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			Preface

			Steve asked that I recount some of the wartime activities. This rambling account is over-long and touches only a few incidents that come to mind. I had scattered notes on overseas assignments that helped date some of the incidents and locations. As I age I may be reminded by these pages of some things that have been lost in the dusty corners of my memories. As I look back on those war years, I can feel some satisfaction in places and experiences but no desire to go thru them again.

			— WMH [1983]

			[Early adulthood]

			Born, raised, and graduated from high school in Menahga. Graduation was in 1932, class of 16 or 18, and into a continuing depression. My silver class ring cost $4.00. Dad’s hardware really needed no help; brother Ed was the handyman for the hardware plus helping sell. However, when nothing else was available, I helped at the hardware for a minor – and probably undeserved – stipend.

			Winter of 1933, got a job in Duluth, bellhop, elevator boy, etc. in a hotel. Later, I was handyman firing the steam boiler and fixing the plumbing. FDR came with his NRA, making my job eligible for higher wages, so I was fired in favor of an experienced, licensed steam man. Back to Menahga to live and eat at the family home and work when any was available.

			The next summer, fall, and next spring, worked for some farmer brothers that operated quite large. Baled hay in the Bena (Chippewa National Forest) area. Helped clear land south of Baudette near Canadian border. Then helped drive truck, hauling hay and cement blocks into Dakota. All this for $1.00 per day, food, and a place to sleep. Most of these days were 10, 12 hours or longer.

			1934, went to work for Menahga Lumber, a native operation. As I was able to quickly grasp the mechanics of computing lumber footage, I ended up loading out customers. The work week was 60 hours, 10-hour days, 20¢ per hour – ergo $12.00 per week. $5.00 per week to mother to help buy the vast amount of food needed to keep me going. 

			Winter of 1935–36, worked at a logging camp, same company, on the southwest edge of Itasca Park. Pay: $2.00 per day – when they operated. Food and bed cost $1.00 a day – run or not. With a faulty steam engine, after working (or at least being there) a couple months and after making a couple of draws on pay of $5.00 each, it was obvious that I couldn’t afford to stay there as the working hours were not adequate to pay the room and board. Back to home, and in the spring, when Menahga Lumber opened, back to work.

			In April 1936 I was approached by Lamperts to work in their lumber yard which was connected to a large milling operation furnishing pine to their many yards. Started May 1, 1936. $50.00 per month. I write considerably above about the wage scales not to complain: we survived, had fun, and, as a single man, I was aware that many married family men were working for the same money or trying to get jobs at the same rate.

			After about 3 months in Menahga, having learned to keep double-entry bookkeeping and posting, plus other office work, I was transferred to Staples yard. $65.00 per month, my room cost me $8.00 per month. In 1939, I was transferred to Little Falls for what turned out to be a short stay – about 3 months. I didn’t like the manager, and he liked me even less. He told the office to get that sassy Finn out of Little Falls – so off to Brainerd.

			Though still hard-pressed for money, Brainerd was good for me. I learned more about estimating houses, etc. from the manager, Walt Doran. I made solid friendships with fellow workers Sherm Wunderlich, golfing and hunting buddy, and Cliff Beebe, fishing buddy. Dorothy Wunderlich and Imogene Beebe found their husbands hauling me to their homes for many meals and good times.

			The winter of 1940–1941 saw the increasing war clouds, and the draft was initiated. The Brainerd National Guard was called to active duty and left for Washington State. Included was Billy Mattson, son of Jennie and Lee Mattson who were great friends of my Dad and Mom, and I roomed with them while in Brainerd. Billy was only 17 years old and in his senior year. He could have been released from the guard but chose not to. Billy ended up in the Philippines and a prisoner of war of the Japanese after the fall of Bataan. Billy survived the death march, prison camp and now lives in Oregon. He stopped here with his wife last fall.

			Back to Walt: The draft was for one year of service, and my number seemed to indicate that I would probably be called in late spring or early summer of 1941. As it got into spring, volunteers kept filling the Crow Wing County (Brainerd) quota. Preferring to have my year served to end in May/June, I volunteered and went into service about June 1, 1941.

			[Army training: pre-war, 1941]

			Fort Snelling for a couple weeks and then to Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri. Ended up there in the F Company, 20th Infantry Regiment, 6th Infantry Division. This unit was about half regular Army personnel and the rest of us rookies. During basic, I was a messenger for a couple of weeks, then to 60mm mortar squad in the 4th Platoon. Our basic was short as we took off for the Louisiana Maneuvers, summer 1941. I became an acting gadget01 (didn’t have the title but had authority) with a handkerchief on my arm. I hadn’t put in enough time to become a corporal but had the duties of one. Base pay was $21.00 per month, clothes, food, etc. furnished. Laundry was extra. Soon as 3 months were up, I became a corporal – $45.00 per month.

			From Fort Leonard Wood to Little Rock, Arkansas, we would ride one day, hike the next – 20–35 miles a day. We spent about one week in Camp Robinson, Little Rock, and started for Louisiana. I walked every foot of that distance. Some forced marches, one canteen of water and maybe a kitchen that would show up at midnight to feed us and bring water. As our marches would continue into the night, I would often find myself going to sleep walking, almost go into the ditch, and having dreams of the water fountain in the school at Menahga that was always turned on.

			Once we got into Louisiana, we were involved in war games – Red against Blue. Nobody seemed to know what was going on, including the officers. Communication was nonexistent, and it was apparent that the U.S. Army had a long way to go to be effective.

			I had developed a stone bruise on the bottom of my right foot, very painful, but I endured, as anyone having foot trouble was suspect as a slacker. One day a war games umpire ran up to my squad in the brush and declared us captured. We were put on trucks and hauled to the St. Charles, Louisiana, area. For two or three days, we laid under shade trees, were fed and rested. I’m sure if the games had lasted much longer, I would have been captured as often as possible.

			At the end of the games, we went into a beautiful pine area close to Shreveport, Louisiana. My stone bruise was very bad by that time, and I went to the Army doc. He looked at my foot, saw nothing wrong, but told me to soak my foot as many hours a day as possible for the next couple days. The sole of my foot had an about ⅛″-thick solid callus, but after soaking he could see a yellow patch about the size of a dollar near the ball of my foot. Cutting thru the callused skin, yellow liquid poured out and relief was immediate.

			On return to Fort Wood, I was made corporal and was due a two-week leave. I got my first $45.00 pay and planned for a trip home. Word came out that all leaves were canceled. I was devastated and went to the dayroom, where payday crap games flourished with money around. It didn’t take long for some of the old regular Army sharpies to clean me out. Next morning, I was called to the company headquarters and told my leave was coming thru. I had to call home for train money, explaining that I had lost my money. (Never told them how I lost it but have reason to believe that Dad and Mom were not fooled.) Like most other units, we had our own loan shark. After the middle of the month, he would lend a maximum of $4.00 for $5.00 on payday. He had lots of takers, and my memory is not positive, but I believe I used him once. Nobody liked him except when they needed some money.

			Corporal Thompson, a cook, and I had become good buddies. He was an Arkansas boy. In early December, 1941, we got a pass for the weekend to go to Meramec Caverns. We hitchhiked to the area, Stanton, Missouri, drank beer, got no place with the local girls in the tavern. (Most areas were averse to soldiers in the pre-war time, especially in the areas that had a lot of them around.) We slept someplace that Saturday night – maybe a depot – I know we spent no money. Sunday we went to the Caverns, a real treat. (Two years ago Cele and I were there, and it hardly seems the same place. It was quite primitive in 1941.)

			In the afternoon, after getting back to Stanton from the Caverns, people were greeting us, almost overly friendly, leaving us thoroughly puzzled. Finally, from a question from someone, we realized something was up. We were told that Pearl Harbor had been bombed. Neither of us knew where Pearl Harbor was, but we were sure that they weren’t talking about some gal named Pearl that got herself bombed.

			Feeling a sense of urgency, we bought bus tickets back to camp rather than hitchhiking. 

			[Army training: wartime, 1941–43]

			Our training now became very serious. We knew our one-year stint was out – it was duration now. I became buck sergeant, and our unit kept cadring out, furnishing nuclei for the swarm of draftees now being called.

			Early spring, 1942, a group was selected from camp to go to St. Louis where we encamped at Forest Park, near the heart of the city. We were to furnish protection in case of sabotage at any of the defense plants close by. We lived the life of Riley. When we had time off, which was often, all we had to do was stand by the curb and in minutes a car would pull over, deliver you downtown. It wasn’t unusual to go downtown with a buck or two in your pocket and come back late that night – thoroughly wined, dined, and entertained – with more money in your pocket than you had before you went downtown.02

			Symphony, play, athletic tickets were delivered to our headquarters tent for our free use. Like all good things, this came to an end in 3–4 weeks.

			In the spring, a sizeable unit of us took off for Burlington, Iowa. Vice-President Wallace was dedicating a big defense plant there. In the summer of 1942, Sergeant Walt had a leave for home again. On return, found that the Army was aggressively seeking officer candidates. Several of our unit had been interviewed and some had left for Infantry Officer Candidate School. The story was that if you want to be an officer, your only chance was to go to infantry school. For some reason, this did not intrigue me – I had decided if I was going to stay in the infantry, I would stay as a non-com. 

			A short time later, I was ordered to report to Colonel Bradlow, Commander of the 2nd Battalion, of which we were a part. In searching their personnel files they discovered that I was one of two with the highest Army IQs in the battalion. The Colonel asked me why I hadn’t applied for officers’ school. I explained my preference if I were to remain in the infantry. He asked me what branch I would prefer, and I told him “the artillery.” I was sure that was the end of that when, a couple weeks later, I was called to division headquarters and advised they had a quota of four from the whole division to go to Coast Artillery officer school. I accepted. Arriving at OCS (Officers Candidate School) at Camp Davis, North Carolina. I soon learned that Coast Artillery was being taken over by Anti-Aircraft Artillery, which was fine with me.

			I was now a prospective 90-day wonder and found my previous infantry duty and my background of math a lifesaver. The discipline was rough, designated to weed out the ones who couldn’t take the pressure. Most of the fellow candidates had college education and even included lawyers, etc. My initial stopper was trig; never being exposed to it in high school, I traded my expertise in algebra and geometry to a classmate in exchange for a short course in using the trig book. I was one of the top in the military aspects and high also in studies. In the top ten (forget exact) in over 200 in our class at graduation and student commander for the 4-class “stand in parade” formation for the high brass. A top honor. (Oh Lordy, it’s hard to be humble.)

			Betty Grable visited Camp Davis while I was there; someplace in some photos, I have a couple pictures I took of her. 

			Graduation was in October, 1942. Came home on leave, resplendent in officer’s pinks as a “shavetail” 2nd lieutenant. My orders at graduation, after delay en route for leave, were to report to Fort Eustis, Virginia, to an overseas officers replacement pool. A barracks full of officers with little or nothing to do. We would drill on our own at the parade grounds, and later I had some duty as firing line officer at the rifle range for rookies. 

			In December, 1942, about forty of us junior officers got orders to report to El Paso, Texas, and we entrained in two Pullmans for a leisurely trip to Fort Bliss. Shifted from one rail line to another, but always in the same Pullmans with windows so dirty that it was hard to see out. We played poker, drank, and slept. Finally arrived in El Paso two or three days before Christmas.

			First night, we were quartered at the Hilton hotel, next day to Fort Bliss and barracks. Did a little training in close-order drill with rookies. Finally was assigned to A Battery, 1st Platoon, 533rd Separate AAA Battalion. The bulk of the senior officers were from a National Guard unit out of Shreveport, Louisiana. Went on some desert maneuvers in southern New Mexico. 

			An acquaintance that was taking over a battery of Airborne Anti-Aircraft, knowing of my infantry background, asked me to transfer to his unit as second in command of the battery. I applied to our battalion commander, and he asked me if I would withdraw my request if our unit already had overseas assignment and orders. At this stage, only the top brass were aware of the coming move. I decided to stay with the 533rd.

			In February, 1943, we were on a train headed for the East Coast, again shuttled about on different rails but same cars. On reaching a destination, we found ourselves in Fort Dix, New Jersey. This was a staging area for overseas shipment. After a few days, we again got on a train, then a ferry, then thru some dock warehouses carrying our duffel bags, and all of a sudden found that we were already on a ship. The ship then moved out in the harbor a ways, and from the deck we could see the Statue of Liberty and knew we were in New York harbor. 

			The ship was The Andes, a very large British luxury liner converted into a troop carrier.03 On one of the last days of February, the ship set off into the night, destination not known except to the top brass. 

			[Crossing the Atlantic, 1943]

			The night we took off from New York harbor, we were in heavy seas. Sure enough, there had been a mix-up in allocation of space, and I was instructed to move my men while the ship was rolling. The men were carrying all their duffel and being bounced from one side to another down the narrow passageways as we moved to the proper space. Predictably, some got seasick, urped, and then men following would slip and fall in the mess, adding to more seasick men. I recall trying to get one of the cooks up from the floor as he was blocking movement. He said all he wanted to do was lay there – and die.

			The crew of the ship were British. The officers ate in the grand dining room. Linen, silver, and tables with sideboards to prevent dishes from sliding off in stormy weather. Several-course meals – soup, fish, etc. – served by waiters and uniformly blah, tasteless to our American palate. The larger staterooms had been converted to officers’ quarters with double bunks that were crammed close together. This was deluxe, however, compared to the cramming of the enlisted men.

			Because the ship was fast, it was safer for it to travel alone in a zigzag course than to travel in convoy where all the ships travel as slow as the slowest ship. A big liner with thousands of troops in convoy was a prime target for German submarines. Because we were traveling without convoy, the men were not allowed on deck. No cigarettes, as a bit of paper, etc. pitched over-side could be a clue to a German sub.

			We zigzagged southeast to near equatorial waters and then headed northeast to what we learned only a few days before as being Casablanca, arriving safely and debarking. We marched to the high ground above the city to await our artillery that we had crated in Fort Bliss. About a week later we learned that the convoy ship carrying all our trucks, guns, etc. had been sunk. However, a ship carrying the equipment of a similar unit was turned over to us.

			[Northern Africa, 1943]

			My 1st platoon was assigned gun positions on the Jetty de Lure protecting the harbor at Casablanca from storms. Arabs all over the place. One day, looking to the high ground above the city, strange dark clouds were moving toward us. Didn’t look like rain, more like a sandstorm. Soon it was upon us – millions of locusts – very large grasshoppers, landing all about us and in the water. The Arabs on the docks were gathering them on stiff bits of wire and roasting them over small campfires and eating them. The locusts were loaded with eggs and apparently a delicacy. Being out of catsup, I passed.

			In the markets, bulk dates in great heaps were a temptation to me, but the swarms of flies were enough to deter me. The city Arabs with their long cloaks would squat along side walls, gossiping and defecating and attracting flies. Enough said. 

			Our stay in Casablanca was about a fortnight and a half. Then on the one main road headed east. Because of the heavy movement of troops and supplies over one main road that basically followed the coast, our movement was very exacting, with hours to travel and hours to be off the road for others to move. The scenery varied from coastal views, thru the Atlas Mountains and the northern fringes of the Sahara. I recall being slowed down at a high mountain pass by a nomad herding his camels over the hump (no pun intended). Also, looking downward at eagles soaring below us at lower levels. Some of the larger cities we traversed or may have stopped at for a period were: Sidi Bel Abbès, Fez, Oran, Mostaganem (where we took our first enemy casualties), Algiers, Phillipville, Bône, Bizerte.04

			During these travels, several of us officers made forays into off-limits small villages that lay south of the main stem road. We would find small garrisons of French Foreign Legionnaires, where we were made very welcome and were treated to excellent cognac and often invited to a private home for an excellent meal of usually French-style cooking. This Northern African area is quite productive along the coast – grapes and wheat, which meant wine and bread – the necessities.

			At Bizerte, as the ground war was grinding to a halt, troops were gathering for the invasion of Sicily. The hillsides had acres of grapes, vine-ripe, and we were so hungry for fruit that we ate grapes, more grapes, and the end result was…the trots. I recall sitting in 6- or 8-seat outdoor latrines, canvas-walled, eating grapes at one end and egesting from the other. 

			Our food in Africa, Army style, was a steady diet of chili that came by the gallon and no doubt by the shipload. At first, it was a treat; later we buried tons of it hoping to use it up and get something different. Dealing with the natives for eggs and chickens, many an evening the frying pans would be out and small groups sustaining themselves on these goodies rather than the chili. The Army bread was consistently good. 

			Mail call was always a happy time, particularly if you received mail. While overseas, my duties included censoring the outgoing mail of my men – mostly a quick scan, but there were always a few trying to break regulations in letter writing. Sometimes their letters were badly cut up. On the other hand, we had Felton Fudge, who never wrote a thing except to acknowledge what had been written to him: “I see by your letter Bessie had a calf” or “I see by your letter Uncle Abe has a cold.”

			The Germans still had air superiority at this time, and they raided almost nightly with many bombers. The ships in Bizerte harbor and troops in the surrounding hills were their main targets. U.S. anti-aircraft was plentiful in the area and included searchlight battalions (later obsolete). It was like a big fireworks display during the raids, and, when the searchlights got their beam on a bomber, other searchlights would also home in on the plane and generally it was a goner.

			Bob Hope, after what he said was a night in a culvert during a raid, entertained us on a warm sunny afternoon. Great gobs of servicemen, and we really enjoyed him. He had a star actress with him – as I write this, her name escapes me.05 

			Our battalion, 533rd, was due to make the Sicilian invasion on D+3 – in other words, on day three of the assault. So we practiced loading on a LST and coming to the beach some miles down the coast.06 

			During this practice, we were advised that General Alexander, British, and titular head of Mediterranean forces, plus our own General Patton were going to come on board to observe the loading. Our Colonel Dance, Battalion Commander, chickened out and was observed walking along the beach kicking seashells. Major Regan, newly promoted to Major, was in charge in the absence of Colonel Dance. Regan had not been able to get insignia to match his recent promotion, and his one borrowed insignia was hidden by his jacket. About four of us 2nd lieutenants and Major Regan were below deck handling the guns and other large equipment as it came down an elevator from the top deck. A warning from the top preceded the freight elevator coming down with Patton and Alexander. Patton was in full glory with pink breeches, boots, and his pair of fancy pistols. We mere mortals were at attention and picture-perfect salute as Patton cased us and asked who was in command. “I am, sir. Major Regan.” Unable to spot any insignia of rank, Patton said, “Major, get your leaves (insignia) on – can’t tell you from a God Damn shavetail!” I don’t think he endeared himself to us lowly shavetails with that remark.

			[Sardinia, 1943–44]

			We were set for Sicily, but the rapid success canceled us out of the operation. Instead, we were diverted to Cagliari, Sardinia, via LST. As the LST is square-nosed and made for beaching, the choppy waves banged until one felt sure the rivets would all come out. It was a relatively short trip and, with no rolling or pitching, no mal de mer. 

			Sardinia, an Italian island, was not about to be hostile as Italy itself was on the rocks except for the Germans there. We moved up to the northern end of the island, C & D Batteries stopping at a northwest airbase being established, and A & B continued to the very northern tip, then via many ferry loads to the island of La Maddalena. Berlin Betty with her music and propaganda, probably broadcasting from Italy, gave us a welcome to Maddalena and said we should expect a visit. British U-boats also moved into the sea base at Maddalena and put up barrage balloons, tied with steel cables to prevent low-level bombing of their port area. The bombers came as promised, at night, and with no searchlights we could only fire at flare lights. However, the balloon cables nailed 2 or 3 bombers.

			On Maddalena, we went thru a stormy period with no new food supplies reaching us, and we lived on C-rations.07 Later, a U.S. Navy PT Boat unit moved into Maddalena, and we were attached to them for rations. As they got their rations thru the Navy, and the ships carried supplies, our food improved tremendously.

			We were to spend several months on Maddalena, waiting for D-Day at Normandy and then the invasion at Marseille. Maddalena was a pleasant place to be. Other than nightly German reconnaissance planes dropping flares to see what the naval activity might be and an occasional one- or two-man sub trying to get into the harbor to attach a mine to a ship, it was quite peaceful. A 90mm anti-aircraft unit with long-range guns and special locating devices would occasionally nail one of the night-time intruders. They were beyond our range and unseen by our equipment. 

			The natives were very friendly, seemingly happy as long as they had their wine, bread, family, and song. I’m sure that many of the people felt that they were unrecognized opera stars. A three-story, very basic apartment close to my tent headquarters housed several families, and it was very common to hear some woman singing loudly and well as she shook her rugs from her little balcony. There was also a large number of footloose Italian sailors, unorganized and surviving as the best they could. Many pleasant evenings, small boats in the harbor would have a group of these sailors singing to the accompaniment of an accordion.

			Of course, some romances developed, mostly with the Italian- or Spanish-speaking American soldiers. This, predictably, resulted in some pregnancies and at least one marriage (difficult to arrange, Army red tape). The brothel, run very properly, flourished. Weekly, you would see the girls riding in old-fashioned horse and buggies to their doctor for examination. However, they were a disturbing influence on relations between the British sailor who was paid very low wages – most of that allotted to bonds or home – and the G.I. who had lots of cash and a favorable rate of exchange and was likely to be more than generous with the girls – resulting in a royal welcome to the G.I. and less-than-royal welcome to the British submariner.

			The British had a hall near the docking area and would show movies, and we were welcome. Every week or so, we would have a PX08 – cigarettes, candy, shaving cream, etc. available that we could buy. There was always a box or two of very fine Cuban cigars that nobody wanted, and I would buy them – very cheap (no tax) but excellent.09 This was to lead to a lucky deal for me. One evening, while waiting for the movie to start, I lit up a cigar. I was sitting in the officers section in the rear, and soon I was aware that a British officer was looking at me and wrinkling his nose. As he was sitting some six or seven seats away from me, I decided that I wasn’t irritating him very much with the cigar. After glancing at him a few more times, he moved into the seat next to me and apologized for distracting me and then told me that he hadn’t smelled a good cigar for months or more. I had an extra one in my shirt pocket and gave it to him, much to his delight. The next time I went to their movie I had several extra cigars – leading to a friendly acquaintanceship and soon an invitation to the British officers’ bar. They had rum on hand always and occasionally gin and scotch – quite a contrast to the wine or the distilled wines called “grappa,” the only liquors available to us. I recall one night, a festive one at their bar, when I had 15–20 English officers following my instructions on American Indian powwow dancing. It was a ball as they pranced and whooped behind me.

			A very cute little girl of five or six years, Rosanna, would come to my headquarters tent, sing little songs, and naturally get some PX candy. Before we left the island her mother had Rosanna bring a picture of Rosanna to me.10

			With the invasion of Southern France, we left the Maddalena area for Cagliari, the capital city seaport on the south end of the island. After a few days on the sunny beaches of that resort area, we loaded on a U.S. liberty (merchant) ship for Marseille in southern France. 

			[Crossing the Sea of Sardinia, 1944]

			I slept on the floor in a lower level auxiliary wheel house, dual control. If I happened to raise up when they steered the ship, I was liable to get a spoke handle in the noggin. The men were in a cavernous hold, below deck, and one stormy night I drew duty until midnight with the men. Soon the barfing began. The smell got worse and worse, and soon it was the rule rather than the exception. I survived until my midnight relief, but, as I climbed out of the hold, my stomach told me that enough is enough. I dashed for one rail, vomited, and the wind threw it back in my face. I dashed to the other side – same thing. The fresh air, however, plus a now empty stomach combined to relief, and I was OK. 

			It was a very rough voyage, and we lost the convoy and didn’t rejoin until we were in Marseille harbor area. Because of the heavy damage in the harbor, unloading was a slow process, waiting our turn to dock.

			While in Cagliari, I had bought a case of Italian-fashioned copies of American liquors – no resemblance actually except for the mule kick. This was stashed carefully in my jeep trailer, hidden from view, and in the bottom of the hold. During the voyage, I heard that somebody had some booze on ship and was selling it for $1.00 a drink. This struck me as being funny at the time, until we moved north up the Rhône Valley and I checked the jeep trailer and found that it was my liquor they had been selling. Thus I learned that all’s fair in war!

			[France, 1944–45]

			Our contacts with the enemy had all been of the aerial nature, but as we moved up the Rhône Valley the skyline was flashing with bursting artillery shells and the roar of the guns like thunder. This first contact was in the Saint-Étienne area. We soon learned to beware of the land mines and booby traps.

			Our battalion, the 533rd Anti-Aircraft, consisted of four batteries – A, B, C, and D – plus battalion headquarters unit, and we were known as a separate battalion, unattached to any specific unit. Each battery consisted of two platoons, 1 and 2, plus battery headquarters. Each platoon consisted of four gun sections and a platoon headquarters. Total of 60 to 75 men per platoon. I was in charge of 1st Platoon, A Battery.11

			During the European tour of duty, my platoon was attached to several different branches of the service. Some of these were: field artillery, combat engineers, 7th Army headquarters, ammunition dumps, quartermaster truck compounds, corps headquarters, and more.12 At times, there might be weeks with no direct contact with our battery or battalion headquarters. We would draw our rations and other necessities from the unit we were attached to and take our immediate orders from the commanding officer of the group we were attached to. Changes in assignment came thru our own head unit.

			Christmas, 1944, found us in Alsace, a little town of Morsbronn. I had my platoon headquarters upstairs of a dwelling. Downstairs an old lady and her granddaughter were living. The grandmother was used to having troops in her house, World War I and II, Allied and German. A gaggle of geese wandered about the small town square, and we wanted to buy one for Christmas dinner. No sale – they were community owned. On Christmas Eve, the granddaughter played the organ and sang German carols including “Tannenbaum,” and we joined in one way or another.

			Within the next few days, the “Bulge” – the German thrust – started, and our gradual advance became a gradual withdrawal and realignment of troops. The infantry from our area was moved north to buffer the German thrust, and we ended up playing the role of infantry along the west edge of the Rhine. Not a comfortable position; however, the troops of the enemy across the river were heavy to the poorly trained (Volkssturmer) civilian troops of the Germans, so the activity was light. 

			Late January, met first cousin Raphael Hepokoski on duty with 103rd Infantry Division. We were stationed in Saverne (Saverne Gap)13, Raphael at Imbshein. Also went to see him there. 

			Then on February 1 came my big break: was assigned to run a rest center in the Vosges Mountains near Senones. A rather crude place – had probably been a sanatorium – but a welcome break from the cold and rougher duty. This improved even more when orders came thru assigning me to run the 7th Army rest camp in Nancy, France. This was located in École des Beaux-Arts (school of good arts)14 and was large and commodious. Nearby some deluxe apartments for officers getting a rest break, and also where I was headquartered. 

			The change from the basically rough, outdoor living to this lap of luxury was too much for my whiskers. I was bothered with ingrown whiskers, coiled up under the skin, often with hairs curled up that were an inch or more long when dug out. I resembled an acned youth.

			While here, met some nice Red Cross people plus some English-speaking French from a French-American Service Center which worked closely with our rest camp. It was organized by Mme. Devisme; she spoke excellent English and was a very active person. 

			While I was in charge, the rest center was inspected by four-star15 General [Alexander] Patch, head of the 7th Army, a very tall man with long steps. I had to really move to stay ahead of him and open any doors that he might want to look in. He wanted to be sure that his soldiers were treated right during their “Rest and Recuperation” stay. 

			The president of the school showed me a large collection of paintings hidden in a large attic area and asked that I try to keep an eye on them – he had saved them from the German occupation. Before I left, he gave me a print of some of his own work in appreciation of my care while there.

			Some brief notes that I still have indicate that Lieutenant La Riche, my assistant platoon officer, visited me in Nancy in late February, 1945, having been transferred from our outfit to a replacement depot. (He is still bitter about this transfer and refused to come to any reunions.) 

			On March 22, I rejoined my unit in Morsbronn, Alsace, having been relieved by a West Point captain from the Rainbow Division.

			[Germany, 1945]

			The next day, March 23, we entered Germany thru northern Alsace. My goofy officer replacement for La Riche was all set to fire on German civilians – I gave my platoon sergeant permission to club him over the head if he touched his gun. I managed to get the no-good bum transferred; he had a nose for trouble and sneaking into my locker to partake of my officer’s liquor ration and replace it with water. 

			On or about April 7, crossed the Rhine on pontoon bridge at Ludwigshaven, and my platoon was attached to the 938th Field Artillery. This was near Heilbronn.

			My notes now become nonexistent, but during this spring period we were attached to several different artillery units, combat engineers, and, for a period, 6th Corps Headquarters, a forward post of high brass with daily briefings on the situation: intelligence, reports, supply situations, etc. Three or four generals, plus many lesser big brass. I had clearance to these meetings, and it was very interesting. They would squabble over division of ammo and supplies like a bunch of kids.

			While attached to a 155mm Long Tom, one of the anomalies of war and circumstance occurred. With a Lieutenant of the Field Artillery, we were reconnoitering a forward position for the big guns. A large farm house on high ground looked promising, both on the detailed plat maps with contours and also on physical inspection. We knocked at the door, finally answered by a couple of older ladies. One of them asked if we were Americans and seemed quite relieved to hear that we were. One of them called up the stairs, and a man in civilian clothes came down. He identified himself as a submarine commander and called up the stairs to another man, identified as his second in command. Their submarine, with others, had been badly damaged in their concrete pens in Peenemünde (on the Baltic) by Allied bombers in a massive raid. These submarine officers were under orders to report for land war duty and, realizing that the war was lost, had been hiding with the sister of the commander at this farm. We instructed them to put on their military caps and coats and accepted their surrender. Being high-ranking officers, they asked to be turned over to our high brass. Instead we dropped them off in a small town square where a few G.I.s were guarding some captured German infantry. The commander spoke excellent English and said his wife was living in New York City, separated by the outbreak of war.

			We were with the 7th Army, and our basic direction was south along with the French along the Rhine. It was quite embarrassing at times to go thru towns that were supposedly cleared and find that a few French tanks had rammed thru the town but had not cleared it of enemy soldiers. When you saw people running for cover, white flags out of windows, it was a sure bet that you were in the French zone. These travels were thru the beautiful Black Forest area and Bavaria. 

			While moving south, south of UIm, I got orders to backtrack to an ammo dump north of Ulm with a routing that would take us quite a ways west of Ulm. Studying the map, I decided to take a shorter route thru Neu-Ulm (south side of the Danube), thru UIm, north side, and then to the depot. As I neared Neu-Ulm with convoy behind me, things seemed a bit off, with German vehicles in the woods, roadblocks partly open. As we went down the main street of Neu-Ulm, people were running, some white flags, and, when we rounded a corner to approach the expected bridge to Ulm, we were face to face with two German guards at the gateway to what apparently was a German hospital. We passed an alert down the convoy so they were ready with their weapons if needed. We continued toward the bridge to find that it was not there – had been blown up. We circled to backtrack, and, as we hit the main street, we saw a company of German soldiers marching toward us, with no arms, apparently wanting to surrender. Having disregarded my instructions as to routing and due that night at the ammo depot, we had to pass up the capture of the town. Retracing our roads to the correct route, we advised a contingent to go in and take over Neu-UIm. For several nights in a row, an old-style German bomber had been making low-level flights and dropping bombs in the ammo dump area, discouraging the quartermaster trucks from picking up their loads for front-line action. Their intelligence was on the ball – that night and for the next week we were there, not a plane showed up!

			Within days after reaching the Austrian border, VE Day arrived. I weighed a very slim 160 pounds, very weary of the rations. Quickly the officers were in short-course classes in military government. 

			My first assignment was Eisenberg, a small town with a cheese factory,16 brewery,17 and the remains of an old castle looming over the village. All thru this area of Germany, there was a large population of refugees from northern bombed areas, Austria, etc. Most of these were women. The local farm economy was expected to feed them, and the refugees were expected to help with the work. Neither side was happy as I found out in my daily open-house sessions with the natives. Also, there was a rather large, now free and roaming, group of displaced persons from Russia, etc. who had been treated as slave labor. They also were a problem as they had a bit of revenge to extract from their former bosses and also knew where to raid for extra food or booze.

			I would like to add one more incident in Bavaria shortly after VE Day in Europe. As I had orders to move, my jeep driver Simpkins18 and I went to pick up our laundry from a German farm frau in the early morning. As we were about to enter the Autobahn, we saw some motorcycles and command cars coming down the Autobahn. As they neared, I spotted the 5-star flag of Eisenhower. I told Simpkins to quick stand up with me in the jeep and salute. The car was going from our left to right, and Eisenhower was sitting on our side rear. He put his head out the window and gave us a highball salute19 and a grin. Patton, on his left, acknowledged our salute looking straight ahead. Ike was my man from that day on.

			While in southern Bavaria, I did a lot of trout fishing, using a jeep aerial for a pole. I also visited Oberammergau (passion play20); Salzburg, Austria; and Hitler’s Eagle’s Nest (hideout) near Berchtesgaden.

			I was military governor for several towns, some sizeable, and had many interesting incidents. Soon, our 533rd was pulled into Munich, the first time we had been intact since Bizerte. 

			I was assigned to surveying Munich schools, public and parochial, as to usable buildings, rooms, and minimum repairs required to add to the school space. Much of Munich had one-way streets from rubble of bombings. Some of the survivors of the death camps worked for us and showed us pictures and told of the horrors. Dachau concentration camp was nearby – I passed it by without going in. 

			One day, while working our way down a narrow Munich street, we saw a small mob scene ahead. We worked our way in with the jeep and found that a bunch of survivors had cornered an SS guard and recognized him despite his civilian clothes.21 We threw him into the back of our jeep – he was babbling his thanks – and then we turned him in at Military Police headquarters. The sergeant there gave him a boot in the butt and into the pokey.

			[Heading home]

			During the summer of 1945, in Munich, our unit started to break up. I was transferred to another Ack-Ack22 Battalion with little to do except play cards and drink beer and gain weight – now up to 185 pounds. 

			Soon I was back in France in Rheims area (Champagne) and was the commander of a combat engineer company. This group was made up of soldiers scheduled for return to the States. I had the opportunity to spend a week or more at an officers’ hotel in Paris but passed it up. However, a truck stolen from our unit while it was in Paris made it necessary for me to go to Paris, and I spent one night there. A grand dining room with string orchestra playing at dinner. From there, my orders took me to a staging area near Le Havre, preparatory to boarding ship for home.

			Loaded on ship November 11, 1945, a naval troop transport ship, and soon had a glimpse of Land’s End, England as we headed into a stormy North Sea. The return home gave me no trouble. The North Sea was wild, waves higher than the ship, and often the propellers would come out of the water and rattle the ship. Food was good and, being on that long-awaited trip home, I wasn’t about to let a little rough cruise bother me. The sailors on board had been in the Pacific area and had never seen waves like those in the North Sea. I firmly believe that there were more seasick sailors than soldiers. Although always an avid fisherman, I had no chance to troll. That had to await Minnesota.

			We debarked in Virginia, at Camp Patrick Henry. The camp was organized for returning veterans, and we dined on real whole milk, T-bone steaks and fresh produce. There were no bands, parades, etc. as so often seem to be referred to about returning soldiers. We were just happy to be back in the States. 

			We had a few days of programming for civilian life, and then I entrained for Camp McCoy, Wisconsin, for final release from active duty. Actually, I had accumulated the maximum overseas leave time of 90 days, so drew pay for three months after getting home and then got a discharge.23 

			I boarded the Hiawatha (fast train in those days) in McCoy and hit for the St. Paul area. I took a cab from the depot to hit for Bud and Agnes Erkkila’s. 24 It was night, the cab driver drove like a maniac, and I had forgotten what city traffic was. My thoughts ran: here I had made it thru the war only to probably get killed in St. Paul while riding a cab.

			When I finally got back to Menahga, Lamperts were waiting for me, and in less than a week I was managing the Menahga yard and wholesale mill. Brother Vern had quit the job shortly before to go into the hardware with brother Ed. May 1, 1946, they transferred me to Wadena and the Saw Mills. Footloose and fancy free, I met and married Cele. Now, besides producing milled lumber, Cele and I embarked on producing kids.

			 

			[Walt retired from the lumber business in 1977. He died at the age of 85 in Wadena on 10 October 2000, two days before his 54th wedding anniversary. He was survived by Cele and their six children and six grandchildren.]

			Postscript

			Peter: There’s no blood, gore, or loss of life discussed. Didn’t you see it, or don’t you talk about it? There seem to be enough potential situations.

			Walt: Yes, there were casualties, blood, gore, and dismembered bodies, but not in proportion to the infantry. Death is a part of war and easily becomes a sort of impersonal thing at the time. One picture that seems to have been etched into my mind involves an early spring morning in Germany. We were in a small town at the front, arriving the previous afternoon. During the early hours, infantry patrols had been out – then the infantry force moved ahead in a firefight. I walked up the road an hour or two later – a cool, crisp, sunny morning. One of the casualties was lying on his back, blue-eyed and freckle-faced, the chubbiness of youth indicating that he was still in his teens. Though he seemed to be lying there watching the flying birds and daydreaming, he was very dead. It gave me more than a little twinge to think that somewhere back in the States his family were unaware of their loss. I still see this one face every Memorial Day: my “Unknown Soldier.”

			Endnotes

			
					[Army slang for an acting corporal]

					My first Christmas at Fort Leonard Wood, I received a package from Mr. & Mrs. Jack Armstrong from Blue Mound, Illinois. They had been given my name thru a church organization. I wrote them, and they continued to send packages. We continued to correspond, and they did come to Wadena one summer. They said that I was the only one that had continued to correspond with anyone from their organization.

					[Andes was to make its maiden voyage in 1n 1939, but the outbreak of war prompted its conversion into a troop transport. It was restored to its intended purpose in 1947 and served as a transatlantic liner and cruise ship until 1971. The 204-meter vessel berthed 500 passengers during peacetime.]

					[Phillipville and Bône are now Skikda and Annaba, respectively]

					[A 2009 internet search suggests that the actress was Frances Langford.]

					LST stands for landing ship tank, mainly for amphibious landings or assaults. Basically a clumsy, low-profile, two-main-level ship with so shallow a draught the ship could almost beach. An end of the ship would come down like a ramp and motorized equipment and men could go thru the remaining shallows onto the shore. 

					C rations were of two types. Both were designed to sustain food needs when conditions made them necessary – which was most of the time. The individual C ration was a two-can thing – one of beef hash or beans or similar thing and the other can had several cookie-type biscuits, some powdered coffee and maybe some hard candy. The other type C ration came in gallon lots of the hash, beans, etc. and came to our kitchen trucks, were heated and sent to the gun positions in insulated large containers. Army baked bread, normally with the entrée. (Army bread was excellent and consistent, wherever.) Other canned items that came out of our kitchens were powdered eggs – scrambled, spam, creamed chip beef (usually cold and called sos – shit on a shingle).
[The two-can meals were indeed C-rations, but the by-the-gallon meals Walt describes were officially B-rations, shelf-stable meals for multiple persons that required some preparation. The C-ration was officially discontinued in 1958; the B-ration is still in use as of 2014.]

					[Post Exchanges offer goods for sale to military personnel; shipping costs are subsidized by the government so that prices at the front are equivalent to those stateside.]

					Peter: Did you start smoking in the service or before that? Walt: Before that – probably at age 18. While working for Menahga Lumber, would smoke Bull Durham, roll your own, 5¢ sack, cowboy style to you. Saturday night – payday, buy a package of Wing cigarettes, readymade or as we called them “tailor-made” – 10¢ package.

					Walt with Rosanna in Maddalena.[image: ]


					I was most fortunate in having a couple of men in my platoon headquarters that took care of my stuff, tipped me off on fresh eggs available in the area, or chicken, wine, or other goodies. Both had been problem soldiers at battery headquarters but became my good right arms when sent to me: [1] John Ramunno of Pennsylvania, lieutenant in B Battery, and a long time with us on La Maddalena, became a very dear friend. He loved seafood and Italian cooking, and we had many happy times together. We still see each other from time to time: reunions and a couple of times here. [2] Doc Alexander, a medic corporal – now in Oklahoma. I had an awful pair of feet – athlete’s foot aggravated by sharp shells while swimming on Mediterranean beaches. My feet were the color of Joseph’s coat with all the medication they were soaked in. I finally retreated to a pup tent and let the hot sun and Saharan wind dry and heal my feet, using a mosquito bar (screen) to keep the flies away. Doc has also visited here.

					Peter: Was the Army racially integrated? Were there racial problems? Did whites and blacks get along? Walt: The blacks were in their own units – most in quartermasters (supply of all kinds including trucking). Little or no racial problems. When a white officer screwed up or got in a doghouse with higher brass, often he ended up doing duty with the colored units.

					[The trouée de Saverne is a gorge-like pass in the Vosges Mountains that was instrumental to the Allied liberation of Strasbourg in November 1944.]

					[typically ‘Fine Arts’ or ‘Beautiful Arts’]

					[General Patch’s fourth star was awarded posthumously; he would have been a three-star lieuteant general when Walt met him.]

					[likely Bergkäserei Weizern]

					[likely Kössel Bräu]

					My jeep driver was from Salt Lick, Kentucky, a hillbilly and a darn good man. His mother was a Hatfield of feuding fame. Distance to Simpkins was “a little piece” or “a piece” or “a fur piece.” Never miles, etc.

					[The “highball” is an non-regulation, oversized version of the hand salute.]

					[The 1940 production of Oberammergau Passion Play was canceled due to the war and the next production was not performed until 1950.]

					The SS were the Schutzstaffel, the inner elite Nazis, thoroughly indoctrinated and, though respected in Germany, were also much feared by their countrymen. Himmler was their chief.

					[anti-aircraft artillery]

					Peter: Left for overseas February 1943 and returned November 1945. Is this correct, 33 months? Without R&R? Walt: 33 months is correct, and no R&R as such. The rest center was a duty assignment [February–March 1945] but served very well as a break.

					[Agnes was Walt’s sister.]Map of travels
[image: ]
A note on the text
Walt wrote these recollections on his typewriter in 1983, eventually filling twelve single-spaced legal-sized pages. The first nine pages form a mostly chronological narrative; the next two comprise “random notes” and “addenda;” the last page answers a number of follow-up questions posed by his son Peter. Most of those notes and answers have been folded into the main text where appropriate; the rest are included as footnotes and the postscript.
In 2009 Peter collaborated with Steve’s son James to digitize and edit the text. In general, the editors were true to Walt’s word choice, but they did permit the correction of typos and misspellings; standardization of place-names; insertion of an occasional word (usually a conjunction) to assist flow; and alteration of capitalization, punctuation, and abbreviation for internal consistency and adherence to convention.
Significant editorial insertions are enclosed in brackets.
Walt’s choice of the title “The Whims of War” was apparently influenced by the popular 1983 TV miniseries The Winds of War.
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