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I visited our old battlefield and was pleased to find it looked a quiet, contented area with people digging in the fields in the afternoon sun. Everything looked so peaceful and easy-going there this afternoon that I felt if this is what we are fighting to restore all over the world, it is right that we should do all we can to achieve it. Children were playing in the ditch where the German machine-gunner who shot Morgan had been lying. Nearby was Morgan’s grave. It is strange that a young Irishman, living in England, should die for the freedom of Dutch children in Holland whom he never even saw and whose names he never knew. It seems to typify the tremendously generous spirit of sacrifice made by Morgan and so many others like him.


—Irish soldier Major Charles Sweeny, with the Royal Ulster Rifles, writing to his wife on February 22, 1945, about one of his men who had been killed in the Netherlands five months earlier. Tragically, Sweeny survived combat but then died in an accident two days before the war in Europe was over.
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Anti-American graffiti near the Atocha Train Station in Madrid, Spain. On March 11, 2004, members of an al-Qaeda cell in Spain exploded several bombs on commuter trains in Madrid, killing nearly two hundred civilians. Many citizens blamed the US for the attack, which al-Qaeda claimed was a direct response to the deployment of Spanish troops in Iraq. The graffiti reads: VICTIMS OF MADRID: “COLLATERAL DAMAGE” OF THE YANKEE WAR.





INTRODUCTION



Before leaving, I had been forewarned to expect everything from indifference to outright hostility.


The purpose of the trip, which would take me to more than thirty countries across five continents, was to search for letters by soldiers and civilians from nations that had been wartime allies or adversaries of the United States throughout our history. My timing was not ideal. The invasion of Iraq was fueling anti-American sentiment around the world. People were burning the Stars and Stripes not only in Palestine, Cairo, and Tehran, but Berlin, Rome, and London. And in some of the places I would be traveling to, Americans were being threatened physically, kidnapped, and, in extreme cases, executed. Due to the brief amount of time I planned to stay in the relatively more dangerous regions, the risk for me was minimal, but some degree of concern was not unwarranted. (Indeed, only days before I checked in to my hotel in Afghanistan, a bomb placed by members of the Taliban or al-Qaeda detonated behind the hotel, shattering most of the back windows. Amazingly no one was seriously hurt. The day after the explosion I called to see if the hotel was still accepting guests. The clerk assured me cheerfully, “Oh yes, all is well! You come. Bring cash!”)


The inspiration to seek out foreign letters came from an unexpected source—American veterans. In 1998, I launched an initiative called the Legacy Project that preserves wartime correspondences as a way to honor and remember those who have fought for this nation. Since then, people across the country have sent in tens of thousands of previously unpublished letters from all of our major conflicts, beginning with the War of Independence and continuing up to Operation Iraqi Freedom. The letters not only record extraordinary moments in time—the battle of Shiloh, the attack on Pearl Harbor, the storming of Fallujah—they capture the more human side of warfare and reveal the thoughts and emotions of the troops who have been eyewitnesses to these events. Although I had always admired those who served in the military, I had no real concept of all that they sacrificed, on and off the battlefield, until I began reading their letters home.


For two years I traveled throughout the US speaking with groups of veterans about the importance of saving what they had written from the front lines. During these conversations we talked about wartime correspondences in general and how essential mail was to their morale, the tricks they used to evade the censors, the letters they dreaded receiving more than any others (rejection or “Dear John” messages from a sweetheart), and the ones that were the most gut-wrenching to write (condolence letters to the families of fallen comrades). We also discussed the changes in letter-writing from generation to generation, especially with the advent of e-mail, and how, while the tone has become less formal over the years, the emotions have remained fundamentally the same.


One question that initially surprised me was being asked with increasing regularity: was the Legacy Project collecting letters from other countries? I responded that only a few had trickled in over the years, donated primarily by stamp collectors and bargain hunters who had discovered them at estate sales and flea markets in the US and abroad. I was curious why these veterans were interested in foreign correspondences, and the history buffs replied that the letters would make for fascinating reading, providing a fresh perspective on familiar battles. But most of the veterans expressed the belief that these letters might contribute to our overall understanding of war and the larger impact of these conflicts on everyone involved—friend and foe alike.


An idea began to take hold. For years I had been yearning to go abroad and visit the places I had been reading about in the letters. I wanted to see the trenches of World War I that still zigzag through the French and Belgian countryside, walk along the Normandy coast where Allied forces had landed on D-Day, peer across the Demilitarized Zone marking the border between North and South Korea, explore the tunnels of Cu Chi outside of Saigon, and, if possible, set foot in Baghdad and Kabul. But instead of embarking on a mere sightseeing tour, I could give the trip a purpose and seek out war letters in every country I visited. All I had to do, I figured, was locate the main military archives and museums and dig through their collections. Ideally, I would also introduce myself to veterans and active duty personnel along the way and solicit letters from them directly.


Well-traveled friends and colleagues were more pessimistic about my plan of action. They alerted me that many of the institutions I expected to visit were government-run and notorious for their unwieldy bureaucracies. Upon arrival I would have to produce a letter of introduction just to secure an appointment with the archivists, and there was still no guarantee the staff would grant me access to their holdings. There was also the larger matter of the world’s political climate at the time. Acquaintances overseas prepared me for the possibility that the veterans, military personnel, and other people I hoped to meet might distrust my motives or be unwilling to cooperate with an American. The very nature of the appeal was a delicate one, as I would be asking these individuals to share with me copies of their private letters. If a foreigner approached me with such a request, I’m not sure how enthusiastic my response would be.


After five months of planning and armed with an itinerary that weighed in at seven pounds, I was—out of stubbornness, naiveté, or perhaps a bit of both—determined to go. I had secured the necessary visas, gotten my vaccinations, cancelled my magazine subscriptions, reconfirmed all reservations, said my good-byes, fibbed to my mom about having no intention of traveling to Iraq, and then headed to the airport.


Gdansk was first. A port city on the northern coast of Poland, Gdansk is celebrated as the birthplace of the Solidarity movement, where, in 1980, a thirty-seven-year-old electrician named Lech Walesa galvanized his fellow shipyard workers to demand from Poland’s Communist government the right to organize trade unions. The reason I began in Gdansk, however, had more to do with what happened there on September 1, 1939, when German forces pounded the city with artillery before launching a full-scale invasion of Poland, marking the beginning of World War II. (Arguably, the clash between Chinese and Japanese troops at the Marco Polo Bridge outside of Beijing, China, on July 7, 1937, which ignited a larger conflagration in the Pacific, represents the first shots fired in the war.) After Germany’s assault, hostilities swept the globe like a virus, ultimately killing tens of millions of people. The Poles alone lost one-fifth of their population.


I arrived in Gdansk on September 1 curious to see where the war in Europe had erupted, but, more importantly, to find firsthand accounts written by Polish troops or civilians on that horrible day in 1939. The curators and librarians I spoke with were gracious but explained that they had nothing. They also thought it was doubtful that anyone in the city wrote about the invasion for fear of being accused by the Germans of spying. It was an inauspicious beginning to the trip.


With extra time on my hands, I briefly toured the city and wandered around Westerplatte, the site of the initial German bombardment. I watched as a steady procession of individuals, some alone, some with their families, quietly lit candles and placed flowers around the gravestones of Polish soldiers who were casualties of the attack. A group of German high school students crammed into the tiny History of Gdansk Museum and listened with rapt attention as their teacher narrated the events of that day and then described the hellish occupation of Poland that followed. One girl, apparently unfamiliar with this history, placed her hands over her mouth, aghast, and began to cry.
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Graves of Polish troops killed during the German assault at Westerplatte in Gdansk, Poland. The metal nameplates have been created to look like soldiers’ identification tags torn and fragmented in battle.
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Man riding a bike on the Marco Polo Bridge outside of Beijing, China.


My next stop, Oswiecim, is better known outside of Poland by its German name—Auschwitz. I arrived late in the evening and, although I needed to get up early the next morning to take a tour of the former extermination camp, I was still on US time and couldn’t sleep. The weather for the next day was forecasted to be warm and perfectly clear, and I knew that, being a Saturday, the place would be crowded with tourists. Recognizing it was an unusual request, I called for a taxi and asked the driver if he could take me over to the camp just to see the outside of the site under relatively more peaceful circumstances. I figured I could walk around the exterior grounds for a few minutes and take a picture of the infamous—and grotesquely cynical—ARBEIT MACHT FREI (“Work brings freedom”) greeting that adorns the top of the camp’s main gate.


As soon as the taxi driver and I pulled up to the entrance, I knew we were out of luck. The actual site was well behind a large parking lot and tourist center, and it would be impossible to see anything meaningful. The hour was getting late, and the driver had told me earlier that I was his last fare of the night. But sensing my disappointment, he seemed determined to find another entrance. Sure enough, after winding through a long, inconspicuous street off the main road, we came up to a dimly lit wooden guardhouse. The driver stepped out of the car and approached the night watchman, who looked understandably suspicious. The two men began talking, and I overheard the guard saying, “Nie, nie.” The driver was emphatic. Finally, the guard checked his watch, shrugged, and gestured to the entrance with a flick of his hand. The driver turned to me and said: “OK. We go in.” He then opened his door, reached inside, and clicked the meter off. I told him I didn’t think it would take us very long and that he should absolutely keep the meter running. “No, is OK.” It was almost midnight.


All I could see until my eyes adjusted to the darkness were the tall black silhouettes of trees and the outline of what appeared to be row after row of barracks. We walked slowly and in silence. Occasionally the driver pointed to an important structure as we passed by. “Gas chambers,” he said. “Here, crematoria.” I would stop to look more carefully at a building or peek into a window and, every so often, blindly snap a photograph. Obviously the camp looked nothing like it did when, during the war, thousands of lives were extinguished within its walls every day. There was no sound of trains. No smell of burning flesh. No maniacal guards shrieking orders. No sense of human presence whatsoever. But the vast, shadowy emptiness of the camp worked its own kind of horror and was more haunting than any place I had ever visited before. As we drove back to the hotel, I stared out the taxi window, completely overwhelmed by what had just happened. I felt enormous gratitude toward the driver for going out of his way to make the visit possible. But mostly I remember thinking that this trip was going be intensely more emotional than anything I had expected.


One by one the letters were starting to accumulate as well. I located some remarkable correspondences by Holocaust survivors, and a museum in Warsaw had a poignant letter by a Polish pilot telling his parents that, since they had last seen him, he had fallen in love, married a British girl, and had a son. (But other than that, not much was new.) One archivist contacted members of his own family who were veterans to see if they had any letters, and although nothing came of it, I thought it was a rather thoughtful gesture.


After Poland I went to Russia. Through an American friend living in Moscow I met my exceptional guide, Olga, who mapped out the entire schedule for St. Petersburg. Our primary stop was the State Memorial Museum of the Defense and Blockade of Leningrad, and the staff could not have been more amiable. A quick, handwritten note from me requesting access to their archives was all that we needed to provide, and within minutes they were pulling from their files letters and other personal papers salvaged from World War II—or, as they call it, the Great Patriotic War. Leningrad, the city’s name before it was changed back to St. Petersburg in 1991 after the fall of Communism, had endured one of the longest and most brutal sieges in history, lasting almost nine hundred days and claiming an estimated six hundred thousand lives.


The process of selecting letters was hardly a scientific one, but we worked out a relatively efficient system: the curator would skim through a file and summarize the contents for Olga, who then repeated it to me in English. Depending on my “nyet” or “da,” the item either went back into the pile or off to be copied. “This is a long poem by a soldier describing his sorrow,” Olga said about the first document.


Me: “Um, probably nyet. I really just want letters.”


Olga: “Well, this next one is very moving, too, but it’s a journal, so nyet?”


“Nyet,” I replied.


Olga listened to the next synopsis with growing, and then waning, interest. “It’s a letter … from a husband telling his wife not to forget him if they are separated … but it does not seem to have a lot of emotion. I think we can find better.” Nyet, she determined on her own. Sure enough, as the curator started describing a small stack of letters bound together, I could see Olga nodding her head and looking optimistic.


“These are a series of letters,” she began to explain, “by a brother and sister orphaned during the siege who are telling their aunt all that has happened to them and begging her to come and save them.”
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Auschwitz at night; Oswiecim, Poland.


“Da, da, da!” I exclaimed, and within minutes I had photocopies in hand. I would not have the letters translated word for word until I returned to the States several months later, but they were every bit as compelling as I had hoped.


The Balkans came next. My flight into Sarajevo landed late in the evening, so it wasn’t until the morning that I discovered how stunningly beautiful the city is. I could easily understand why Sarajevo was selected as the site of the Winter Olympics in 1984. There is both a vibrant modernity and ancient patina to Sarajevo, where upscale hotels line the main avenues and cobblestone streets lead to the Old Market and its antique merchant shops. But intermingled with this beauty—and it is easy not to notice them at first, before you begin to see them everywhere—are thick clusters of luminescent white gravestones. Nestled among residential neighborhoods, in the city parks, next to schools, behind sports stadiums, and wherever it seems there should be an open space or field of grass, the cemeteries are an ever-present reminder of the terror that descended on Sarajevo beginning in the spring of 1992 when Serb forces declared war on Bosnia. Private homes and apartment buildings are still scarred and pockmarked with bullet holes and artillery blasts. And on the streets and sidewalks, shallow impressions in the shape of splattered paint mark where mortar shells exploded during the siege. The residents now call them “dragon’s feet.”


Thirty years old when we met, Amir Telebecirovic, my guide throughout Sarajevo, was still a teenager when the war erupted. It began, in fact, on his nineteenth birthday. Despite having no military experience whatsoever, Amir was forced to serve in the Bosnian army, which was massively outgunned and under-trained compared to the highly skilled Serb troops. Many of Amir’s closest friends, also just teenagers out of high school, were killed in the fighting.


As we walked the city on our way to meet with archivists and historians who had letters to show us, every corner prompted a sharp memory or horrific story. We crossed the bridge now named for Suada Delbrovic, the first person to die in the war. On April 6, 1992, as Serb forces began positioning themselves in Sarajevo, Delbrovic was shot to death on the bridge during a demonstration calling for peace. Just over a year later, on the banks of the River Miljacka below, two young lovers—Admira Ismic, a Bosnian Muslim, and Bosko Brckic, a Christian Serb—died in each other’s arms after they, too, were caught in the crosshairs of a Serb sniper. Amir and I went to the Lion’s Cemetery where the two are buried beneath a heart-shaped headstone. Later, when we passed the bustling open-air Markale market, Amir told me it was site of the infamous mortar attack of August 28, 1995. Almost forty people simply out shopping for groceries were blown to pieces. The shelling of Markale was one of several atrocities against civilians that prompted the US-led NATO airstrikes on Serb forces around Sarajevo.
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View of Sarajevo from my hotel room.
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At the Historical Museum of Sarajevo, my exceptional guide Amir Telebecirovic points out the kinds of makeshift and outdated weapons they had to use against Serbian troops.


Amir recounted one story that, although relatively insignificant in the larger context of the fighting, was for some reason especially unsettling to me. At the beginning of the war staff members at the local zoo were unable to move the animals to safety, and Serb snipers situated on the hills overlooking many of the cages decided, for fun, to pick off the animals one by one. The lions were on the other side of the zoo and consequently were not at risk of getting shot. Their fate, however, would be much worse, as it was impossible for the animal keepers to make their way to the lions’ cages and feed them without risking their own lives. Residents who lived nearby would later recall that one of the most unnerving sounds of the war was the roar—some described it as more like a dry scream—of the trapped, emaciated lions pacing their cages as they slowly starved to death.


Just hours before leaving Sarajevo, I asked Amir about the darkest moment of the war for him personally. There were many, he responded, but the worst occurred during the first winter of the siege. With no electricity or heating fuel, residents were freezing to death in their homes. Early one evening Amir’s father went outside to collect firewood, which was becoming scarce throughout the city. (By the end of the war, virtually every tree in Sarajevo had been chopped down. Some individuals went to the desperate measure of digging up graves and dismantling the coffins, simply for the wood.) A Serb soldier or, more likely, sniper caught sight of Amir’s father and shot him in the back. Neighbors were able to drag him to a car and rush him to the hospital. Before the siege, the drive would have taken only a few minutes. But the direct route was cut off by barricades and some streets were too dangerous to use, so they slowly had to wind their way through Sarajevo. The hospital itself was without power and overcrowded with other critically injured patients. Amir’s father bled to death before any of the doctors could even examine his wound.


After hearing this, and with all the other stories of atrocities still fresh in my mind, I blurted out: “God you must hate the Serbs.”


“No!” Amir responded firmly. “No, no. There’s been enough hatred. I’m sick of it. My girlfriend is a Serb. Many Serbs in Sarajevo and throughout Bosnia suffered, too. Many people in Serbia didn’t know what was going on because Milosevic lied to them. At some point it has to stop. There’s been too much already. It has to stop.” When I asked him how he could be so forgiving, he said, “Only people who have been through it can really understand how bad it can be.” This sentiment would become one of the most dominant themes of the trip.


The subject was first brought to my attention during my visit to Volgograd just over a week earlier. During World War II, when the city was called Stalingrad, it was the site of what is considered to be one of the bloodiest battles ever fought. Tens of thousands of civilians were killed in the first thirty-six hours of the German bombardment that began on August 23, 1942. Disease flourished as bodies decayed in the streets and dogs fed on the corpses. Troops on both sides coerced young boys and girls into serving as scouts and runners, primarily to deliver messages or fill soldiers’ canteens in the Volga river. And both sides shot the children they suspected of aiding the enemy. “For me, the philosophical question of whether violence is ever justified was once torturous,” a Russian lieutenant named Joseph Maranov wrote to his beloved, Lola, from Stalingrad on August 29. “Now,” he continued, “my dream, my aim is to rip apart, destroy, suffocate, and tear the enemy to pieces.” Approximately half a million Russians and half a million German and Axis soldiers died in five months of savage fighting. “You do not understand the hatred,” one Russian said to me after noticing I was reading a book on Stalingrad. “You have September 11 attacks in your country. How many killed? This was September 11 every day for almost two hundred days.”
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Memorial to the Fallen Heroes of Stalingrad. Three Russian soldiers sit at the base of the statue just under Mother Russia’s left foot. They are smaller than her toes.


A local guide took me to see the massive statue of Mother Russia, who stands majestically atop the highest hill in Volgograd and commemorates the resilience of the soldiers and civilians who defended the city. She is more than one hundred feet taller than the Statue of Liberty. Her right hand holds a sword, raised in defiance, and her left is outstretched in the direction from which the Axis troops invaded. Several hundred yards away is an indoor memorial with an eternal flame that pays tribute to those who perished. When my guide and I walked in, I heard tranquil but somewhat melancholic music playing. “Which Russian composer is that?” I asked.


My guide responded, “Actually it’s Schumann.”


I was incredulous. “They selected a German composer for the Stalingrad Memorial? Why didn’t they pick a Russian?” The guide explained that when they built the monument in the 1960s, they wanted to send a message of reconciliation to the Germans who came to pay their respects to those who had died.


American veterans were also reaching out to former enemies. At the USS Arizona Memorial in Hawaii I met with two Pearl Harbor survivors, Dick Fiske and Everett Hyland, who, decades after the 1941 attack, befriended Japanese pilots who had flown in the raid. Fiske even put me in touch with one of these veterans, Zenji Abe, whom I met in Japan two months later. (In a terrible coincidence, the very morning I had lunch with Mr. Abe and his family in Tokyo, Dick Fiske passed away.) The two men had corresponded with one another before Fiske’s death, but, regrettably, almost all of their letters have been lost.


Through a close friend named Mike Meyer who fought in Vietnam, I was introduced to Chuck Theusch, a veteran who frequently travels back to Vietnam to build libraries as a way to foster goodwill between our two nations. Chuck very kindly sent me copies of the letters he exchanged with a Vietnamese woman, Tran Thi Anh Thu, who worked at the My Lai Memorial. When they first met she wanted little to do with him. They are now friends, and with Thu’s permission, Chuck provided me with a copy of their correspondences.


Whatever concerns I had about being confronted with resistance or a lack of cooperation on my trip proved completely unfounded. In every country people were going out of their way to be helpful—and often at a significant emotional cost. Many of the stories and letters they were sharing with me brought back painful memories of losing those closest to them. An Australian woman named Olwyn Green gave me a copy of the letter she wrote to her husband Charlie in 1992, fifty years after his death in the Korean War. “I always told you how much I loved you,” she stated, “I probably didn’t tell you: You are the finest human being I have ever known.” A
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Zenji Abe in Tokyo, Japan.
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Dick Fiske, who died just months after I saw him in Hawaii.


Kuwaiti man named Abdul Hameed Al-Attar translated for me the last message he wrote to his son Jamal, who was unjustly imprisoned by the Iraqis during the 1990 invasion of Kuwait and then never heard from again. The uncertainty of Jamal’s fate made the situation all the more unbearable for the family; “[Y]our mother is still keeping your personal belongings in your room,” Al-Attar wrote to his son, “checking them every morning as if you will be coming soon (probably today or tomorrow) she says with tears pouring from her red eyes.” Statistics can accentuate the enormity of war but not its humanity, and these letters are stark reminders of the individual stories behind the numbers.


Many veterans generously contributed letters that were especially intimate and candid. “I am fearing for my life for the first time,” a Dutch private first class named André Dekker in Srebrenica confided to his girlfriend before passionately declaring his love for her. “You’re everything to me,” he wrote, “my shoulder to cry on, my love nest, and everything you give to me exceeds my expectations. I feel good when I’m with you, I can be myself and together we are invincible.” (Dekker survived.)


The veterans who offered these more revealing letters hoped that they might have a cathartic value for the men and women in the armed forces now. No one can truly understand military life—the constant pressures, the separation from loved ones, both the thrill and terror of being sent into combat, the devastating shock of losing a buddy—like those who have already been through it. The older veterans empathize deeply with the current generation of troops and want them to know that there is solace in realizing that others have borne these hardships too.


A Korean War veteran named Alfred Puntasecca Jr. gave me a copy of a letter he had sent to his parents and siblings in 1953 before heading back to the States. Nineteen years old at the time, he wanted to prepare them for the battle-hardened man he had become, and not the boy they once knew: “I’m looking forward to seeing you again, but I’m in no hurry to see the expressions on your faces when you see me,” Puntasecca wrote. “It is going to be hard being civilized again. What the hell ever civilized means.” He then added, “I am going to tell you now. You’ll need a lot of patience with me. Patience, and, understanding. We all will. See you soon.” Fifty-one years later, a nineteen-year-old soldier in Iraq named Scott Curry mailed a letter to his mom that included the following:


 


Mother’s Day is coming so happy Mother’s Day. I wish I was there for the 2nd year in a row I’ve missed so much since I left for the Army. That’s what makes coming home more scary than here. At least here we know what to do, shoot back. Home I will not know what to do, how to act, that’s what worries me. Here we use violence to fix problems. I can’t do that at home. So I have to re-learn how to live a normal life. I miss you so much and can’t wait to see you.


 


What struck me about the majority of the letters that people were sharing was how graphic they were. More so, in fact, than anything I had ever read before. “I came across one of our boys—decomposed beyond all recognition,” a Canadian chaplain named William Mayse wrote to his wife during World War I.


 


[H]e lay just as he had fallen—the head was missing—but all the accoutriments was buckled on, his rifle & helmet lay close by—I cut the buckle off the belt as a momento, & we burried what remained of him—I tried to find something by which he might be identified but it was impossible—Poor boy—in some far away home in Canada someone is mourning the loss of husband—son or sweetheart—& the saddest of all is, they will never know how he died—or where he is burried, & even now they may be clinging to the hope, that he is still alive.


 


Both in the US and abroad, many of the people who were contributing letters voiced a frustration with how war is often romanticized in the popular culture. As evidenced in the letters themselves, this was not a new lament. “You say that you wish you were over here,” Major Oscar Mitchell wrote to a friend named Sylvia Helene Hairston on April 15, 1944. Mitchell was serving in the China-Burma-India theatre of World War II, and he was quick to discourage Sylvia or anyone else from idealizing life on the front lines. “Although most people think that they are War Conscious, are they really?—so far removed from the far-flung battle fronts, can they be?” He continued:


 


You are really War Conscious when you see the airplanes, in formation, early in the morning, flying to meet their rendezvous … and see this same formation returning in the evenings. But the number is not the same! Twelve went out, nine returned. You stand there, looking up, watching them fly into the distance; into and part of the horizon, then disappear. You wonder, what really did happen. Those that went down in flames…. Do they die as you see them in the movies? I do not think so. Not with a smile on their lips and a happy gleam in their eyes, rather painfully and regretfully with the knowledge that this is it! You’d have to see the wounded streaming back from the front after a battle … above all, to see the light go out of men’s eyes. Young men shaking from nervous exhaustion and crying like babies.
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Major Oscar Mitchell


 


Strong men they are, or were, who did not or will not have the chance, ever, to live normal lives…. People may think they know what War is like. Their knowledge is facts of the mind. Mine is the war-torn body, scared to soul’s depth. When I was in the States, War was far away, unreal. I had read, I had seen pictures, but now I know.


 


Many individuals who provided letters that depict the harsh realities of war stressed to me that they do not regard themselves as pacificists. They believe that there is cruelty and brutality in the world—tyranny, genocide, slavery—and if the worst of these evils cannot be defeated through peaceful means, they must be destroyed by violent ones. The combat veterans I met, in particular, are fiercely patriotic and proud of their military service, and their letters speak with great conviction about the courage of fallen comrades and the importance of honoring the freedoms for which they gave their lives.


What they abhor is the glorification of war itself. They believe that sanitizing or concealing its ugliness only trivializes the sacrifices made by the men and women who serve. They want people to understand the toll it takes not only on combatants, but on their family members—and especially those who will receive a phone call or knock on the door informing them that their loved one has been killed. The wounds they suffer are every bit as traumatic and searing as the ones sustained on fields of battle, and they will last for the rest of their lives. The emotional aftershocks of war reverberate long after the peace treaties are signed.


And while many combat veterans recognize the allure of going off to battle and can well recall the intoxicating rush that comes from being under fire, they also know the exhilaration rarely lasts. It is tempered by exhaustion and hunger and endless hours of marching and waiting. It vanishes entirely when one sees a friend get shot to pieces or blown up and later shipped home in a flag-draped coffin. Civilians, too, often feel an initial sense of excitement when war is announced, and there is an undeniable electricity and tension in the air at the beginning of any conflict. Here again, the veterans are familiar with how easily that fervor can wane and how crippling it is to morale when troops suspect that support on the homefront has started to fade.


What they emphasize above all is that there is no greater decision a society can make than when or if it will declare war—and if it does, it must prepare itself for the consequences. What war demands of those who serve in the military, as well as the suffering it inflicts on so many who do not, is often much worse than what people who have not experienced it firsthand can imagine. This was the theme most commonly expressed, implicitly and explicitly, in the letters I found during my travels throughout the United States and around the globe, and it was the sentiment conveyed to me with the greatest urgency in the conversations I had with those who have been affected by war in some profound way. Individually, the correspondences they shared represent the private letters of troops and civilians writing to a spouse or a parent or a friend or some other loved one about what they have seen and felt and endured.


Collectively, these are their messages to the world.
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Photo by Andrew Carroll


In 1969 two Czech students, Jan Palach and Jan Zajic, set themselves on fire in Prague to protest the Soviet occupation of Czechoslovakia. (In the weeks immediately before and after the March 2003 invasion of Iraq, six Czech citizens followed their example. Four died, and two suffered critical burns.) A few steps away from the plaque marking where Palach and Jazic immolated themselves, two Czech teenagers make out for a good several minutes.





FOREVER YOURS

Letters of Love, Family, and Friendship



We have just arrived here after a most fatiguing March from East Chester—I got your letter at York Island—telling me I was a saucy fellow to kiss you before all the folks—Ah My Darling—I wish the World Knew you are to marry me—The Enemy are very near us & we are only waiting for the dawn to begin our Battle—Do not be uneasy about me—Please God—I hope to come out all safe tomorrow—The thoughts of your dear promise has nerved my arm so far & will again—The officers say I bear a Charmed life—They do not Know the talisman I wear next to my heart—My loved one—I am writing this on the head of a Drum & would you believe it with a pointed Stick—Remember me all my friends Darling & tell Mother not to feel uneasy about her son. I am my Darling your very Humble Servt—& Adorer


—Private John Eggleston, writing to his fiancée on October 27, 1776, while he and thousands of other American soldiers awaited an imminent British invasion of White Plains, New York. Eggleston would survive the battle—and the war.


Your country needs you. Your four brothers have been killed in her defense. Unless you come, you are no longer a son of mine. I will have no coward in my family.


—A French mother from St. Pierre, writing to her son in November 1914


Dear Brother, How have you been? Here, mother and the family are all fine. Your boys are playing and doing well, so do not worry about them. It’s been so long since I saw you. I worry that we might not be able to recognize each other if we passed each other on the street. I also wonder if you might not be able to find your way back home after fighting for such a long time. Even right now, I am listening to the radio announcing news about your unit, Chung-Young, in Vietnam. Last time, we heard of so many deaths in the battle. Mother becomes so anxious whenever such reports come on. Brother, please take care of yourself. Let the Vietnamese respect you for your bravery but come back safely to us. There are lots of things to say, but I will end here. Be safe. I am always praying.


—Lee Jung Ho, writing on February 2, 1966, to his older brother, Major Lee In Ho, one of three hundred thousand South Korean soldiers fighting with American troops against the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong. The letter was found on Lee’s body after he was killed in action.


 


Thanks very much for your letter and even more for the picture you painted. It touched me more than you can possibly imagine. And not only me. My peacekeeping unit has gotten in the habit of sharing all packages and showing around any photos that come with the letters. So of course your picture, too, though not a photo


was passed around


in the semi-darkness


of our dug-out


as snow fell outside and the temperature dipped to 16 degrees below


by all of us


seated on sandbags and ammunition cases


surrounded by empty ration cans and water bottles


heavily armed


with grimy hands


and barely warm enough, and I was asked over and over again what the girl looks like who can create such a beautiful and inspiring work of art. Our thoughts drifted toward another world … And so it was that your painting from far away Nuremberg reminded us of home and provided us with a few hours that the members of this illustrious crew will never forget. With sincere regards from a land that has become a part of our soul.


—Master Sergeant Michael Kaiser, writing to a female friend named Ines Dyba on February 2, 2000, while serving with peacekeeping forces in Kosovo. They represented the largest deployment of German troops abroad since World War II.


 




An American Officer Named James Williams Explains to His Son Daniel Why He Is Fighting and Urges Him to Be a “Dutiful Son” in His Absence





In a nation of 2.5 million inhabitants, almost one in ten served in the American Revolution. Some were highly trained soldiers, but predominantly they were common tradesmen, farmers, and merchants who left behind family and loved ones to confront the well-equipped, professional British and Hessian forces. Those with children began a ritual that would be repeated in almost every generation for the next two hunderd and thirty years—writing a first letter home to explain why they have been called away and, most importantly, to remind their sons and daughters how much they love and miss them. James Williams, a thirty-eight-year-old native of Hanover County, Virginia, who later moved to South Carolina, was one of those quarter of a million troops called to fight. On June 12, 1779, Williams penned the following letter to his son, Daniel, gently encouraging him to be especially caring toward and supportive of his mother.


Dear Son:


This is the first chance I have had to write you. I am, by the cause of Providence, in the field in defence of my country. When I reflect on the matter, I feel myself distracted on both hands by this thought, that in my old age I should be obliged to take the field in defence of my rights and liberties, and that of my children. God only knows that it is not of choice, but of necessity, and from the consideration that I had rather suffer anything than lose my birthright, and that of my children.


When I come to lay down in the field, stripped of all the pleasure that my family connections afford me at home—surrounded by an affectionate wife and eight dear children, and all the blessings of life—when I reflect on my own distress, I feel for that of my family, on account of my absence from their midst; and especially for the mother, who sits like a dove that has lost its mate, having the weight of the family on her shoulders.


These thoughts make me afraid that the son we so carefully nursed in our youth may do something that would grieve his mother. Now, my son, if my favor is worth seeking, let me tell you the only step to procure it is the care of your tender mother—to please her is ten times more valuable than any other favor that you could do me in my person.


I am sorry to have to inform you of the melancholy death of Anthony Griffin, which took place on the 11th instant, while out with a scouting party. Alighting from his horse, and leaning on his gun, it accidentally went off, shooting him through the head. He never spoke after the accident. This is a fatal consequence of handling guns without proper care; they ought to be used with the greatest caution. The uncertainty of life ought to induce every man to prepare for death.


Now, my son, I must bid you farewell. I commit you to the care of Providence, begging that you will try to obtain that peculiar blessing. May God bless you, my son, and give you grace to conduct yourself, in my absence, as becomes a dutiful son to a tender mother and the family. I am in reasonable good health at present, and the regiment as much so as could be expected. The death of Griffin is much lamented. I hope in God this will find you, my son, and your dear mother and the children, all well. My best compliments to you all, and all enquiring friends.


I am, dear son, with great respect, your affectionate father,


Jas. Williams


Approximately five thousand Americans lost their lives in combat during the Revolution. (Up to twenty thousand more are believed to have died from disease, accidents, and the brutal treatment afforded POWs in the hands of the British.) James Williams was among the dead, killed in the battle of Kings Mountain in October 1780.
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Thomas Drayton Warns His Brother Percival Not to Set Foot in Their Native South Carolina During the Civil War or They Shall “Face Each Other As Brothers Never Should”


&


Four Years Later, Percival Writes a Brief Letter to His Cousin Heyward Drayton on the Need to Help Thomas After the War





“Can you be so recreant and so unnatural as to aid in this mad attempt to impose the yoke of tyranny upon your kith and kin?” wrote the outraged father of William Terrill to his son after William announced he would fight for the Union. His brother, James, sided with his father—and their home state of Virginia. Both men would ultimately be killed in the war, and the family would erect for their two sons a memorial into which the words “God Alone Knows Which Was Right” are carved. As the War of Independence represented a conflict that pitted a fledgling nation against its mother country, the Civil War was literally and symbolically a clash between brothers. Unlike the Terrills, fifty-two-year-old Thomas Fenwick Drayton and Percival Drayton, his younger brother by four years and a day, would both survive the war. But their relationship would be severely damaged in the years between as each held steadfastly to his convictions—Thomas for states’ rights, Percival for the preservation of the Union. “[A]nd so Sumter is at last ours, and this too without the loss of a single life upon either side. To outsiders it would look like childs play,” Thomas gloated in an April 17, 1861, letter to his brother after Fort Sumter surrendered to Confederate forces on April 12. But despite his rejoicing for the South’s initial conquest, Thomas was well aware of the ruin and misery to come, and he continued his letter in a more somber tone, taking pains to remind his brother that the South was merely protecting itself against an encroaching federal government.
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Percival Drayton
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Thomas Drayton


 


Before this dispute is over however, I look for abundance of death & blood—as I cannot for a moment suppose that the North will stop without sending other expeditions against us. I could hope that wiser & more pacific counsels would prevail and that we might be allowed to pursue our ways in peace…. It is unfair to charge us with being the aggressors in this strife. Mr Lincoln who collected fleets and threatens assaults, is far guiltier than those who were provoked as an act of self defense into striking the first blow.… Behold the prospect before you and see whether I have been overstrained and fanciful in what I have sketched and stated. We are fighting for home & liberty. Can the North say as much? … If the Northern & Middle States allow the call of Lincoln & his shortsighted advisers, for men & arms to force us back into a hateful Union, then civil war is inevitable. So let all men set their houses in order “to die & not to live,” and confess that self government is a cheat and that the American people have for 80 years been mistaking the phantom of liberty for the substance. Well may we tremble—who have children.


 


The brothers were originally from South Carolina, but their father, a prominent congressman named William Drayton, relocated the family to Pennsylvania after his retirement from public office. The brothers had friends and family in both the North and South, and Percival believed his fealty should be to their adopted home and, more importantly, the United States of America. In the following letter to Percival, Thomas emphatically advocated the Southern position once again and even questioned Percival’s integrity for siding against his birthplace. (John Brown, whom Thomas refers to in his letter, was a white abolitionist hanged in 1859 for leading a raid on a federal arsenal in Harpers Ferry, which Brown had hoped would incite a slave rebellion throughout the South.)


Savannah 1st May 1861


My dear Percy


I returned last night from Montgomery—where I had been on some postal matters, in anticipation of the period when the Contracts at Washington, shall have been annulled by those who hold hateful dominion there. And how you Percival Drayton can consent to hold a commission under a Government—whom I know you cannot sympathise with—and whose vandal atrocity in the imitation of a most cruel war, clearly indicate what more atrocious & bloodthirsty attempts at subjugation will hereafter be attempted, such as stealing negroes, burning houses, John Brown raids to butcher helpless women & children, cut the dikes of the Mississippi and drown thousands of families “like rats in the hold of a ship” These & Such incursions & barbarities with which we are threatened by the northern borders—who already possess the reins of Government—if that can be called one,—where universal terror reigns as freedom of opinion is denied.


But enough—it wont do for you and I to quarrel—though in politics, we are divided. I had understood at our last interview—that although you would not take sides with the South—you would not do what you now have done,—take position against her, but that, you would resign and return to private life! But this is impossible—you cannot at such a crisis be a neutral. William Drayton—had he not died—would never have acted with you and retained a commission under an administration whose acts show it lost to all sense of justice, magnanimity and honesty, and in this hour of heartfelt sorrow, I pray Almighty God, that your convictions of duty—will never prompt you to set foot upon your native land as one of Lincoln’s brutal cohorts, breathing fire & destruction upon a people who to repeated overtures of peace and earnest demands to pursue their own destiny in their own way, have been replied to with taunts and the sword brandished over their heads with the scornful division of presumptuous superiority, as from a superior race.


But henceforth, Percival Drayton, believe the South like yourselves a unit—and thus we shall enter upon this conflict forced upon us—in our faith—and relying upon God to maintain the justness of our causes, fighting manfully for our houses & rights;—and understand my brother that when the olive branch of peace is next offered, it will be extended by other hands than ours.—


Farewell Percy—and however much we may differ on the present issue—let no unkind word escape—to lacerate the heart of the other. Defend the soil of Pennsylvania if you will. Then, you and I will never meet as armed foes;—cross her Southern boundary—with hostile purpose—and we shall face each other—as brothers never should.


Love to my poor, dear old Mother—may God bless & sustain her at this terrible moment.—


Your affect brother
Thos F Drayton


Percival’s response has been lost, but Thomas alludes to it in what would be his last letter to his brother for the duration of the war. “My dear Percy,” he wrote on May 10, 1861, “I have just recd yours of the 6th inst. And cannot but lament that our political views are so widely different, and that your arguments should afford so convincing a proof that prejudice had evidently usurped the seat of sound judgment.” Perhaps believing he had exhausted all possible arguments, Thomas kept his reply short and bid his brother adieu with these words: “I will keep this remarkable epistolary effusion of yours—for I am sure in less than a year, you will candidly disavow the assertions & opinions therein expressed.” In less than a year, in fact, Thomas would be a brigadier general and Percival would be captain of the USS Pocahontas, and they would not be contesting their views through an exchange of words but through actual gunfire; Thomas and Percival Drayton would become the only two brothers in the war to command opposing forces in the same battle (Port Royal, November 1861). Percival would be the victor, but in a letter written after the confrontation to a cousin, Heyward Drayton, there was no sense of triumph. He wrote only vaguely and briefly of the sad period through which they were all living. The letter was dated January 10, 1862.


 


As you well say it is possible to go through the forms of Merry Christmas and happy new year but not these times at least to us they have no substance, as peculiarly to us this war has subverted the best formations of happiness and family union.


 


Several lines later, Percival revealed the degree to which the inhumanity of slavery, which had been set starkly before him on occasion, influenced his perspective on the war. His remarks were apparently in response to a query by Heyward asking if Percival had been encouraging slaves to find haven on his ship, which some might consider beyond his first and foremost duty—saving the Union. Concerning the runaway slaves he aided, Percival replied:


 


The fact is that when the poor creatures come to me, frightened to death from having been hunted down and shot at, and I know if I sent them away it will be merely to expose them to a continuation of the same treatment, I cannot enter cooly into a discussion of the legal points of the question, and am obliged when in sight of a mother wailing over the loss of her child to look upon them as persons not things.


 


Although Percival does not mention Thomas by name in his letter, his older brother could not have been far from his thoughts when he wrote the following:


 


As regard my serving here [in the South], instead of elsewhere, in my letter applying for service, I made no terms and simply went where I was ordered if my relations persist in this unholy rebellion. I am only doing a duty to my country, which should be higher than that even to my family, in assisting to put it down. One is to affect all time, the other only my generation which will soon pass away.


 


At the end of the war, Percival’s belief in the cause for which he had fought remained steadfast; it was Thomas who had grown disillusioned and humbled. His house had been burned to the ground by Union soldiers, and he was financially bankrupt. Upon hearing of his brother’s plight, Percival sent him money and attempted to repair the breach that had for so long existed between them. On July 18, 1865, Percival wrote to Heyward about Thomas’s condition and future prospects. (The identity of “Mr. Hipple” is not clear, but the “enviable position” Percival mentions is believed to be Thomas’s former appointment as the president of the Charleston and Savannah Railroad. After the war, Thomas would become a farmer and then an insurance salesman.)


My dear Heyward


Mr Hipple sent me today a letter from Tom which goes out to you by same steamer as this. I will send him the money so soon as I can find out where he is. Have you not a balance in your hands belonging to him? If so you might send it also, I am sorry to see the remark about the negro, as it only shows that there is no real interior change yet. Why the mere talk of returning him to his former enviable position has almost caused violent outbreaks in some parts of the country, and the Cmdg Officer at Port Royal tells me, that several of the planters who have returned tell him that candor obliged them to admit that their slaves are in every respect in a better condition than ever before, better clothes, better houses, and better food.


I am as busy here as ever, and with the excessive hot weather wonder that I keep my health but I do, thanks I suppose to pretty temperate living and some horse exercise.


I hope Harriet has improved in health, and that you are enjoying yourselves.


Syl is quite well, and is going to Canada, to be among her dear English I suppose.


Love to Harriet and Millie and believe me,


Your Aff Bro
P. Drayton


In a four-page letter written on July 31, 1865, that focused primarily on his bleak fiscal situation, Thomas wrote with heartfelt emotion to Percival, “I am glad to see your hand writing once more, and I pray Almighty God that we may never be again so unfortunate as to be upon different sides…. I agree with you in thinking that we should ‘set the past in the past.’” It is not known if Percival ever received the letter or knew his brother’s sentiments; Percival died of natural causes four days after it was written.
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Hessian Soldier Christian von Molitor Offers a Friend in Germany His First Impressions of America and Regrets That “Everything Will Be Destroyed and Ruined”


&


Henry Kircher, a Civil War Soldier Whose Parents Are German, Tells His Family That Despite the Beauty and Wealth of America, the People Continue to “Scuffle, Quarrel, [and] Murder” One Another


&


Sergeant Major P. Thomas Ferck, with the Little-Known Russian Expedition of World War I, Shares His Thoughts About His “Vacation” in Siberia and Its “Good-for-Nothing People” with Hester Hunt


&


Lieutenant Colonel Benjamin O. Davis, During a 1918 Visit to Japan—a World War I Ally—Expresses His Admiration for the Country and Its People





Wars, by their nature, are not only a clash of ideologies but often of cultures as well. And for many servicemen and -women sent hundreds or thousands of miles from home, their deployment marks the first time they have ventured beyond their city, town, or village. Suddenly they find themselves in a new land confronting mysterious customs, languages, and religious practices, prompting a range of reactions from curious fascination to outright disgust. During the War of Independence, it was America—in the eyes of thirty thousand German troops brought to the New World by the British to fight the colonists—that was the land of odd and unfamiliar sights and social conventions. (The three principal German commanders, as well as many of the regiments themselves, came from the Hesse-Cassel region of Germany. But not all of the troops were, technically, “Hessians,” as they were commonly called—among other things—by the Americans.) The Hessians were ferocious, well-trained warriors, and they participated in almost every major military campaign of the Revolution after they landed in 1776. But they were hardly invincible. Nearly one in six deserted, and more than sixty-five hundred succumbed to illness—many because, from their perspective, of the inhospitable climate. One officer wrote in his diary: “Since the burning wind [in the daytime] and the cold spells are coming again [at night] … the men die like flies and the hospitals are filled.” Captain Christian Theodore Sigmund von Molitor arrived in New York in June 1777 and was actually quite impressed with the country he and his fellow soldiers had come to conquer. While encamped in Amboy, New York, he wrote the following to a female acquaintance back in Germany on June 24.


Dear Friend,


This is the third letter that I have written to you since I have been in America. I do not know if you have received them. I wish nothing more than to know how you and your children are doing, and if you are still my gracious and good friend, and that you have not forgotten me. We are all well and it seems as if the strenuous duty makes your husband and me healthier and stronger.


We are now in camp outside Amboy, about seven and one-half miles from New York. Today five English and Hessian regiments came from Brunswick, which is about fifteen miles from here, and joined us in camp. How long we are to remain here and where we are then to march, I am unable to write. General Howe and the main army moved forward a few days ago to attack General Washington, who is not far from Brunswick. The rebels were so well entrenched that attack was impossible, even if our army were twice as strong. Our pickets were attacked twice by the rebels. Captain von Beust and I were ordered to the reserve. We had to move forward and drive the enemy, consisting of about 300 men, out of the woods. We had to withstand many bullets, before we forced them into the open, where we attacked with bayonets and drove them into flight. Only a grenadier of ours was wounded, and we killed three rebels.


I gave you a description of New York in my last letter, and also of Staten Island, where we landed. Amboy is an open city where many white people lived, who can now be locked out of beautiful houses which were well-furnished. At present there are not more than five families in all of Amboy. Most of the residents are with the rebels and have abandoned houses and property. Most of the houses are exceptionally well-built and furnished with the finest carpets. All the houses stand open and can be occupied by anyone who so wishes. We have a house near us, not twelve yards from my tent, which we took over. We cook and eat therein, and do with it as we please.


It is certainly a shame that everything will be destroyed and ruined. The land is extremely fruitful and everything grows in abundance. The very best soil in Germany does not compare to it. During peacetime it can be called a true paradise. Now however, everything lies in ruin and none of the villages with houses has a living soul. We find here in the beautiful gardens, which have now been destroyed, all possible vegetables, like we have in Germany, and, especially lots of asparagus. The wooded areas are extensive and consist primarily of nut trees, oak, and sassafras wood, of which we burn enough to supply all the pharmacists in the world. Here beer is brewed from the bark. It tastes very sweet, but is very light and healthy. Large juniper trees are plentiful, and most of the hedges and trees in the fields are almond trees. There are apple trees everywhere, often stretching out for miles and all of the best kind, but no pear trees. The fruit which hangs on the trees is still very small, and the shoots and buds are still grass green. I believe everything in Bayreuth ripens about four weeks earlier. All classes of domestic animals are here as in Germany, but the wild animals are different. The hares are small. They are a sort of rabbit. The birds are especially beautiful, some are quite red, green, blue, of various sizes. And canaries fly around as sparrows in Germany. No plum trees or fig trees are to be seen. We eat oysters daily and they are especially large. They are not considered special here. I often wish you might have some at your table.


My dear Ellrodt and I continue our close friendship. We are together the whole day and whatever one receives, he shares it with the other. During the evening we smoke tobacco and, if we are alone, talk about you and the dear children and wish you all the best a thousand times. May God keep all of you healthy. I will not allow you to suffer any need, nor that your life be shortened because of hunger.


My Ellrodt has promised me that he will send you twenty ducats with this opportunity. Therefore do not live so miserly as to ruin your health. Our daily longing and wish is to receive a letter from you. When I know that you and your dear children are healthy, I will be completely satisfied. Do not forget your true and constant friend and do not take your friendship, which I value above all others, away from me. There are few minutes when I do not think of you. How happy I would be if I were fortunate enough to see you and the dear children again. God grant us our health so that we can survive all the fatigue. The land is as wholesome as in Germany, if one can only hold on. During the day the heat is very great, and then at night again cold. You yourself know my dear friend that I was often sick while traveling. Here on land, not even a finger has caused me pain. Be so kind as to recommend me to your gracious married sister and her husband. Tell them I often think of them. I am sure that your sister and her husband will do everything possible for you. I am sending my journal to you, herewith. In it you will find of our entire trip, up to today. I know you will take time to read it. After you have read it, please be so kind as to send it to my father along with this letter. You will do me a service if you would write some lines to my father.


Do not allow any one but your brother-in-law and Lieutenant von Diskau to see this journal. It might possibly offend some people, as I am not a man of learning.


I recommend myself again to your favor, a million times, and kiss your hand. Write to me as to whether Fritz and Sophie still remember me. Whenever our recruits arrive here, I will take the opportunity to send you something from America. I have already written to you that Lieutenant von Weitershausen had the misfortune to lose his mind. A Captain von Weitershausen was also killed in America. Adieu my precious one. May God keep you in good health and bless you. Don’t worry too much. God will watch over us here, also. And, regardless of what happens, I remain yours, with body and soul, as long as God and the rebels allow me to live.


Christian von Molitor


Molitor then added this postscript:


When we march, it may well be against Boston. When we again return to Ansbach, I will bring you a black slave. If you talk about me to good friends, you will place me in your debt, if you recommend me to them. Do not forget Major von Bose. I will bring you American feathers, pearls, and jewels. Kiss your scholars frequently for both of us. Adieu a thousand times. Write me often. I must always wear a mask before my face here so that my tender skin is not ruined and does not turn black.


Eighty years later, during the American Civil War, more than two hundred thousand German immigrants enlisted in the United States Army to help preserve the Union. When war was declared in April 1861, a nineteen-year-old machinist named Henry Adolph Kircher left his home in Belleville, Illinois, where his German parents had settled, and volunteered to serve with the 9th Illinois Volunteer Infantry. Believing Missouri to be in greater peril of a Confederate attack than Illinois, he joined with the 12th Missouri Volunteer Infantry several months later. Kircher was proud of the contribution he and his comrades were making to the cause, and due to their ethnic stock, he deemed them better suited for military life. On January 30, 1863, he wrote to his mother from Vicksburg, Mississippi:


 


Overall one finds that the regiments consisting of mostly Germans have better health than those consisting of Americans or Irish. First of all, the German stomach is better attuned to sauerkraut and root plants and therefore can stand pretty much everything…. And cleanliness is also much more in fashion among the Germans than in other regiments. This contributes no little amount to good health.


 


Lieutenant Kircher sometimes mused in his letters about America itself, and in March of 1863 he was inspired to write the following from Tallahatchie, Mississippi, as the natural beauty of nature began to reveal itself after a long winter.


Dear Everybody!


Now continuing, I must take up a new sheet of paper as well as a new subject, since the first was sufficiently filled and the latter was sufficiently blank.


In the near future, I don’t think we will make any more attempts until the reinforcements are in place. I hope they will also speed up my correspondence up to now.


Spring seems to be coming on strong, as the sun is burning according to form, the birds are pleasantly chatty, the forest seems to be curtained with a magnificent green veil with a colorful pattern; everything, everything seems friendly, lively, and happy to have the cold, nasty winter behind it, but not the people, the pitiable creatures—they scuffle, quarrel, murder, and plunder in winter and in summer, in autumn and in spring. The beautification in nature seems not to arouse really good thoughts in mankind; continual hate, strife, envy and dissatisfaction are what man always find in it. How can it be otherwise? How else would people who live in such a great, spacious, and rich land get involved in such a terrible conflict as the one that has been raging for almost two full years among us, so many liberated from all the sufferings of this earth, but also so many and numerous torn from their pleasures (the few and meager ones of this world), and those pleasures turned into pains.


But what good is all my philosophizing. I can’t change all of humanity, and that would have to happen first before it can be different here; therefore it is better that each one adjust and be satisfied with himself and his fellow man, even if all the rest are indifferent to me. You, my loved ones at home, are still dear and honored to me. It is peculiar, but very often, particularly on days like today, such thoughts come to me when the sun is shining so friendly, and everything seems so enlivened, then I am the saddest at heart because I have to spend the finest years of my youth with such boredom and inactivity. But I know it can’t be changed. As long as there is war in the land, I will have to play soldier. If I only see a purpose that is really being pursued and that would really be legitimate, then I would allow it to suit me.


There is a boat going again today at noon. Therefore I must break this off.


The only newspaper that I saw here I bought from a paper carrier for 25 cents. It was the Missouri Republican of the 7th of March. It had various things in it, but only enough to lead one more and more into the dark.


Must close.


All well.


A thousand greetings to everyone from


Your Henry.


Henry Kircher later lost his right arm and left leg in battle and returned to Belleville, where, in 1877, he was elected mayor of the town. (Ironically, American soldiers would articulate sentiments almost identical to those in Kircher’s letters while marching through Germany eighty years later in World War II. “Beautiful mountains, valleys, rivers, and lakes. Quaint little chalets, each and every one looking cozy and neat as a pin,” wrote Robert Sherrard to his parents on June 26, 1945, “I have never in my life seen such beautiful country as So[uthern] Germany, California included. Why these people wanted to start a war is beyond me—they’ve got everything they need.”) A little-known expedition to Korea in 1871, the Spanish-American War in Cuba and the Philippines at the turn of the nineteenth century, the 1900 Boxer Rebellion in China, the 1915 intervention in Haiti, and other, smaller military campaigns would bring US troops to exotic locations around the world. But no conflict, until 1917, had introduced so many Americans to so many different foreign countries as World War I. Since a significant percentage of the 4.7 million US servicemembers were the children of immigrants—if not immigrants themselves—predominantly from Europe, the culture shock was not overwhelming. Some troops, however, found themselves in less familiar surroundings. In one of the most forgotten military operations in US history, thousands of American soldiers were sent to Russia, initially an ally in the war, to fight against Vladimir Lenin’s Bolsheviks, who were forcibly trying to gain control of the entire country. (The US troops were also responsible for guarding railroad lines, protecting Allied war materials stockpiled in northern ports, and helping to evacuate Czech soldiers who had been battling the Germans earlier in the war.) Forced to endure brutal Siberian weather for a mission that seemed increasingly quixotic, many of the Americans were, if their letters home are any indication, less than thrilled with the assignment. Sergeant Major P. Thomas Ferck wrote the following to a dear friend, Hester Hunt, in Denver, Colorado.


A.E.F. Siberia.
General Headquarters,


Dearest Hester,


I’m still in Siberia but can count the days that I will have to remain, for very soon I’ll be on the deck of the old gray Transport, looking far into the distance toward Siberia. Just think I’ll soon be on my way to dear old America, in a land of civilization, Hester dear, it seems almost beyond realization, but true. Then I’ll see you and tell you all about my vacation in Siberia, the land of bears and Chinese. Won’t Tommy be the happiest kid in the world the minute Denver is in sight? I am so anxious to see you Hester for it has been a long time since I said good-bye and it has also been long since I’ve received a letter from you.


Siberia and Russia is still in a condition almost beyond hopes of ever establishing a firm government. There are battles now and then but without any gain, it seems.
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Hester Hunt and (it is believed) Sergeant Major P. Thomas Ferck


In our endeavor to guard the railroad we lost quite a number of men & in order to prevent the Bolsheviks from carrying out their plans of destruction. The Russian people lack the ambition and apparently have no desire of helping their country. They do not have the spirit that the Americans have. I have seen all classes and types of people and I hope I’ll never see them again. Siberia is full of good-for-nothing people.


The rain has been falling all day and still raining. Winter will soon be here, but I’ll be in dear old Denver, so let the snow fly.


I hope to show you many pictures of Siberia, my collection is quite good and I have about three hundred and fifty of them. Enroute to America, we are going by way of Nagasaki, Japan,—Philippine Islands—Guam,—Honolulu and at each stop I intend to take some pictures.


Do you ever see Jeannett White? I have written to her once but think my letter has not reached her. She is such a sweet little girl I always tho’t so much of her for she was a real little lady.


This is the end of perfect day (rainy tho) and time for all soldiers to retire and time for Tommy to do likewise. I’ll be so glad to see you, little girl, and we’ll have the good old chats as before. I hope this letter finds you in the best of health and in as good spirit as I. Remember that I am your old pal.


Lovingly
Tom  


Hundreds of the US soldiers would lose their lives in Russia, and the Bolsheviks would prove victorious, ushering in seventy years of Communist rule. (Thomas Ferck’s fate is not known for certain, but he is believed to have survived.) Japan was also an ally of the United States during World War I, and for the American servicemen who traveled to the country during the war, it, too, introduced them to novel traditions and ceremonies. And for one American officer, they represented a refreshing change. Stationed at Fort Stotensburg in the Philippines, a lieutenant colonel named Benjamin O. Davis—who, in 1940, would become the first African-American general in US history—had the opportunity to visit Japan in the latter part of the war. On October 25, 1918, Davis wrote a letter to his future wife, Sarah “Sadie” Overton, to share his favorable impressions of the country. (Davis’s use of the word “Jap” was merely an abbreviation and not meant in a derogatory manner.)


My own Sarah


You will note that I omitted to write you yesterday. It was due to the fact that I was too cold after my arrival here. I left Tokyo at 1:40 yesterday and arrived here about seven o’clock. Tokyo is practically a modern city. Except for its temples and parks it reminds me of Cleveland or Washington. The buildings are modern, the streets are wide. The Imperial Palace grounds cover a large area. Visitors are permitted only between the outer and inner moats. The Imperial Palace architecture is Japanese and certainly is a thing of beauty from a distance. It was built in feudal times when the defense of the Palace seems to have been the principal thing governing the laying out of the grounds. I will write you more of these things from Stotsenburg or I hope that it will not be such a great while before I can tell you about them.


From Tokyo to Nikko is a steady climb. The country thru which we passed was well cultivated. This is the most beautiful spot I have ever seen. This hotel is situated high up on the mountain and is about a half hour by motor from the railroad stations. The surrounding country is filled with temples and shrines where the Japanese come from far and near to worship. The thing which struck me most was what an ideal spot for a honeymoon. I do long for you so much. I was rather blue when I wrote you on the 23rd. I feel much brighter today, yet at the same time, I can’t help but think how happy I would be if you were with me. The weather is very cold. I have finally succeeded in getting warm. I do believe if I had had to go one half hour longer in the machine last night I would have been an icecycle (I guess that is spelled sufficiently correct for you to get my meaning) There was a good fire in the hotel, but it was like a camp fire, it heated only one side at a time, and I being cold all over, inside and out, I had a hard time. There are few folks here at this season. The hotel is under Jap. Management, and I like it very much. They are a great people. I like them the more I see of them. I can readily see why the white man dislikes them. They are not to be bluffed. What will not be ruled and run by the white man meets with his disapproval. The one great criticism I hear made by the white man is that the “Jap is too cocky.” This is the one place where the white man is not supreme. He is treated with every courtesy, but at every time he is reminded that this is Japan the country of the Japanese, that is the bitterest pill for the Caucasian to swallow. I am very much afraid that there is a feeling being cultivated, mostly by Americans, similar to that which exists between Germany and England. It is too bad. I can see no reason for it and in my opinion it is due more to the “cockiness” of the white man than the Jap.


Now I suppose my opinion of the Jap. ladies is what will interest you. Well they are cute. That is about all I can say. I have seen them on the streets, in the hotels and in Yokohawa it was my privilege to dine with them. I have seen the celebrated Geisha dancing girls. Well they are cute, very dainty, but I don’t imagine I would care for their love making. I suppose they can love the same as all women, but they are to me like any other piece of art. They are small, but then you know my type of woman. Just look at yourself. Possibly I do the Jap. girls a great injustice, but I am to be excused as I was already in love before coming to their country.


Well Sarah, I hope always to be in love. I hope always to be in love with the same girl and that she will always be in love with me. I am feeling more like my old self today. I am much encouraged. I was getting worried. I had begun to fear something real serious. However, I feel that the most serious thing against me was my longing for you and the effect of the climate on top of it. I am still longing for you, but instead of feeling depressed and hopeless, I feel just the opposite. I suppose that must be the effect of the climate. Well there is a mail leaving Yokohawa for the States on Sunday. So I’ll get this in. With all of my love and the hope that something will turn up to bring us together soon, I am,


Your,
B.O.
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Naubat Rai, the Hindu Father of an Indian Soldier Serving in France, Angrily Informs His Son How He Will Be Welcomed Home If He Brings Back a Christian Wife


&


Zbigniew Janicki, a Polish Pilot with the Royal Air Force, Writes to His Mother and Father About the Effect That Being Alone in a New Country Has Had on Him


&


Lieutenant Erma Meyers Explains to Her Parents That She Has Finally Gotten Married—but There Has Been a Surprising Development





During World War I, more than one million Hindu, Muslim, Sikh, and Christian troops from India served with the British Army in Europe. When given the opportunity to go on leave, many of these young soldiers found themselves surrounded by an abundance of temptations, and their mothers and fathers back in India worried that their sons would be corrupted by—from the parents’ point of view—a relatively more licentious Western morality. One Muslim soldier, Mohamed Feroz Khan, received a stern warning from his father about avoiding brothels (euphemistically called “hotels”) in France. Khan adamantly replied:


 


I swear to you that although I have been in France for two and half years, I have not even taken so much as a cup of tea in a “hotel.” I swear also that up till this moment I have committed no evil deed in France. I am your true son, and your advice is plainly written on my heart.


 


For the parents of one Hindu soldier, however, a little concern might have been warranted. Although it is not clear to whom the soldier was writing, it was obviously someone he trusted, and on November 6, 1917, he sent the following. (The two hundred and fifty rupees he refers to is the equivalent of several months’ pay.)


 


I am off to Paris which has been hitherto “out of bounds” to everyone but officers. Now we can go. Paris is a city of fairyland and God will now give us an opportunity of seeing it. I will write you all about it. I am taking Rs. 250 to spend. Whatever happens do not let anyone know about this. I intend to enjoy whatever pleasures there are. Do not let anyone know that Jai Singh is spending Rs. 250 in four days. If father heard of it he would be very angry. I should like to marry in France but I am afraid the family would be ashamed. You can marry very fine girls if you like.


 


Another Hindu soldier considered doing just that. He wrote home asking for parental consent, and the reply from his father, Naubat Rai, was perhaps more extreme than he had anticipated. (The father’s letter and the ones above were intercepted by British field censors and enabled the censors to gauge morale. The transcriptions do not include greetings or signatures.)


Consider, how could I possibly consent to your becoming a Musalman and marrying a Moslem wife, or embracing Christianity and marrying a Christian wife? Have you no shame? Do you think that I brought you up, so that you might marry a Christian wife? Could a man be so perverted as to lose his religion for the sake of a woman? You were one, who had a more promising future before you than any other man in the world, and yet you proceed to wreck your life by being a traitor to your faith!


Thousands of men have gone to France from here, but not one of them, except yourself has behaved in this unseemly fashion. There were 70 men in your own party, has anyone of them returned with a French wife? It is the greatest disgrace for a Hindu to become a Mahomedan or a Christian, do not therefore blacken your face before the whole world. I exhausted all my efforts to bring you up in culture and honour and endured all manner of trials and vicissitudes in order that your material and moral condition might be assured. Now, you proceed to disgrace yourself before the whole world!


Consider how from the commencement I strove on your behalf till in the end you became a Gomestah. Now I give you my last advice, viz. To put away this unprofitable idea from your mind, and never allude to a Christian wife in the future. And if you reject my advice, take care how you bring such a woman to my house, for she will be beaten on the head with a shoe a thousand times, and take steps also to provide for your mother and for your present wife. Why do you deal thus with me in my old age when I am past further work? Return home and take your present wife to you. If there is any fault in her, we can arrange another marriage for you here, four marriages if you like; but cease to think of disgracing yourself by taking a Christian wife.


Whether or not the soldier married the girl or dared to introduce any other young woman, for that matter, to his shoe-wielding father is not known. Nor is it clear exactly how his “present wife”—more likely, a fiancée—felt about the whole matter, although an awkward homecoming could certainly be imagined. Marriages between civilians and military personnel in both allied and enemy nations are common in times of conflict, and during World War II, well over one million servicemen proposed (oftentimes after only a brief courtship) to women they had met while stationed overseas. Zbigniew Janicki—a Polish airman flying with the famed Royal Air Force and defending England from waves of Luftwaffe attacks—was one of these lovestruck men. (The Kosciuszko Squadron, comprised of Polish pilots and air crews, was responsible for shooting down more German aircraft than any other RAF squadron.) Despite their heroics and the confidence airmen like Janicki exuded, they had been separated from their parents and siblings and were not immune to feelings of loneliness and homesickness. In the following letter to his parents, Janicki offered some insight into his emotions about the accelerated nature of a wartime romance.


November, 1941


Dear Mother and Father!


Following my departure from Poland, I wrote letters to you for a period of time, and then stopped, knowing that the chances were slim that you would receive them.


I am writing this letter for the sole reason of sharing my feelings with you. Years have passed since I have last seen you, and trust me, when I recall my last “invasion” of our home on the seventh day of the war, that moment is still vivid in my memory. Now, the third year has begun and time is passing very quickly. My last letter to you was written in Eastchurch in England, but of course, never sent. I decided to overcome what we call “sentimentalism,” or maybe I didn’t want you to get in trouble with the Gestapo. Anyway the letter you sent through the Red Cross in the spring of 1940 reached me in May and comforted me a little.


Since my arrival in England, I have changed a lot and so has my life. I must admit that not everything has happened the way it should have. After arriving in England we had to wait nearly eight months to fly and do real work. That period was difficult for me and my comrades, especially after our sojourn in France, and it had a depressing influence on my friends and me (weak consolation that I wasn’t the only one). The English acknowledge our military ranks from Poland and this is why, as a young officer, especially during war in a foreign country, I let loose and lived the life without thinking about tomorrow, afraid that tomorrow would be too late. My longstanding interest in the English language and living among the English helped me quickly improve my vocabulary and enabled me to live an easy and pleasant lifestyle. But also I have to say that nothing demoralizes people as much as boredom, which I began to experience myself. Our urge to fly was restrained to the point that we had nothing more to do than wait and “learn” about England and its customs. Finally at the end of the summer, our group was sent to flight training. Believe me, after such a long period of inactivity, it was an incredible experience to climb back into a fighter plane. I felt like a person who had re-discovered his purpose and passion.


During the time in between training, a big change happened in my personal life. I met a girl by the name of Violet. As it turned out, she embodied everything I dreamed about in a woman. Being quite inexperienced in dealing with the other half of humanity, I was overwhelmed by this Irish-Englishwoman. Her personal charm and beauty caused me to fall for her in just a few days, like I had never before. Because of our mutual feelings (the best proof of which was her voluntary break up with a good and wealthy fiancé), after one month I was ready to marry her, but was still fighting a battle within me. I was afraid I might be confusing my affection for her with my loneliness here, along with my normal youthful feelings (I have Marysia on my mind).


This spiritual conflict between my desire for this English girl, in thoughts and in deeds, and my old principles, lasted for some time. Being as sentimental as I am, in the end I couldn’t resist having somebody to fill the emptiness of separation from family and home, and having someone intimately close to my heart and body: a woman—a companion. I am sure that I could be a bachelor for a long time and resist all romantic ideas, but Violet was someone I couldn’t lose. One month was sufficient to realize that there was no life for us without each other. Her breaking off of the engagement with her fiancé proved that my feelings were being reciprocated, and convinced me to propose and get married right away. This happened a few weeks later at a little Catholic church, without fanfare, but with a deep sense of mutual affection.


At that time I was stationed near New Castle in northern England, attached to an English fighter squadron. After training on Hurricanes, we were assigned to various English squadrons, before our own was formed. Overall I served in English squadrons for almost eight months (until May 1941), and after that I was assigned to Polish Squadron 302. Because military units often have to change locations, I have been all over England and Scotland, mostly with convoy patrols, or, as it happened last month, fighting Messerschmits over England and France. I have to confess that I have had very few opportunities to catch a Kraut in my sights, but my time will come… My recent success is of a very different nature. Most of all I would like you to know that you are… the grandparents and I am the father of a healthy son!!!


That is my greatest joy and, at the same time, my biggest worry because of the responsibility I am now facing. I hope you will be able to see my son (his name is Piotr) in the future, bless him, and watch him become a brave and honest man, as I do from the bottom of my heart. I want him to grow up to be a Polish gentleman, and have the best Polish and English qualities about him.


I would like him to appear in front of you and say what I am telling you now: I have the best and most loving parents a man could hope to have. In loving memory of you and my son, I would like to live honorably and never shame my family. This war is affecting thousands of people’s lives, including my own. Life is precious to me as never before, but I know my duty, and I will avenge all the suffering Poland is going through and with God’s help will kill more than one Kraut.


It is difficult for me to imagine what your life is like these days. I console myself thinking that all of you are carrying on with the hope for a better future. If you are suffering—sooner or later justice will come. Dad’s hair has probably grayed, and Mom’s is likely not as dark as it used to be. Dasia is probably married by now. She would be happy to know that we planned to give her name to our daughter. Even though I have my own so-called house, you are my family and my home forever. I dream of coming back one day with Violet and Piotr to see you all in a good health and receive your blessing.


Your loving son


Zbigniew Janicki would never have the opportunity to introduce his parents to their new grandson; Janicki was shot down and killed in June 1944. An American army nurse named Erma Meyers, who treated wounded and dying soldiers in the Pacific, also sought the comfort and solace an intimate relationship offered amidst the trials of war. In late 1942, Meyers had been introduced to a soldier named Bill (last name unknown), and they immediately fell in love. By early 1943, they were engaged. For her twenty-eighth birthday, Bill organized a surprise party that turned into a festive—and somewhat bawdy—affair, which Meyers related in a letter home:


 


Dearest Mom and Dad…. I’m now the ripe age of 28—just imagine. The third birthday, away from my loved ones. I can’t say that is exactly truthful—cause of course Bill was here. I had mentioned my birthday to Bill, but since he had made no further mention of it, thought he had forgotten it. On the morning of THE day, he casually wished me “Happy birthday”, and I thought, that was that, and felt sort of hurt. Then, that evening, he said come on over to the officers club, and we’ll have a drink on your birthday. I wasn’t too enthusiastic, but went over,—and found half the outfit waiting for me, including the colonel. Sandwiches, drinks, etc, a real party…. Then came the trial by fire. The sons of guns, mostly Bill’s roommates, had decided I needed some presents. Of course, it was impossible to obtain real presents, so heaven help me, they used their ingenuity. Most of them being doctors—you can imagine. A large box was put in front of me, and I was told to open it. Inside rested a variety of packages, large and small, each with a note written on it. I had to read each and every word, and then open the package, in full view of the hilarious audience. Now you know the sort of humour men stag parties have, so you can imagine with what qualms I started the process of reading. The first article was from a Dr. Lepsky, our GU man. This consisted of a slip of paper saying, “If its a boy, use this”—and inside was a razor blade…. Then my fingers picked up a jar of Tropical Butter, “Use this, in emergency”, the sign said. By this time, my face was the color of beets, and all assembled were just about killing themselves, at my discomfort. But the worst was yet to come. At the bottom of the package, was a small banana, and typed upon it were the words, “This too may be used in an emergency,—may be eaten too”. There were others too numerous to mention.


 


Later in the letter, Meyers discussed the obstacles she and Bill faced in getting approval from superior officers for their wartime wedding.


 


Dad sent me a clipping from the newspaper, telling of a nurse in Italy being married, with the blessing of all concerned. If only I could make you understand how different the command is here. Marriage of nurses is looked upon with distrust, and severely condemned. All that is possible is done to forbid and prevent it [even] though I have the official permission of a general…. If our marriage is prevented, Mom and Dad, and no matter what you may hear, let me tell you this. Our courtship has been no different, then if I were sitting on my own front porch. Bill has shown me every courtesy and respect, that I, as your daughter would expect and demand. Now, that you understand,—at least say a prayer or two for us. Just those few days [of a wedding] would make two people so happy, in the midst of this crazy world.


 


Less than four months later, Meyers notified her family that she was finally married. There had been, however, one minor change to the whole affair.


August 11, 1944


Dearest Mom, Dad and family,


By now you should have received the cable with the stupendous news within. If you’ve recovered from the shock,—I’ll now try and explain.


Way last May just before I took sick, Bill and I broke our engagement. I would have told you at the time, but you seemed so happy and thrilled over the news, that I didn’t have the heart to tell you.


Now why did I break off with Bill? Here’s the answer. You of course remember his mother—who could forget her—the old battle axe—She was so insulting to me, so dead set against me it was sickening. To top it all off, Bill calmly tells me I must always obey her in every detail. SHE was his mother and ruler of all. That my loves, was the final straw. I began to think things over.


I realized I didn’t really love Bill. I was so terribly lonely and depressed up there in New Guinea, that Bill took on added importance. He always was a cold fish, as you could tell from his letters. I just couldn’t go through with it so broke it off.


By the way, the Borschts were secretly pleased over it. Bill is a nice lad, but just not my type, the old lady said.


Then I came down here on leave, and ran into Ralph.


I’ve known Ralph as long as I did Bill. He was in the original crowd that ran around with the Goldmans and Joe Allen. I’ve always thought a lot of him, but he never said anything—so never mentioned him in my letters.


My first week down here, Pearl gave a party at her house and Ralph showed up. Don’t ask me what happened—all that I know is, that a month from then, I was a married woman. I still haven’t stopped to catch my breath.


Of course you’re worrying about what type of family he comes from. Ralph himself is an industrial chemist by trade. He’s a graduate from the University of Maryland. His people are old Litvaks, from Baltimore, his dad owning a Jewish delicatessen store. (At least we’ll have plenty of cornbeef to eat.)


His Mom’s maiden name was Glass from Baltimore—know them? I think my husband is a pretty swell person, and know you will too, when you meet him. Most important of all, I love him. And to me, that’s pretty damn important.


Mom and Dad, dear I can’t try to make you understand, but you always said anything that made me happy was OK with you. And this did.


Pearl knew about it before hand—but Mom Borscht was completely flabbergasted. We were married at the local temple by Rabbi Wolman. All of Brisbane knew about it at the last moment and just about turned up. Old Mrs. Borscht insisted on her wine being used for the ceremony, which was done. We were married under a canopy by the Rabbi, who was dressed in his Australian chaplain’s uniform. Ralph was in his uniform, and I in mine. The best man was an American officer, and Pearle and her husband gave me away. Joe and Mina Solomon gave Ralph away.


I had given the Rabbi my Jewish name, and Dad’s Jewish name. The ceremony was Australian Orthodox, and most of it in Hebrew. Since this is a British Commonwealth it had to be in accordance with British laws.


I recognized the words when the Rabbi named Dad’s name, Benesh, and mine Esther. The whole thing is entirely different from an American wedding. They handed me a silver goblet twice to drink out of, and did the same to Ralph. The Rabbi placed a glass under Ralph’s foot and he stepped on it. Then the next thing I knew, everybody was kissing me and congradulating me. Funny thing was, the groom isn’t supposed to kiss the bride in that temple, but Ralph grabbed me and kissed me as soon as the Rabbi finished.


After the ceremony, we all went over to Mrs. Borscht’s where a ten gallon keg of beer awaited us, and the party went merrily on. We spent our wedding night at Pearle’s new home, its impossible to get rooms in hotels in town.


My CO extended my leave for two weeks, so am now on my honeymoon.


Frankly, Mom I’m gonna try like hell to have a baby, and get sent home, and out of the Army. How does that sound to you. Anyway it’ll be fun trying.


Well thats about all my dears. Now you know the entire story. Give us your blessing.


Ralph’s people live at Ruxton Ave., Baltimore Md. You can contact them and convince Mrs. Aarons that Ralph didn’t marry a hussy, as she doesn’t know anything about me. But for heavens sake, don’t mention anything about Bill to them. Ralph himself knows all about Bill, they used to be pals, long ago.


So long for now. They’re still holding all your letters up in New Guinea for me. I’ll have to report back there you know. Ralph’s full address is:


Lt. Ralph Aarons 0–2034376


Chemical Warfare Office


Base B.


APO 503—San Francisco California


Drop him a line.


Thats all m’loves


Your newly married daughter
Mrs. Ralph Aarons
(no less)     


Despite the quick engagement and wedding, the deep love she felt for Lieutenant Ralph Aarons, who served with the Army Chemical Corps, was genuine and lasting. They went on to raise three children and were together until Erma’s death in September 2000.
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Through a Series of Increasingly Impassioned Love Letters, Captain Harry Kipp, Fighting in the Pacific, Attempts to Court a Young Woman Named Norma Clinton Back in the States





The two had never met. Norma Clinton was an exceptionally intelligent, attractive young honors student living in rural Georgia. Harry Kipp was a United States Marine Corps captain from Minnesota who had survived the attack on Pearl Harbor and was shipped off to the Solomon Islands to fight in the Pacific. In early 1944, at the request of her Aunt Jean (who had once dated Kipp), Norma sent him a letter and a photograph to raise his morale and simply let him know that people back in the States were thinking of him and all the troops in harm’s way. Upon seeing her picture and reading her thoughtful and engaging letter, Harry was smitten. “Although Jean had told me that you might drop me a line I was nevertheless quite surprised and very pleased to receive your letter,” he began his first missive to her, dated February 12, 1944. He continued:


When you said, “If you answer this letter I will send you another,” did you mean another picture or another letter? I hope you meant both for I would enjoy looking at my pin-up girl in two different moods.


Your wish to become a nurse is a worthy goal to shoot at and I wish you success in realizing your aspirations. Might I hope to enjoy the priviledge of your services in the event I should ever need them?—or even though I didn’t really need them? But since you are so proficient in chemistry you will probably be a labratory technician who does not personally attend patients. I knew there was a reason for my dislike of chemistry other than that I was too slow on the uptake to understand the elusive movements of the molecule.


It has been a long time since you saw Jean. You must have been a cute little tyke at that time. I haven’t seen her either since nearly four years ago. Little wonder she married some one else. Would you wait that long for just an ordinary Marine?


Your hobbies are very akin to mine. I too enjoy movies and like to write letters. In that we are on common ground but I must admit that sewing holds very little fascination for me, that is if I am the one doing it but I do find pleasure in watching a good housewife sew.
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The photograph Norma Clinton sent to Captain Harry Kipp that prompted their correspondence—and eventual love affair.


Perhaps you believe that I deliberately delayed answering your lettlr (sorry) letter but that isn’t the case. You see I am in a very remote corner of the world and mail reaches us much more slowly than it takes to reach the States from here. Your letter arrived just yesterday. I hope that soon there shall be another (with a picture in it) and more to follow.


Goodnight sweets, won’t you write again soon.


Yours,
Harry.


Capt. H.E. Kipp, U.S.M.C.
“A” Btry., 9th 55 MM Gun Bn.,
3rd Corps Arty., 3rd Phib Corps,


By summer, and after exchanging several more letters (most of which were lost or destroyed during the war), Harry had not just fallen, but plunged deliriously in love with Norma. Unable to contain his adoration, he expressed the depth of his emotions and addressed the question of how he would inform Aunt Jean that he was in love with Norma. Although—from his standpoint—there was no longer anything between them, it was still an awkward matter. (Aunt Jean’s marriage had ended in divorce, and there was speculation that she was interested in Harry again.)


27 June, 1944


Dearest Norma;


Today your letters of 19 March and 1 May arrived, which makes four that I have gotten from you, and still leaves two unaccounted for. I am eagerly looking forward to their arrival.


Your pictures (I mean you) are heavenly. Now I do want to be two persons. Not so I could love you and someone else too, but so that both of me could love you. Looking at you lends meaning to the story of Mark Twain who when he first saw the picture of Veli?, gazed at it long and earnestly, then said, “This girl shall be my wife” I said those same words of you to your picture, Norma, and I pray that my words shall come to pass as his did. Heaven knows I meant them.


In my last letter I tried to explain my feeling for Jean, and why. I hope you will understand and forgive me, and realize that even though I had never known of you or never been thrilled by your loveliness it would still have been the same. It will be difficult, but tomorrow I shall tell her.


You cause me to believe that you exercise great care and much thought in writing to me. Norma, please don’t compose letters to me. Just record your thoughts as they occur to you. Talk to me. Just as if you were here (How I wish you were!)


Must close. I can’t write tonight. Your picture distracts me. I gaze at it continuously, marveling, hoping, imagining, fascinated—wondering if I can possibly ever be happy without you. Will write again when I recover a bit. In the meantime I’ll be dreaming of you.


Love,
Harry.


The comment about marriage was not an offhand remark. Harry truly believed that Norma Clinton was the woman with whom he wanted to spend the rest of his life. But while he had seen a photograph of her, she had virtually no idea what he looked like. He was afraid she might not be attracted to him, and he offered a candid written description (he did not have a photo on hand) in the following letter on July 16—along with an official declaration of his intentions.


 


Am sorry I can’t send you a picture now, but you did ask me to describe myself, and threatened me with your anger should I fail to comply. Remembering what you told me of your terrible temper, I hasten to tell you (and this hurts) that I am not at all handsome, am only five feet seven inches tall, have straight blond hair, blue eyes, weigh 170 pounds, and worst of all, have a childishly affectionate disposition. Now you tell me your reaction. As for your reserve in the letters you write to me, of course I understand. How could you write in any other way? You haven’t even seen a picture of me, have never heard my voice, and know so little about me. There is something I do want you to know. Perhaps you will think me very naive and impulsive but I am sincere in the protestation of my love for you. I do love you. Norma, I want you to be my wife just as soon as I can possibly come for you…. Won’t you tell me frankly, honestly, if you would marry me when I come home, should you find that you could care for me? … Considering everything I’ve already said more than you expected to hear, so “Goodnight”, sweets. Will you answer just as soon as you recover from the shock?


 


Shocked she was. It was only his eighth letter to her. She had not told her parents of the relationship, and she knew they would vehemently disapprove of the whole affair and accuse her of being impetuous and gullible for believing this faraway stranger honestly wanted to marry her. And if he did, based on a few photographs and letters, he was perhaps even more suspect. At the time, Norma still did not have an image of him. (She would later receive, forwarded by his uncle, a studio portrait of Harry in uniform. “He looked like a Roman God,” she would say of his picture. “[F]rom deep blue eyes came a mixture of appraisal and curiosity, a man who viewed the world with interest and without reservation.”) Norma entertained a number of doubts and reservations about his motivations, but after considerable thought, she penned her reply:


My Dearest Harry,


Yes, yes, yes, I will marry you! Just as soon as you can come for me. I want more than anything in the world to be your wife, forever! I love you with all my heart!


Your Norma


Norma did not tell her family; she would wait until Harry returned to the States. There was no point in worrying them now, and there was a far graver matter both she and Harry faced than her parents’ reaction. It was not addressed directly, but broached only occasionally and somewhat obscurely. “One other thing, sweets,” he wrote in a letter dated November 28, 1944,


 


please don’t worry about my safety. I am as safe as you are and I will be for at least a couple of months. After that, if you must worry you may, but just a little bit, because I have a charmed life. If it were intended that anything unpleasant should happen to me, it would have happened long ago. We are not supposed to tell anyone when we go into actual combat until after we are aboard ship and on the way to make a landing on Jap territory and that letter doesn’t get in the mail until several days or possibly weeks after we leave our base. To let you know that there will be no letters for a long time I’ll end my last letter before leaving by saying, “Goodbye for a little while”. Will you remember that?


 


[image: Image]


Captain Harry Kipp, USMC


Norma would remember, and she could not refrain from sharing her anxiety. On March 4, 1945, as the war in the Pacific was becoming increasingly ferocious, Kipp responded to her concerns:


 


Norma darling, you mustn’t feel badly when I say, “Goodbye for a little while.” Even though it may be soon, I feel happy, and confident that everything will be all right. At other times in the past I used to wonder a little and my thoughts were not too cheerful but this time it’s different because I know your spirit is with me and I’ll always sense your presence. It will seem as if I can always reach back and touch your hand, and feel your reassuring answering pressure. Don’t you see dear, that God didn’t bring us together just to be torn apart? One day soon we’ll be sitting hand in hand before our fireplace, silently dreaming as we gaze into the dancing flames while some little body near us in a little white crib stares in uncomprehending wonder at the new toe he has just discovered. Believe in that Norma dear, and it will come true.


 


Less than three weeks later, after nonchalantly commenting about how beautiful Georgia must be at this time of year and his wish to be with her, Harry concluded his March 23 letter with the words Norma was dreading. “I must say ‘Good-bye for a little while’ … Don’t worry, dear. I’m not afraid because I am taking you along and everything I do will be right because you are with me. Harry.” Just over one week later, Clinton was listening to the radio when a news report broke into regular programming and announced that “United States Marines have invaded Okinawa, largest of the Ryukyu Islands on Japan’s southern doorstep.” Kipp was there, Clinton had no doubt, and she froze after hearing the bulletin. If he were killed, she might not know for months. She was not his wife, and only spouses and family members received official notification. The wait was unbearable. If Okinawa was anything like the battle for Iwo Jima, which had begun almost six weeks before and cost nearly seven thousand American lives, it would be a bloodbath. An estimated one hundred thousand heavily entrenched Japanese troops defended the island, which was ten times the size of Iwo Jima. Days passed, and then weeks, and still no word from—or about—Harry Kipp. And then, almost a month after his last letter, while literally waiting by the mailbox, she saw the postman driving down the road and heard him excitedly honk the horn. His beaming face told her everything she wanted to know, and after skidding to a stop, he waved the airmail letter with Harry’s name listed in the return address. “My Beautiful Darling!,” his letter began,


 


Turn your back to the mirror and look over your shoulder. Do you see wings? You must, because you are an angel. Today I received nineteen heavenly letters from you. Norma Mine, I hope I shall be deserving of your wonderful devotion. You’ve done so much to make me happy, and I love you more and more as time goes on and our wedding day draws nearer. I can’t possibly answer all of your questions or reply to your suggestions in this one letter, but I’ll try to catch up, sweets, in the near future. I’ll write a few lines every time I have a moment to spare and perhaps I shall be able to send a letter at least once or twice a week. I think that from now on our mail deliveries will be quite frequent and regular….


 


Their correspondence resumed, and along with their exclamations of love and longing, they wrote with growing enthusiasm about the day they would be married. Finally, in August 1945 the war came to an end, and Harry was heading home. On September 22, he landed in California, and, after he and Norma were able to speak by telephone—which represented the first time they had heard each other’s voice—Harry sent the following letter.


8:30 Sunday evening


Darling,


I don’t remember a word you said, but I still hear the sound of your sweet voice echoing in my heart. How can I wait seven whole days to hear you talk to me again? But this is the end of our long time of waiting. Will you marry me soon? Monday? Tuesday? I’ve never loved you more than at this very moment.


We didn’t say much in our conversation, did we, honey? You were simply breathless and I was nearly the same, and we could hear each other so very faintly, but I wouldn’t have missed it for worlds. The sound of your voice went straight to my heart.


If my present plans carry through I will leave here Tuesday evening and should reach Chattanooga sometime Sunday, and unless I let you know otherwise, I’ll call you at eight that evening. Do you suppose we’ll be as excited then as we were tonight? Well, why shouldn’t we be excited? Nothing as important as this has ever happened to us before. I can hardly realize that so very soon the dearest, sweetest, loveliest little darling in all the world will be my wife. We’ve waited nearly two years now, and if we do find ourselves a bit embarrassed when we meet, it will be no more than it is natural to expect and the awkwardness will disappear in a moment, because deep in our hearts we understand each other, and we know that our two individual lives are bound to each other inseparably and nothing under the sun can ever change that.


Oh, Honeychild! Monday! Monday! Monday! I’m so happy I could turn handsprings in the middle of Market Street. And Monday morning I am going to give you the greatest, biggest hug you have ever hear about ’cause I love you, I love you, Norma, I love you and that’s for sure!!


Harry.


One week later, Harry Kipp and Norma Clinton exchanged vows. Harry retired from the Marine Corps in 1953 after eight years of active duty in the States, primarily recruiting and training Marines. Norma finished college and became an elementary school teacher. The couple raised two children and remained together until May 1965, when Harry passed away from cancer.
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A Swiss National Named Werner Walti Carries with Him an Affectionate Letter from a Woman in California—Or So It Would Seem





The letter was like any other expression of love and yearning from a distant sweetheart, and Werner Walti, a Swiss national visiting Scotland, kept the missive with him at all times. Written by a woman named Marion (last name unknown) from Palo Alto, California, the brief but intimate letter fondly recalled wonderful days together between two people who were meant to be united once again. It is dated June 1, 1939—exactly three months before the outbreak of war in Europe.


Goodmorning, silent one! I have been wondering where you were, and have been afraid you would leave without saying goodbye. You may have gone already, but you can’t be farther than my wishes for your happiness can travel.


Easter has come and gone without a word exchanged between us! I thought of you on Easter.


Will you forgive me for something? Do you remember the time I gave you the new penny? I was in very bad discipline that night. I was foolish as in the summer on Ridge Road and you brought me to my senses again. You are the strong wise one. And your help and affection have meant more to me than you can know.


Your Christmas letter—and the beautiful El Greco and Cathedral Sculptures are my treasures. Never will I forget that perfect Christmas day and your wonderful surprise.


Do you remember the little cow we had on Ridge Road and the little wooden Virgin and how you objected to their standing together? It was a funny little thing, or so I thought, that you should object. But since then it has showed me something deep in you that I was slow to appreciate….


I love you for all that is fine in you, and for all your encouragement. I want to be worthy of your friendship.


My love goes with you—


Affectionately,
Marion


Not a word of the letter was true. It is not that Marion did not harbor these feelings, but that Marion did not exist, and Werner Walti was, in fact, a German spy named Robert Petter. The letter was believed to be part of Petter’s cover in Scotland, where he had just arrived to investigate the strength of Royal Air Force units in the region. Caught in Edinburgh’s Waverly train station with a fake passport and other incriminating evidence, Petter was later sentenced to die under the Treachery Act, and, along with another spy named Karl Drugge, was executed in August 1941. The Germans were not alone in manufacturing love letters for secret missions. In one of the most creative counterintelligence schemes in World War II, an anonymous corpse was dressed as a British major from the Combined Operations Headquarters, given the name William Martin, and, on April 30, 1943, dumped in the ocean off the coast of Huelva, Spain, where German agents were believed to be working. (Although Spain was officially neutral in the war, its fascist leader, General Ferdinand Franco, was pro-German.) Chained to “Major Martin”’s wrist was a briefcase containing what appeared to be highly sensitive documents indicating that the Allies were planning to invade Greece and the island of Sardinia, not Sicily as they actually intended. To substantiate that Martin was a real person, several love letters by a fiancée, “Pam,” were included with the official papers. One expressed with persuasive anguish how much he would be missed after departing for his latest mission.
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