passing on its lessons to younger generations and the public is worthwhile. They have talked with their war comrades and been tapped for memories by their families, although almost none of the ones I interviewed had made their narratives more public than that. I explicitly asked narrators to include only what they wanted to share with others, and to leave out what they did not. My experience interviewing thirty veterans in my earlier oral history of the war in Iraq (Surviving Iraq: Soldiers’ Stories, 2008) taught me not to invade a narrator’s privacy and sensitivities. (Please note that the Iraq section of this volume contains all new interviews.)

I set the stage at our meetings by explaining that I was a historian recording individual experience of war as well as soldiers’ wider opinions and observations from the time they had served, to current wars. I left to the end the question, “What do you think of the Korean, Vietnam, Afghanistan, Iraq war?” A few let that question pass, most responded to it, and quite a few addressed the question themselves without prompting.

The narratives are edited to convey the narrators’ character, experiences, opinions, feelings, and lessons learned. Taken together, the interviews are not militarily, geographically, sociologically, or ideologically balanced, as the selection of veterans was effectively random. I used those who work with veterans to make contact. I spoke with each person at length, so that the reader would hear enough of their experience to care what had happened to them, and to appreciate their views. I continued to interview veterans of a given war until I felt that the war itself had become “real” and its legacy to the United States made clear.

I included every person I interviewed without knowing anyone’s views before I met and recorded them, and I pass on all of their opinions. There are, however, some similarities in outlook, especially among the World War II veterans. I chose to interview the people of the small towns and cities of Western Massachusetts, a stable population that came back from war to the place where they were born. Because I also live there, I could arrange to meet veterans in their homes, which was crucial especially in the case of the World War II and Korean veterans, who are elderly and have medical problems and appointments, and who welcomed multiple visits.

Most initial interviews lasted over two hours, with transcripts of 5,000 to 10,000 words, so the final versions contain only portions of the original text. While each contributor was treated equally, overlapping content between narratives, and the content of a given narrative, has made for varied length. Each narrator received a copy of the transcript to review before publication, and was encouraged to make corrections, deletions, or additions in a second interview or conversation. Quite a few edited their text without any prompting, in one case four times, with each better than the last.

From a corrected copy of the transcript, I sculpted the following narratives. I say “sculpted,” because I took a block of text and kept paring it down, condensing the text but keeping it entirely in the narrator’s words. Where helpful, I have elaborated on terms and references in brackets, and provided relevant background about events. I have left out frequently used filler words (“and,” “so,” “actually,” “you know,” “just”) that did not qualify anything, and corrected some grammatical errors. I kept the narrative in both present and past tenses because people often tell parts of their stories (especially dialogue) in the present tense. When I rearranged the sequence of a narrative, it was to bring together comments on a certain event. I asked narrators to indicate a preferred first name for the short biography before their narrative (if different from their given name) and three asked me to call them “Sergeant.”

My editor asked me to explain how I sequenced the different narratives. Naturally, I considered chronology, location, and what branch of the military the soldiers served in. I paired a few people: trench foot in France, being captured by the Germans—variations on similar experiences. I used both contrast and complementarity, in terms of experience, style, and character, to place the narratives. Some of the newer veterans have served in both Iraq and Afghanistan, and with multiple deployments, chronology was a challenge. Among these most recent veterans, I tried to highlight the contrast in individual philosophies, which is still stark.

Oral history is more art than science. “Truth” and memory overlap but do not completely coincide. I have checked the facts that I could, and have evaluated stories based on what I found in historical sources. I selected vivid and detailed passages experienced firsthand, although in a few cases there are well-remembered secondhand accounts. This does not mean that I can be sure all memories are historically accurate, or that a reader might not be skeptical of an account of a particular event and I take responsibility for what I left undone or did not recognize as inaccurate.

A few personal comments are in order. I found that as a woman without military experience I was at an advantage in soliciting stories. Veterans willingly explained the technicalities of war (how to handle an M-1 or fly a helicopter) in order to educate me, which also benefits the civilian reader. Also, the two of us were not linked by nostalgia for our fighting days, nor were we competing over our exploits. I sensed that as a woman I was viewed as someone who would be empathic to suffering and hidden wounds, and veterans noted their fears, doubts, and disappointments. The many wives I met were gratefully acknowledged by their husbands as helpmates, and more often than not, sat supportively nearby during the interview. They seemed to welcome me as a fellow listener.

When asked why I chose the topic of war, I explained that as a college and graduate student during the Vietnam era I had been deeply affected by that war. My doctoral dissertation was a case study of patron-client relations in US foreign policy (Congo/Zaire). From 1983 to 1998, I worked as an international civil servant in an agency of the United Nations. This background reinforced my commitment to and belief in my own country and its enormous potential for good in the world, as well as a growing concern about the positive and negative impact of its global actions.







 

ONE

WORLD WAR II:  THE GOOD WAR





	14,903,213
	Served (1941-5)*




	     405,399
	Died (1941-6)*




	     291,557
	Killed in Action (KIA)*




	     670,846
	Wounded in Action (WIA)*




	       74,074
	Missing in Action (MIA)**







*Department of Defense (DOD) figures compiled by the Congressional Research Service, 26 February 2010. This figure always includes all soldiers who served during war time, even if they served outside the war arena.

**DOD Missing Personnel Office





 

Introduction

A TERRIBLE FIGHT BUT A GOOD WAR

Two great European memoirs of World War I, Robert Graves’ Goodbye to All That and Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front, are personal testimonies against wars that were fought with a belief in glorious death. World War I killed a generation of officers and enlisted men as if dying were the point of it all, as in ancient wars. Veterans of World War II make clear that in their war the great numbers expended were atoned for by the overriding purpose of defeating terrible enemy forces in battlefields across the globe.

For America, its allies and enemies, World War II is the defining war of the 20th century, and it was fought until it was won. The imperial Axis dictators did not ride the tide of history because, among other things, they took on the major political unit of the time: the nation state, which would not be obliterated by conquest. It became a worldwide face-off, a war that engulfed citizens and soldiers alike, leading to massive destruction and death. It also led to victory for the Allies who believed they faced an aberration, an evil that could, and would, be defeated.

World War II was the last war to engage our entire country and find a compelling role for civilians. Everyone who could, contributed, including those staying at home as civilian guards, children who hunted for foil gum wrappers, families who hung lined curtains to block the light along America’s shores, and civilians who saved on gas and cut back on coffee and chocolate to save for the soldiers. Young women flooded into jobs they had not expected to perform and enjoyed new independence while waiting for the soldiers to come home.

The service of enlisted and drafted soldiers in World War II was vast—millions signed up when they were 17 or 18 years old. In many high school classes, students awaited their turn, sometimes skipping the chance to graduate. Brothers signed up one after the other, and many served at the same time. The carnage was wholesale but far away, and even in the darkest of hours, victory was assumed by most. The United States provisioned its allies well before Pearl Harbor, and afterwards sent forces overseas. Clearly, American soldiers helped turn the tide in favor of the Allies. Not only were they pivotal to the war, but the United States became the linchpin of the postwar world, emerging from that vast enterprise hale and hearty, and the father of the atomic bomb.

Tom Brokaw, in The Greatest Generation (1998), not only gave voice to World War II veterans, but by calling them the “greatest” renewed their pride. The theme of Brokaw’s book is individual success following sacrifice. I interviewed veterans of the same war, a number of whom were encouraged to talk by The Greatest Generation and by the 1994 50th anniversary celebration of the Normandy landings. The veterans I spoke with measured their success by their lucky survival or lasting injuries, and by their swift return to normalcy, not by financial or professional success. They did not see themselves as historic figures, but as small figures in a historic war. They enlisted, or were drafted, as pawns, not knights, and remain, in their 80s, modestly proud of their role in the greatest of modern wars. We owe them thanks for their wholehearted fight, and for their sacrifices of mind and body to restore sanity and justice among nations, albeit imperfectly, as is always the case.

Meeting World War II veterans after all these years, the word that came to my mind was “gentlemen.” They are gentlemen, and gracious, in some ways perhaps made gentle by the brutality they endured. Some personally witnessed the watchword moments such as the attack on Pearl Harbor, fighting under Patton, being a POW, or liberating a concentration camp—momentous in the public view and in their own eyes alike. All would say they are proud of their contribution to the war effort, but when they recount their experiences, they sound immune to the glories of war, and this immunity probably developed from what they had to do and what they witnessed done.

The following World War II veterans are citizens of a United States they believe in and of which they are proud. They returned home in order to forget war, marry fast, and have families. They decided to put the war behind them and look ahead. They are a generation of survivors of both the Depression and the war, and they are molded by the steel of their early years. They fear war, and some are critical of the more recent US wars that seem to be extending their country beyond its original shape and purpose. Even when critical of subsequent wars, they maintain their abiding belief in, and affection for, their country.

In accounts by the oldest of the veterans in this volume, readers will see that those who survived World War II lost not only friends and comrades, but their innocence. They could not dodge this bullet: they suffered trauma, but by keeping their experiences to themselves they hoped to spare their families a secondhand trauma. They generally revisit the realities of war alone or with comrades. They do not glorify war, or for that matter, even the leadership in war. It is important to note that in World War II, generals talked to soldiers and led the troops. Whatever you thought of General Patton or General Eisenhower, they were there.

Some groups of soldiers or auxiliaries are not properly represented in the following narratives. One important omission is of uniformed women who served as nurses and other staff. I located two WAVES (Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service) but neither felt her story merited being included with war stories.

I wanted to make sure that, in the stories of this final segregated American war, the role of African Americans was recorded. Therefore, in addition to a narrative by an African-American army veteran, I solicited comments from other veterans. World War II had black army men, black airmen, and black sailors, although there were none in the Marines. Black servicemen were kept separate, except in the Navy, where their jobs were servile. In the Army they fought in their own groups, or served in ways only distantly related to armed combat. The general notion was that it was dangerous to arm black Americans. The Tuskegee Airmen program to train select African Americans to fly in wartime was a remarkable departure and success. The highest military and political echelons considered it best not to force integration on a segregated (de facto or by regulation) society at war. Truman desegregated the services in time for an integrated force in Korea, but it was not until Vietnam that black Americans served most fully, and in greatest numbers.

Many World War II soldiers looked forward to the adventure of war; after, older and wiser, they looked forward to coming home and having their own postwar family. They helped create and celebrate postwar America—our sentimental attachment to World War II is something that came later. Veterans were immediately rewarded by being told that they had discharged their duty to their country and to the world, and that their efforts and sacrifices were valued, necessary, and successful. They participated in the great festivities on V-E (Victory in Europe) and V-J (Victory in Japan) days, wherever they were.

When Studs Terkel published his oral history of World War II in 1984, he acknowledged that the war had become emblematic by putting the title “The Good War” in quotation marks. Its role in American history has not changed. The legacy of World War II has directly influenced every subsequent war. All generations alive today know that World War II and its outcome have defined the modern world. It gave absolute proof of US prestige, power, and domination and ended US isolationism. But our powerful nostalgia for that war can also cloud the view forward.

I suggested to veterans that they exercise a historical perspective on their own, and on subsequent (or previous) American wars. Those views, with which most of the narratives end, are important. Do veterans of a major global war believe that current US wars are worthy of this nation, and, more pragmatically, that they can be won?
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Allen Jones, born in 1924 in Loone, has lived all his life in Tennessee. He finished high school in Bolivar, and went to the University of Tennessee Junior College in Martin for a year before he was drafted into the Army. He returned to college in 1946, but felt the time had passed, he had lost years, and got married. His story is about fighting through France under General Patton in the 3rd Army and being evacuated with trench foot. The interview was conducted by phone.

Before starting his World War II story, I include introductory words from his grandson Travis Jones, who was born in 1975 in Kentucky. Travis deployed to Iraq in 2004–5 and his story is in my previous book, Surviving Iraq: Soldiers’ Stories. In 2010 he deployed to Kuwait to facilitate the troop reduction in Iraq. He spoke to me about his grandfather:


There’s this commonality between all wars, that no matter how times have changed, it’s still combat. I talk more to my grandfather now, he and I share a common language having been in a war zone. He’s stock-taking now, what he did, the guys he served with. We all knew he was a World War II veteran [but] if you walked in the house you would never have known anything, he never displayed anything. He really didn’t mention much about it until after I came home. Not until the late ’90s when Saving Private Ryan came out.

Listening to him talk about what he did over there, he tried to find some sense of humor, some enjoyment, it was just so bad. He saw so much death and he saw so much hardship. He was running up a snow bank with his battle buddy and having shots fired at him, and they both started laughing about it. He said he felt so crazy at the time, might as well just laugh because we can’t think of anything else. It was horrible with death happening all the time. Hearing him talk about that, he was very honest and genuine. My grandfather might like to do one more interview just to put some stuff out.

Here is that interview.
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They called all of us, warning us to get into the reserves, so we could get our education and not be affected by the draft. It didn’t sound right to me, so I didn’t get in the reserves. Within two weeks, they were calling up all of these fellows. So that made me gun-shy of anything the military had to say to me. I left college and came home knowing that I would be called up most any time. I chose the Army only because they were giving a 21-day furlough on the front end, because they were having a hard time getting people!

I was stationed at Myles Standish near Taunton, Massachusetts, about 30 miles from Boston, waiting to be shipped overseas. We were carried to the Chelsea Naval Base, loading supplies on ships. I realize now that it was because the stevedores were handling that work, and they spent a good portion of their time in the smoking rooms. It was taking a week to load up one of those ships with supplies. We old country boys, we didn’t mind working. We began to load a ship a day. It was ammunition and of course the civilians didn’t like to handle these big shells, they weren’t sure how safe they were. It was a little bit of a conflict between the workers there, if they stuck their head into a boxcar where we were working and said anything, all we had to do was handle some of that ammunition!

I ran into that idea that war was good for the country. I was in one of the smoking rooms one day, they were talking about how good things were. “Man, this war is the best thing that happened to us in a long time.” I said, “Man, what are you talking about, people are getting killed!” He said, “It’s a good thing to have a little war going all the time, it lets the people have jobs, working well back here.” I am not too sure but what some of the politicians now don’t think the same way, because ever since World War II, they’ve kept some kind of war going, all the time. I think if the people who were making the decisions to go to war had to be involved in it, it would be a different story.

During the North African campaign, they were losing troops mighty fast over there. We left in July [’43] for basic training, Camp Hood, now Fort Hood, near Waco, Texas. I was sent to England after D-Day as a replacement in the 3rd Army, they had given Patton command. The 5th Division was an Army regular division, they were sent over into combat in the Rhine. It was a very sad situation because so many of those fellows never did get to return home. Their distinguishing mark was they had a red diamond stenciled on their helmet. So the first thing we did was put mud or something over that red diamond because it made a perfect target. The 5th Division was used by Patton as a spearhead division, so we were out in front in everything, all the time. The casualties were very heavy.

I was in the hedgerow country of France. The hedgerows had been there for years upon years to the extent that the ground for the hedgerows was approximately two feet higher in elevation than the fields they surrounded. They had been the fences for those fields. Those [Sherman] tanks could not get through because there were trees growing on top of those hedgerows, on those mounds of dirt. But one of the soldiers, an old country boy, he had been around a machine shop, and he says, “I can fix that.” He went to work with a welder and he put a bulldozer blade on the front of those tanks. They could run into those hedgerows, cutting a path where tanks could roll right through. They brought in metal and made the blades for the front end of those tanks. The thing about those old country boys, they could improvise and mend most anything. That’s the way they overcame the hedgerow problem in Normandy.

I was still in the replacement pool, we just followed the front. One morning I awoke to a terrible roar. I got out of my sleeping bag and pup tent. The sky was completely filled with planes as far as the eye could see. Most of them were up high enough that the bombers had a vapor trail, and this was the second wave to Saint-Lô. That’s when they spent all day going back and forth. We were on a hill near Saint-Lô, and they were bombing and that was the beginning of what they called the Breakout. [Saint-Lô, 24–5 July 1944, was an important battle following D-Day that included the tragedy of US bombers killing US troops on the ground when red marker smoke drifted over their positions.]

They were American planes and it was a continuous roar all day long. The breakthrough came and the Germans were on the run. Patton was always in a big hurry, always in a hurry. What I mean is, I think he was probably a good general, but he lost about three times more men than the 1st or the 9th Army, either one. In any case, I was with the weapons battalion and I had two big bags of ammunition, in addition to my pack and my gun. I didn’t weigh but about 130 pounds, and I was carrying two bags and each one of those rounds weighed eight pounds and there were six to a bag, so I had about a hundred pounds in addition to my rifle and my pack.

After this big breakthrough we traveled a lot of times by truck, but three fourths of the time we were traveling by foot. Patton didn’t allow you to follow the roads, they were too vulnerable, so we were in the cross country through the railroads and streams, all the time, moving too fast. Our battles were pretty much from village to village. Sometimes we’d take two or three towns in a day. Of course, the Germans were fighting us. When they could stop, organize, they were very efficient with their equipment.

I will say the Germans had superior equipment than the Americans did, even in 1945. They had an artillery piece 88 millimeters, a breech gun. They would keep aiming those 88s directly at us, or they could use it in the regiment as an artillery piece. They had a .30-caliber gun, it was so fast, we called it a burp gun— that’s about what it sounded like, spitting out bullets about three times faster than our .30-caliber machine guns. We lost a lot of people during that time; a lot of replacements came up.

When we were near the Moselle River, we were stopped. Of course, we were told we ran out of supplies. I’m not too sure. We were just too far out in front, because the 3rd Army was between the 1st and the 9th. Speaking of Metz, this outfit of ours wanted Metz. We had the Germans on the run but we had to back up because we were ordered to, we went back probably five miles. Then we fought for weeks to gain that back because it gave the Germans time to get a foothold. We were there for three weeks. That’s when the Germans had a chance to regroup and kind of get stashed away. They didn’t cut us any slack, that’s for sure. The Germans would send out patrols at night, they were in the villages, with my glasses I could see them up walking around and maintaining their coverage. They didn’t bed down out in the open like we were.

We are talking about the early fall of ’44. That’s when we were approaching Metz in October [the final battle for Metz was November 3–17]. It had begun to snow even then, the cold weather set in. The equipment we had wasn’t for cold weather. In fact, I have found out since then that Eisenhower hadn’t planned on a winter campaign. We had nothing but summer clothing. In fact, Patton made us turn in our overcoats because they were too heavy and we couldn’t move fast enough, so we didn’t even have overcoats. They didn’t care, I don’t think. I’m just telling you that’s exactly what happened. The warmest thing I had was a field jacket that was taken off of a German, underneath my field jacket, it was quilted, and very superior to what we had. That was what I kept warm in.

The rear echelons grabbed the boots, so they never reached us. The shoes I had on were called split-cowhide shoes, and they wouldn’t keep the water out, they didn’t protect you. To make the leather go further, they split that leather, and it made for a thin piece of leather that was more like a sponge because my feet stayed wet all the time, the water just soaked through. I’m not sure I know myself what trench foot is. I don’t think there’s much difference between that and frostbite. Your feet would go wet for days, and you didn’t even feel anything, they were so cold. I had never heard the word “trench foot,” it was just a godsend that I found out what I had.

The job that we were doing, fighting from one hole to the next, you didn’t pay any attention to the fact that your feet were cold, frozen. You never took your boots off. I had two pairs of socks to begin with, and I used to keep one on each side of my coat next to my body to dry during the day, and then I would switch them the next morning. I finally put both pair of socks on, trying to keep the feet warm. We didn’t even take our shoes off at night because very seldom did we sleep with a roof over our heads. We just were out in a hole in the ground.

When we would stop, the Germans would stop and cover our area with machine gunfire and the shells and everything else. So for protection, the first thing I would do is dig a foxhole and keep my head down in, which saved me many a time because I could get part of my body down. If we didn’t, men were being cut down in front with machine-gun fire; [the Germans] were raking that area with bullets after we stopped. You were on your own. It was left up to the individual as to whether he was going to expose himself or not.

Most everyone dug a hole. I’d break limbs off of pine trees and line the bottom of that hole so I could have a dry place to live. I had one of those shelter hats, one half of that pup tent I would use as a cover for my hole, and I would stay down in that hole if I felt it was safe enough to do that. Otherwise, if I didn’t think it was safe, I would use my helmet, I wanted to be where I could get to my gun. Very little sleep did you get, maybe pass out. It was up early the next morning and on the move.

We lost a lot of people. I don’t know why, but in combat when you went into an attack, you had the feeling whether you were going to succeed or whether you would have problems. We went into the woods and I didn’t have a good feeling about the whole thing. We lost men down to one full company, consists of about 170 to 180 people. We never did have a full company, in fact we lost officers. Half the time we didn’t have platoon leaders. Fortunately it was an extremely dark night. I have never seen it as dark. The Germans came back and they had really slaughtered our company that day and they were clearly looking for us, but we wouldn’t fire because that would give away our position, we were really outnumbered.

But anyway, we wound up with about 28 people out of the whole entire company. We dug our holes, we stayed there. Then the next morning, we had the company radio, we were ordered to move over and protect the flank of our adjoining company as they went in to attack. What I had thought was, at least we’d get back to regroup and get a little rest. But there was no such thing in Patton’s Army. No R & R—he was there until the war was over, or you were yourself.

We moved over toward the next company and in doing so we passed through a little village, we stopped to take break. I stood out in the doorway there, I looked up on the hill, and there was a medical aid station. I mentioned to the fellow, “I just bet we could get some dry socks.” So I left all my gear, including my radio, gun and everything, and we walked up to the aid station and reported our position. They had a stove going and a fire there—boy, it was the first fire I had seen in a long time. I sat down and managed to pull my shoes off, and there was black all over my feet and toes. I began to try to warm my feet.

A doctor, or aide, came in and I said, “I bet you’ve got some dry socks back there somewhere, could you fix us up a bit?” He looked at us, looked at our feet. He didn’t bring socks but he brought some tags with metal, with a wire on the end of it and began to fasten that on my clothes. I said, “What’s this all about? All I want is a pair of socks!” He said, “Look at those feet!” “Yeah, they’re dirty, aren’t they?” I thought that was dirt, and he said, “Try washing it off!” They were black, there was gangrene all over the toes. So that was the end of my combat, they came and carried me back to a field hospital, from there they just kept carrying me back and back, around January [’45].

I was in Reims, France, in a hospital for quite a while. We never did get any medical treatment, all the medical treatment was on the injuries with bullets. We were then sent to England, from there I was sent back to the States in April, just before the end of the war. They sent us to what is now Fort Carson in Colorado. They wanted to get us into a dry climate where it would be more effective in the treatment. I couldn’t walk, I was a litter patient. I didn’t realize when I pulled my shoes off that I couldn’t balance. Not only that, but the pain was such in your feet. But we got good treatment back at Carson. They saved my feet.

Matter of fact, every morning at 4 o’clock they would come in and select patients for surgery. Of course the Army didn’t say anything, at least they didn’t then. One day they came to my bunk, they were talking a little, they looked at my legs, left, and then they came back again. To my surprise, they left and didn’t bother me. I never thought any more about it. The strange thing is when we came to be discharged from Carson I decided I wanted to see what was in that envelope. I opened it up and the first piece of paper I pulled out said, “Amputation ordered right leg upper two thirds.” I didn’t want to see any more. Then I realized why the doctors had been hovering around my bed making a decision. I say that the Lord was with me. It certainly wasn’t anything they did or I did.

I got home two days before the president died—April 10, 1945. I had missed two Christmases away from home. It was a shock because it didn’t seem humanly possible that we would survive, you had already prepared yourself for the fact. You just fought like hell while you were there. I was raised to work hard as a farmhand, my dad was a pretty rough taskmaster. In fact, I weighed 117 pounds when I went into the service. Of course, I grew up in the Depression, we didn’t have any money. But we were never hungry—we’d cook livestock, we learned to survive.

Today I have been very guarded about what I went through, what war was really about. The closest thing to that is this movie Saving Private Ryan. There have been a few excerpts showing war, but until you are in it, you don’t really know what’s going on. John Wayne—that’s Hollywood. I haven’t gone into the grizzly parts of battles, I don’t think it is really important because war is hell and there was never any good that could be gained by it.

I appreciate the work that you are doing. In church, a lady said, “I want to interview you about your experience,” and I said, “I don’t want to talk about it.” I was a little annoyed, and I said, “Why do you want to stir this up?” She said, “Well, we have a generation that knows nothing about that and I want to record that,” and I said, “Okay.” It disturbs me to find that our educational system, especially in this part of the country, doesn’t even touch on World War II in teaching history.
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Larry Batley, born in 1925 in South Hadley, Massachusetts, was drafted at eighteen into the Army in 1943. He trained as a BAR (Browning Automatic Rifle) operator and was shipped to England with the 95th infantry division. He proceeded to France after D-Day where he was wounded in the battle for Metz, a city held by the retreating Germans. He also developed trench foot and was evacuated to recuperate in England, celebrating V-E Day there. Larry has saved many mementos of his service, and the narrative starts with his first letters home, with his original punctuation.
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January 1944: Arrived at camp okay. Spent the day being fitted for clothing. My shoe size is now 12. At twelve noon we get a call over a speaker and we all march out and line up, then the sergeant takes us to the mess hall. For dinner we had liver and vegetables, pie for dessert. For supper we had hash, vegetables and bread pudding for dessert. It was good and plenty. I hope you don’t feel too bad because I don’t mind it at all. Went to the Post Exchange and bought this ink I’m writing with. Also a few post cards—just 24 for a dime and I sent 20 of them out. I think I may need a few references to be able to send you money, but I won’t wait too long because I know you need some money. I was kind of blue the first night I was here, but I soon got over it. I guess I’m kind of getting used to everything and Ma, I don’t mind it at all. I eat three good meals a day and I guess I’ll be getting fat pretty soon.

February 1944: Two days ago we got a blood test, a typhoid shot that was only the first. We’ve got to get three more, I know that they will also give us some for Tetanus or lockjaw. We went by bus to a place about ten miles from camp. Had a good feed and sang quite a bit. We had a good time at the USO even though I don’t dance. We had hamburger loaf for supper, beets, celery, piccalilli. Lots of nice young girls. I wish that I would get shipped out of here so I can get some mail and know what is going on, on the outside. Gee, when we left home, we thought we were getting into the War. Now, you think there isn’t any war at all because no one talks about it. Dear Ma, don’t worry about me because if you could see all the fellows coming in with over two and three kids, they got more problems than me.

[Larry continued to tell his story, reading from an account he had written earlier.] At Camp Myles Standish, one of the things that I will never forget was the day Paul Robeson came to entertain the troops. I remembered him from the movie Show Boat, in which he sang “Old Man River.” This black entertainer really put on a great show for all of us. It was so hot, but Paul kept on singing. The GIs applauded him and wouldn’t allow him to leave the stage. I remember him taking out a big handkerchief, and wiping the sweat off his brow. Finally, his time was limited and he had to leave.

Our ship sailed without an escort, zigzagging across the Atlantic Ocean. We were told the ship was fast enough, and with the zigzagging, no submarine could zero in. They allowed a certain amount of time for fresh water and the line for showers was as far as you could see. When I got into the shower, all soaped up, off went the fresh water, and on came the salt water. Believe me, I found out that salt water and soap did not mix. I was sticky for quite a few days.

On the afternoon of August 17, the USS West Point [AP-23] was sailing along the Irish coast. I remember how beautiful and green the grass was, with white cottages. We departed from Liverpool by train and were quartered at Camp Barton Stacey, approximately twelve miles from Winchester, England. Let me tell you about the double bunks we had. They were made out of two-by-fours. What they used for mattresses was heavy-duty canvas cloth filled with hay. By the time we got to use them the hay was like oatmeal and we had to shake and smooth it out so we could sleep on it. This mattress was laid on strips of one-inch banding material. The ground in the area was so hard it was like concrete. The Salvation Army club-mobile came around every day with coffee and donuts.

About the first week of September, our company traveled by truck to Southampton. I remember the busy harbor with all the high-flying barrage balloons above all the ships. We boarded a small ship and sailed over to Omaha Beach [a site of D-Day]. When we arrived there they threw a large cargo net over the side, we then climbed down into a landing craft and were taken to the beach. It was a beautiful warm summer day, not a cloud in the sky, and the beach and sand was nice and clean. And only a few months before such horror occurred on this same beach.

On the right side of the field was F Company, on the left, E Company. We had the large tent for serving meals. I remember those “delicious” meals. They served powdered eggs, shoe-leather pancakes, and lumpy oatmeal. This is where we set up our pup tents where it took two fellows to make one tent. After this came the latrine. The carpenters built a wooden box about 2 by 2 by 8 feet long, which I believe had five holes. Directly across the field, F Company had their latrines also. They were lucky, they had their own barber, he set up his shop by the latrine. I believe he figured he wouldn’t miss anyone by being there. At the very end of the field was the tent for the PX. I still have my ration card.

The day finally arrived when we marched into a small village that had a train station and boarded the train. My platoon was lucky, we got a coach car. Most of the others had to go by 40 and 8s (that was 40 men or 8 horses, that is what it was called in WW I and they still called it that). I got a seat on the left-hand side of the car, when we went past Saint-Lô it was on my side. I remember only one large smokestack standing, the rest of the town was in rubbles. The trip took us four days. We would travel about ten miles an hour and at times had to stop and wait three or four hours. I guess they did that because supplies had to go first.

The next I remember, we marched to the side of a huge hill, with tall trees and large boulders. We were told to dig a slit trench and settle in for the night. It was here where reality started to sink in. In the not-too-far distance you could hear the thunder of artillery. On the following day, we marched out of our positions to relieve the GIs of the 5th Division. It was timed so it was done late in the day while it was getting dark. I remember crossing over the Moselle River on a bridge built by the engineers, made of wood. I know now, the 5th Division troops at this time were the only ones across the river. Our squad leader would take two GIs at a time and replace them with two others from the 5th Division. Our foxholes were on the side of a hill, on the very edge of a vineyard.

The Germans occupied the town in front of us. All there was in our area was a brickyard, a farmhouse, and a few other buildings. We were able to have a hot breakfast every day. The company cooks would bring our meals in thermos-type containers that had a hot water jacket around them that would keep the food warm. All foxholes were occupied by two GIs. One person at a time was able to go for breakfast. This is when I saw my first dead German soldier. Alongside a row of grapevines, there lay this dead German. He’d turned black and someone tossed some dirt on his body and face—I surely got scared. Found out later, they believed he was booby-trapped so no one disturbed him. I picked another row to go to chow after that.

In front of our foxholes the engineers had laid land mines. One night around 10 pm, one of the mines directly in front of us exploded. Not long after, another one went off. Then we could hear someone in great pain crying, “Matka, Matka.” This went on all night, with more of the mines going off. When daylight came, the engineers cleared the field and the medics went out and picked up two soldiers in German uniforms. They were a mess. Word got back to us later, they were two young Polish boys, who the Germans issued rifles to during the day, and took them away at night. I knew that in Polish “Matka, Matka” meant “Mother, Mother.” It all came together for me when they said they were Polish.

[The battle of Metz]. On November 13, we were told that on the following day we were going to attack the German lines. The next day, E and F Company, 2nd Battalion, assembled in a field behind our foxholes. About 4:30 am we lined up behind one another Indian file, it was very dark, you could only see for about three feet. When I turned around, I could see in the dark two medics with the white circles and crosses on their helmets, and in-between them they had a folded portable stretcher. This was one thing that I did not want to see at this time. The attack was preceded by an intense artillery barrage right over the troops. What a scary feeling! I later found out that the barrage was less effective than hoped.

We began the attack at 5:45 am. We no sooner got into the open field [than] the Germans lit up the sky with flares. We hit the ground, all hell broke loose. At first, about three machine guns were raking the area, then artillery fire, and finally mortars. My rifle jammed from the mud and wouldn’t operate. As we moved through the field I was able to retrieve a carbine from a very badly wounded sergeant who was being attended by a medic. Not long after this, we ran into a machine gun firing from what looked like a cellar window. We tossed in a few hand grenades. It must have been close because they started tossing them back.

That is when I felt a burning feeling in my right leg. I knew it had to be a piece of shrapnel. I remember shouting, “I’m hit, I’m hit.” I pulled up my pant leg to check it out and said, “I’m going to keep going.” After we had taken out this machine gun, all the firing seemed to die down. It started to get light out; only about five GIs were there. As we moved forward, Lt. Crabb, from our company, was giving directions, telling us to go to our left down a ravine. We came upon some buildings, which we cleared out. One of the buildings must have been a meat market—the only thing in the store was two large hog heads hanging up in the window by meat hooks.

After clearing out all the houses on the street we started climbing up the side of a large hill. We sat down halfway up to rest, and to our right we saw P-47 bombing, strafing the town of Rozérieulles. When we reached the top of the hill, we were told this was our objective, dig in. While digging our foxhole, a fellow went by and was taking a head count and on his way back I asked him how many of us are here? He said, “As of now, 39.” This, out of three companies? I recognized only one other GI from my company. Later, I found out that Pat Fitzgerald was wounded on this same hill on November 16. He was in F Company. He and I had left South Hadley together, and [were] wounded in the same battle.

About a half an hour after being on the hill, my squad leader, Staff Sergeant Olson, came over from the other end of our line. It made me feel so good to see him. He was my mentor. This is where the sad story begins. Olson was looking for a rifle. He said a machine gun was raking that part of our line. He and two others were going to go down to take it out. By this time I had cleaned my rifle and he could have the carbine I had picked up. He took it and left. Not too long later, I heard some machine-gun firing down the hill. The two fellows came back but Olson didn’t make it.

To my surprise, on the next hill, directly in front of us was Fort Jeanne d’Arc, about one quarter of a mile away. We could see the German soldiers going in and out of the fort. Before the day was over, word got around the enemy had closed their lines to our rear. All of us on the hill were trapped behind enemy lines. We were without food, ammunition, and all I had was a full canteen of water. We were lucky—we did have an artillery radio operator with us. When we believed that the enemy might try to counterattack us, the radio observer would call in for artillery to box in around the hill, and he did this for the five days we were there.

I remember the artillery observer along with a lieutenant, lying down on the very crest of the hill. He asked for direct fire from all 105 cannons. We saw no more movement after this barrage. I know now it was Martin Weiss who was directing this artillery, he was later mortally wounded by machine-gun fire. We were finally located by our divisional artillery planes. They started to fly in just treetop level, over our positions on the hill. I could see the pilot open the right side door of the plane and kick out a bundle of ten blankets; then another plane would drop D-ration [field] bars. I remember some machine-gun ammunition belts were hanging on branches of trees and GIs were shooting the branches to retrieve them. Many of our soldiers were killed by sniper fire. Others who went down into town looking for food and water never came back. Finally, on the fifth day, around 11 AM, I turned around—what a joyous feeling I had—coming up the hill behind us was our relief column.

As we came down off the hill, they had a tent hospital already set up. That afternoon I was operated on to remove the shrapnel from my leg. It was here I was told I had trench foot. I was given sodium pentothal. All the GIs but one was operated on that day. One light was left on all night. I just can’t explain what it was like to be in this tent with all the pain these poor fellows had. [He cries.] Sorry. One nurse just walked up and down and checked on everyone all night long. The fellow next to me had a leg amputated just below his waist. The fellow across from my cot was in a cast from his neck down to his waist. The following morning they brought in a fellow with a cast from head to toe, a bar was in the cast between his knees, they had to pick him up and turn him sideways to get him into the tent.

Finally, it must have been about two weeks, I was put into an ambulance with three other GIs and taken to a hospital in Paris. The walls were painted light blue and seemed dirty with age. The lights were very dim, like 15-watt bulbs. I remember an accordion playing somewhere in one of the far corners of the ward. I was put in the left-hand corner of the ward with the trench foot patients. No one was allowed to get out of bed and had to stay off their feet. My feet were not as bad as some of the others. The fellow two beds down from me, his feet were black and his toes were like prunes.

Before I go any further, I would like to add something that General Omar Bradley [wrote]. I was under his command:

The rifleman fights without promise of either reward or relief. Behind every river, there’s another hill, and behind that hill, another river. After weeks or months, on the line, only a wound can offer him the comfort of safety, shelter, and a bed. Those who are left to fight, fight on evading death. But knowing that with each day of evasion, they have exhausted one more chance for survival. Sooner or later, unless victory comes, this chase must end on the litter or in the grave.

When I read this, it was as if he had written about me. After a short stay in Paris, I was taken to an airfield, put on a C-47, and arrived at the 124th General Hospital in southern England in a city called Torquay. I spent Christmas 1944 there. [End of written text.]

May 9, 1945

Dear Mom and Dad,

We are celebrating V-E Day and everyone is up to the square for the dance tonight. Boy, there were a lot of fireworks. They had a big baseball game in the front of the tent. It was between the enlisted men and the officers, but the enlisted men won six to two. There were lots of balloons with helium hanging up, and there were great big parachutes: one was red, one blue, one white. The beer is sure going fast. I stood at a parade this morning then went to church, ate dinner. We had a nice service for V-E Day. Well I guess I am going to close.

Your loving son, Larry
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Bill Murray, born in 1923 in Holyoke, Massachusetts, enlisted in the Army in June 1942 when he was 19. He was severely wounded in the landing on Sicily in July 1943, and spent time in hospitals before being discharged in 1944. He then graduated from high school and went to Westfield Teachers’ College and Holyoke Community College. He worked for 30 years for the Holyoke Transcript-Telegram as a photo-grapher. He is active in youth groups such as the local Boys Scouts and has guided young men toward the military. In the following narrative, Bill describes his escape from death off the coast of Gela, Sicily.
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The war was on and I thought it was my duty to join the regular Army. My uncles were in the military, my mother’s father was in the German army, he migrated before World War I. My mother was born in this country; her mother and father were German out of the area of Galicia. In World War II we had some relation of ours with a Panzer unit! But people always thought: “Oh well, they are Germans.” The most patriotic people for the country were the Germans—this is the country they want, [and] this is the country they went for. I never questioned our loyalties.

When I was born, my grandfather said, “That’s your soldier, Ella.” My mother didn’t know what he was talking about. He said it the day I was born, that he was sorry I would be involved in a great war. He could see it, when he was there, they were prepared for a great war, the Germans were. They were always very military, very tactical. I was fortunate enough to make it come true.

We got over there the beginning of ’43. I was sent up to Libya and into Tunisia, out by Lake Bizerte [near the northern tip of Tunisia]. The thing that impressed me was you could see all these ships that were sunk, stacks and spars. It looked like a swamp. You could see the German soldiers trying to quit and the German officers stood behind them and any man who tried, they would shoot him. You would see they were dropping back, they were trying to get out of there, but they couldn’t—they were trapped. Even when you marched them out, they all marched just as though they were [in battle]. They obeyed their officers without any question.

The H.F. Alexander, she was a troop ship [a steamer used by the US Army in World Wars I and II], a convoy left New York. They told us we were going through Gibraltar and they were always afraid of submarines. So we were all ordered to stay off the deck and we were locked down below. You didn’t have a chance to get out of there—[if a submarine came] we were done! Got into Oran all right and they disembarked and shipped you out right away. The next day you were gone.

When I joined the unit they had just finished in Algiers and we were moving into Tunis. I was a replacement. So when we finished in Tunisia, we came back to Oran where we were refitted with new equipment. These halftracks [front half with truck wheels, back half with tank tracks] became more modernized, armored, some plating around them. I think that’s one of the things that saved us when I was on the LST [Landing Ship Tank] 313, which was hit—we were in the last row at the back of the ship. The vehicles were all gassed up, and when we got hit the explosion killed those in the immediate vicinity. I went off the fantail.

It was an aerial attack because we were going to the shore. Predominantly, when we were going to Sicily, they were telling us we were going to have all the air cover we needed, and we did—Germans! They were more prepared for us than we had thought. They announced when we were going in, what units were going! Maybe it was Axis Sally [a radio broadcaster] from Berlin, announcing for the Germans in American, “We know your unit’s coming, we know that the 16th infantry is coming, we know the 1st Division—the Red One—is coming.”

This month will be my 66th anniversary of July 10, 1943, when I got wounded in action. I survived, out of my platoon. Out of 30 men, 22 died that day as we were approaching the shore. I was on LST 313. I will never forget the number. We were offshore at midnight and we had just come through one of the worst storms that ever happened in the Mediterranean. They were getting ready to cancel the landing because so many of the soldiers were seasick.

The LSP [Landing Ship Personnel] was small—it looked like a little submarine, and that thing would go through the water. Well, I was on an LST with M15A1 armored halftrack tanks, because I was with an antiaircraft unit, the 105th, Battery D, Section 6. Each unit, they split them up among these LSTs, so a whole battery or a unit doesn’t get wiped out if it happens. The only other one that survived with me was Sheldon S. Burch from Franklin, Louisiana.

Gela was one of the most disastrous times for our battalion in the whole war. You were in the well area and we got hit by a 500-pounder, from an ME109 [German Messerschmitt fighter plane]. Flew right over, missed the first one and got us. It blew the clothes off me, burnt me, and I was wounded with metal shrapnel. I couldn’t use my arm, it was hanging on my right side, this hand was all crooked up, and I looked down and I could see the blood streaming down my chest. “Oh, gosh, what’s my mother going to say?” Which is the truth, even the boys who are dying ask for their mother; that is why nurses became so helpful for these youngsters. Just like being born over, you didn’t hear it, you didn’t know it, it was quick.

Then the next thing I knew, I wanted to live, I didn’t want to die. I heard some guys hollering, and on these LSTs between the well and the wall, the outside of the ship, there were gangways going up to the deck, so I went up to the fantail, the back of the ship, where they had dropped their cables to pull it off. The ship was burning, and these guys were, “Come on, come on, get out!” “I can’t,” I said. They picked me up and put me over one arm and I was sliding down the cable, and there was a Higgins [landing] boat near me, and the guy hollered: “Drop, drop, we’ll get you,” and that’s the last I remember.

The next thing, I woke up on the beach, sitting on the front of a jeep, and the medic comes running over and hollers, “Get a stretcher,” and they put me on the stretcher and give me morphine. The next thing I knew that night was that I was aboard the troop ship USS Barnett and they wrapped me with Vaseline and gauze because of the burns. The next day that ship gets hit, but it wasn’t that serious. Later on that day they moved us out to the hospital ship Acadia. The nurse who was cleaning me saw a chip of steel in my eye and they took that out.

I didn’t have my watch, my tags, my ID card, nothing. That 500-pounder goes off, it blows the clothes off you. It burnt many of the people, those that died, those fellows all burnt, kind of sad, they were all jammed in a spot and they couldn’t get out. You were in the center there, in the middle. If you have ever been on an LST, you can visualize it. It’s a big, long hallway this high, and all this heavy equipment is in there and you are bumper-to-bumper. Our equipment is not on deck because you have to get out down the ramp. You are holed up in there and those of us who did survive were blessed. Sheldon, now I didn’t know he was in it until I saw the listing at the 45th General Hospital with me. He was the lateral tracker and I was the horizontal tracker.

We landed in Algiers and they took me overland, to the 180th station hospital, which was a Quonset hut—very hot. Then after we had been prepped up a little bit, they put us on a 40 and 8, the French had these boxcars [that carried] 40 men or 8 horses. Then they moved us across into Morocco, and we were in the 45th General Hospital in Rabat. It was a big school that they had taken over, all marble, and actually it was cooler. These are the tags that were on you. You usually had one on your toe so when they go through checking they knew from the tag who you were. It says, “Multiple wounds face.” Face burn, the arm too. They picked the skin right off. No bones broken, but physically damaged all the way through.

Every man that was listed that day was from a different outfit: I have the list and it’s four pages. We all got our Order of the Purple Hearts on August 5, 1943. Some were from March and April, I was injured in July. If I look at the names they were from the 505th parachute regiment, the 504th parachute regiment, the 180th Infantry, the 26th Infantry, 16th Infantry, home towns from Kansas, Texas, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Georgia, the Carolinas, Virginia, Wisconsin. [Shows the documentation.] The numbers after your name are your serial number. Mine is regular Army, 11070676.

I came back to the States, to Staten Island, and then they transferred us to Atlantic City, an Army general hospital on Main, the Army had taken over hotels to take care of the wounded. They were going to ship me to the Carolinas. I got upset about that. I said, “You know, I thought we were supposed to go closer to our home.” The nurse said, “Yeah, but if they don’t have an orthopedic surgeon, you’re going to have to go there. I’ll see what I can do.” I didn’t know her husband was a colonel on the JAG and he moved me to Fort Devens, where they had orthopedic surgeons, Lovell General Hospital, which no longer stands there. On the ground floor you had prisoners of war, German and Italian. They had to separate them because the Italians surrendered quicker than the Germans.

[Did Americans have to fight the Korean War?] In the sense of we had become the big brother. We have to take care of things and keep it in a proper order. I don’t believe we should try and force our way of living on them, but I can see protecting them, getting them squared away, to keep South Korea free. We would have won if General MacArthur… he got a little carried away. He was a little too gung-ho. He said he wanted Eisenhower—how did he put it?—to cover the whole area with atomic waste along the border, and he says they will never cross here. That was his attitude. But he was a fine, smart general.

A stalemate. We are going to see what this 4th of July brings. [North Korea threatened to test launch missiles on July 4, 2009.] We’re prepared for them. They can create chaos. Because this guy, Kim Jong-Il, I don’t think he’s got all his marbles. I don’t see how these guys can control all these people, other than the fact that he has the military on his side, because if he didn’t, he would have nothing.

Well, Vietnam, I think that was a waste of a lot of young men’s lives. My son put his thirteen months in there. He wrote me and said, “Oh, Dad, in daylight, the A Shau Valley’s ours, but the gooks own it at night.” The thing there is we had the power, but the problem was too much politics was involved. Because we were ready to knock them off good, and the politicians wouldn’t go for it.

Vietnam was a sad war because people here were so adamant against it, so many of these young ones didn’t want to go. The reception that these fellows that served time over there got from these people caused a breach between the public and the soldier. When these National Guards out there at the college [Kent State] opened fire with ammunition, killed some of them, people started to realize that there’s got to be something wrong. These guys were serving their country because they were told to serve their country. They were still drafting them then.

With all these young men from combat in Iraq, there were about 200,000 of them now that have been hospitalized and are being taken care of, lost limbs and such. People don’t realize that the government owes these fellows because they paid the price. Had they got hit like that in our time, they’d have died. But this time with medicine being so fast they’re able to do these savings, and that’s what gets them out.

Your biggest problem right now in Iraq, in Iran, and all those places, Afghanistan, the fact that the British gave up on them a hundred years ago. They got out of there because first of all, they’re all tribal. They don’t want a central government, they want just their chief, and that’s the way they go. Now they’ve got those mullahs, they control too much, their involvement, the religious thing. It is not for the good of the people, but for what they think.

Well, we’re going to be kept there for a while. I don’t think that we’ll only be staying there to the end of 2010 because of the fact that these people, although they are trained, they don’t have the stamina that our people do. Some of these were just naturally warrior people. There are sects: there are Sunnis and there are Shiites, as long as they have that, they don’t have like we do here in this country. These people are just for their own little tribe. The only one that got to control them was Saddam, he had them under his thumb and that was the end of it. He made his biggest mistake when he went after the Kuwaiti. We could have annihilated them then. When those kids were coming back, I was at the base, I work with USO, and I said we were going back and sure enough as God made little apples, we went back there.

The young fellows could see that we were going to go back there because we didn’t finish the job. Most of the soldiers felt he didn’t go far enough. George Bush [senior] was a good man, but he didn’t want to have a lot of casualties during Desert Storm. Then his son gets in there, he wants to rectify that. Well, it doesn’t work. He wasn’t—in my book—as good a president as his father. He was kind of wishy-washy, and he was influenced by Cheney and Rumsfeld, and they made the most money. All of a sudden, all these mess halls are controlled by contractors. We used to have our own do the cooking and now they have everybody doing it for them. Why was a man (Cheney) in that kind of position making that kind of money? He cost his government.

I thought we were wrong going in there, in one way. I don’t think we could settle that thing. I thought if we just contained Saddam, we would have been better off, instead of going in there and pushing him. We beat them quick and fast, but there was no preparation there for what was going to happen afterwards. That was the big mistake, moving without having a plan of what you were going to do afterwards. And then they let them run ragged, let them all go, they’re all gone with their tribes.

[Can we win the war in Afghanistan?] No, I don’t think so, Russia couldn’t beat them. They’ll stay in the holes in the woods, in the mountains, you can never get them all out. We are spending tons and tons of money, just having young men get hurt for nothing. Our group [in the VFW] has dwindled now, the major portion was World War II. A few of them did join from the Korean War. But after that there was a pause where things were smooth, although we got involved in South America and the Panama Canal. If you go every ten years in the history of the United States, you’ll find we had a conflict. Interventions, that’s what it amounts to. We’ve been involved in Africa, the time when so many of our guys got killed, the Special Forces men [in Mogadishu, Somalia].

[What was your reaction to the dropping of the atomic bomb?] I thought it was a very, very good thing Truman did. He had more guts than people thought. It took a couple hundred thousand, but it saved millions. We brought them to their knees and that was it. Then we went back and fixed them all up and made them one of the richest countries in the world. So the consequence was the right thing because we would have lost millions of young men trying to get ashore. I think it was a necessity.
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David Cohen, born in 1917 to a Jewish family in Brooklyn, New York, tried to volunteer for the Navy—before Pearl Harbor—because he had read Henri Barbusse’s Under Fire (1916) about the muddy trenches of World War I. Even with a Navy father-in-law, he was rejected because of his eyesight. He served instead in Patton’s Army and was present for the liberation of two concentration camps, Ohrdruf and Buchenwald. After the war, David taught junior high school in New York. To this day, this ex-teacher gives talks in schools about his war experiences in the 4th Armored Division. His story sounds as if it happened yesterday.
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My mother became a citizen on my father’s citizenship papers. They came from Latvia, which was part of Russia. My mother was illiterate, the voting meant so much. She would go to the store (my father was a glazier and carpenter), and practice how to write her name every September so she could go vote in November. And she would come back with her back straight, she was so proud to vote. They told her, “This is for the Democratic, this is for the Republican,” and she says, “And where is the Socialist?”

We left from Boston, and it was a horrible experience. The motor broke down on our ship. It was a converted freighter from World War I. We called it the HMS Rat Trap. I got sick as a dog, I just wanted to die. I was hoping a submarine would sink us. But anyway we survived, got to England, landed in Cardiff, Wales. We were stationed in southern England, near Bath.

We were assigned to Patton’s 3rd Army because our general, John S. Wood [commander of the 4th Armored Division] and Patton were buddies—they went to West Point together. General Wood (we were in Normandy at a breakthrough) was directing traffic himself! He crossed into the area held by the 7th Army led by “Bucking” Patch, a three-star General, and he had to leave our division. [Patton] was quite a character. He spoke to us. I am ashamed to mention the words he used. But anyway, we trained six months in England. After D-Day, July 14, we went all through France.

You hate war and you hate the idea of the army, the regimentation, but there’s one thing you have—camaraderie. When I went to radio school, I met friends, they were marvelous. First of all, before you get into radio school, you had to have a decent IQ, so you got a lot of intelligent boys, not that a college degree makes you intelligent necessarily. [He laughs.] It was wonderful, in my outfit there was that camaraderie. Even today we have a division association and you have that feeling. There was no such thing as a Jew or an Italian, Catholic, or whatever.

We had a few instances, we had this hillbilly from Kentucky, he said, “The trouble with the Army is that there are too many Jews in it.” Another time, we had a fellow from Astoria, Joel Tiger. He went into the latrine to shave and there were two guys talking, “This war is all caused by the Jews, you know.” So he got their two heads and banged them together, he was a husky guy, and he says, “I am going to kill someone someday, I might as well start now.” Anyway, our company commander got hold of it and we had a big meeting about this nonsense. We had many Jews, because most of our division came from New England, New York, Pennsylvania, so we were all mixed, Irish, Italian, Catholics, Jews, Polish.

In fact, our colonel came from Agawam [Massachusetts]— Abrams, he became a general. [Abrams] tanks are named after him. The Germans thought he was Jewish. We were on maneuvers in Tennessee, and I said (I think he was only a captain then), “Captain, I thought you were one of my boys when I first came in here.” And he says, “The family came from England, there must have been a little Jew boy hanging around somewhere.” I’d say 90-odd percent Abrams are Jews. The Germans hated him because he was no-nonsense, if they didn’t give up, he’d burn the town down. “If it is going to save one soldier, burn the town down.” He would give them [only] so much time to surrender.

But anyway, we went through France rather rapidly and a lot of good things happened. We were near Metz, France, when we got notice that we had to take all our insignias off and erase anything that was on the vehicles that showed our identification and division. We didn’t know what was going on. We were told there was radio silence; that means the radios were off. It was a big secret. We moved up to Belgium—it was the Battle of the Bulge [16 December 1944–16 January 1945]. As we were going up, when it was radio silence, I would put on music. The best music would come from Berlin—Axis Sally. She would talk, “The Jews, they are not in the Army, they are home with your girlfriends and your wives.” And then she’d play Benny Goodman playing a George Gershwin number! [He laughs.]

But I tell you, they had such spies all over. As we were going up, this was a big secret, [Axis Sally] says, “Fourth Armored Division, we know where you are. You are outside Longwy, France,” and that’s where we were. They must have had people telling them, and she was on the radio in Berlin telling us where we were! And here we had to take off all our patches. But anyway, we got to Belgium and it was cold, cloudy, and snowing, December ’44. The German airplanes came out, our planes didn’t come out, and that was kind of scary. I don’t know if it’s symbolic, but on Christmas Day, the sun came out, and the American planes came out. We relieved the 101st Airborne. Pretty rough, but I didn’t have it that bad as a radio operator. I was in my halftrack, and where they had to go sleep outside, I could sleep in the halftrack. But it was cold and physically tough there.

After January, the Battle of the Bulge was completed for us. We jumped over to Germany. It was a funny feeling, you know. When you’re in France you’re still in a friendly territory, but when you’re in Germany, you don’t have any friends any more. Patton… he just went. One day, we went 50 miles, which is just unheard of in one day’s advancement. It was radio silence, it was mostly secret, where we went… I’m not going to tell you too much about that. We crossed the Rhine in April, near the end of the war now. Germans were surrendering by the tens of thousands, the roads were clogged with prisoners, they were giving up. Everybody knew the war was over but Hitler, he had to continue fighting.

That was April 5th. We got a message that they had to take a communication center, that it was a dangerous spot. This infantry battalion in our division went there and they radioed back that it wasn’t a communication center—it was a concentration camp. They wanted all the doctors, the ambulances, nurses. We went in there hours later. I took pictures. When we got into the camp [Ohrdruf, a concentration camp associated with Buchenwald, was liberated on April 4], now this is a small camp, near Gotha, Germany. I remember the inscription on the Opera House that Germany was the home of Brahms, Goethe, and Beethoven, and when we got in there, there were about 50 to 60 bodies laying all around. [Shows his pictures.] These poor souls were alive just hours before we got there, but the Nazis, rather than let them live, clubbed them to death, you could see the blood, they shot ‘em. And some of them they took on trucks and moved them further east to another camp where they gassed them, like Nordhausen [a sub-camp of the concentration camp Dora-Mittelbau] had a gas chamber.

This place was small, a labor camp. The bodies when we got there were warm. You could see the blood was caked in the mud. You see [shows a picture]—this is all blood. If [the striped pajamas] were blue, then they were Jewish. If they were gray, they were non-Jews. Not only Jews that he killed: eleven and a half million, six million were Jews, six million were non-Jews. Gays, of course, and mentally and physically disabled, Jehovah Witnesses. They killed Catholic priests and nuns if they helped a Jew or were dissidents of any kind.

This is where they lived. Rats, all kinds of vermin. No running water, no bathrooms of course, they just had pails. The twelve million that died, they were not all gassed or burned, they had dysentery, typhus, malaria, and malnutrition. Millions died of malnutrition. This is where they lived, just a straw mattress. And this is outside the camp, these fences were double-wire and they were electrified. One of the men told me that people would become despondent and they’d run over and jump on the fence and commit suicide. They weren’t all Jews there, there were French and Yugoslavs, a lot of Polish and Russians because you know Hitler was out to exterminate the Slavic race too.

Well, we went back to our outfit, and there was a memorandum from Eisenhower that he wanted all available troops to see the camp. So we went back and came in with Eisenhower. He was there and that’s [showing a picture] General Bradley. This is an inmate, a survivor, but Eisenhower looked at him and asked the interpreter to ask him a question—why he looked so healthy compared to the others? He said, “Well, I was a trusty, and they gave me extra food.” Eisenhower was no fool. He looked at him and said, “I don’t believe this son of a bitch. Lock him up.”

Eisenhower turned green, shook his head, and said, “God, you have to have a strong stomach to take this.” This is Bradley, the head general, and this is the interpreter telling him what I just told you about these people. Then all of a sudden, there was a commotion and a jeep pulls up with General Patton with his shiny helmet, his two pearl-handled guns, and he struts out and he looks into this place, and he came out and he heaves up. He started to scream at the top of his voice, “You should see what these sons of bitches did, see what these bastards did,” and, with Eisenhower and Bradley standing next to him, “I don’t want you to take a f—ing prisoner,” he yelled.

Colonel Sears, he made the mayor and all the townspeople come in and see what was going on. The mayor and his two sons, they made them dig graves for these bodies. The mayor told Sears, “I didn’t know what was going on,” and Sears says, “You are a lying S.O.B. The smell alone will tell you what was going on.” Let me tell you, the smell—never, never, if you were there, you will never forget the smell. It stays with you, it was awful. You smelled burning flesh, decaying bodies, and of course all the human waste and garbage altogether was God-awful. I don’t know how they even survived. The people knew what was going on. Most of them couldn’t do anything about it. Why didn’t they? The Nazis would have killed them.

Eisenhower made a statement, “The waste, just think, any one of these children might have been a scientist (or doctor) to find a cure for cancer.” We had a captain doctor, John Scotti, from Brooklyn, a real fine human being. He got so upset in Ohrdruf, he went in the middle of the street and he started to scream. “Now I know how the Germans found a cure for malaria and typhus: they burn them and gas them and then burn them.” You want to curse, if you ever had some of them Germans, you want to take your gun and shoot them. Scotti blew his stack and Patton, who was a big macho, he threw up, and Eisenhower turned green.

That’s where they burned them. [He show a photo.] In Washington, DC, I gave the pictures to the Holocaust Museum. You could see the skulls here. They didn’t have ovens, they didn’t have gas chambers in this camp. Above the hill they had this place where they burned them. You see this in the back? That’s not dirt, that’s all human ashes. The reason it’s white, they poured lime on it. You can see, there was still a body that was not completely burned.

We stayed there for a few days, we left and we went further east toward Weimar. We went into Buchenwald, a major camp. The 6th Armored Division got there a few hours before we did and it seems there were bodies laying all around there. In this camp there weren’t just a few hundred. Buchenwald, that’s where Elie Wiesel was, they had 50–60,000 there. We drove in there and we saw this body in the middle of the road, and the sergeant says, “Don’t feel bad about it, he was the only Nazi guard left.” One of the Polish inmates recognized him and took a gun from the American soldier and put three bullets in him and they just let him lay there. But you could see how fat he was, he was a Nazi guard, so there were no tears shed over him.

These bodies were all over the place, thousands and thousands. This is the graves registration. You can see the bungalows or sheds where all the people lived, the “hotels,” there were 60,000 of them. Buchenwald, when we got there, they kissed our hands, our feet, crying. They wanted food and we were told not to give them any food. But I gave them crackers, and I had chocolate, my K-rations [combat rations], I gave them my cigarettes, they smoked, I didn’t smoke. But the British had given them food—I think they had liberated Bergen-Belsen before—and naturally you are going to have compassion if they ask for food. They ate it so fast and stuffed it down, and their stomachs had shrunk so that it exploded, and many of them died. The irony of it all, they over-ate.

And this is the crematory. They would put them on a gurney, and they would slip them in the oven like they do pizza pies. Well, we knew that there was something. When we were in France, we picked up a Russian who had escaped a slave labor camp. He stayed with us a couple of nights, he explained to us that there were slave labor camps and how awful it was. That was the extent of it. We didn’t know that went as far as extermination camps, how cruel it was.

A Polish diplomat [Jan Karski], he was put in the camp and he escaped and the Polish underground got him to England and he told Churchill. He also came to America to tell Roosevelt what was going on. This diplomat said that Felix Frankfurter was there and had said, “Don’t make any waves.” That was a period of anti-Semitism and Felix Frankfurter, which is wrong, said, “Don’t make waves.” You can’t keep it quiet, that’s why it happens.

That was April. From Germany, we went into Czechoslovakia, we ended up not far from Pilsen. The war was over, and the Russians were not far from us. People were so nice. They knitted shawls that I sent home to my wife and my mother-in-law and they gave us painted plates, a little town. Before we left Czechoslovakia to go back to Germany as occupation troops, we woke up around 4 o’clock in the morning, all the tanks, all the trucks, were covered with roses. This was the people, overnight this was their way of thanking us.

A lot of my buddies and myself went to the 16th Armored Division, they were in Marienbad, Czechoslovakia, ready to embark to go to France and go home. I see a kid in an American uniform, so I walk over to him and say, “Sprechen Sie Deutsch?” He looks at me and he says, “Ich sprech Yiddish echit,” that means, “I speak Jewish too.” So I start talking—the kid’s name was Izzy, sixteen years old, he was taken from Poland when he was 12 years old. He went through three different camps, he was husky and a streetwise kid.

In the last camp, he was befriended by one of the German soldiers who used to give him extra bread. Izzy made friends with somebody, he called him his cousin, another kid from Poland. One day this German guard came over to Izzy and said, “They are going to move you tonight. If I were you, I would escape from the train. They are taking you to a camp where they are going to gas all of you.” This was what they did. Rather than let them live, the war was practically over, but anyway, Izzy, he went on the train with this other kid, Morty.

This was the plan: they were going to jump out the window when the train went around the bend; there was a guard on top, he couldn’t see them when they jumped out. They were picked up by a German farmer and slept in his barn, they told the farmer that they were two Polish kids that escaped. The farmer took them and gave them some food and gave them a shower. When he saw them in the shower he says, “You are going to have to leave, I can’t keep you, you’re Jewish.” But he didn’t turn them in—he just told them to leave.

They were picked up by an American artillery unit. There were two Jewish kids in the unit, both of the soldiers wrote to their parents to see if they could get these kids into America. The only way was if someone signed for them so they wouldn’t be a burden on the state. They also met some major who said he knew somebody who could smuggle them into Marseilles and then into Palestine. So Izzy asks me, “Where should I go?” I said, “Izzy, if I were you, I would go to Palestine.” I gave him my address and phone number. I got a call from Izzy, he was working for this kosher butcher [in Roxbury, Massachusetts], the father of one of the kids in the unit. This was 1948.

He tried to trace his family, his mother, father, three sisters, and two brothers—they were all killed in the camps. He was the only survivor, no relatives, nothing, that’s why he adopted this other kid—they made themselves cousins. He got a job as a painter’s apprentice in the Bronx. He calls me up one Friday, so I picked him up, brought him over to my house, my mother made a nice chicken Friday night dinner, and he stayed overnight. This is 1948–49.

Anyway, I lost his address, and he must have lost mine. I used to tell my wife, “I’ll bet he went to Israel, fought in the war and got killed.” I was always curious whatever happened to Izzy. About twelve years ago, this woman said, “You and your friend Donald Gosselin are doing a wonderful thing going around and telling the kids about the Holocaust. My brother and his friend in the Army took up two Jewish kids who escaped from camp.” I told her about Izzy, he changed his name, she gave me a phone number and address, so I wrote a long letter.

One night I was out, my wife says, “Oh my God, you got a call from Izzy.” He called up, he and his wife were crying, they finally met their cousin. Izzy put his name on the Internet, one day, Izzy gets a call from Antwerp, Belgium, a young fellow says I am your cousin. Izzy’s mother had a brother that lived in Belgium. He was married and had a little girl, when the Nazis came in to Antwerp, they put the girl in a convent. The parents were sent to Auschwitz—they were killed, and the girl was brought up a Catholic. [He laughs.] She didn’t know, she got married, had two children. One of them was an engineer and he wanted to know about his roots, so he was able to trace the name and he found out he was Jewish. He found out that he had a relative in America, he called Izzy up and he came to America. He was married to a Jewish girl in Belgium and Izzy and his wife went to the wedding in Antwerp, so he got to see a relative.

He opened up his own little market, a real entrepreneur. He was no dummy, a shrewd kid, a real survivor. In fact, he went to Israel when he was 72 to be bar mitzvahed—he had been taken into camp before he was thirteen. “You know, David, Hitler couldn’t beat me, that cancer isn’t going to.” He died of cancer.

I believe there is a just war and a bad one. What we did to the Indians is certainly not a just war. A bad reason for going to war could be to take over an oil field, just for an oil company, was this President Bush’s reason? Was he angry because they tried to kill his father? It seems ridiculous, but it could be true. Could he be that petty? The men he had around him, between the vice president, Wolfowitz, and those jokers, I just wonder if they believe in some form of imperialism. They want America to be shown as a powerful country. I would hope I am wrong, but that might be a theory.

Most of the fellows I was in the Army with felt there was some justification. That Hitler—forget the concentration camps—had taken over Czechoslovakia, Poland, France, so it was scary. These were all our allies. Like one guy said, “If he takes over England, he’ll try to take over America. We’ll all be speaking German.” In other words, there was justification. There wasn’t—like today with Iraq and Vietnam—that antiwar feeling. World War II, they felt that we were there for a reason, a good reason.

I think Obama is making a mistake if he goes into Afghanistan. One election in Iraq is going to be a panacea? The Iraqis are probably sorry we invaded—at least they had some jobs and food when Hussein was there, it was negative, but at least they had something. My philosophy is: I believe in my country, they say right or wrong. I believe in my country, right. If it is wrong, I want to make it right! That’s my belief.
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Raymond Elliott, born in 1924 in Cambridge, Massachusetts, is an African American who served in World War II from December 1942 to 1946 as an engineer, building landing strips in the Pacific. His father served in World War I as a “Buffalo” soldier in the African American 92nd Regiment in France; his regiment was decorated by the French government with a Croix de Guerre, the highest military honor. Ray graduated from McGill University in Montreal as a chemist, worked testing for radioactivity, including the loop water on the Nautilus submarine. He later worked on heat shields for the Apollo space program. He still talks to students, especially about serving in a segregated army. Ray adopted the Bahá’í religion, which focuses on the oneness of the human family.
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The time that I went into the service, in the North there was separatism, the blacks had their own grocery stores, their own doctors, and their own barbershops, partly because the blacks wanted separatism. The other reason, of course, was we weren’t welcome into many situations. My attitude at the time: no just, equal opportunities were available for Blacks because there was institutionalized racism.

Now the institutionalized racism in the South was written laws, but in the North it was de facto. De facto segregation is a weird experience, there were reasons given for denying us different rights in the ’40s when I was growing up. I was raised in a white community, I was never immersed in the black culture. I was sheltered from building a defense against being treated less than equal.

When I went into the service, it was a shock because I was going to immerse [myself] into an all-black culture, a black segregated Army. It was, in one way, a joyful thing, because I had always wanted to be amongst people who looked like me. Especially to live with them, I didn’t have that experience. But I wasn’t prepared for the treatment—without respect or dignity, or trying to take away my manhood by treating us like we were less than human, not equal.

It seemed that most of the white officers we had were young officers from the South who had gone through the 90-day wonder program of becoming an officer, and not well trained. They didn’t seem to be that compassionate toward another human being, they just seemed like they enjoyed treating us in cruel ways. It was the human relationships that were the invisible wounds that we suffered in boot camp. There is a worry too, Blacks can sense when a person is a redneck, is prejudiced, has some hatred towards you. That was the most difficult thing, to be ready to fight and die for this country and be treated with such attitudes. When we deployed, it was worse. Apparently, the [officers] they put in charge of us were the bottom of the barrel.

The Army did not explain to us why we were segregated, why the Army was segregated. We had all kinds of thoughts. The government was afraid there would be riots if they put the Blacks together [with whites]. Many of the cities did not want black troops to be stationed within their areas. The government didn’t want to confront the South, Jim Crow laws. In order to have unity in the Army, they had no choice. They should have had in place some social officers to share with us the reasoning—that would have made such a difference.

I didn’t volunteer. I wanted to join ROTC at Northeastern University, in order to avoid going in. Mainly because of the way they had treated my dad when he came back from the First World War and he couldn’t join the Veterans of Foreign Wars in Cambridge. I had [black] friends, “That’s a white man’s war, we are not going to fight, we should be fighting here in this country for justice.” I knew that it was a segregated army, and I was tricked into joining the service. I was walking downtown, and these recruiting officers called me over. I was eighteen years old, and I said, “No, I am going to sign up in the ROTC, at school,” and they said, “You can sign up here for ROTC.” I signed up and two weeks later I got a telegram saying that I had to report to the standing army.

I had a choice of what branch I wanted to serve in. Tuskegee fighter pilot program, which was just beginning in [July] 1941, I went in ’42, I applied to be a fighter pilot. I was accepted for that program and so they sent me to Biloxi, Mississippi where I was in training. After being there a month or so, we would be interviewed by psychologists, and they’d ask us questions related to how we would react if we were in a fighter plane. I went in to a psychologist and he asked me if you ever fainted in your life before. I said, of course I fainted three or four times. I told him the circumstances. I said, “But these were unusual circumstances.” And he looked at me and says, “Don’t you think it’s unusual circumstances if you are a mile up in the air in a fighter plane, a million dollar plane (he had to mention the million dollar plane)?” So he says, “We are not going to be able to accept you into the program. But you do have a choice to be a bombardier.”

I didn’t like the idea of just dropping bombs so I signed up for survey, map-making. Of all places, I was sent to Franklin Technical Institute in Boston, back home, and not only that, but Franklin Technical Institute is where my dad went.

I was in the combat engineers, in headquarters, the company surveyor. They turned over dynamite every two months because it becomes unstable, they lock you in this room and you have to slowly turn them over. We used this dynamite to clear areas for airstrips. We had to blow up obstacles in our path, tree stumps, rocks, big boulders, and even small little hills had to be demolished. You’re talking about almost a mile-long airstrip you would be building, in the bush. Coral was perfect for a landing surface. The main island where we were doing most of the work, which was our final destination, was Okinawa.

We were prepared to invade Japan. The Marines were going to go in first and secure the beachhead. Then we were going to come in and lay the airstrips. A couple of months before they dropped the A-bomb, we were being prepared to engage in that. I’ll never forget that because it made us think this is the beginning of a third world war, this is crazy! It was frightening. I was there before the bomb was dropped and afterwards. I was in the South Pacific from ’43 to April of ’46.

One of the things that was really discouraging to us was the USO was sending entertainers around the world and in this country, and never did we have them come to entertain us. A lot of them were black entertainers. In Hawaii we were at a camp but a segregated section. Overseas, we were never stationed near a large white army camp, and that’s where the entertainers were going. We were stationed outside in black camps, bivouacked in tents away from the whites to avoid any conflict or riots, or disruption of unity in the army. The big point was to keep unity: if they were going to win, they had to be united in fighting [for] the cause.

But we kept our anger down. When we first went in, we were all young, we were fiery, we were ready to fight back against any kind of a derogatory attitude toward us. In the North, we were African Americans, but we mixed, we had some Southern Blacks, they were more passive. “You can’t win. The white man, he’s got his foot on your neck, he’s going to keep you down,” “When we get out, we’re going to fight against racism.” So we had that bonding from the beginning, to channel our anger rather than toward each officer (we used to joke about knocking them off when we got into battle) but to channel it toward a cause, a purpose, and that cause was when we got out, we were going to fight against racism.

We had a symbol, somebody got out of control, reacting like he is going to fight back, or curse out an officer and then end up in the brig, “Hey brother, remember…” and we would show the double V sign. [He holds up both hands, each with two fingers forming a “V.”] Most of us were 18 or 19, when you have authority challenging you, reprimanding you for doing something which you feel crosses the line, without respect, you have a tendency to react. So when we saw this happening, when the officers were treating another black soldier without respect, we would get close, and [give the sign to] just cool it. We tried to calm each other down. The double “V” was reported in the black newspapers, but the rest of the media didn’t pick it up.

I feel we planted the seeds of the civil rights movement. When we got back, we were going to take advantage of the GI Bill. Then we are going to organize with the NAACP and other organizations, and we are going to march on the South. Some of them had crazy ideas (these are young kids talking) we’re going to confiscate some tanks from Ft. Devens and we’re just going to move in on some of these areas where they had had so many bad experiences. They were trying to think of some way, now that they were trained how to fight, now that they are organized, that they could be militant. But that was only in their imagination.

My feeling was to educate the young folks, especially the young Blacks getting ready to be organized to go south and do boycotting. I’d experienced what it was like with insulting racism in the South, what it felt like to be chased by a mob, these experiences scared the daylights out of me. I became the NAACP youth advisor for Lawrence-Haverhill and Lowell, Merrimack Valley, over a hundred kids. We’d train them how to react when they are confronted with any kind of challenge, and to act with nonviolence.

The Blacks did channel their anger into joining the Black Muslims. I went when Malcolm X was visiting the mosque [on] Blue Hill Ave, Dorchester [Boston] to try to talk to him about not having this anger toward whites. He started talking, “The white man’s heaven is the black man’s hell,” on and on. Finally, he called up his daughter, about seven years old, “Who’s this?” and he showed her a picture of Marilyn Monroe. And she said, “Daddy, that’s the devil.” He went on and on brainwashing his own children. [But] the magazine [Muhammad Speaks] was incredible, all about little known facts about black history, the black Pharaohs, great civilizations, great inventors—we heard about Charles Drew. Then we heard stories about how white soldiers were refusing black blood, sacrificing their lives because of prejudices. We heard stories about a black bank of black blood for black soldiers.
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