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A YEAR IN RHEIMS-1946
Willard Becraft - 2009

(Dedicated to Grandson Max)

PROLOGUE

August 14, 1945 at West Virginia University, Morgantown, WV, found all of us army students (Army
Specialized Training Program - ASTP) in the streets celebrating VJ
Day, the end of WWII. No, we had no nurses, or any women, to
share in the joy as shown in the famous Life magazine photograph
taken in Times Square by Alfred Eisenstaedt. (An Aside: The
nurse was Edith Shain. She was recently in San Diego, January 19,
2009, a spry 90 years old (Image 2), and was interviewed by the
paper. We at WVU had to make do with each other – but certainly
no kissing! We got no pictures of our VJ celebration but we did

take some on
VE day. See
Image 3 that
was taken on
VE Day in
front of the
Eng’g. Bldg.

We knew that across the globe about fifteen

million fellow GIs were rejoicing too and looking forward to getting home. (Note: 15
million draftees from a US population of 135 million during WWII, over ten percent
of the total population, would be like drafting 34 million GIs from today’s
population of 305 million.)

We in the ASTP had assumed all along that we would be among the last GIs to get home because we had
had such a good deal getting chosen by the government to pursue engineering studies while our basic
training buddies, whom we left after the thirteenth week of basic infantry training, and, who after finishing
the scheduled eighteen weeks, had to go into battle in Europe right after the Battle of Bulge. Our
assumption proved correct and soon we were sent back to infantry training to finish our last four weeks. We
wondered just who we, as members once again of the light infantry, would have to fight, or if we would be
needed at all. Of course the Army didn’t solicit our opinions and, following standard operating procedure
(SOP), ordered us to Fort McClelland, AL. (Note: Everything we got in the service was “government issue”
(GI), and so, since the soldiers were, in a way “government issue”, they became called GIs. There was no
connection at all with my father’s name, G.I. Becraft!)

Image 3: VE Day at
West Va. University

Image 1: Times Square, VJ Day

Image 2: Edith Shain Today
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BACK TO BASIC TRAINING

There are few memorable highlights from infantry basic training, whether in the sand, swamps, and
palmettos of North Central Florida, or in the red clay hills of Central Alabama. One does remember the last
couple of weeks however when the company goes on maneuvers and on a one week bivouac. It starts with
a twenty-five mile march with full field pack, steel helmet, and rifle. Then follows an encampment where
all live in pup tents with two (uncomfortably) in each tent. (More about pup tents later from Rheims)

The maneuvers, especially at this time when WWII was over, seemed a bit over the top but the SOPs ruled.
The last exercise I remember was of my squad crawling through wet brush in the steady rain, up a hill, to
capture a mythical machine gun at the top, using mythical bullets in our real Garand M1s, while getting
wetter from real rain by the minute. Incidentally, we captured the machine gun without suffering any
casualties and by firing just a few mythical bullets! I vividly remember trying to
keep my mind off my discomforts by humming to myself all the way up the hill,
the famous Mills Brothers’ hit of the forties:

I'm gonna buy a Paper Doll that I can call my own
A doll that other fellows cannot steal
And then the flirty, flirty guys with their flirty, flirty eyes
Will have to flirt with dollies that are real
(Listen to it on “YouTube”)

I guess this was before there were inflatable dolls!

The next day it was break camp and back to the barracks. We were finished with
our basic training. Now to learn what was in store for us. We were marched to the theater the following day
and our Captain told us we were getting a weekend pass but would be shipped to Europe soon there-after,
“do not pass go, and you don’t get a furlough”! So a number of us took the train to Atlanta for our last US
pass.  Notice how the best dressed returning soldiers in the picture below are wearing their hats, and may
even be napping. You can see that we are all in army clothes. When we were drafted we were issued all
army clothes and told to ship the civilian clothes home. I believe that during the war it was against rules to
wear civilian clothes thereafter unless you were at home on leave.

Image 5: Train From Atlanta Furlough
Back To Fort McClelland, AL

Many of us had had no furlough for
a year and wanted to get home
before shipping to Europe. How long
might we have to be in Europe? The
Captain couldn’t say. He then said
that if any of us wanted to sign up
for one year we could get a thirty
day furlough before shipping out.

I decided to sign up for the one year.
It seemed to me that they wouldn’t
ship us to Europe and not keep us

there for most of one year. So I gambled that I would get the one month home and still not be in Europe
much, if any, longer than if I went right away.

Here’s a little oddity. When I signed up for the one year I learned that I had just become a member of the
United States Army, USA, or the “Regular Army”. Previously I had been a member of the Army of the
United States, AUS, or the “Temporary Army”! It made no difference to me but I learned that temporary
ranks, established for the war, lapsed sometime after the war. For example General Eisenhower was a
Colonel in the USA before the war but became a five star general in the AUS. His was a special case, of

Image 4: The Mills Brothers



Draft 03-02-2009

3

course, and he kept his general rank afterwards. Most who were pre-war service men, and after VJ day
stayed in the service, reverted to their USA rank. While I’m on the subject of rank I should tell you that I
was promoted to Private First Class (PFC) when I enlisted for the year - in the USA, of course! The new
rank gave me about five dollars more a month – up to about $60, or two dollars a day.

My furlough home was a welcome respite from the army. Although some in Frenchburg hadn’t noticed I
had been away, I enjoyed the time and reluctantly left by train, as my orders required, to Camp Pickett, VA,
where troops were being gathered for shipping to Europe. Soon, in early December, we were on a train to
New Jersey to board a troop ship, the USS Williams Victory. I remember looking forward to the sea trip. I
not only hadn’t been out of the country at that time, I had not even been on an ocean. And here we were,
going to Europe, uncomfortably of course, but not with combat waiting for us at the end of the trip.

GETTING TO RHEIMS

We loaded onto the USS Williams Victory Army Transport carrying our “worldly belongings” in our duffel
bags as we climbed aboard in single file. We were dressed in our winter clothes, ODs (olive drab woolen
pants and shirts) with our heavy woolen overcoats on. We continued in single file and were directed to
different holds and down to certain decks of ship, like being on conveyor belts which were changed from
time to time as each particular hold became full of GIs. I remember just following the fellow in front of me
and watching my steps carefully, particularly when going down the steep stairs (ladders to the sailors) into
the bowels of the ship. At the end of my being loaded a noncom pointed to a bunk that was to be mine for
the next ten days or so.

A total of 534 Victory-class ships like ours were built in the later part of WWII. The first ship was named
the SS United Victory, built in January 1944, with the following 34 named for each of the member Allied
Nations participating in World War II. The subsequent 218 were named after American cities, the next 150
after educational institutions, and the remaining were given miscellaneous names. Ours was named after
Williams College, Williamstown, MA.

The ship was 455 feet long and about 62 feet across at the widest part, so the deck area was about the same
as that of a football field. Its’ top speed varied with load and seas and was between 15 and 17 knots,
making our trip to France about ten days duration.

The bunks we were assigned were 2 _ feet by 6 _ feet rectangles formed with two inch pipes and securely
attached to big vertical beams.  A canvas was tightly laced inside the rectangle and that was our bunk.
There were a number of bunks arranged above one another, in some places as many as six high. I was
assigned to the bottom bunk.

At first I was concerned about being on the bottom since the GIs above me would have to “walk” up the
lower bunks to get in theirs. However, mine was so close to the floor that no one stepped on mine going up.
They stepped on the second or third because the bunks were quite close. Not a good condition for those
with claustrophobia!

I was able to park my duffel bag and then lie down to get out of the way of the commotion of continuous
loading and settling in. I found that my bottom hit the floor (‘deck’ in navy parlance) and I had to then
tighten the canvas. Later we all became aware that we should alternate head and feet up the bunks.
Otherwise one couldn’t lie on one’s side because of the “drooping-down butt” of the upstairs neighbor. So
we settled in and waited for the next directions.

I had lucked out in my ship placement, near mid-ships and about one-half way down. This is the location
that moves less than the other places when the ship rolls, pitches and yaws and may have been the main
reason that I didn’t get sea sick on the voyage. Soon the loud-speakers were giving all kinds of instructions;
times to eat, assignments to groups, safety drills, etc, etc. We were issued a meal ticket for the trip. Maybe
they were afraid we would eat too many meals a day! We learned that there would be only two meals a day.
There was not time to move the thousands through the ship’s mess three times a day. As it turned out there
was always a line of hungry GIs stretching around the ship from daylight to after dark. Often, when you got
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inside and went through the chow line, you would have to stand with your full tray until someone finished
and made a seat available.

Our group was assigned cleanup duties through-out the
voyage and my special task was to empty the trashcans in
our areas each day – thank goodness the trip was
unusually smooth for a winter crossing of the North
Atlantic! We had very little seasickness – and the cans
were filled only with trash.

Once underway I dragged up the first full trash can to the
deck and, as had been told, dumped it over the side.
(Environmentalism was not a major concern in ’45.)
However, they assumed I would not dump it into the wind
– but I did, and garbage went everywhere back on the ship
for me to gather up and later dump it correctly on the
leeward side (pronounced lured, as I was told by the non-
com who had “given me hell”) as opposed to the
windward side. After that I was a dedicated “lured” man

Underway On The North Atlantic

As we settled into the routine of the ship some GIs were still pushing the stories that our ship was welded
and that some similar ones had broken apart at sea because of bad welds and/or out-of-spec. steel plate.
That had actually happened, but with some older Liberty-class ships. About a dozen out of the more than
2000 Liberty ships built had serious failures. Ours was a Victory-class of a new design that had
experienced no such problems. But the army always has some soldiers who will bedevil the gullible with
such stories.

Soon there were the usual card games, poker and bridge, and, of course, crap shooting in various nooks and
crannies of our area. These went on sporadically the first few days but soon dwindled in number and
intensity and left us a bit more peace and quiet during the evenings to read and sleep.

I had picked up a few books from the stacks supplied in the New Jersey departure area. The books in the
stacks were the Armed Services Editions (ASEs) (also known as Victory Books) that were given free to
GIs. Such books were found in all army camps and USOs for GIs to take. The books were published, at no
profit by the publishers, and in a standard government-dictated form; paper backs, 4 _ inches by 6 _ inches,
and bound on the short dimension as in the picture below of “The Yearling”.

Image 6: Meal Ticket on US Williams Victory
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Image 7: An Example of An ASE Free Book Provided For GIs; True Size, Binding Is On The Left

I read somewhere that there were over a thousand titles published in the series. Over one hundred million
books were published from 1943 to 1947 by the Council on Books in Wartime, established by the
government, and they included best sellers, classics, history, poetry, westerns, and mysteries. I only
remember one of the books I took with me; “Race to the South Pole” by Roald Amundsen, the Norwegian
explorer.

It was a great book that told of his adventures in being the first to reach the South Pole. In spite of our
duties and the noise and commotion in our area I was able to finish it before we reached the port city of Le
Havre (French for Harbor).

The members of our group on ship were all strangers before we loaded in Jersey. We became acquainted
along the way and I made two friends that I kept up with for some months. One was a North Carolinian,
Alfred O’Neil Holder and the other was Richard Taylor. Holder’s childhood was similar to mine and we
had a lot in common to talk about. Taylor was quite different. He was a tall, nice looking fellow from the
suburbs of New York City and his family was obviously well-to-do. I found out that he had studied to be a
concert pianist up until he was drafted.  The three of us stayed together until we reached Rheims.

I indicated above that we had unusually good December weather for the North Atlantic crossing. We
actually had a couple of cool sunny days and clear nights. The decks would be quite crowded on those days
and a number would also show up in the evening on deck. I particularly enjoyed those couple of clear
nights with the moon reflecting in a long line off the rough sea surface, and I would be singing (under my
breath in deference to my neighbors) along with Vaughn Monroe, in my mind, as he sang his 40s hit song;
“Racing With The Moon”! (Listen to it on “YouTube”)

And if you leaned over the railing near the ship’s
bow at night you could see the almost mesmerizing
waves of bio-luminescence streaming back along the
ship. During the day there would often be groups of
porpoises swimming along with the ship near the
bow, as though they were racing, but in reality just
toying with us since they could go so much faster
than our 15-17 knots.

The last two days at sea were in the English Channel
where it was cloudy, foggy and generally
uncomfortable weather for any activity you might
choose. We were passing the first land sighting of the
western reach of the channel near Brest.

Le Havre, at the mouth of the Seine River, is east of
the middle of the English Channel which ranges from

near Brest, France in the west to Calais, France on the east, and near the Belgium border. When France had
succumbed to the Germans in 1940, the German U-Boat Command grabbed this opportunity to build
almost impregnable bases in five French ports, the northernmost being at Brest. These bases would allow
the U-Boats to spend an extra 10 days on patrol. These new bases, sitting on the Atlantic Ocean, would
save the (Admiral) Donitz Grey Wolves, a 450 mile journey from Germany via the North Sea, around the
top of the British Isles (the English Channel was not safe for them) before they could burst out into the
Atlantic.

ARRIVING AT LE HAVRE

Part of the second day in the channel was really waiting for room at the Le Havre port since we were a bit
ahead of the planned arrival time. The harbor was still blocked in places because of the many sunken ships
that had not been removed and so traffic in and out was limited.

Image 8: Vaughn Monroe, 40’s Orchestra Leader
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Image 9: USS Williams Victory, With Over 3000 Troops, Entering Le Havre, France

 The city of Le Havre which, of course, was under German control during WWII was devastated during
the Battle of Normandy in World War II. An estimated 5,000 people were killed and 12,000 homes were
totally destroyed, mainly by British air attacks. Despite this, Le Havre became, after the Normandy
invasion, the location of one of the biggest Replacement Depots, or "Repple-Depples" as we called them, in
the European Theatre of Operations (ETO) in WWII. Thousands of American replacement troops poured
through the city before being deployed to combat operations. After the Allies secured the French harbor
of Le Havre in the Normandy invasion, the Americans began ringing the city with camps that served as
staging areas for new troops arriving in the ETO.

These were troops, who like my friends with whom I had trained during my first thirteen plus weeks in
Camp Blanding, Florida, were assigned to fill holes left by killed and wounded soldiers in the combat units
already on the front lines. Those combat units who had trained together in the US and Britain before the
invasion had landed intact and fought across France. My brother Walter was with the 104th Division, “The
Timberwolves”, and his division also came through this Repple-Depple on their way to take over part of
the line of battle. The Repple-Depple consisted of about eight different camps, “Cigarette Camps”, each
named after a popular brand of the time, easy names for the GIs to remember. Most of the camps were
located between Le Havre and Rouen.  The army also constructed the so-called “City Camps” around the
city of Rheims; these camps served as final assembly areas for units about to enter combat. (More about
those “City Camps” later.)



Draft 03-02-2009

8

At the war’s end, however, all of the cigarette and city camps were devoted to departees. Many processed
liberated American POWs (Prisoners of War) and some even held German POWs for a while.  The camps,
located in what the Army had designated the "Red Horse" staging area, were, as noted, named for
American cigarettes, which were fast becoming a universal currency in the European Theater of Operations
(ETO).

After docking late on the second day of the channel part of our trip, we prepared to unload starting early the
next morning. I remember being excited to see Europe and wondering what things looked like. I remember
wondering what trees they had and even if they had different grasses!

Off To Camp Twenty Grand

Early in the morning we had breakfast and then started to snake our way up to the deck and down the gang
plank to be marched to waiting 2 _ ton 6X6 trucks that we called “6 by’s”. The truck had no cover over the
bed and we stood packed together with our duffel bags as the convoy was finally loaded and moved out of
the harbor. I remember trying to take in everything at once; damage to the harbor, buildings in the city, the
poorly dressed people we saw on our trip, the very few trees left, and the concrete telephone poles. Those
poles were quite surprising to me, coming, as I do, from a country with lots of trees usable for poles. I
assumed that they were a form of pre-stressed concrete made with rod(s) or wires in the middle for tensile
strength like we had studied at WVU. Then I realized that the French didn’t have many trees, not that they
were all knocked down by artillery or bombs, but because they had practically demolished most of their
forests around there many years ago for cooking and heating.

We traveled for about 30 miles, almost to Rouen, sometimes along the Seine River which makes large
north-south meanders along there, to reach our camp from which we would then travel by train to some
permanent assignment. We had no idea of the next stop.

Image 10: 1940 Photo Of GMC 2 1/2 Ton 6x6 Cargo Truck With Bed Cover
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Locations of the
Cigarette Camps

Image 11: Cigarette Camps Were Part Of The “Repple-Depple” Headquartered in Le Havre Area

Image 12: Cigarette Packages – This Was Before The “Lucky Strike Green Had Gone to War” Advertisement
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Image 13: Camp Twenty Grand, My Temporary Home Near Rouen, France, December 1945

Camp Twenty Grand was my home for a few days while transportation and travel schedules were
developed for the 3000 plus GIs from the USS Williams Victory to get them to their assignments
throughout Western Europe. Others of the Williams Victory GIs ended up in other cigarette camps. The
above picture shows the tents that made up the camp. Each tent held from six to eight GIs. There were
latrine tents scattered around and there were large mess tents where hot meals were served twice a day. And
there was a post exchange (PX) where we could replenish our snacks and toilet articles for the next trip. We
were told we were to go out in freight cars so we assumed we would need all the calories we could stow in
our duffel bags for the travel.

While we were in Camp Twenty Grand we met GIs coming in from the east who were on their way home
from the war. They had accumulated enough points to get discharged. At the core of the U.S. Army
Demobilization Plan was the so-called 'Point System.' Points were awarded for years of service overseas,
medals and other commendations received, campaign battle stars earned, as well as other factors. The
magic point total for being sent home was 85. Many men had more points, and those that had the most were
slated to be sent home first. Following is a pretty typical point-system computation table (though probably
incomplete):

Number of months in the armed forces 1 point per month

Number of months overseas 1 point per month

Number of children 12 points per child

Number of battle stars earned by unit 5 points per star

Purple Heart winner 5 points per award

Soldier's Medal winner 5 points per award

Bronze Star winner 5 points per award

Presidential Unit Citation winner 5 points per award

I remembered hearing that the GIs who had been in combat were constantly badgering company clerks to
get errors corrected and adjustments made to their point totals, which were recorded on their "Adjusted
Service Rating Cards." Those men with the magic number of 85 points, or more, were to return to the
United States, while those with fewer points were transferred out to make room for high point men from
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other organizations. Before VJ Day those with 80 to 84 points were sent to other units in the ETO and some
of those with even fewer points were sent home on furlough and then went on to retraining for duty in the
Pacific for the expected invasion of Japan. The latter were perhaps the most fortunate of all, since the war
in the Pacific soon ended and many of them were discharged from their training camps in the US even
before the higher-point men in the ETO got home.

Image 14: Redeployment Information
Center at Camp Twenty Grand.

The bulletin board shown in Image 14
listed all units presently in camp (left-
hand side) and both the ships that had
arrived at the port of Le Havre and
ships that were due (right-hand side).
The men looked at this board every
day waiting "for their ship to come
in." (December 1945).
Note the widely used Marsden
Matting, made of interlocking steel
sheets and used for aircraft runways
and walkways on any unstable and
muddy ground. It seemed to be
everywhere in the army facilities.

TO BAMBERG, GERMANY

After three days we were told to pack up and the next morning we were loaded onto 6X6s and taken to the
railhead where we were assigned to freight cars. These were the famous French WWI “40 and 8” cars that
were designed to carry either forty men or eight horses. During WWI hundreds of these freight cars were
built at a factory on Narragansett Bay, Rhode Island, and shipped to our ally France. They are pictured
below bringing some GIs from the combat areas in the east to Le Havre in preparation for their ship voyage
home.

Image 15: “40 Hommes et 8 Cheveaux” Boxcars At Le Havre Railhead

I remember being lucky to be near the first for our particular car and so I went for a corner on the engine
end. This would keep the wind from blowing on me quite so much when the side door was opened during
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the trip. In one corner in the back end was a small stove with some straw, wood chips and a large pile of
what seemed to be large pellets of pressed coal dust. Also near the stove was a stack of “10 in 1”, and “K”
rations to feed us, plus a number of jerry cans of drinking water for the trip. Other than those items, the
freight car was bare and with no windows and looked as though it had been through a lot, as it probably
had; two world wars. However there were some ventilation areas high in the walls but we ended up closing
most of them because it was quite cold. The big sliding door on our left, as we traveled, was locked shut.
Other trains we met passed on the left and so we could only safely use the right door. It seems we had about
a dozen men per car and so we had more than enough room to stretch out. We each had been given one
extra blanket when we packed up at Twenty Grand. During the trip we used it as a top cover and otherwise
slept in our clothes complete with overcoat, gloves and GI issue knit cap. I found that my feet would stay
warmer when I slept if I took off my combat boots and stuck my sock covered feet deep into my duffel bag
into my spare clothes.

We soon learned that our destination was Bamberg, Germany, a city about 50 miles north of Nuremberg.
We also learned later that the route we actually took, very far from being a straight line, covered almost 600
miles.

The train made no “rest stops” nor stopped at “comfort stations” since there were no such on the route.
However that proved to be no major problem. Our train took almost six days to make the trip and that
calculates to an average speed of about four miles each hour! It stopped many, many times along the way.
And when it started up again it could hardly reach walking speed in less than one minute. So we had many
opportunities to get off and on during the trip. Since my car was closer to the engine, and if I were too far
away when it restarted and couldn’t reach my own car, I could get into one of those to the rear and then
change back to mine at the next stop. Most of the days were cold and rainy with some snow and so our time
outside the freight cars was naturally limited.

The tracks were rough, having been bombed so heavily during the war. The rebuilding was on-going in
France, but less so in Germany. And most bridges in France had been bombed or sabotaged by the French
Resistance and the repaired ones often appeared rickety and unsafe and the train slowed for each one.  That
was a major contribution to our 4 mph average we achieved for the whole trip.

During the days we spent most of our time playing cards, reading when we could get enough light, and
eating – food heated on the stove or cold, directly from the ration packs. K rations tended to be the favorites
because of their simplicity, one pack = one meal. The image below shows the contents of a dinner package;
tin of ham and eggs, eight crackers, four sugars, orange juice powder, a pack of choclettos, a pack of four
Chesterfield cigarettes, matches and a piece of Dentyne gum. All meals were similar except that the
breakfast one had a small roll of toilet paper.

Image 16: Contents Of A Typical K
Ration in December, 1945
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The ten in one box contained enough food for ten people, actually more than enough if all the food was
eaten – which was seldom the case.

One 10-In-1 Ration Box Contained The Following Items:

one pound of steak and kidneys one pound of raisins
8 ounces of liver loaf one pound of chocolate
8 ounces of corned beef 2 pounds of sugar
12 ounces of Spam 8 ounces of egg powder
8 ounces of bacon 2 pounds of whole-milk powder 
one pound of lard 4 cans of evaporated milk 
one pound of fruit preserves 2 pounds of coffee
one pound of honey one pound of beef in broth

One can easily imagine which items in the 10-in-1 rations went first and which were last to go.

Our mess kit was usable for heating the food. And the cup made a good water heater for coffee. Our GI
gloves served well as “hot pads”. People ate when the mood struck so the relatively small stove top was not
a big problem. Some fellows would work together and make a meal, but most would just snack across
France and into Germany. When we passed through Frankfurt we were replenished with more 10-in-1s, Ks,
and water.

Children along the way would get some of our least favorite foods, like the liver loaf, but also some candies
and some cigarettes (the currency of WWII!).

Image 17: Mess Kit, Canteen, Cup and Canteen/Cup Holder For Belt

A Short Three Day Stay In Bamberg

We arrived in Bamberg about noon and loaded into trucks that took us to some barracks, warm barracks,
with German army cots with bedding, and towels folded on top. We spent the next couple of hours “de-
grunging” ourselves with good warm showers and changing to clean, or at least the cleaner of our clothes,
and then off the mess hall for a full hot meal.  There were laundry and cleaning services so we were able to
get all our clothes cleaned in a day or two. And I was able to lose some of the soreness in my hips that I got
from always sleeping on my sides on the hard freight car floor.



Draft 03-02-2009

14

We learned
that we were in
what had been
a  m a j o r
German Army
camp. Prior to
WWII, almost
every branch of
the German
Army had been
stationed there.
I  d o n ’ t
remember the
German name
for the camp

but the US had taken it over after the war and later named it Warner Barracks. It was named in honor of
CPL Henry Warner who had received the Congressional Medal of Honor for heroic anti-tank actions in
Dom Budgenbach, Belgium.  Warner was killed in action in 1944.

The facility has been continuously occupied to this day by the American Forces. After World War II, the
US Constabulary was headquartered there. The Constabulary was a highly mobile unit established to be
responsible for patrolling the American occupied zone of Germany. It was the main law enforcement body
for the American Zone for more than a year

During our short stay in Bamberg we had little to do but rest and get all of our gear cleaned up. But the
army, being what it is, had us turn out each day for an hour or so to march around the area. We griped, of
course, but the outings were interesting in that we saw some of the people and city. Not many people were
out however since it was December and quite cold. And there were fewer vehicles than one might expect.
They had had little on no gasoline for some time and so some had converted their cars or trucks to using
charcoal burners which were Rube Goldberg affairs usually attached to the rear. None of us had seen such
before and so we spent some of our off time talking with an English speaking German who knew a bit
about how they worked. It turns out that charcoal burning conversion kits are really wood gas generators.

I’ve since learned
that wood gas
generators were
used to power taxis
in Korea as late as
1970.

An engine equipped
with a charcoal
burner actually
burns the gases
produced from
heated wood. The
burner is a two part
system: a closed
chamber  w i th
chunks of wood in
it, and a charcoal
burner used to heat
the closed chamber
and make the wood
generate flammable
gases by a process

called pyrolysis. These flammable gases are then routed to a carburetor of sorts, mixed with air, and then

Image 18: Warner Barracks, Bamberg, Around 1950

Image 19: 1938 6-Cylinder, 3.5-Liter Opel, Ran On Charcoal Some 70 Years Ago
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burned in the engine’s combustion chambers. Once the wood in the closed chamber has produced gases and
itself has turned to charcoal, it is transferred to the charcoal burner to heat the next load of wood. Some
charcoal-fueled cars were designed to be started on gasoline, and would then be switched to charcoal once
the vehicle was underway.

Fuel economy for the pictured 1938 Opel was approximately 100 kilometers for every 38 kilograms of
charcoal, about 60 miles per 84 pounds of charcoal. Note; one gallon of gasoline is about 6 pounds. So,
very, very roughly, and on a weight basis only, one might say that this car got the equivalent of around 5
mpg burning charcoal.
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ASSIGNMENT TO THE QUARTERMASTER CORPS AT RHEIMS

During our stay at Bamberg, the “powers that be” were going over our personnel folders and matching us to
open/needed assignments in Europe. In hindsight, it is too bad that this couldn’t have been done in Le
Havre, because my assignment turned out to be in Rheims, France, almost two-thirds of the way back to Le
Havre! My friends Holder and Taylor also had to double back to France; Holder to Paris with the
Transportation Corps and Taylor with me to the 55th Quartermaster Base Depot in Rheims. We knew
nothing about Rheims and had no idea what we would be doing there. Our army training had been as
riflemen in the Light Infantry, and all we knew about the Quartermaster Corps was that they handled all
supplies for the army. And so in the normal army way, “We were treated like mushrooms, i.e.; kept in the
dark, and had “stuff” shoveled on us from time to time”.

Image 20: Bamberg to Frankfurt, Rheims, Paris, and Points West!

Back onto the trucks and to the railroad station. This time we were loaded into European style passenger
cars, third class, just like in old movies. Seats faced each other, with an outside-the-car door plus the door
leading to the hallway on the other side. Our seats were wooden and slick, they looked like maple wood.

All GIs were loaded in cars that were destined for their particular location. One car was for Rheims, one car
was for Paris, and a number of others were for Frankfurt. Lucky for us “Rheims assignees” we were
relatively few in number and so in our car only four of us were assigned to each compartment; two of us on
each side where three or four could sit. At one end of the car there was a supply of K rations and water. At
the other end was a toilet, designed in an earlier time, but serviceable for us. As before, we were
accompanied by Military Police in the first and last cars. We had turned in our rifles before we left the
states and were expected to have no need for them in Europe. The MPs were there in case some gangs
might want to rob us of our supplies. I think they were over cautious but it was fine with us.

So off we go, back to France! We were quite comfortable, relative to traveling in the freight car, and there
was even a little heat in our car. And we noticed that we were traveling faster and stopping less. When
night came we settled into sleep each with an end of a seat. However, things didn’t work out so well,
because the seats were so slick we kept sliding down into the other guy and no one managed to sleep very
well. We missed the level place to lie down.

The next day at a stop we found a large ply-wood(?) board that reached across the seats and, with some
piled up duffel bags underneath to keep the board from sagging we made a reasonable place to sleep the
next nights. During the day we laid it across the baggage racks above and out of the way.

Just after dark on the third day we arrived in Rheims and were taken, as usual, in 6X6 trucks to a former
Catholic girls’ school downtown that the Americans had been using. We were bunked in what had been
used for classrooms. In the morning, after getting cleaned up, we were assembled in the mess hall – what
had been the assembly room for the school. After breakfast the new arrivals were kept behind and told of
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their assigned organizations. A few of us, including my friend Taylor, were being assigned to the
Headquarters Company of the 55th Quartermaster Corps Depot at Caserne de Courcy (Courcy Barracks)
about ten miles north of Rheims. We were to be processed, more paperwork, in the afternoon and shipped
out in the morning to our new home which had been a French Army camp/fort for decades.

Before we had left the states we had noticed that in some of our army camps the cooks and other workers
around the area were POWs, mostly German, but some Italian. They had been captured primarily in the
African Campaign. We saw that such was the case in Rheims as our food was prepared and served in the
chow line by POWs.

Taylor had noticed a large piano in the mess hall when we came in and he wanted to wait after the meeting
was over to check it out. With everyone gone he sat down and checked the tuning, and satisfied, he did
some exercises to loosen up. We were the only two around. Soon he seemed to be ready to play and he
launched into Grieg’s Piano Concerto. I didn’t know the name then but it was very familiar as I had heard it
in movies, played by such as Jose Iturbi, and in various cartoons that often used classical music. (Check it
out on “YouTube”.) Well, as soon as he got into the piece for a few seconds, the doors from the kitchen
burst open and many of the POWs piled out to listen, and they burst into applause when he finished in a
few minutes. He played a bit more and then we left. Had I any doubts before that he had studied to be a
concert pianist, they were now dissipated. He was good!
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RHEIMS OVERVIEW

Here I think I should provide some background information about Rheims and its surroundings – my new
home for a year. First, the English pronunciation is like reams, the Germans spell it Reims and say rimes,
and in French it is close to rahns, with a lot of nasal, and the French spelling is also Reims. Rheims is a
very old city of 185,000, in the Champagne-
Ardenne region, about 85 miles east-
northeast of Paris. Caesar made it the capital
of that region when he invaded Gaul. Today
the city is known as the “capital” of the area
in which champagne wine is produced,
although Epernay now challenges that
claim. (See Image: 21)

Champagne, for many years, synonymous
with celebration, is known there as the wine
of kings and the king of wines. Champagne-
Ardenne is a region of lakes, forests, and
steep hillsides covered with the precious
vines. Underneath this chalk and limestone
landscape, hundreds of miles of rock have
been excavated to provide underground
galleries for the housing and maturing of the

wine.
 
Rheims is also home to 3 UNESCO World Heritage Sites, including the Notre Dame de Rheims
Cathedrale, said to be one of the finest Gothic cathedrals in northern Europe and in which 25 kings of
France were crowned, starting with Clovis in 496.

In 1909, Rheims hosted the first International Aviation Meeting. It was held at the aerodrome where I was
stationed through most of 1946. The list of major aviation personages that participated included Glenn
Curtiss later known as the “Father of Naval Aviation” for the USA. That aerodrome is now the site for the
“Aerodrome de Reims–Champagne” handling commercial air travel for the Rheims area.

Rheims In World War One (WWI)

The war opened in August, 1914 and was accompanied with deliberate acts of cultural vandalism by
German troops. They burned down the university library of Louvain, Belgium, with its priceless collection
of medieval manuscripts and early printed books, and destroyed the Gothic cathedral of Rheims. Cultural
destruction, the extreme result of a war which included not only a war of annihilation but also a war against
the culture of the enemy, left a lasting anger. This destruction went along with the mass killing of civilians
– some 6,400 men, women, and children were executed during the invasion of Belgium and France in
August-October 1914.

During the four years of World War I heavy howitzer shelling nearly leveled the city, destroyed the
cathedral interior, including most of the irreplaceable stained-glass windows. Restored, partly with funds
from the Rockefeller Foundation, it was reopened in 1927. The town hall (17th cent.) and the old Church of
St. Remi (11th–16th cent.) were also severely damaged. Thirteen years later the Germans invaded again,
during WWII, only in this war the cathedral was, for the most part, unharmed. One can easily understand
why the French in that area have a deep resentment of the German people, even though they know that
today’s Germans did not, personally, do the deeds of 1914-8.

Image 21: Wineries Around Rheims and Epernay
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Image 22: German Shelling of Rheims Cathedral, WWI

Time Magazine, May 23, 1927

“When the German howitzers were done with Rheims (in WWI), there remained intact of the city's 13,806
houses exactly 17. Whole areas were wiped out so completely that the very location of certain streets could
not be discovered. The great Cathedral was in ruins; yet it has risen again, and with it the greater part of the
city. Last week Minister of Education Edouard Herriot journeyed out to Rheims for a simple yet impressive
celebration of the Great Restoration. . . . Once again the great Rose Window of the Cathedral blazes with
glass stained by members of the famed Simon family—glass workers for 400 years. Once again Rheims is a
tight and tidy little city, restored by contributions from numberless sources, including the French
Government, the Knights of Columbus, and John D. Rockefeller Jr. At the ceremony last week Ambassador
Myron Timothy Herrick represented the U. S. contributors, stood witness while M. Herriot solemnly
presented the key of the Rheims restored Cathedral to His Eminence Louis Henri Joseph Cardinal Lucon,
Archbishop of Rheims.”

American Fighting Around Rheims, WWI

Seven divisions and one separate regiment of
American troops participated in the counter-
offensive between Château-Thierry and Soissons
and in resisting the German attack in the
Champagne, in July, 1918. The 42nd, or "Rainbow"
Division, Infantry, took part in the fighting in the
Champagne east of Rheims. The six other divisions
were associated with the French in the counter-
offensive between Château-Thierry and Soissons.

Of the 116,700 Americans who died in WWI,
30,291 Americans are interred in the six WWI US
Cemeteries in France.  Two of these WWI US
Cemeteries are just to the east of Rheims; St Mihiel
(4,153 graves) and Meuse-Ardennes (14,246
graves). Later in the year two of my friends and I
visited the St. Mihiel Cemetery one Sunday and
were quite surprised and pleased by the grandeur
and orderliness of the site, and to be able to talk
with one of the Americans who lived  in St. Mihiel,
and who was in charge of the cemetery.

Image 23: Rheims Cathedral Ruins, WWI

Image 24: WWI & WWII Cemeteries & Monuments
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Rheims, During And After WWII

The city of Rheims was largely undamaged during the fighting of the World War II. The cathedral had
some minor damage and repairs were underway when I was there. We could see no significant damaged
areas around the city during our day to day travels that year. The Germans had largely passed to the north
of the city since they had stormed into France on May 10, 1940, bypassing the fortifications like the
Maginot Line, coming through Holland and Belgium, where only a small length of such a defensive line
existed, and focusing on cutting off the British at Calais on the Channel and driving toward Paris until the
French soon surrendered on June 22, 1940.

During the occupation the Germans took over Rheims, as they did many other larger cities in France, and
used it throughout the war as a key occupation control
center. Caserne de Courcy and the aerodrome just north of
the city, where I was stationed in 1946, became an
operations center for German fighter groups that attacked
American and British bombers crossing from England on
their way to attack targets in Germany.

No other combat occurred in France until the D-Day
Normandy landing. And from then until then end of the war
the major fighting was north of Rheims and on an easterly
path to Belgium, Holland and Luxemburg.

As the war was approaching its end, Eisenhower moved his
headquarters to Rheims where it remained until the German
surrender which took place there. Not long after the
headquarters were moved into Rheims, most of the US
supplies in France began to be shipped to Rheims from
where they would be stored and dispersed as needed. This
made the communications and shipping lines much shorter
for all. Major weapons and ordnance were to be maintained
closer to the front with the units using them.

Thus began the huge buildup (many square miles) of
supplies in Rheims that were mostly still there when I
arrived. Within a few months after the end of the war when
things settled down, the supplies around Rheims, which had

Image 25: St. Mihiel, WWI American Cemetery, 4,153 Graves

Image 26: Siegfried Line (red), Maginot (blue)
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stretched for miles, began to be shipped into what had recently become the American Zone of occupied
Germany.

“Little Red Schoolhouse”

On May 7, at his headquarters, Eisenhower took the unconditional surrender of all German forces to the
Western Allies and the Soviet Union, from the German Chief-of-Staff, General Alfred Jodl, who signed the
surrender document at 0241 hours. Battle operations ceased at 2301 hours Central European time (CET)
on May 8.

(Later in that year, at the Nuremberg trials, Jodl was sentenced to death for his overall role in the war. More
later on the trials.)

You will note in the signing picture below that Eisenhower was not present. He refused to meet with the
Germans until
they had agreed
in writing to the

unconditional
surrender. His
Chief of Staff,
General Walter
B. Smith chaired
the meeting.

I remember that
the VE-Day news
in the states
described the
surrender signing
site as “A Little

Red
Schoolhouse” in

Rheims, and when I went to see it, after settling in Rheims, I was surprised to see a substantial building of
three stories. It had been a technical or vocational school for boys from 12 to 20 years old.

The conference room, where the signing ceremony occurred, and some
other rooms are maintained today as a WWII museum. Flags from the
Western Allies fly outside.

Image 28: "Little Red School House" - May 1946

Image 27: German Surrender, May 7, 1945; In “Little Red Schoolhouse”, Rheims
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Image 29: Colonel General Alfred Jodl, Chief of Staff, German Army
Signing the Surrender Document At 2:41 AM, May 7, 1945.
General Admiral Hans von Friedeburg, C-in-C of the German Navy is at Jodl's left



Draft 03-02-2009

23



Draft 03-02-2009

24

Image 30: Two Page Surrender Document Signed By Germany and The Allies, May 7, 1945
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Image 31: In Front,  From Left; General Susioparoff (USSR);
Lt. Gen. Walter B. Smith, USA; General Eisenhowee (with pens); and
Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder, RAF

The “City Camps” Around Rheims

During the last months of the war, and as the front line got closer to Germany, a “Repple-Depple was
needed closer to the combat zone to facilitate the rapid assignments of replacement troops as needed in the
battle. A series of tent cities, similar to the ones
around Le Havre, was built around Rheims. As the
war ended, and within a radius of fifty miles of
Rheims, the number had grown to 17 camps
capable of handling 250,000 men for redeployment
to the states, or the Pacific area since the war in the
Pacific was ongoing. The camps were named after
major US cities.

Rheims and Communists

The communist party in France was quite active

throughout the war years. They could be more
open since the Soviet Union was officially France’s ally. After WWII the party was very strong, having
grown rapidly since the depression, and by 1946 they had a vice-premier position in the government. Their
leader was Maurice Thorez and a particular seat of power, other than Paris, was Rheims. The party had
never been in love with the USA and because there had been so many GIs stationed around Rheims raising
hell in town, especially those who had been released from the front lines and were waiting in the City
Camps to go home, there was a rich source of potential members in the irritated local citizenry. This source
was harvested and Rheims became a hotbed of communism and still was when I was there.

On May 1, International Worker’s Day, while I was there, the communist party had a big rally, speeches,
marches, etc., in Rheims. We were all confined to the main barracks and were issued M1s and ammunition.
What we were to do, exactly, with the weapons I never learned. No rules of engagement or such were
discussed. It turned out that the marchers evidently weren’t that interested in giving us a hard time,
probably since it meant marching 10 miles and more to get to us.

Image 32: Camp Denver Near Rheims, Thanksgiving, 1945
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And that was the closest I got to “combat” in the ETO! Since we had turned in our rifles in the US, this was
the first and only rifle I handled in Europe. I did carry an M1911 45 caliber pistol on a furlough through
parts of Europe which I will detail later.

The Restored Rheims Cathedral Today

I think it appropriate to show some later pictures of the Our Lady of Rheims Cathedral before I go on. As
you can see it is in good condition and with the restored rose window in place. Many times while I was
there some groups of us took the cathedral tour, including being on the roof – my least desirable part of the
tour.  We would be taking new people being assigned to our unit and visitors like Holder who would come
over from Paris for the weekend.

I haven’t mentioned Joan of Ark before but some of her historic actions took place in and around Rheims.
She is honored by the large statute near the cathedral. And there was (still is?) a barracks nearby, Caserne
Jeanne d’Arc, which included our PX. So we would drive through the plaza in front of the cathedral many
times a month to purchase our supplies.

 

Image 34: Rose Window

Image 33: Notre-Dame de Reims Cathedrale
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Image 35: Jeanne d’Arc et Notre-Dame de Reims Cathedrale
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MY ORGANIZATIONAL HOME IN RHEIMS

After Taylor “held his piano debut” in the girls’ school assembly/mess hall we spent another day that
included meeting with someone who asked us about ourselves, then waiting in the school class/bed rooms,
and then back to be quizzed by someone else, etc. Later in the day after dinner the officer in charge at the
school read out our names and the assignments we were to start the next day. I was to be at “I” Warehouse.
It seemed a strange name and indicated that there were at least eight other warehouses somewhere around
since “I” is the ninth letter. We already knew that we were part of the Quartermaster Corps, 55th Command
but little else.

A number of MPs in the mess hall, who knew we were newly assigned to the Quartermaster Corps, had
given us a hard time about it. And they explained the emblem to us (See Image 36) and its significance as;
A sword that never cuts, A key that never fits, A wheel that never turns, And a bird that never shits. Such a
literary gem must have been born from their envy of the Corps’ plum assignments.

The next morning we were packed into a 6X6 truck (only one since just a
few of us were to go out to Caserne de Courcy) and we were taken out to
the barracks (fort) near the village of Courcy, closer to Epinal than Rheims.
It was an imposing place with most buildings built of stone. The
headquarters buildings were three stories and stood in well maintained
grounds with a large US flag in front. The building we were assigned to was
off to the right, and as we entered we noticed a barbershop with POW
barbers, a good-sized well-equipped day room with pool tables and ping
pong tables. Our bunks were upstairs in a room that housed about two
dozen men.

Image 37: Caserne de Courcy,
From An Old French Post Card

“I” Warehouse, My New
Home

After  we set t led our
belongings we walked out to
lunch in the mess hall in
another stone building nearby.
I remember that towards the
end of lunch three of us were
called by a First Lieutenant
Mahlman to come with him.
We climbed into a weapons

carrier (see picture later) and he drove us about two miles to the main hangers of the aerodrome. He told us
along the way that we were to replace three GIs there who were due to go home the next week. And that
there would be a total of five of us to run “I” Warehouse.

He pulled in at the end of the hanger and pointed away from the building, and through two high chain-link
fences, to a large field where there were a few one story wooden buildings and, it seemed at the time, as far
as the eye could see, large tarp covered stacks all lined up in rows. Later we learned that the stacks were all
20 feet by 20 feet and 16 feet high. We could see, in the distance, a number of trucks being loaded by
POWs.

Image 36: Quartermaster Corps Emblem
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The lieutenant then walked us around the end of the hanger, in which it appeared there were some offices,
and on to the back where there was a small wooden house. In we went. It turned out that this was where the

lieutenant lived. We sat down in
a small living room and he
called, “Kurt”. And in comes a
POW from the back rooms with
some cokes. Kurt, it turned out
was his cook. Mahlman also had
a housekeeper, Otto, who kept
the house and clothes cleaned.
They both lived in a small lean-to
room attached to the house. Each
seemed to be in his fifties and
they were probably captured late
in the war which was when many
older and very young

Germans were being pressed into service. The lieutenant also told us of
one other POW who lived nearby in a small one room house. He was
former Naval Lieutenant Hans-Dietrich Horn and was in charge of maintaining the building’s power and
heat. This whole setup didn’t look at all like any army life I had ever experienced or heard about!

Next we learned about the warehouse and what had to be done. Stored in the warehouse, mostly all out
doors under tarpaulins were bundles and bundles of only two items – two-man pup tents, and towels! The
area, which I roughed out later, was well over fifteen acres, about one-half a mile long and of width that
varied between 50 – 200 yards. We were all dumfounded by such a size containing just two items. We
could split hairs and say we had five items because among our thousands of lovely olive drab towels were
many stacks of Portuguese white towels, a late acquisition by the Corps. That’s two items. And the pup
tents were packaged in two types of bundles; one with the shelter halves that are carried one to a soldier,
and the poles, pegs and rope used by the two soldiers to assemble the two-man tent. We also had a few
stacks of larger tents. That makes five items. I remember we half jokingly kept asking the lieutenant if he
weren’t kidding us. He wasn’t.

He told us that some of the buildings were for special items. One small one housed all the medals in Europe
up to and including the Congressional Medal of Honor. There were, in addition, a number of boxes of
medals from other countries which were transported and stored by the US throughout the war on their
behalf so representatives from those countries could have them available to award during the war. Another
building was for razors and razor blades. And a third was filled with saddles! These buildings were kept
well locked, but even so later in the summer we would see some shiny new leather sandals on some POWs.

And what was to done with all these stores? We were told that they were in the process of being shipped
into Germany to be stored there in the American Zone of Occupation. Everything was to be moved out of
France. The trucks we saw being loaded were to haul their bundles to the railhead in Rheims for shipment
to Frankfurt. Our assignment was to work ourselves out of a job over the next months.

Image 34: Rheims Area Today, Showing Caserne de Courcy &

Image 40: Cook Kurt -
The "Spam-meister"

Image 39: Otto,
Our "Valet"

Image 38: I Warehouse Former Site, "My Home" in 1946
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We Were To Live At The Warehouse

Next, the lieutenant told us that we could choose to live there or at the barracks. He said there were three
rooms plus a large shower and bathroom in the end of the hangar now being used that were soon to be
available. He said a weapons carrier, _ ton truck, the one we came in, stays at “I” Warehouse and is
available for use by us at anytime. Then each of us was interviewed by him in some depth while the other
two explored the area. He had all of our files which he referred to during the interview.

Then we were taken back to the barracks and as he parked the weapons carrier he asked me to come with
him. We went into the headquarters building and sat down in a room were he told me that he was one of the
“three GIs who were leaving “I” Warehouse next week”. We had all assumed that the three going home
were enlisted men and that he was going to be our new boss. He further told me that he was going to
recommend to the Colonel that I take his place. Holy Cow! I probably felt like saying it, or a reasonable
facsimile thereof, but I didn’t. I think I said something about being only a PFC, knowing that the table of
organization (TO) must call for an officer. He told me that all the rest of the warehouse managers were
officers, except one, a Staff Sergeant, and that they could also promote me over a few months to that level.
And I clearly remember him asking if I were interested. (I don’t remember ever being asked before by the
Army about my interest in doing anything. I was usually just told!) I told him I definitely was, although not
knowing what I was getting into, but it seemed like a doable job. He said I would be contacted soon by
Colonel Wynne’s office to come in for an interview.

During the time at the warehouse the three of us had gotten acquainted. My new-friends-to-be were Young,
from an Iowa farm, and Doyle from a northern suburb of New York City. In the mess hall that night we
three talked with some others about the place and learned that stored equipment and supplies covered the
area for miles around. Later we became more aware of the different warehouses in the area, especially the
food one that had all the army rations in the theater and now, after the war’s end, regularly received milk,
eggs, steaks, fresh vegetables, etc from Denmark, Holland, and other countries. There were fields of Jeeps,
trucks up to and including semis, construction equipment, etc, etc. Everything you could think of that the
army might need in war, and a lot you wouldn’t think of, but not including tanks and ordnance, as I noted
before.

After eating I was approached by a Corporal and told that I was to report to the Colonel’s office at 0800
hours (a little army jargon there) the next day. I thought a lot about all this that night. I had never even
talked with a Colonel in the army before. In fact, I don’t remember really talking with any officer other than
Lieutenant Mahlman. They were, however, known to talk at me from time to time. I had many questions
but felt that they would be best answered by Lieutenant Mahlmann later. So I planned to be a good listener
in the meeting with the Colonel. And I planned to do my best “Enter, come to attention, salute, and
announce, ‘Private Becraft reporting, sir’.” And see what happens.

After all my concern it turned out that the meeting was very comfortable. Colonel Wynne started pretty
much as I remember with, “At ease Private, and have a seat. We’re a bit less formal around here than in the
states.” He also had my file open and he spent most of the time asking me about things he read in it. He
seemed overly interested in my college courses. It didn’t seem to me that they bore heavily on my ability to
manage the warehouse. I learned that he was a West Point man and had been a sub on their basketball team.
We talked quite a bit about that. All in all it was a very relaxing interview. He ended it by saying that he
was having me promoted to corporal and selecting me to replace Lieutenant Mahlman upon the lieutenant’s
departure the next week. And as soon as the paperwork cleared and the required time elapsed he would
process a promotion for me to become a sergeant. Holy Cow, or whatever, again!

I suppose I may have missed a step or two going out the building! It was a cold and windy day but I didn’t
mind it so much then. Young was waiting for me in the weapons carrier. He had been sent back to pick me
up. I didn’t say much to anyone about the meeting since it was Mahlman’s place to make any
announcements. And as far as I knew I was the only one he had told, other than the Colonel, that he was
leaving for the states the next week. It’s funny how certain happenings in life stick with you while others
can’t be remembered. How and when Lt. Mahlman told everyone about my new position escapes me
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completely. I do remember shadowing him for the rest of the week, learning what to do, meeting the other
GIs, and the key POWs.

He spent some extra time discussing the living arrangements. We were to have five living there (we all
elected not to stay in the barracks.) whereas there had been only four before. One of the leaving GIs had
lived in a downtown army facility near the railhead, a section of which he was in charge of for our
warehouse. With just four the arrangement had been that Lt. Mahlmann stayed in the house, and the other
three lived in the three former offices in the hanger. Now Mahlmann suggested that one take his bedroom
in the little house and one make the living room into a bedroom for himself. The other three would be in the
offices. I opted for one of the offices since it was a large private room with next door access to showers and
bathroom.  The little house was too crowded for two it seemed to me. We were all to eat there most of the
time. Ernst would prepare our meals, usually breakfast, from food we supplied and which we got from
friends in the food warehouse. Sometimes we would eat our evening meal at the barracks, especially if
there was a decent movie playing or a USO troupe in town.

Lt. Mahlman also introduced me to Monsieur Tinot, his French
chauffeur who drove a Jeep and took him wherever he needed to go
doing the day. In the mornings M. Tinot would go to the army motor
pool near downtown to pick up the jeep, and then drive to the
warehouse to be ready for whatever trips were needed. At the end of
the day he would return the jeep and go home. M. Tinot and the jeep
were to be mine when Mahlman left. And, in addition, we always
had the weapons carrier for transportation, 24/7.

Image 41: Monsieur Tinot, My Chauffeur, & Jeep

Image 42: Weapons Carrier. Ours Had No Gun, of Course
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Sunday afternoon Mahlman had a small going away party in the house. About a dozen from the
surrounding warehouses showed up. Ernst had made lots of goodies and Otto served. I remember being
served some bourbon which I nursed all afternoon. It was my first and not to my liking at all, then and now.
All were having a good time when Young, Doyle and I said our goodbyes and went back the barracks. I
wanted to get to the warehouse early the next morning to start my job as best I could and as Mahlman had
told me. Monday evening we were planning to move into our new digs.

I continued to wonder why I was picked for what by now seemed to be a great assignment. I was still only
nineteen. This life was not at all destined to be army-like. We would have almost complete freedom as long
as we ran the warehouse correctly, and didn’t run wild, like driving the weapons carrier to Paris for the
weekend, or some such foolish thing. I reckoned that most officers had wrangled a way to start home, that
there were very few suitable noncoms, and (this may have been a key factor) I was in for a year! The
Colonel could count one me being around. He had also talked a bit about my two years of college so
perhaps he put more weight on that than I would have thought. So, after three days of experiencing the
operation, I decided that I had won the lottery and that I would just have to put up with it!

WAREHOUSE OPERATION

The warehouse day started with us crossing from the hanger building where we lived through the two
fences and then crossing to unlock the main gate on the opposite side of the area. Polish soldiers were
already there. The Polish soldiers were to guard the gate against POWs leaving, checking the trucks as they
left for “stowaways”, and riding in the trucks with the POW drivers. The trucks came in soon from the
motor pool, each being driven by a POW accompanied by a Polish soldier. Around the same time French
soldiers would march in about 200 POWs from one or more of the prison camps in the area. The same
POWs were assigned to “I” Warehouse each day. The French army was also responsible for guarding the
prison camps at all times. This was a division of labor that gave work to our allies and allowed more GIs to
go home.

Our POWs were organized into outside labor and inside office work. One of the buildings we had was used
as our offices. We had a crazy amount of paperwork keeping track of all the goings-on, load sizes, trucks
leaving, rail cars loaded, periodic inventories, etc, etc. Our office staff all spoke some English. Lt
Hagemann was the POW officer in charge of the office people. He and I had adjoining offices and were in
constant touch. He was about 45, had been pressed into army service late in the war and was captured in
Eastern France. He had been a History Professor at the University of Stuttgart. He was very proficient in
English and had a positive and helpful attitude. Working in the office and the other buildings were about 30
POWs. We had asked him to be in control of this group.

The rest of the prisoners worked outside loading the trucks and maintaining the area. Working groups of
about 10-15 were established, each with a “foreman”, to carry out the work. All of the outside workers
were under the control of a Lt. Strache. He had been a Panzer tank commander who had been captured late
in the war. He had a demeanor that conveyed a superior “we didn’t lose the war, we just ran out of fuel –
type attitude”. He was very military in posture and probably was an excellent officer. He always responded
to my orders effectively and efficiently but I often had the feeling that he wanted me to know that
answering to a corporal was beneath him. (My promotion papers to corporal had been started almost
immediately after my meeting with Col. Wynne but still took some months before they were official.)

Neither Strache nor Hagemann were required to work, according to my understanding of the Geneva
Convention, because they were officers. But, as Hagemann said, working made the days go by faster and
just sitting around in the prisoner camp all day reading or whatever would have been too boring.
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I was assigned two interpreters/translators, one of whom would
be with me whenever I was outside at the warehouse, or
elsewhere as needed. Strache did not speak English or chose
not to. There was, of course, no need for translators in the
office because Hagemann and some others there spoke English
quite well. My main interpreter was Roland Dorschner who
was about my age, perhaps a year younger. He was very bright
and personable. He had had a good education, high school
equivalent or better, with excellent English courses. He had
grown up in the Sudetenland, the western most part of what
was then Czechoslovakia. He became a German citizen in
October 1938 when Hitler annexed his homeland following the
agreement with British Prime Minister (“Peace in our time”)
Chamberlain at the Munich meeting. He is shown in Image 43.
Note the P on his right knee and the W on his left. All POWs
wore that plus a PW on the back of their shirt and coat. Rolf
Reimer was the backup translator, also about 18-20 years old.
They were both with me until we closed “I” Warehouse in the
fall.

An Aside: Dorschner and I kept in touch by letter after I
came home but during college we gradually stopped writing. A few years ago when I learned that I could
search on the internet for people in Germany I found him in Selb, a city of 18,000, about the size of
Winchester, KY, and approximately 100 miles north of Munich. I wrote him a letter since I had no email
address for him and no way of getting one. However I put my email address in
my letter. About ten days later I received an email. It was from Roland
Dorschner, Jr., his son. He told me his father had died from cancer just a few
months before. His mother wanted her son to be sure to answer my letter. He
said that years ago she and his father had gone to Rheims to visit where his
father had been a prisoner and he had told her about me.

Dorschner had become a ceramics engineer and eventually became the
Managing Director (like our CEO) of the company, Hutschenreuther, maker
of porcelains, china and glass items, in particular. See Image 45 for an
extreme example of porcelain art. The Challenge sculpture stands a colossal
51 inches high and 50 inches wide. It features a nesting mother heron using
her wings to protect her nest while, presumably, a large male heron hovers
just overhead.

Image 43: Roland Dorschner, My Interpreter

Image 44: Rolf Reimer with Dorschner
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Image 45: Heron Protecting Her Nest – In Porcelain, 50 inches tall (Hutschenreuther China Company)

Dorschner was evidently well thought of. The street by the company has been re-named Roland Dorschner
Strasse. There is now a Roland Dorschner Hall in town for events. And he is one of only five people, since
1885, to have been singled out for special honors by the city!

Three times during the eighties I was in Munich on business and I’m sorry I didn’t know he was there. I
could easily have driven the 100 miles up to Selb for a visit.
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Back to the warehouse: My first job each morning
at the warehouse was to inspect for any losses that
may have occurred overnight. Dorschner and I
would hop on my little tractor (see Image 46), like
the ones used to pull airplanes out of the hangers,
my mode of transportation inside the warehouse
grounds, and drive around the fence line. The fence
was chain link and about eight feet high with three
strands of barbed wire on top, but we would often
find holes cut through and bundles of towels
missing. Almost always it was the Portuguese white
towels. Few people wanted to steal the OD colored
ones. And, surprise, surprise, no one seemed to want
the pup tent canvas pieces or tent pegs. A few times
we found the fence completely cut down where a truck had driven in. In all cases we had to take inventory
to determine what was missing, get a team to repair the fence, and at times I had to request additional
French soldiers to guard through the nights until repairs were made. And hope that the French soldiers were
not in on the black market thefts. The black market was very active around Rheims and all the warehouses
suffered such losses. A pilferage report had to be prepared and delivered to the colonel’s office that day.
Pilferage was always a serious topic at the Colonel’s staff meetings.

We also suffered some losses in our special buildings such as pieces of leather cut off those saddles that I
mentioned earlier. And some razors and blades were missing from opened boxes. No one seemed to want
the medals! The missing items were obviously taken by POWs. The assignments in the special buildings
were prized jobs and sought after by the POWs, so every time we found losses in a building we used the
Nazi’s standard approach and changed out all the POWs in that building and assigned them work outside.
Then the losses were reduced to insignificance. The POWs tended to police each other in order to keep
their jobs in these buildings.

We saw some excellent craft work by some POWs done doing lunch and breaks. They were using scraps of
wood from the dunnage used under the stacks. I asked one POW if he would like to try to make a board
game for us (Monopoly) and he agreed to give it a try.

Why monopoly? When I was around 8-12 years old some one of our group got a set and we played it
sometimes for hours on the stage in our school’s gym. We would slip into the gym through a window we
knew how to open. Some of my schoolmates may remember the big table that was on the stage. The plays
put on each year by the seniors and eighth graders almost always used it in the sets. It had rounded edges
and corners and a nice big drawer on one side. The drawer was ideal for the banker. We usually played
until we had a definite winner, which indeed, took hours some times. Those who became bankrupt players
would go shoot some baskets while the others finished the game.

We got to know all the details of the game; the rent for two houses on Marvin Gardens, etc. etc. That
knowledge came in handy for me in directing the POW craftsman. I had him make a Monopoly set for us
GIs. I remembered all the places on the board, the details of deeds, etc., and he made a beautiful set, wood
board, hand painted, tokens, and some special paper I got from headquarters served for the rest. I couldn’t
remember all of the Chance and Community Chest cards but we innovated a bit there. Some of us played
monopoly off and on for most of that year in France. I wish I had brought that set home with me. Young
GIs didn’t do much planning ahead in those days, or today either, I suppose.

RAILHEAD OPERATIONS

Each warehouse had a designated area in the freight yard near downtown Rheims. I had one
GI to watch over our operation there. He was Sherman from Detroit, one of the two GIs
remaining when I took over and was joined by Young and Doyle. Perhaps I was a bit sensitive but I felt
that he was resentful of my promotion over him since he had been there some time before I came. The best
way to describe our relationship was “correct”. I don’t remember his first name, or those of Young or

Image 46: Hitchhikers On Our Tractor
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Doyle after all these years. I do remember that the fifth member of our crew was Eldon Jackobitz, an
excellent worker and a farmer from Nebraska.  Since we seldom ever used the first names of fellow soldiers
it is easy to have forgotten them.

Sherman would hop the first truck out of the warehouse in the morning, replacing the usual Polish soldier
“riding shotgun”, and ride to the railhead for the day, returning on the last truck of the day.

Our warehouse had a spur in the freight yard that would hold about ten cars, depending on their length.
Most were the “40 and 8” cars, each with a volume less than 2,000 ft3, would hold about one-third of one of
our stacks. Since we had over 800 stacks, each containing about 6,000 ft3 of stores, we would have to load
about 2400 cars before we could close out our warehouse. I remember going through the math and
estimating that we would be well into September before we finished. Our speed was limited in a couple of
ways; the number of trucks which we were assigned each day varied and was beyond our control. The
numbers ranged between 10 and 30 6Xs.  And the pace that the army in Frankfurt could achieve in
preparing facilities to receive and store the supplies from Rheims varied from time to time. It is not
surprising that our supplies (tents and towels) were not a high priority item to be shipped. As a result, we
would randomly have a number of slow days and so the September estimate for warehouse closure was
exceeded by a few weeks.
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GERMAN PRISONERS OF WAR (POWS)

Our POWs lived in the stockades/stalags about one mile away. They marched in each morning and
scattered to their stations. With few exceptions they were either at the young end or the old end of age for
combat soldiers. And again, most had been in the service for less than two years, and captured on the
western front. Of course if they had been captured on the eastern front they would not likely have been seen
again since the Soviets would have shipped them off to Siberian camps from which few ever returned.

When I arrived the war had been over just eight months and Germany was still in turmoil. Many cities had
been destroyed, and places to live were hard to find and jobs were practically non-existent. There were also
over 500,000 displaced people, released from labor and concentration camps, who were slowly being
organized in camps and cared for. The POWs well understood all this, and though they wanted to go home,
for some there was no home, and in other cases, no close family. Germany had lost about seven million,
over 10% of its total population of 69 million in WWII. The military deaths alone counted for almost six
million, or 8 % of all of its people.

The Allies were constantly gathering information for POWs that helped them learn of their particular
situation. A POW group had been set up soon after the cessation of battle to oversee the collection and
dissemination of such information and help plan for the return of German soldiers. The Allies were going
to keep POWs as long as necessary in France to help them move all equipment and supplies to the different
zones being established in Germany.

A point system similar to the American
one had been established for the POWs
which determined the order in which
POWs would return to Germany as the
Allies reduced the needed work force.
A key factor in this point system was
the weight given to those who had no
home or job to go to. Most concerns
were for those whose homes were in the
Soviet Zone. The Iron Curtain had not
yet been erected and the Berlin Airlift
was still two years away, but the
atmosphere was ominous and people in
Eastern Germany were already
desperately trying to re-locate to the
West. The POWs whose homes were in
the east were, of course, very
concerned. Should they try to hurry
home to East Germany and maybe get
caught there with their families, or
should they wait to settle in the west

with friends (other POWs were willing
to help when they got home) and work
from there to get their families out?

There were a few POWs who didn’t choose to wait for the point system to work and so they decided to
escape and travel on their own to Germany. They knew that this was risky because, if caught, the
agreement between the US and France was that they would be turned over to the French. The French were
putting the caught escapees to work in the coal mines and, further, they gave them the strong impression
that they would be in no hurry in letting them go home. Yet we had only a few, less that 20 as I remember,
who tried it. Most were caught and turned over to the French.

Image 47: Occupied Zones of Germany Post WWII



Draft 03-02-2009

38

Some POWs in my warehouse tried to escape by holing up in a freight car full of supplies. Their method
consisted of making a space inside the bundles being loaded into the freight cars where they could live until
the train was unloaded near Frankfurt. First they would cut a hole in the floor of the car big enough so they
could relieve themselves during the trip. Then they would use boards as supports to hold up the bundles
over their heads to leave a “living room”. They would stock the space with food and water and get covered
up by the other POWs loading the car.

Sherman was to watch over the loading to see that such hiding didn’t happen. And it was his job to inspect
every car, including the underside, before it was sealed and released for shipment. He was certainly not the
most diligent person in the army and so a number slipped through. I would have M. Tinot take me down to
the freight yard at random times and one time when I was there we found some stowaways by discovering
the hole they had cut in the floor. We used a simple tool of a mirror on a pole that we could hold under the
freight car.

It was difficult not to feel sorry for them. After all, the war was over, they were no threat, and it was
understandable that they wanted desperately to restart their lives. But many of them did not have a
reasonable situation at home that would sustain them even if they got there, and they would then just add to
the load of displaced persons that, with difficulty, were being cared for in tent camps throughout West
Germany. It is important to remember that thousands of the German Soldiers who were fighting the Soviets
at the war’s end rushed west to surrender to the Americans. Many of those were away from their homes in
the east and were therefore placed in the displaced persons camps until they could resettle themselves with
family or friends.

The following excerpt from The US Army report on the last day of the war indicates the desire of the
Germans to surrender to the Americans – through the efforts of a single platoon of American soldiers who
unknowingly drove into the German army in Austria. After much discussion with the Germans, including
the commanding general, into the night, the following happened:

During the early morning, with the help of the radio operators (who had access to German radio
communication documents) and taking into account General Gyldenfeldt’s comment that Field Marshal
Erich von Manstein had been the unit’s former commander, the platoon established that they were in the
headquarters of German Army Group South. This was the largest German field command still in existence
on May 7, 1945. Army Group South consisted of four field armies, each numbering approximately 200,000
soldiers. Three of the four armies, 600,000 men, (illegally) crossed the river (the boundary as previously
agreed between the Americans and the Soviets) into American territory and surrendered directly to the 71st
Division. The fourth German army of 200,000 men which had been facing the Soviets was swept up by the
advancing Red Army.

POW Living Conditions

The prisoners working for us had a comfortable existence. They were well fed, housed, and clothed. The
work load in our warehouse was not demanding at all. The 200 POWs who were marched in each morning
were, perhaps, twice as many as we really needed. There was discipline, maintained largely by Lieutenants
Hoffmann and Strache, but nothing like what they had been through before they were captured.

They had their morning and evening meals in the stockade. At noon each working day a mess truck drove
into our warehouse and served lunch, often a thick stew of meat and vegetables. And each POW was given
a huge chunk of bread. The meals were all prepared and served by POW cooks.

We only worked an eight hour day and were off on Saturday and Sunday. The POWs had a sports schedule
at their camp. The main recreational activity was a soccer league with a number of teams. They also had a
large library, many former teachers taught classes, and they maintained a symphony orchestra.

Dorschner mentioned the soccer (football to him) league one day and, when he heard that I had never even
seen a game, invited me to see a Sunday match. I accepted and arranged to meet him at the main stockade
gate at noon. The French guards were a bit surprised to see me but, since I spoke no French and they spoke
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a bit of German, Dorschner, who was there waiting, had to and was able to explain what was going on and
so I was allowed to enter. I was a little anxious at first but soon a number of I Warehouse POWs joined us
and I felt welcome.

They showed me around and took me into one barracks where Dorschner and Kneisseler lived. (Kneisseler
was a schoolteacher with whom I also corresponded after I came home.)  Their barracks was comfortable
and neat. There appeared to be about 30 living in it, with double bunks on both sides of a wide aisle.
Outside their barracks at one end’s entrance was a platform leading to the stairs going to the ground. They
had arranged for us to sit on that platform so we could well see the game which was to be played in the big
center area before us.

Someone had made tea and from somewhere came some sweets. POWs were allowed to get packages and
some lucky fellow had received some recently and they shared with me during the soccer match. I vividly
remember nursing my sweet (something like a light and not so sweet fruit cake piece) as long as I could
without being too obvious. I didn’t want to take much of what was to them a special gift from home. (How
had their folks gotten enough sugar to make it?)

It turned out to be a pleasant afternoon. They all kept explaining the game’s strategy to me, some in good
English and others in not so good. And, as the afternoon went on, they began to kid me about the American
football players needing all the padding and those funny helmets. I enjoyed the visit but the game wasn’t
very interesting to me and so I expressed my appreciation for their kindness, but I never went back.

POW Cleanliness

During the first month or so after I joined the warehouse I became aware of many POWs taking sponge
baths out in the open just before they left for the day. They had been given some metal tubs (or vats) and
had arranged stands where they could heat water with the scraps of wood left over from stack foundations
after the stores had been shipped. One or two POWs were assigned to heat the water and, about thirty
minutes before the French soldiers came for them, many would dip out water with containers they had
accumulated over the months and strip to give themselves a sponge bath. We supplied the towels! Then
they would quickly get dressed and be marched off the stockade. I was told that the showers at the stockade
were often crowded and many chose to bathe at work one day and at the stockade the other. Remember it
was February and March when I first noticed so many doing this. And it was cold. As the weather got
warmer more and more followed suit.

The outside workers did the heavy lifting and were the ones more
likely to do the sponge routine. They did, indeed, work up a sweat
from time to time. The bundles were heavy. Think of a large
bag/block of peat moss. Now supposed you replaced the volume of
peat moss with big sheets of canvas (pup tent pieces) tightly
packed and you could not, or should not, lift it by yourself.  The
POWs had to manhandle those bundles in loading the trucks. We
had no such labor saving devices as a fork lift. The men had, over
time, made some adjustable scaffolding to ease their work with the
higher (16 feet at the top) bundles. They had contrived chutes so
they could slide the bundles down into the trucks when they were
up high. When they were lower than the truck it was four men,
well coordinated as a team, who put the bundles in the trucks.

With warmer weather and a lot more sweat, there were more
sponge baths before leaving for the stalag.

The POWs had developed a simple arrangement in loading the bundles from the stacks so that they would
have shelter in bad weather. One stack in each work area was partly removed on one side so a couple of
poles could hold up the tarp on that side, making a “room” big enough to shelter a working group. They left
a row of bundles in it for seats. Since we were sometimes limited in available trucks there was often down

Image 48: POW Crew Repairing Boxes
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time for the workers and so they had shelter where they could wait out of the rain or cold for the next truck.
They called them “bus stops”, in German of course, and I think it was Bushaltestellen.

POLISH SOLDIERS

Our warehouse perimeter during the day, and the trucks in transit, were guarded by Polish Soldiers. They
had mostly served with General Montgomery and the Brits in the war. Their home circumstances were
more precarious than most. The Soviets were in Poland and showed no enthusiasm for giving it up – and in
fact, they didn’t really until Perestroika, about forty years later.

The Polish Soldiers had a reputation for “purloining” for black market sales. I didn’t see any evidence of
that until a couple of months had passed when I noticed one of the two main gate guards who seemed a bit
fatter than normal. Fat soldiers were a rarity, especially the POWs and Polish ones. They had been through
some rough times and were generally spare in build. So the chubby looking one caught my eye and when I
went over to him and asked him to open his overcoat, he hesitated at first. He, of course, had a gun and I
didn’t but he surely realized very quickly that he nothing to gain and much to lose if he caused any trouble.
He slowly opened the coat and there, wrapped tightly around his body, were a number of towels,
Portuguese of course. He and others probably had gotten away with some towels before by hiding one or
two at a time, but a dozen were not easily hidden. I just took back the towels and never reported him.
Others probably learned of this and the overall amount of stealing by the guards likely decreased for quite a
while. At least we never caught them

NO MORE PROMOTIONS FOR GIs IN EUROPE

One day in February, about a month after my promotion to corporal was started through the bureaucracy,
Colonel Wynne told us in a staff meeting that the European Command had announced that, effectively
immediately, no further promotions would be started until further notice. There went my sergeant’s stripes
and the huge raise of $7-8 per month! And even my two stripes were not yet official, though “in the mail.”

The decision made sense in that the army was being reduced in size daily and, from the big picture, at least,
there were more than enough non-commissioned officers to satisfy the needs for some time to come.

THE BLACK MARKET

During the German Occupation of France there was wide spread black market activities as has been usual
under such circumstances. The life of the French during the occupation was marked, from the beginning, by
endemic shortages. A key reason for such shortages is that one of the conditions of the armistice was the
France had to pay the costs of the three-hundred-thousand strong German occupational army, which
amounted to twenty million Reichmarks per day. An artificial exchange rate of the German
Reichsmark currency against the French franc was quickly established by the Germans as one mark to
twenty francs, seriously devaluing the French money. This allowed German requisitions and purchases to
be made into a form of organized plunder and resulted in terrible food shortages and malnutrition,
particularly among children, the elderly, and the more vulnerable sections of French society such as the
working urban class of the cities. The country people survived better, as would be expected, because of
their gardens and farms.

All doing the war there continued a flourishing, but more hidden, black market in France even though the
occupying German forces worked hard to diminish it.  After the war ended the black market continued and
increased. France was economically on its knees and the citizens were desperate to get back to normal
living. Allied aid to the country was pouring in but it was slow in affecting the daily lives of the people.
The Marshall Plan, which, later so helped the European nations recover, had not yet been established. The
contributions of the payrolls paid to French workers by the USA were helpful but only in certain areas like
Rheims. And so the “under the table” trading continued apace.

Various groups, large and small, operated black market businesses. But goods had to be acquired and this is
largely what drove the growth of widespread theft.  It only works if you can steal from someone who has
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something, and that someone was often and prominently the USA with all its elements in France, including,
mainly, the US Army.

Since Rheims was an obvious target, a number of groups were reinforced by the army to fight the crime.
Our area had a number of MP units, as well as many members of both the CIC (Counter-Intelligence
Corps) and the CID (Criminal Investigation Division). These last two army groups were roughly analogous
to the CIA and the FBI respectively. The CID was the most active in Rheims because of the huge amount
of goods we had stored there. The CIC focused primarily on international endeavors and we had little of
that in our operations.

GIs Paid in Script

A major anti-black market effort made by the Army in
Rheims, and maybe throughout France although I don’t
remember seeing it applied else where, was paying all GIs
in script money.  The Army had the paper money printed
and it was handed out on payday. Of course the script was
not usable by the French in their businesses. Nor could we
buy anything with script at the local establishments. And
this was a key feature; GIs could only use script in the PX
to buy supplies and money orders to send home, francs
were not accepted. This helped block large black market deals that netted lots of francs that otherwise could
have been sent home by money orders.

Each of us was issued a PX card/sheet which listed the supplies available. When we purchased them with
our script, the cashier punched the item on the sheet. We were able to buy only a limited amount of any
item per week, thus we were kept from buying large numbers of items to sell on the black market. We
were, however, allowed to sell anything we bought, but the
effect was that we contributed essentially nothing to the flow of
black market goods.

Image 51: PX List and Purchase Check Offs

Image 49: Ten Cents in Script - Full Size

Image 50: PX Card Front Cover
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Most of us, I included, bought the twelve packs of cigarettes allowed each
week and used them for barter with the French. One pack of cigarettes would
sell for 100 francs which was a good sum. I have tried to remember examples
of purchases in francs to give an idea of the value of 100 francs, but I can
remember only a few. One “exchange rate” that was widely known, or at least
advertised in the barracks, was that an “encounter” with a prostitute
(prostitution was, and still is, legal in France) could be had for 100 francs –
one pack of cigarettes. Funny how a GI’s memory works! Another example
was that I went to the opera in Rheims with Taylor to see Carmen. (That’s

when I learned that the music that my
first grade teacher, Miss Baird, played
for us to march to was the Toreador
Song from Carmen.) I paid 125 francs (equal to 25 cigarettes) for the
opera ticket. See Image 53. And a ticket on the Paris Metro (Image
52) was about 5 francs (one cigarette) and it included one transfer.

“Big Crime at “I” Warehouse”

One morning in the early spring a couple of CID sergeants came to the warehouse to see me. We went into
a private room so they could ask me questions. They focused on a particular day, on my actions that day,
and, in particular, if I had been at the railhead. They seemed, at first, to be questioning me as though I had
done something wrong that day. After a while they gave the appearance that they believed I was not
involved in whatever they were investigating. Then they told me about the crime they were working on.

One day, around noon, an MP who was sitting in a café downtown saw a 6X truck pull in through the gate
across the street. There was absolutely no reason one of our trucks should even be in the area, much less
entering private premises. Since most houses in town had high solid fences along the street to give them
privacy and safety, once the truck went inside it could no longer be seen after the gate had been closed. The
MP waited until the gate opened and the truck came out. He stopped it, arrested a GI passenger and called
for someone to take the POW driver away for separate action.

The GI was Sherman from my warehouse. It turned out, as I learned from the courts martial in which I was
called to be a witness, that he had arranged to ride with the POW to the freight yard in place of the Polish
guard, but had the driver take the 2 and 1/2 ton 6X truck to the building where he sold the supplies, all
Portuguese towels, for 800,000 francs. He knew when we were loading the Portuguese towels and planned
his action at that time. Since he had been caught red-handed the trial was short and he was imprisoned.

I never learned, nor could I imagine, how he planned to get the money (800,000 francs he received for the
towels) home. Other than illegal it was a truly stupid thing to try. The money was surely much too much to
spend (e.g., it = 8,000 “encounters”) while he was in France. He was kept in prison for over six months and
was sent home to receive a dishonorable discharge. He must have been, as a carpenter might say, “At least
a half bubble off plumb.” As I was on the ship coming home I learned that he was on the ship with me.

GERMAN LESSONS

One evening in March I was asking Lt. Horn, questions about some German words. He was the POW in
charge of the facilities for “I” and “D” Warehouses (“D” was our neighbor and included all of the hangars).
He offered to teach me German and I accepted. He gathered some textbooks from the POW library and I
found one in ours and we started. I scheduled the lessons to be in the evenings on Monday, Tuesday, and
Wednesday. The theater at the barracks always started a new movie on Thursday and, if the USO had a
troupe coming through they also came on Thursday and left on Sunday. I had my priorities!

We kept at the lessons for about four months, until Lt. Horn was able to get permission to go to Germany.
He couldn’t go home, or didn’t dare to because his home was in the Soviet Zone and word was that no one

Image 53: Ticket to the Opera Carmen

Image 52: Paris Subway Ticket
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could easily get back to the west once there. His mother lived in the Soviet Zone so his plan, which was
approved by the US, was to go live with relatives in the British Zone and then work to get his mother out.
The relatives had to agree, of course, because times were so tough for everyone at that time.

The POWs learned that I was studying German and would talk with me in their language to get me to
respond so they could enjoy my poor pronunciation and other errors. I picked up a little bit and it came in
handy in later years, especially in helping me breeze through the semesters of German I took at UK.

Lt. Horn was one of the most gentlemanly and pleasant of the POWs I got to know. I missed him when he
left and we kept in touch by letter for over a year. During that time I learned that he had been successful in
spiriting his mother over the zone border (soon to be “The Iron Curtain”) into the British Zone for a few
days visit. She had decided to stay in the Soviet Zone. She was 65 at the time, all her roots were in her
family home and village, and she didn’t want to try a new life elsewhere.

Horn’s last letter to me was written in February, 1948 answering one I had sent him when I was in school at
UK. He was living near Essen in the British Zone. He had found work as a driver for the British Army but
he was released, when he wrote he was out of work, the army unit had moved elsewhere. He said that he
had also just gotten a letter from Jackobitz. Of all the letters I received from POWs and from the Dutch
family in Laarn, both while I was in Rheims and after I came home, only two survive.

The other letter that I have is from Wilhelm “Glasses” Kneiseler who was a key clerk in our warehouse
and, as you would expect, wore glasses. He had studied to be a teacher and when he went home he got a job
in a local school teaching “39 kids between the age of 9 and 10. I like them and they like me.” His letter
was to thank me for gathering and sending some magazines that he used in his class. He had little current
news to teach and he liked the magazines for aids in teaching English. He had cut out and pasted names,
pictures, etc for the students to learn. His letter was the last I received from people I knew from my Rheims
experiences. His was dated January 19, 1949 and also reached me at UK.

SO WHAT DO YOU GUYS DO AROUND HERE FOR ENTERTAINMENT?

This question was asked years ago of a few of us 10-12 year-old Frenchburg boys by a visiting boy from
Dayton who had grown up in Ohio and had just come with his parents, natives of Menifee County, to visit
his grandparents. He asked the question in his strong “Buckeye” accent. We, of course, didn’t have accents!
We had a bit of fun with him; told him where the streetcars stopped, etc. For years some one of us would
find a reasonable place to interject this question, such as when we came back for a visit ourselves, and do it
in our best imitation of a Buckeye. It became a form of greeting between us “town boys”.

And so you might have posed the same question if you had come to visit me in Rheims in 1946. The
answer you would have received was, “Not a whole lot.” We had movies and USO shows. There was a

Image 54: Letter From Horn, February, 1948
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USO establishment downtown that had dancing, and refreshments every night but Monday. We did the
sights around and in town, and when the weather got better there was a park with a few rides. Since we
were at the same latitude as Seattle, our winter days were short, about 8 _ hours of daylight, and sight-
seeing travel outside Rheims was limited to the weekends. We did a lot more sightseeing in the summer
when we had up to 16 hours of daylight.

Movies, USO Dancing, Shows And Hanging Out At The Barracks Game Room

Our theater was not ritzy at all, as can be deduced from
the picture of the main entrance in Image 55. Note the
advertisements for upcoming attractions on the little
bulletin board to the right of the door. It seated about 200
– 300 people, had a stage, and was often used during the
day for various meetings by the command. It was
reserved by the Chaplains during the day on Sundays and
special religious days for services for the different
religions.

We had first run movies, changing once a week on
Thursday. The movies would be flown over from the
States on regularly scheduled courier planes. About once
a month a USO troupe from the states would come by to
perform for a couple of nights. We never had big names
but the talent was pretty good and so we seldom missed
seeing the groups when they came. They usually spent a night or two at the barracks and ate with us in our
mess hall. Admission to the theater was free, but popcorn and cokes were paid for with script just to cover
the costs which were minimal. Volunteers manned the refreshment counter.

Our “day room” or game room was well used in the evenings
and on the weekends. It was nicely furnished with pool tables,
ping pong tables, card tables, record player (mono of course,
stereo did not exist in those days) and a good supply of “V”
Discs (see Image 56) each with 15 – 20 songs. A total of nine
hundred different 12-inch 78-rpm labels were made, free, for the
US services during the war. After the war these discs were
confiscated and destroyed by the government; only a few have
survived. 

We also had a “sometimes quite” reading area. And, with
Rheims being the supply center for “everything”, we had large
stores of special services equipment – that means all items for
sports and games, indoor and outdoor. We had a basketball goal
setup on the apron in front of the hangar where we lived and the
apron area was large enough to have a pickup softball game if
we opened the hangar doors so home plate could be placed inside.

I forgot to say that the hangar was called C Shed. Why C Shed? I don’t know, but that was the name. And
another 5-6 GIs worked there and most lived in rooms on the opposite end of the hangar from us “I” Guys.
So we had enough men for pickup ball games on good weekends. They, too, had a weapons carrier
assigned 24/7 for their use and that made it easy for any of us to get a ride to and from the barracks or
downtown.

USO Facility In Downtown Rheims

Our gathering place downtown was the USO facility. It had a small basketball court sized floor with a few
tables and chairs, plus a number of additional chairs against the walls, a stage for bands when available, and

Image 55: Caserne de Courcy Theater

Image 56: Bing Crosby VDISC
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a refreshment area with coffee, cokes, donuts, etc. No alcoholic beverages were allowed. Only people in
uniform or with passes were admitted. A couple of bored MPs manned the door.

So who did we dance with, French women mostly, although there were a few American nurses and WACs
who came too. The French women had been provided passes by the Army Medical Group. The doctors
under their direction examined each woman once a month for evidence of venereal disease (VD). Passes
were provided or withdrawn on the basis of that evidence. And each woman had to come with a chaperon,
almost always, it seemed, an older woman dressed in black and who sat in the chairs along the walls until
time to close up. They were provided free refreshments
just as we all were.

The French women all could speak a bit of English and
they were good dancers, much better than I. None of us
GIs could manage much French. The women seemed as
though they were from better families but it may have
just been our wishful thinking. They were getting a nice
night out, free refreshments and no entanglements to
worry about and I think they went out of their way to
show their best behavior. So a good time was had by
all. At closing time each French woman left with her
chaperon.

Over the months we got well acquainted with many of the French women and often walked them home
(with the chaperon following behind). That was the extent of the allowed fraternizing. I was not aware of
any outside dating with any of them but I can’t believe it didn’t happen.

You may rightfully wonder why the American Army required doctors to examine French women for
evidence of venereal disease, and why the French women agreed to the procedure. What was going on?
What was the background and evolution of such a situation? The next chapter is my take on that
phenomenon.

“VD WALKS THE STREET!”
(This Chapter is, I think, PG-13!)

The Armed Forces Network (AFN) broadcast around the clock in
Rheims. There was a good mixture of news, announcements, and
music. On the half hour there would be a short news break. Often
before that break a stentorian recorded voice would come on and
announce; “VD Walks the Street!”, and then the program would
continue. Sometimes the voice would say; “Penicillin Fails Once in
Seven Times!”, or “Prophylaxis Prevents Venereal Disease!” or
“Readiness Doesn’t End When the Uniform Comes Off!” There
were many others that I can’t remember.

It seemed that the Army was working on educating us and scaring
us at the same time, and, to a large degree, I think they succeeded
in both efforts. These efforts started in basic training and continued
throughout the war. A bit of history shows the need for the actions.
Look at the figures in Image 58.

You can see that in WWI the problem with VD in the American
Expeditionary Forces (AEF) was huge. Each day in France, on
average, 18,000 men were on sick call with VD. Records show
that the equivalent of 3000 medical personnel and 200 doctors
were occupied full time treating these men, and in using methods

Image 58: WWI & WWII VD Comparisons

Image 57:Rheims Downtown Square Outside USO
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that were considerable less effective than today’s procedures. The AEF lost the services of about 116,000
men killed in action during the war. They effectively lost the services of another 15% of that number to
VD.

And in WWI the Army tried exhortation to curb the VD problem. For example they gave this flyer to all
who were going on leave:

The US Government is permitting you to go on leave, NOT in order that you may SOW WILD
OATS, but to give you an opportunity to improve your health and advance your education.
If, by misconduct, carelessness, or vice, you are not improved in body and mind, you will have
defrauded the government and will have wasted an opportunity to improve your station in life.
If you become intoxicated, associate with prostitutes, or contract a venereal disease, you are
guilty of a moral crime.

DO NOT LET BOOZE, A PRETTY FACE, A SHAPELY ANKLE MAKE YOU FORGET!! THE
AEF MUST NOT TAKE EUROPEAN DISEASE TO AMERICA.  YOU MUST GO HOME
CLEAN!!

The data in Image 58 seem to show such efforts were not very effective. And these two verses of songs of
the times indicate the pressures of the time:

Mademoiselle from Armentières
Par-ley voo,
You might forget the gas and shell
You'll never forget the Mademoiselle
Hinky, Dinky Par-ley voo.

How ya gonna keep 'em away from harm,
That's a mystery
They'll never want to see a rake or plow
And who the deuce can parley-vous a cow?
How ya gonna keep 'em down on the farm
After they've seen Paree'

After WWI there was the expected review by the Army of what went on and what could be done better in
the future. The problem with VD had to solved or minimized at least. So the groundwork was laid in
procedure writing and operational planning that would help avoid such a tragedy in the future.

The Army has no sway over the societal attitudes about sex, before WWI or later. Those attitudes in WWI
were the result of lingering effects of the passage of the Comstock Act of 1872. That act regulated the sale
and dissemination of any “article of an immoral nature” including “any articles whatever, or description of
articles, for the prevention of conception.”

Similar laws were passed at the state level in NY, Massachusetts, and elsewhere. In 1879, Connecticut
outlawed the use of any contraceptives.

These laws were gradually changed by the courts or by law, but by WWI the society was still largely
devoid of VD knowledge, and that ignorance was accompanied by the lack of sufficient means to avoid it
other than abstinence, not a strong characteristic of young soldiers away from home in a land where
prostitution was legal (and still is).

The WWI soldiers could get VD preventive treatment, but only after sexual encounters (no protection
during), and only if they told their commanders that such had happened. I bet that only a small percentage
told their commanders.
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These WWI results caused the
Army to attack the problem with
a vengeance when WWII was
upon us.  When we arrived at our
basic training camps we were
exposed to lectures, and films on
VD were shown about every
month. The movies were quite
graphic and I remember one
soldier whose stomach was too
weak and he was allowed out.
There was always a little locker
room humor called out during the
movie and afterward some one or
ones were designated by the others as having been the “model” used in the movie.

We had a publication called YANK and in it was a comic strip, called Sad Sack, drawn by a Sergeant
Baker. Here are two strips that show how effective the VD movies were for Sad Sack. One shows him
getting sick seeing one of the movies and the other shows his resulting concern about having ANY contact
with women.

During basic we were given very few passes to leave camp for the evening and only once in 13 weeks did I
get a weekend pass. Whenever we left the camp we had to show that we had two condoms before we could
get out of the gate. Most soldiers might not want to admit it but nearly all of them ended up in water
balloon fights, or filled with water and put in someone’s bed under the blanket.

In later years I learned of a unique use of condoms by the Marines in the South Pacific.  They would put
them over the barrel of their rifles when they weren’t shooting, to keep the mud and water out.  And they
didn’t have to bother to remove them before a battle, they just started shooting and the bullets took care of
them.

Every couple of months we had to have a “short-arm” inspection by an army doctor to determine if we
showed any VD symptoms. This was a bit embarrassing
at first but as time went on we were more cavalier about
it. The doctor lined us up a squad at a time, and had us
unzip and “present short-arms” so he could come down
the line to examine us. I bet that more than once the
doctors thought, “For this I went to Med School?!”

There was always some nervous high school or locker
room type chatter during the “present arms” time such
as; “Hey, I know I had one this morning!” I remember
one comment in particular because it sounded like
something someone from around home might say. The
fellow said; “Hey, I thought I’d found it but it turned
out to be a ravel!” Afterwards I talked with him and
found that he was from Bristol, Tennessee, not
Menifee, but close in many ways of speech.

In France we were supposed to carry a Pro-Kit along with the condoms when we were away from the
barracks. I was never stopped by the MPs for a check so after a while most of us didn’t bother since it was
unlikely we would ever be reported.

Image 59: Two Sad Sack VD-Related Comic Strips

Image 60: “Pro-Kits” and Instructions for Use
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Image 60 shows three Pro-kits with one opened. Here’s the Army’s detailed description of the contents
presented, as only they could, in their usual sometimes in-decipherable and sometimes accidently humorous
Army-ese way:

From L to R and horizontally: 1 X War Department Leaflet "Sex, Hygiene and Venereal Disease" ref. 254247°
U.S. Govt Printing Office:1940, issued August 1, 1940 (16 pages), 1 X E.P.T. (Pro-Kit) Vocabulary No. 1-468,
mfd by G. Barr & Co., Chicago, Ill., USA, Lot No. 10,126 (full), 1 X PRO-KIT, Item No. 9N588-10, mfd by G. Barr
& Co., Chicago, Ill., USA, Lot No. 7513 (full), 1 X PRO-KIT, Item No. 9118000, mfd by Evans Chemetics Inc.,
New York, N.Y., USA, Lot No. 091 (open), + Direction Sheet "How to use the PRO-KIT" with 6 Instructions,
Soap Impregnated Cloth, Cleansing Tissue, & Tube containing 5 grams Ointment (stating For US Army Use
Only) ingredients are: 30% Calomel + 15% Sulfathiazole – this is Item #91180 (paper wrapper is mfd by
Tension Envelopes Corp) – Remark: while the Individual Chemical Prophylactic is Item #91180 (for treatment of
infected individuals), there’s also an Individual Mechanical Prophylactic (or condom, for protection against
venereal infection) i.e. Item #91181.

The Army also set up Pro Stations in the towns that were visited by many GIs on pass. These were small
medical facilities that were dedicated to providing supplies and/or treatment to GIs who had just “back
slid”, or were intending to, and had no protection. The place was staffed by an Army Medic, and maybe
24/7, but I can’t remember for sure. I do remember that they were each “appropriately” designated with a
red light outside.

The 30:1 VD rate reduction in WWII versus WWI shows how effective the Army’s campaign against
sexually transmitted diseases was.

LOCAL TRAVEL AND SIGHTSEEING

During the winter months our activities outside of the USO and barracks areas were limited by the bad
weather and short days. We did some weekend sightseeing to such as the school house were the surrender
was signed, to the cathedral a few times (there was a lot to see there for just one visit) and to a couple of the
champagne wineries to see the operations and sample their champagne. When we needed some food while
traveling we would find a decent looking café and typically have a couple of boiled eggs, baguettes, some
cheese (though most was pretty smelly to someone who was only used to sliced American cheese) and
champagne. You could be reasonably sure the boiled eggs were OK.  We drank champagne not because it
was tasty, which it was, but because we were afraid to drink the water. Coffee was also pretty safe but what
was available tasted like it was mainly burnt corn, oats or some other grain, and probably was. Coffee was
hard for the café to get at that time. Over the year we actually ate a very small percentage of our meals
outside American facilities.

Champagne Wineries

One champagne winery was of particular interest to us for it housed the
AFN radio station for Rheims. We visited it a number of times. With
Paris as the AFN hub, the other stations (substations?) in France were
opened in such “hard-to-take locations” as Nice, Cannes, Biarritz,
Marseilles, Le Havre and Rheims. The guys that came to Rheims
weren't modest or reserved in selecting the location for their station.
They opened the station in the De Polignac castle which happened to
be the home of Pommery champagne - nine million bottles of which
were stored below in caves. At least there were that many bottles when
they moved in – according to the AFN men in charge there. No record
exists of the inventory when they moved out! But the good life for
AFN people in France ended late in 1946 when all these stations closed.

We got to know some names of the AFN announcers but, other than visiting them at their winery station,
we never really got to know them. However the shows that some of them did remain clearly in my mind to
this day. There was a Sergeant Grady __?__ who had the 10:30 to 11:00 slot each evening. He played softer
music and talked in the same fashion, a good program for ending the day before going to sleep. He always
ended it with the same quote, I think it was some one else’s words, but it may have been his. It ended, “ ----

Image 61: Winery Where the Rheims
AFN Was Located
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---- and so we have written with the singing bows of violins. And what have we written? An elegy in sand,
only to be lapped away by laughing waves.”  I don’t know why he used it but it sounded good, and
peaceful, and now to sleep, that is if you turned the radio off.

If you didn’t you would get the 11:00 fast paced music program with emphasis on the latest popular songs.
The disc jockey would open every program with some make believe skit where some one was about to be
shot while he or some one else was screaming, “No, no, don’t shoot!” But always some one did shoot. And
the shooting sound was the opening of Tommy Dorsey’s record of Opus One. It has that dat-dat-dat-dat- ---
- POW, on the drums, plus, and then the music started after POW. Check it out on YouTube. Well, if you
didn’t turn off the radio before this all started you might hang in there for a while and lose some needed
sleep. But he was fun to listen to.

When we visited the Pommery winery we were surprised to find out that there were miles and miles of
tunnels underneath much of the area in and around Rheims. We hadn’t read any tourist information by then.
The tunnels had been dug by the Romans to get the stone necessary to build their city Durocotorum. It was
one of the most important cities in Roman Gaul. It was at the Rheims site. When the AFN men had told us
of nine million bottles we “chalked” it up to exaggeration, but after taking a short tour of the caves under
the castle we thought it might be correct.

I checked on today’s stories of the region and in them it is claimed that “under the areas of Rheims and
Epernay there are “over 100 million bottles of wine stored at any one time.” The champagne makers like
the deep chalk chambers for various reasons: the constancy of the underground temperature (about 53
degrees Fahrenheit year-round); the sponge-like quality of the chalk, which soaks up humidity and keeps it
at an equally constant 88 percent; and the absence of light and vibration. Several makers age their goods in
Rheims' Roman caves including the oldest champagne house that was founded in 1729.

Some of us made a few short trips into areas where huge battles were fought in WWI. Our history details
were lacking and I think we got little out of these trips. I mentioned one of these trips earlier which was to
the St. Mihiel Cemetery for Americans killed in WWI.

DRIVING A TRACTOR-TRAILER TO FRANKFURT

In early spring I learned in staff meeting that a special load was to be taken to Frankfurt soon. I checked
around to see if I could be one of the two GIs who would drive. To my surprise no one seemed concerned
about who drove so Jackobitz and I volunteered and were chosen. I had never driven anything bigger than
Dad’s 1936 Chevy and 1939 International pickups. Jackobitz was used to big farm equipment in Nebraska
but not a semi rig. So we decided we needed some training. The soldiers at the vehicle warehouse agreed to
let us practice in their area before we had to hit the road. The French were not aware of the danger of our
trip. No one questioned or stopped any US Army vehicle on the road except our MPs and they would only
check our papers. We would have orders to proceed to Frankfurt with the rig and to return to Rheims in a
6X truck.

Jackobitz and I had quite a time learning how to shift properly and, more importantly, how to back with a
loaded trailer attached. The tractor was an Autocar like the one pictured in Image 62, no side or rear
windows and with a canvas top. We mastered the shifting enough to feel ready, but the backing was more
difficult. The rig was quite large for many of the streets we had to
navigate in the towns along the way and so we were determined to drive
carefully so we would never have to back up!

We flipped to see who would drive the first half and I won/or maybe lost
because my half would be in France while Jackobitz’s drive would most
all be in Germany where there were still good stretches of the autobahn
that hadn’t been destroyed. We started off early one nice morning with
water and rations for the trip. I had about 120 miles to go for my turn. We
had decided to switch drivers just after we went through Metz. It turned
out that I would have been better off if we switched before. I made it

Image 62: Type Tractor We Drove to Frankfurt
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through the small villages and the city of Verdun OK. But the streets in Metz were very narrow in places
and I had to back up at two or three places. My backing was barely passable and I was happy there were so
few cars. Since this was the direct route to Mannheim and Frankfurt, the key destinations for our goods at
Rheims, much of the traffic was US Army vehicles.  Some of those GI drivers gave me some helpful?
suggestions when I was practically stuck on some corner and was holding them up. Some of their
suggestions even had something to do with driving!

Now with Jackobitz at the wheel we soon crossed into Germany, the French Zone first and then the
American Zone. We immediately began seeing members of the American Constabulary first at the zone
border and later on the roads. They were similar to our highway patrols, border patrols, county sheriffs, and
city police all rolled into one. They were called many names; The Yellow Hornets, The Blitz Polizei
(Lightning Police) by the Germans, The Circle C Cowboys, et al. They were very sharp looking in their
special helmets and yellow scarves. More on the history of the Constabulary follows below.

The roads got better in Germany but there were many detours where bridges and overpasses had been
bombed or shelled by artillery. Some detours were very short, for example, a few times we had to go over
pontoon bridges that Army Engineer Battalions had constructed. The first city was Saarbrucken (Saar
Bridges) on the Saar River and at least one bridge had not been destroyed. Next was Kaiserslautern which
was where we got on the German Autobahn. Both cities were in the French Zone. The autobahn was (and
still is) like our Interstate Highways became starting nine years later, except the roadway was about 27
inches thick, which I think, was approaching twice the average thickness of our interstate roadways. Again,
a number of bridges had been destroyed. Then our trip went on through Mannheim and into Frankfurt. We
needed no Mapquest or GPS to find our way. There were so many US Army signs up along the way and at
strategic corners that it would have been difficult to get lost. And they directed you to specific
organizations with, in Army fashion, more numbers and abbreviations than you can imagine.

We delivered our load and turned over the tractor to the depot there. We were given a jeep instead of a 6X ,
today called a “deuce and a half” truck, and after a decent night’s sleep in their comfortable enlisted men’s
transient barracks, we retraced our path back to Rheims with no problems.
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THE U.S. CONSTABULARY

Conditions in Germany at the End of WWII

After the unconditional surrender by the German Forces in Rheims, events in Germany began to move
rapidly toward unmanageable chaos. And after the Nazi regime was totally defeated and surrendered that
spring, the U.S. Army entered into a period of displacement. The war was won and the
American GIs wanted to go home. By the end of 1945 when I arrived in Europe, the
redeployment surge back to the United States had cleaned out most of the GIs and from
then it had become a trickle. It was during that surge that the “City Camps” around
Rheims were in heavy use with veterans passing through to go home. Experienced war
veterans were clamoring for their “ruptured duck,” an insignia we all (well, almost all) later
got to wear on our right chest signifying honorable discharge. Mountains of wartime
equipment were stored in a number of places, largely in Rheims, and began to fall into
disrepair.

On the diplomatic front at the conclusion of World War II, the Allied nations divided the former Nazi
Germany into four occupation zones. See Image 47. The United States oversaw a 40,000 square mile area
(the size of Pennsylvania) in southeastern Germany and, in addition, had control over the large harbor at
Bremerhaven on the North Sea which was to replace Le Havre as the USA port, the United Kingdom was
in Northwest Germany, France in Southwest Germany, and the Soviet Union controlled the other regions to
the east. The four Allied powers also divided Germany's capital city of Berlin. While many American
combat troops were being reassigned to the Pacific theater or sent back to the United States, an unusual
force emerged to police the occupational zone. Officially commissioned in 1946, the United States
Constabulary replaced the combat troops in the region.

This probably was the first time the Army had so completely occupied a territory where the disorder was as
great. As the de facto state police organization of the American zone of occupation, the U.S. Constabulary
conducted raids of the black market, searched for Nazi war criminals, and coordinated patrols to maintain
control of Germany's borders. The troops of the new organization, numbering slightly over 30,000,
received little training at first to prepare them for their challenging and unusual assignment of restoring and
maintaining order and enforcing the law in the U.S. zone.

The U.S. Constabulary had to evolve into a flexible force capable of responding to a series of events
rapidly.

The man chosen to command this “first-of-a-kind army unit” was Major General Ernest N. Harmon. To
establish pride in his unique unit, Harmon prescribed a readily distinguishable uniform. He selected the
colors blue and yellow with a red lightning bolt. The spirit of the insignia signified the quick striking power
of a mounted unit. Vehicles and special helmet liners were rimmed with yellow and blue stripes.

Uniforms of the Constabulary Officer and Trooper

The uniform of the Constabulary trooper was designed both
to make him easily recognizable and to distinguish him as a
member of an elite force. The "Lightning Bolt" shoulder
patch in yellow, blue, and red combined the colors,
respectively, of the cavalry, infantry, and artillery. To make
the troops more distinctive they were given bright golden
yellow scarves, combat boots with the smooth outer
surface, (by the end of WWII all combat boots had been
rough leather on the outside) and helmet liners bearing the
Constabulary insignia and yellow and blue stripes.

Image 63: "Ruptured Duck"

Image 65: Constabulary
Shoulder Patch

Image 64: Officer & Enlisted Man
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Image 66: Major General Ernest N. Harmon
Commander, “Hell on Wheels” 2nd Armored Division, WWII
First Commander, US Constabulary
1950-1965, President, Norwich University

First Commander, US Constabulary, Major Ernest N. Harmon

The year 1945 was a period of international tensions. Germany was a true mess after the fighting stopped.
The concentration camps had been liberated and the inmates had to be cared for. The Poles that were part
of the slave labor in the war plants hated the Germans but had no where to go. They hated and feared the
Soviets, who now occupied their homeland, more. Furthermore, the Red Army began expelling millions
of Germans from their former territories in the east and from the Sudetenland and they were pouring into
the west.

There were black market activities though out the regions. Safety was at a premium because the former
police and security forces had been decimated. One humorous condition was cattle rustling. Food was so
scarce that rustlers were stealing dairy cattle, horses, hogs, et al, to butcher for sale. Some of the
Constabulary actually had horses to catch or scare away the thieves, hence the nickname some had, “The
Circle C Cowboys”.

And there was the concern, immediately following the surrender, that the Soviets were dismantling and
shipping home much of the machinery and equipment they could get their hands on. The zones were not
completely established immediately and the Soviets had to back up to the east to be in their designated
zone. They were stripping out all they could before they left. They had to be, and were, confronted to
leave things in place in the agreed-to American Zone. The Germans would need all this to help them
survive. This was another non-traditional Army job for the Constabulary to conduct in the American
Zone.

The European Command chose Major General Harmon to establish and command the US Constabulary
to provide security to the American Zone and all of its
inhabitants. This was a tall order and involved many different
missions unfamiliar to US Army personnel. The organization
was set up to be very mobile. Their equipment excluded heavy
weapons, such as self-propelled artillery, medium tanks, and tank
destroyers. For greater mobility, the troops were equipped with
jeeps and M8 (see Image 67) and M20 light armored cars and 1
and 1/2 ton utility trucks. Also, supporting weapons, such as
recoilless rifles and mortars, were provided. Troopers were

armed with pistols, and when necessary, with rifles and sub-
machine guns. Provisions were also made for motorcycle and

Image 67: Constabulary M8 Armored
Car with Blue and Yellow Stripes
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horse cavalry troops, and L5 observation planes. M24 light tanks were positioned as mobile reserves in
and around major cities when a show of force was necessary.

To facilitate his movement throughout the American zone, Harmon liberated former Reichsmarschall
Hermann W. Göring’s private train and had it painted in Constabulary colors. However, he kept Göring’s
interior fittings intact because it “suited my purpose just fine.” The history says that when he stepped
from his train, Harmon was impeccably dressed with cavalry britches and highly polished boots. This
demeanor became his hallmark, and for some young officers and troopers, created many anxieties,
especially those who did not meet his expectations. Senior officers greeted him with snappy salutes,
which were returned in kind. Many of his public actions were also designed to impress the Germans. At
first, they called the Constabulary, “Harmon’s Gestapo.” Soon the population realized the troopers’
importance in maintaining law and order and attitudes began to change. Many of the German people in
the occupied zone recognized the efforts of the occupying force nicknaming them the "Lightning Police"
(Blitz Polizei) due to the distinctive lightning bolt patch on their uniforms and for their uncanny ability to
adapt and react quickly under pressure. Harmon remembered the populace of Munich once calling his
arrival, “The Second Coming.”

Before long, the question of fraternization became a volatile issue. Most German and Austrian civilians
resented fraternization with American soldiers. German women who did were loathed and insultingly
referred to as “Yank brides” and “chocolate girls.” The Germans felt the policy of open fraternization led
to serious disturbances. Part of the problem was the failure to understand the situations that led to
prostitution by many Fräuleins. For them, it was a period of wartime desperation. They had to rely on
basic human needs for survival. Many had children and families to support. This obviously made it
difficult for the Constabulary to curb the oldest profession.

Another display of resentment occurred when a Bürgermeister’s wife gave a Nazi salute followed by,
“Heil Hitler” to a Constabulary patrol passing through a small town. These leftover attitudes of Nazi
feelings were not uncommon among many Germans. The Constabulary also discovered subversive clubs,
whose purpose was to place obstructions and decapitating wires on and across roads frequented by U.S.
military patrols.

Later in 1946, to supplement Constabulary operations, Harmon started using reconstituted German border
police, whose members were selected only after being cleared of any connections with the National
Socialist Party, its philosophy, and members of the SA and SS. The formation of such a force had a
positive effect on me civilian population. I believe, but can’t remember, that German border police were
working with the Constabulary when Jackobitz and I crossed into the American Zone. The German
border police allowed the Constabulary to spend more time monitoring political agitators, displaced
persons, border incursions, and gathering intelligence.

A year after the war ended and about the time Jackobitz and I displayed our driving skills by getting to
Frankfurt unharmed, it was still evident that security threats in the American zone continued to come
from local and infiltrating communists, former Nazis, and a restless German population.

During the first 6 months after becoming fully operational, Constabulary elements uncovered numerous
black-market rings involving scarce merchandise, much of which was coming from the Soviet zone.
Germans, Jews, and Poles operated the illegal rings. By the end of the year, over 2,000 major black-
market operations were exposed. The problem leading to this situation was an overabundance of currency
and a scarcity of agricultural goods, which were being hoarded by German farmers. Also the black
marketeers dealt with jewelry, drugs, cigarettes, clothing, large sums of money, and aforementioned
agricultural goods. Most of the Constabulary “swoop raids” were conducted in displaced-persons camps
and German homes. One typical example occurred in November 1946 when a Constabulary squadron
discovered the largest cache of black-market money at the time. An alert sergeant found over two million
Reich Marks hidden in a civilian sedan crossing over from the Soviet zone into the American zone.

In late 1946, General Harmon felt he had set the course, and it was time for a new commander.
Organizing the Constabulary had taken its toll on the armor warrior. Setting up a police security force at a
time of rapid demobilization of officers and enlisted personnel had been more than an exhausting
challenge. By early 1947, the Constabulary had reached its peak strength of nearly 31,000 men. General
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Harmon lamented that the Constabulary was constantly suffering from a loss of trained personnel due to
persistent turnovers. On 1 May 1947, Major General Harmon relinquished command. De-activated in
1952, the U.S. Constabulary transferred its duties to the German authorities once order had been restored
in the region in Germany to help maintain world peace. I remember that the Constabulary was well
regarded in reported stories in the Army papers we got.

AN ASIDE AND A COINCIDENCE – I WAS HIRED BY GENERAL HARMON IN 1950

In spring of 1950 I was looking for a teaching job in electrical engineering while I completed my MSEE
thesis for scheduled UK graduation in summer 1951. One day a professor in the EE Department gave me an
ad for an instructorship starting in September. I applied, and in late spring I received notice that I was under
consideration and that I should plan to interview the new university president ASAP. It turned out that the
new president was at Fort Knox and he was Major General Harmon. He was to take over as the new
president of Norwich University, a private military school in Vermont, starting in September.

I contacted the main office at Fort Knox and they arranged for me to meet with General Harmon for an
interview. I drove over to Fort Knox from Lexington the morning of my scheduled interview and reported
in to the headquarters building right after lunch as agreed. The receptionist immediately went into the
Executive Officer’s office to let him know I was there. He followed her out of the office and introduced
himself. He was a “Full-Bird” Colonel. I have forgotten his name. He told me that General Harmon was
expecting me and that he would walk me over to his house. I had already noticed how well I was being
treated. I knew that the treatment you received as a civilian was commensurate with the stature of the
officer you were meeting. And I knew the custom that the lower rank is to march on the left side of the
higher rank. Since I was seeing General Harmon, as far as the Colonel was concerned, I outranked him and
he must walk on my left.

So we go out of the building, the Colonel opening the door for me and then walking around me to get on
my left side as we walked, and he changed his paces to be in time with mine.  Across the street we go to a
nice house, one of a few, side by side, that were the same size, which was the General’s. As usual in State-
side camps and forts the lawns were immaculate and a very nice sign, MG Harmon, was beside the
sidewalk leading to the front door. The Colonel rang the bell and an orderly opened it for us to enter. The
General was just walking into the living room where the orderly was taking us. The Colonel introduced us
and then left.

The General motioned me to a chair and I waited for him to sit first but he didn’t right away. Instead, he
said something like, “You take that chair. If you don’t mind, I’ll walk around. I’m not much for sitting.”  It
didn’t cross my mind to say, “Yes, I mind, please sit down!” I doubt that anyone else had said such to him.

The orderly had brought in coffee and poured for us. The General began to ask me about myself, my early
years, my army service, and some about Lexington. He was very interested in horses. I learned later that
when he graduated from West Point in 1917 he had gone into the cavalry. In his questions about my
European service he asked if I had had any contacts with the Constabulary. I told him of seeing them on the
borders and patrolling the autobahns looking sharp in their uniforms and on their striped and color-
coordinated motorcycles. He talked about it for a bit, and serving with it, but then passed on to other
subjects. I didn’t know that he had established it and was its first commander until later in the year at
Norwich.

He seemed genuinely friendly and interested in me and my background. Not at all like the general
described in the many writings I read later about his war exploits. He did have a gravely voice and a direct
manner, and he was built a bit like a fire plug, or a fat bullet. His hair was closely cut and his neck was
short as was his height.

When he seemed to run out of any questions to ask he said something like, “Well the people in the
Engineering Department tell me that your papers are very good as are your references. I don’t know a damn
thing about engineering so I’ll take their word for that. And from what I see, I think you would fit in well at
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Norwich, so I’ll call and tell them to send you an offer letter right away. Thanks, for coming over and I
hope to see you at Norwich.” That, of course, was my cue to say my goodbyes and head back to UK.

I saw him a few times that school year at Norwich, usually at faculty social events, and he was always
friendly. He would sometimes introduce me to others by saying that he and I were two of the “new boys on
the block” that year. He turned out to be an outstanding president for the school and served it for fifteen
years.

Now back to Rheims 1946.

AN INTERESTING FURLOUGH

By early summer it had become common knowledge that my brother was killed in action near Aachen,
Germany and was buried in an American Cemetery in Belgium. One day in staff meeting Colonel Wynne
asked me to stay after. He spoke to me about my brother and asked if I had been to his grave. I, of course,
had had no opportunity and said so. He told me that the army was very lenient in allowing and supporting
such visits and that he would help if I wanted to go. It was soon agreed that I would go but only if I had
someone(s) to go with me.

The arrangements for my trip were made shortly and consisted of the following;

1. Two others would go with me,
2. I would have a jeep, trailer and supplies - gas, water, food, tent, and side-arms.
3. Our orders would give us permission to be anywhere in Belgium, Holland and Germany, and
4. We would have a maximum of ten days leave.

I was allowed to arrange our itinerary as I chose but I had to give a rough outline of it to the Colonel’s
office. It was understood that we may vary the travel somewhat. The rough plan was to go to Brussels,
Amsterdam, to Eastern Holland, south to Aachen, Germany, to the Henri-
Chapelle Cemetery close by in Belgium, and back to Rheims. We were free to
visit other areas along the way but we should keep to the trip plan in general.
Our time table only had one requirement, to be back in ten days. We could leave
as soon as we were ready and the orders would be dated accordingly.

This was a real exciting opportunity for me and I wanted to set it up as soon as
possible. I went back to the warehouse and asked Young and Doyle if they
would like to go with me. Both agreed. Next I had M. Tinot take me to the
motor pool and I told the sergeant there of our plan and needs. He said he would
service a good jeep and trailer for me and include six jerry cans of gasoline (30
gals). That, plus a full tank to start, should take us 800 miles, and since we only
estimated 600 for the route, this should give us a good safety margin. The
chances of finding gas along our planned route at that time in Europe were
between zero and none so we had to be sure of our supply. This also made our
supplies a very attractive target for black marketers and was the reason we were
told to take the forty-fives like the one in Image 69. (No, I don’t know why that
small bullet is in the picture!)

Food was in such short supply that it would also be difficult to get on the road.
The European diets were surely improving but they were still very short of good food. Just a month or so
before the end of the war GIs were forbidden to buy any food from the locals, no matter what price,
because the US Command felt the GIs had plenty of good food and should,
under no circumstances, use any of the native’s food. Things had improved
but not even close to normal for them. Cafes had baguettes, some cheeses
(often strong and smelly to those of us who had only eaten American cheese
in slices), boiled eggs some times, wines and beers, and a “coffee” made

Image 69: US Army M-1911 45 Pistol

Image 68: Young and Doyle with me
in my Window
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from burnt oats or something else, and possibly with a spoon of real coffee put in the pot.

So we planned to stock up on 10-in-1 rations. We three could make do with one ration box a day, if we
used it all – not very likely – so we decided to take only six rations and supplement them with some K
rations, and, of course, a lot of candy and gum for children and for ourselves. And we put in two jerry cans
(10 gallons) of drinking water. We also added all the cigarettes we had. We also had a few thousand francs
but we were not sure of the exchange possibilities in Holland and Belgium, and Germany was very
doubtful, so the cigarettes would be available to carry us through. In any case we
certainly were not planning to buy much.

For overnight we had sleeping bags and a small tent that covered us very well. We also
took a small stove for cooking and for tent heating if necessary, although it was early
summer. Our surplus of gasoline would be enough for the stove. As it turned out we
seldom used the tent and cooked very little on the trip. As it is for most travelers we took
more than we needed and didn’t feel afterwards that we should have brought any other
items.

The last preparation before loading everything was to practice with our forty-fives on the
pistol range. None of us had shot one before and we were amazed at the kick. But after
an hour or so we felt comfortable with the pistols but expecting and hoping that we would not even have to
consider using them. That was how it turned out.  We were never in a situation that brought on such a
consideration.

Off to Brussels

The distance to Brussels was between 100 and 150 miles so we had lots of time to stop along the way to see
things. Our route was generally north through areas of heavy WWI
fighting and more moderate WWII battles. The poor people in Belgium
and Holland lived in a bad place in both big wars, the German army ran
over them going west and the Allies later ran over them going east. There
were lots of WWI monuments in the towns we went through. They had
suffered more then and, of course, there had not been enough time to
erect any for WWII.

All of the roads were two lanes and in reasonable shape but a number of
bridges were still out and so we crossed makeshift bridges or made
detours to the next bridge up or down the river. There was almost no

traffic and what we saw was mainly commercial trucks of some kind.
There were no bypasses around towns and villages and we would go
through the center of town and we were able to see the “real people” and
their daily activities.

We began to attract attention as we got farther away from Rheims. No American soldiers had been around
there for the last year. And, as expected, whenever we stopped we were surrounded by children who either
remembered or were told by older family members that the Americans had candy and gum. We had a good
supply but we had to be careful not to run out before we finished out trip. A few times along the way one of
us would give the children a ride in the jeep and on top of the canvas covered supplies in the trailer. The
other two of us would wait until they, including one Belgium adult, returned, thereby allowing for more
space for the “passengers”.

There were border guards at the Belgium border but they were more curious than concerned about us. We
talked with one of the soldiers who spoke good English about our trip plans. He suggested that we consider
staying at the central Belgium Army barracks in Brussels and not camp out. He said there would be room
and we would be welcomed. We liked the idea and asked him to sketch us directions to the facility which,
it turned out, was near midtown.

Image 71: Jeep & Trailer in Front of the
Hanger. Now to get it Loaded

Image 70: Jerry Can
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As we drove on north we were getting close to the imaginary line, established on the battle maps during
WWII, that separated General Montgomery and the British forces from General Bradley and the American
armies as they both fought their way east into Germany. We became more noticed at each stop and were
often approached in a very friendly manner as we went further north.

The first city of size that we went through in Belgium was Charleroi, probably 100,000 people. It had
remnants of old forts used in long ago battles. One of the difficulties in our trip was that we could only read
English and almost all monuments and historic sites were described only in the native languages. And
Belgium was the first place any of us had been where all street and road signs were printed in two
languages; French and Flemish (a slight variation from Dutch). Each of the two languages is predominantly
spoken in about half of the country.

An Aside: Years later, in the 1980’s, I was involved in some collaboration with the Physics Department of
the Royal Military Academy in Brussels and learned from the professors that they were required to be able
to teach in either French or Flemish. At the beginning of the semester the class was asked to vote on which
language they preferred the professor to use. The majority vote chose the language. Any students who felt
they would be at a disadvantage in that language would be taught in their choice of language in a parallel
class. I was told that most often all students agreed to the majority vote language since only a small
percentage were not bilingual.

At Frenchburg School we had learned a bit about “Flanders Fields” in our history classes, and maybe in our
literature classes. We learned some verses of a poem that was written in 1915 by John McCrae, a Canadian
physician and a Lieutenant Colonel, about WWI. I don’t remember it well at all so I looked up the familiar
ending verse below which is of fallen soldiers exhorting their comrades. And it was written about the small
red flowers growing on the battlefields. The poppy was one of the very few plants that grew on the
battlefields. It thrives in disturbed soil, which was abundant on the battlefield due to intensive shelling.

“Take up our quarrel with the foe:
To you from failing hands we throw
The torch; be yours to hold it high
If ye break faith with us who die
We shall not sleep, though poppies grow 
In Flanders fields.”

Every November 11, Armistice Day it was called then, the students in Frenchburg School met at chapel at
11:00 am (the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month when the WWI battles stopped) for a
brief ceremony. We would have a few words from some teacher and, I believe, some reading or recitation,
such as the McCrae poem. The commemoration would end, I remember, with a two minute silence. We, of
course, no longer single out Armistice Day. However Armistice Day remains an official holiday in France.
It is also an official holiday in Belgium, known also as the Day of Peace
in the Flanders Fields. In many countries the red poppy is still worn in
commemoration of the 20 million from all countries who died in WWI.

Our First Night on the Road is at Hand

We were making good time and soon we were close to Brussels. Along
the way there were few hills and the roads were often straight for quite a
distance so we could do what GIs usually do, we pegged the speedometer
– but it only read to 70 mph! We got lost a couple of times in Brussels
trying to find the army facility. I remember stopping one time to ask and
while Young went in some building with the sketch to get help, Doyle
stayed in the Jeep and I took a picture of our rig in front of that building.
I had noticed all the people looking out at us, “those strange Americans”,

and thought it would be of interest. They can be seen in some of Image 72: Waiting for Directions in Brussels
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the windows in Image 72.

We found the Belgium army facility and found that the border guards had called ahead, announcing we
were planning to stay the night there. We were very warmly welcomed and shown where we could park the
Jeep inside the compound for security. They fed us supper in their mess hall and, after much visiting,
showed us to the cots that they had arranged for us.

In the morning, we brought in one our 10 in 1 rations and shared it for breakfast. Afterwards when we
departed later in the afternoon we left the rest the box with them. The two pounds of coffee, two pounds of
sugar, and pound of chocolate, in particular, were much appreciated.

But before we left they wanted us to see a bit of Brussels so one of the soldiers who spoke very good
English (although everyone seemed to speak some) came with us in the jeep and guided us on a 2-3 hour
tour. I remember only a couple of stops we made. He first took us by the Royal Palace where King Leopold
lived and had stayed there all through the war. Then, for a change of pace and for fun he took us to a
fountain.

The fountain was called the Manneken
Pis (Dutch for little man pee), and also known
in French as the petit Julien, was (and still is) a
very famous Brussels landmark. It is a small
bronze fountain sculpture depicting a naked little
boy urinating into the fountain's basin.

We were told that on many occasions, the statue
is dressed in a costume. His wardrobe today,
according to Google, consists of several hundred
different costumes. The costumes are changed
according to a schedule managed by the non-
profit association The Friends of Manneken-Pis,
in ceremonies that are often accompanied by
brass band music. On occasion, the statue is
hooked up to a keg of beer. Cups will be filled
up with the beer flowing from the statue and
given out to people passing by.

I did a Brussels city bus tour in 1980 and the Manneken
Pis fountain was on the route! It is on a relatively narrow
street, difficult for tour buses.

Next we were taken to see the city center square, a huge area about the size of the football field, surrounded
by large buildings, including the city hall. Around the square (more a rectangle, really) were shops and
restaurants with some outside tables for dining. As I remember we had to park off the square and walk in.
Only delivery vehicles seemed to be allowed. It was an impressive place, especially for young country boy
GIs even though it was not yet nearly back to its pre-war activity.

In the 80’s I was there again and it was
“humming”. The night I was there
floodlights being used to put soft
colored lights on the sides of the
buildings and Mozart’s music was
coming from speakers on the front of
city hall. Hundreds of diners and others
just out for the evening filled the many
tables around the square.

Image 73: Mannekin Pis Fountain

Image 74: Grote Markt (Dutch), or Grand Place (French), City Hall is on Left
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Every two years in August the square is covered with begonias
brought in and placed to make a pattern of some kind like that
shown at night in Image 75.

I didn’t take any pictures of the square, maybe because it would
be so difficult to get a good perspective on the ground. On the
way back to the army post we passed a building that was
described to us as interesting for some reason that I’ve forgotten
but I want to share it anyway!  See Image 74.

We had a quick
lunch with the

Begium soldiers and, after getting some directions, we headed
for Rotterdam, Amsterdam and to see the Zuider Zee!

Rotterdam

During our basic training in 1944 we were shown two series of films; one was of seven movies on “Why
We Fight”, the other had five movies on “Know Your Allies.” These were well put together by Hollywood
people who had been drafted too. Frank Capra was the director for most, and Walter Huston was the
narrator. Most of us soldiers had insufficient knowledge of the history and geography of both our enemies
and our allies. These films filled in many of our knowledge gaps.

In one of the first “Why We Fight” movies we learned of the bombing of Rotterdam by the German
Luftwaffe in May of 1940 during the German advance into France. The German army had attacked Holland
on May 10, 1940 and. after easily moving through the eastern part, they had been stopped in their advance
by the Dutch army at the New Maas River in Rotterdam. Hitler would not allow the holdup and issued the
order to break the resistance, including using the Luftwaffe bombers.

Nearly sixty of the German bombers attacked the city center and practically annihilated the one square mile
area that included the docks. Many of the civilians were already away from the fighting but still 800 to 900
people were killed and 80,000 made homeless. Among the structures destroyed were about 30,000 homes. 

When the war began in 1939 the Allies had agreed to confine their
bombing to military targets. This policy was abandoned on 15
May 1940, one day after the Rotterdam Blitz, when the RAF was
given permission to attack the Ruhr area, including oil plants and
other civilian industrial targets which aided the war effort, such
as blast furnaces. The first RAF raid on the interior of Germany
took place on the night of 15 May - 16 May.

Thus we were taught that the Rotterdam bombing was a major step
toward the acceptance of widespread bombing of cities that
became common during the rest of the war. And so we wanted to
see the city center. We knew that the Dutch had had no ability to

Image 75: Begonias Covering the
Square, Every Other August

Image 76: Brussels Building Important for Some Reason!

Image 78: Rotterdam Center Destroyed in WWII
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rebuild the area during the war and that it would be much as it was after it was hit by the bombs.

We made the trip from Brussels through Antwerp (with little sightseeing) and only took a couple of hours.
We found our way into the bombed
area, only to be surprised that
although it was totally destroyed, as
we had learned, it was neat! There
were many well arranged stacks of
cleaned up bricks around, along with
makeshift streets and bridges. And I
distinctly remember being impressed
by the clean windows in the still
standing buildings that were on the
edges of the worst hit area.  The hard
working Dutch had done all they
could while waiting for the terrible
times to end.

I have read where there is now a
memorial called “The Holland Ring”.

It consists of many lights ringing the
WWII bombed site and they are
pointing straight up. I found a picture of it lit up at night. See Image 79.    

Amsterdam and Zuider Zee

Our trip to Amsterdam was very short but slower because the population density was increasing and few
open stretches were available to make good time. Yet we were there in mid-afternoon and, with the long
early summer days, we had a number of hours left for exploration. We weren’t so lucky to connect with
army people as we did in Brussels but we made out with our poor map and helpful people along the way.

We drove around the city, stopping from time to time to investigate some building or monument, again
receiving help from the locals. The trailer was a bit of a problem when crossing the small bridges over
canals but we managed.

Next we were ready to see the Zuider Zee! We had little knowledge of the Zuider Zee except from school
books. We learned some more during the trip, but much more after we got back. Zee is used by the Dutch
for sea, of course, but they always mean it is salt water. For decades before, and after, we were there, they
were in the process of designing and building a huge wall/dike across the north end of the sea in order to
get more land for settlement and farming. The sea was about 60 miles long, north – south, and 30 miles
across. Today the mouth to the North Sea is closed and the water inside is a fresh water lake. The water
comes from one of the estuarial branches of the Rhine River that flows through Amsterdam and on into the
English Channel just to the west. The sea was,
at most, about 15 feet deep so dredging and
building up more land was quite feasible and
has been done.

New provinces have been built on recovered
land. Image 80 shows a satellite photo of the
area and the pinkish sections are three of them.
The Rhine River branch, called Ijssel River,
can be seen flowing out of the bottom left
through Amsterdam which is where the river
leaves the sea area. What is left of the sea,
which is now fresh water fed from the Rhine,

Image 79: The Holland Ring, Lights of the Rotterdam Memorial

Image 80: Satellite Photo of Former Zuider Zee Area.
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is called Ijsselmeer. Meer is Dutch for a freshwater lake. In this tiny, low-lying country, where much of the
land has been clawed from the sea, the people we met later in Laarn (see below) told us, “That while God
may have created the world, it was the Dutch who created Holland!”

When I was about twelve I was a huge fan of the Cincinnati Reds and about that time Johnny Vander Meer
became the only pitcher in history to pitch two consecutive no-hitters. I remember the announcers talking
about his name meaning “from-the-sea” and that long ago his family must have lived near the ocean. They
were correct except that it would have been a lake that his family may have lived near.

So now we head north out of Amsterdam to see the Zuider Zee (We assumed it was still called that.) We
came to water on our right and drove along the edge for awhile until the road got smaller, only tire tracks,
and it was on the top of a dike. Expecting that it was some kind of a bridge we continued. We passed some
boats in the water on our left with some women working with nets. They completely stopped what they
were doing when we passed. I remember that they looked startled or dumbfounded but we just assumed
that they were surprised to see American soldiers. None had passed this way during the war.

Very soon we realized why they looked at us so oddly. We had come to two very substantial concrete posts,
one in each track, and we had no way to continue! So to paraphrase the Ancient Mariner: “Water, water
everywhere but not a place to turn!” The width of the flat part we were on was about that of the jeep’s
wheelbase. And the slopes on either side seemed like forty-five degrees, but more likely were only thirty or
less. So nothing to do but get all turned around which we did in about 30 minutes.

We unhitched the trailer. Unloaded the supplies on the sloped sides of the dike (we didn’t want to risk
losing the trailer and our supplies if we lost control of it) and parked the trailer with one wheel way down
the slope with the other on the top. Next we have to turn the jeep. We put it in four-wheel drive and
nervously went back and forth a dozen times or more, dipping first the front and next the back wheels down
the side slopes until we got it turned. No power steering! Next we had to pass the trailer, which was done
with both being half-way over the sides. We were all a bit weak by now. Losing the trailer and supplies
would have been bad, but had the jeep gotten away from us into the water we would have been in “deep
doo-doo” for sure.

After a bit of a rest we loaded the supplies and retraced our trip. This time when we passed the boats the
people waved and laughed (with or at us?) and we then knew that their earlier, what we saw as
dumbfounded looks more likely meant, “Look at those dumb Americans! Where do they think they are
going?” We stopped at the first wide place and had a snack and rested awhile. I am sure that we all still
remember our Zuider Zee experience.

Serendipity in Laarn

It was now time to move on and get settled for the night and, since we had not been lucky in finding an
army facility, a camping out seemed to be our fate. We headed east out of Amsterdam, crossing south over
the river first, and planned to look for the first candidate place to camp. We kept passing through urban
areas for some miles and could find no open and relatively secluded spots. Then we saw a spot on the left
that was over fifty feet wide from the road to some trees and the nearest houses were through the small
stand of trees another 150 feet or so away from the road. We pulled onto the grassy area as close to the
trees as we could and started setting up for the night.

After a little thought we decided that we should ask permission from the nearest house and avoid any
possible troubles from our “neighbors”. And so I went through the woods to the house and knocked on the
door. It soon opened and there stood the model for all the Dutch girls I think I had seen in ads and in the
movies. She was about 12-14 years old, pretty as the ads, blue eyes, and with light brown hair but no
wooden shoes and no little Dutch bonnet! I asked if she spoke English and she gave me what is a very
common answer from all middle and upper class Europeans; “I speak a little”.  And, as usual, she spoke
very well. I told her we were three American soldiers and we wished to spend the night where we were
parked. She asked me to wait and went into the house and came back with her mother who was very



Draft 03-02-2009

62

pleasant and welcoming and said it would be OK to stay there. She further
said that if there is anything we needed to let them know.

Back at our “camp site” we ate our supper snack and talked about our
reception. We soon decided that we should take up the lady’s offer and ask
if we could fill our water jerry can. Since the can was still about half full we
emptied it in the grass so our request would appear more real and I went
back to the house. I was let in immediately and led to the kitchen to have
my jerry can filled. The house was very well built and had a modern open
living area with huge picture windows looking out to a very large open
field. The kitchen and dining area were about two steps above the living
room. Another lady came in while the can was being filled. The two women
were sisters-in-law we learned later. They asked me what we were about
and I told them of our permission to travel in a round-about way to visit the
American cemetery where my brother was buried. My water can was filled
too fast and I didn’t get to talk as much as I wanted. I thanked them and
went back to the camp.

Within less than thirty minutes we saw the women and the girl coming through the woods. They had come
to invite us up to the house for tea! None of us liked tea but that did not stand in the way of us jumping at
the opportunity for a visit with a nice Dutch family who all spoke excellent English. So we thanked them
for the invitation and said we would be up in just a few minutes after we had secured out supplies.

I remember that we debated about taking some coffee, sugar and chocolate when we went up but we
decided against it, thinking that after our visit it might be more a more acceptable time to offer them.

We were shown into the living room, introductions all around, and we were served tea. We all said we
didn’t take sugar, thinking how short their supply might be, in fact I doubt if either of us cared one way or
the other.

The husband of the lady of the house was upstairs sick and sent his regards. The other lady’s husband was
in Amsterdam to where they were just moving from the next door house. All of their furniture had been
loaded that day and the husband was in their new address overseeing its placement while the wife was
staying with her sister-in-law and brother to wrap up loose ends for the new owners to come in.

I remember the evening as a special time with very nice people who were extremely welcoming, and with
interesting stories of themselves and of the war to share. The most unusual war story they told was of the
‘Hunger Winter’ (‘Friesch Dagblad’ to the locals) in The Netherlands when the average Dutch citizen was
living on 450 calories a day, the Allies and the Germans finally reached a truce near the end of the war that
would allow the Allies to drop food packages into major population centers in Holland including Utrecht,
The Hague, Amsterdam, Schipol, Gouda and Hilversum. Canadian, British and American planes then
commenced dropping the food packages.

The field outside our hosts’ living room windows was one used by the Allies to parachute the food! It must
have been a great time for them, a tangible sign that their five years of hell were, indeed, over. They gave
us one of their many photos (see Image 81) that they took through their window of the people gathering the
food parachuted by the planes during the Manna Operation. The bombers air dropped 6,500 tons of food
and clothing to the Dutch people. The operation continued after the war’s end.

Sometime in the evening our hosts got out some records and played some Bing Crosby songs for us. It was
a memorable evening for us to be able to visit with such an interesting Dutch family. But we knew that they
had to be up early for the one lady to do what she had to do with the next door house and then go on to
Amsterdam to her new abode, so we took our leave but not before we asked if we could give them a thank
you gift. After a lot of, “you don’t have to’s”, etc, they said OK and Young ran down to the jeep to get the
coffee, sugar and chocolate we had gotten out just in case. They were very pleased, those commodities,
practically non-existent during the war, were still quite scarce there.

Image 81: Dutch Gathering Parachuted
Supplies, April 1945
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As we were leaving, the lady from the next door
house asked if we would like to stay for the night in
her house. She said that all the furniture was gone but
that they had some built-in beds that included springs
that would be comfortable to sleep on with our
sleeping bags. And their garage would hold the jeep
and trailer side by side. What a great gesture of
friendship! We certainly accepted as thankfully as we
could and started to leave to get the jeep and trailer to
drive around to the house. Before we went they
wanted to exchange addresses which we did. The
lady who owned the house met us there and showed
us where to sleep and how to open the garage. We
again thanked her, said our goodbyes, and settled in
for the night.

This house was also a sturdily built brick house
(Image 82), probably built just before the war.  It was
thatched which was a surprise but as we drove out
the next morning we saw that it was a common type
roof in that area.

After we got back to Rheims we chipped in and got a

one year’s subscription to Life magazine for them.
They had missed news during the war and we thought they would enjoy this. We exchanged letters with
them for a number of months while we were still in Rheims but we soon lost touch. And, regrettably I did
not save any of their letters. And I cannot remember either of their names. We talked about Laarn often
afterwards. It was really the most pleasant day of our trip – even including the dike trip - and it was
serendipity!

Off to Arnhem – And the “Bridge too Far”

The next morning we got up quite early out of consideration for the owner who would probably be coming
over soon. Our little cheapie alarm clock that someone had remembered to bring along worked for us. We

were heading, first, to Utrecht, a good sized
city, and then on to Arnhem where we
tentatively planned to spend the night.
Arnhem had some interest to us because we
knew of the unsuccessful battle the British
and Polish forces had with the Germans in
late 1944 while trying to secure an important
bridge over the Rhine there.

By now we had become well aware that there
is a lot of water in and around The
Netherlands. When we came up from
Brussels to Rotterdam we had crossed a
number of large and small rivers and we
hadn’t heard of any of them. Now on the road
to Utrecht we were following a large river
which was one of the three branches the
Rhine split into when it entered The
Netherlands. Most of that country is a large
delta region for the Rhine and Meuse Rivers

Image 82: Laarn House We Stayed In, Note the Thatched Roof

Image 83: The Netherlands, Provinces, Rivers, and Major Cities
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as they and their branches pass to enter the North Sea and the English Channel. See Image 83. The Meuse
starts in France, goes through Verdun, then Liege in Belgium, Maastricht in The Netherlands (there the
river is named Maas), then heads north before turning west, along with the Rhine, into the delta region.

In World War II, during Operation Market
Garden (September 1944), the British 1st
Airborne Division and the Polish 1st
Independent Parachute Brigade were given the
task of securing the bridge at Arnhem. The river
there is a large branch of the Rhine and crossing
it would give the Brits much easier access to the
German soil. The units were parachuted and
glider-landed into the area on September 17 and
later. The bulk of the force was dropped rather
far from the bridge and never met their objective.
A small force of British 1st Airborne managed to
make their way as far as the bridge but was
unable to secure both sides. The Allied troops
encountered  s t i f f  res is tance  f rom
the German 9th and 10th SS Panzer divisions,
which had been stationed in and around the city.
The British force at the bridge eventually surrendered on September 21, and a full withdrawal of the
remaining forces was made on September 26. These events were dramatized in the 1977 movie A Bridge
Too Far. As a tribute the rebuilt bridge, shown in Image 84, was renamed 'John Frost Bridge' after the
commander of the paratroopers, General John Frost, who as a Lt. Colonel at the time, commanded that
force.

A second battle of Arnhem took place in April 1945 when the city was liberated by I Canadian Corps of the
First Canadian Army.

When we arrived there was no bridge, it having been destroyed again near the end of the war. We found the
site with the help of friendly Dutch people and policemen. Since there was no bridge the area near where it
had been was rather quiet and seemed like a good place to camp. The policemen agreed and assured us it
would be safe. In fact one of them stayed with us, mostly to talk, until we were ready to “sack out”. And we
had the usual bunch of children who came by until dark looking for, and getting, a candy treat.

Off to Maastricht

The next morning we pack up and start heading south towards Nijmegen and on to Maastricht. At
Nijmegen we crossed another branch of the Rhine, the river Waal, and soon thereafter we crossed the Maas
(Meuse). For the rest of our trip in The Netherlands we followed the Maas. The countryside became more
interesting because it was not so flat. We stopped a number of times to rest, eat, and take in some sights but
in between we “pegged” the speedometer when we could, which was often. There was still little traffic.

We stopped a couple of times in Maastricht and decided that we would go on to the cemetery where my
brother Walter is buried. I was driving and as I came to a stop at a stop sign in the city the engine froze. We
had “pegged” it too much, it seemed. So, we have another dilemma. There was no problem in holding up
traffic because the small amount there was could easily get by us as we sat, very conspicuously, in the
street. Again, a policeman came to the rescue and took me to a nearby garage. The very serious demeanor
“head mechanic?” walked back with me and started to work. He next brought out his truck and moved us to
his garage. As I remember, he removed the head and the hood, hitched up the truck again, and while sitting
on the fender, poured Casite in the piston chambers and that, plus the cooling that had taken place allowed
the pistons to break loose. Back to the garage to put the head back on, hook everything back up and around
we go again, now getting it to fire, casite being dribbled into the carburetor, I think, every once in a while.
We set a huge smoke screen behind us but after a while the engine was running pretty well. The mechanic
told us something may give way soon but we should be good to go – and no “pegging” the speedometer.

Image 84: The New “Bridge Too Far" Over the Rhine at Arnhem
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Now, how do we pay the mechanic? He must have used up his Casite supply, for instance. We gave him the
rest of our 10-1 ration that we opened that morning, one carton of cigarettes, and my field jacket which I
hadn’t needed and could easily replace when we go back to Rheims. He was very happy, and off we went.

There was little daylight left so with help from the people who had gathered to see ‘what those Yanks were
up to’ we were guided by a policeman to a safe place to camp on the outskirts but still under his
jurisdiction. He assured us of safety and we settled in with some confidence of security as he said that he or
a colleague would look in on us during the night. The next morning we were joined by a number of friendly
visitors who just wanted to talk. When they learned that we were headed to the American Cemetery at
Henri-Chapelle where my brother was buried they were very interested and sympathetic. The Americans
had fought through this area and they were very appreciative and probably wanted to show some
Americans that they cared. We were the recipients of their thanks. It was almost for sure that my brother
Walter and my childhood friend, Clayton Barker, had both fought through this area since they were both
killed two weeks, and probably less that 30 miles apart east of Maastricht. Walter’s group was trying to
cross a small river, the River Inde, on the approach to Cologne. We made a lot of coffee and hot chocolate
that morning to share. People went home to get cups and pots and hurried back to spend time with us. It
was a pleasant time and lasted for a couple of hours by which time we had used much of the chocolate,
coffee and sugar in a 10 in 1 ration. We left the rest of the ration with the daytime policeman who said he
would give it to the church for use.

We got off to a late start but, no matter, Henri-Chapelle was a short drive away. In fact, everywhere we
went on the furlough was not so very far from Rheims. I think that Amsterdam was only about 200 miles,
and now in Maastricht we were less than one hundred miles away. The countries are quite small. Belgium
is approximately 11,500 square miles, and The Netherlands about 13,000 square miles, while San Diego
County is 4,600 square miles.

Off to Henri-Chapelle Cemetery

We decided to go through Aachen and swing through part of Germany on the way to the cemetery for three
reasons; one, we wanted to see the city that was fought over so fiercely, two, I wanted to see the Inde River
and the general area called the Huertgen Forest where Walter had fought and died during those last days in
November, 1944, and, three, I wanted to see the Siegfried Line which was near Aachen, actually it was
both east and west of the city (see Image 25) . My brother had written me a V-Mail letter on the 27th of
November, and was killed in action three days later on the 30th. We were only about 20 miles from Aachen,
and the Inde River where Walter died was about 15 miles beyond the city. After that we had only 25 miles
to the cemetery so the trip would be easy to fit into the day. We were in Aachen very shortly and were met
by British soldiers at the border crossing since we were going into the British Zone. They were very
courteous and gave us good directions in addition to telling us that the citizens of Aachen were nowhere
near over the terrible destruction their city took in the fighting a year ago. On that note we decided to just
drive around a bit and head east past the Siegfried Line and on to the Inde.

Aachen

The city was a real mess. I got no pictures because the people gave us very stern looks and we didn’t want
to cause a stir. And here was the first time that children didn’t follow up and ask for gum and candy. Some
streets were hard to get through because the rubble
almost blocked all traffic. We saw people coming and
going into basements of what appeared to be destroyed
buildings where they must have been living in very
cramped quarters. I include one picture here, Image 81,
that I got from elsewhere that captures the conditions
there after the battle.

Aachen, Germany was not just any European city. It is
the home of the legendary Frank conqueror of the

Image 85: Aachen Battle Aftermath



Draft 03-02-2009

66

Middle Ages, Charlemagne, and his Holy Roman Empire. Or, the "First Reich," as Adolf Hitler called it.
Twenty-eight of the subsequent Holy Roman Emperors were crowned in the city. As a result of Germany's
defeat in World War I, Aachen was occupied by the Allies 1918-30. And it was the first German city to be
attacked by the Allies in WWII.

In September, the 1st Division had entered Germany and broken through the Siegfried Line (often called
the “Western Wall” by the Germans). It was Hitler's defenses of land mines, fortified pillboxes and
concrete "dragon's teeth" tank traps. But that was a picnic compared to battling for the city that Hitler
ordered defended at all costs. The Americans surrounded the city in about two weeks but the Germans
command was to follow Hitler’s orders. A fact little known in the west was that each commanding officer
in the German army had to sign a document that pledged allegiance to Hitler. Further the signed document
stated that, if they disobeyed, it was understood that their families could be put in concentration camps, and
they were most often.

It took three weeks for the Allies to take the city of about 200,000 which was largely destroyed at the end.
Many of the citizens had evacuated but came back to only rubble in many cases. The stern looks they gave
us three Americans passing through in 1946 could be understood.
The Battle of Aachen had cost both the Americans and Germans
dearly; both sides suffered over 5,000 casualties, while the
Germans had another 5,600 taken prisoner. 

Huertgen Forest

I had original planned to drive through the Huertgen Forest area
which I thought Walter had fought through but the British soldiers

at the borders pointed out that the forest was south and east of
Aachen, not due east as I had imagined. The battle fought in that
forested area had cost the Allies at least 33,000 killed and incapacitated, including both combat and
noncombat losses; Germans casualties were between 12,000 and 16,000. Huertgen was so costly that it has
been called an Allied "defeat of the first magnitude", with specific credit being assigned to German General
Model.

Inde River

We went east out of Aachen and soon reached the Inde River and the city of
Inden. Walter had been with the 104th or Timberwolf Infantry Division that had
fought through the main part of the Siegfried Line just north of Aachen towards
Cologne, as I learned much later. And they had taken Inden on the Inde River on
2 December 1944, three days after Walter’s death, so our trip to Inden did,
indeed cover the general path over which he and his unit fought. It gave me a
better feel of the possible conditions they faced that winter and approximately
where he was when he wrote me the last letter on November, 27.

It is easy to see why there is a concentration of American Cemeteries in this
general area of Aachen and Bastogne where so much heavy fighting took place
in the winter of 1945-6. There are nearly 27,000 American dead buried within
about 70 miles, about 21, 600 of those are at three cemeteries within thirty miles
of each other.

Here I am reminded of a statement General Colin Powell made at a conference in Davos, Switzerland when
confronted with some comments about “Imperial United States”. He responded:

“The best ally peace has ever known and will ever know is a strong America. I mean, it was not soft power that freed
Europe. It was hard power. And what followed immediately after hard power? Did the United States ask for dominion over
a single nation in Europe? No. Soft power came in the Marshall Plan. Soft power came with American GIs who put their
weapons down once the war was over and helped all those nations rebuild. We did the same thing in Japan.”

Image 87: 104th Timberwolf Div.

Image 86: GIs In Huertgen Forest
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“And when all those conflicts were over, what did we do? Did we stay and conquer? Did we say, "Okay, we defeated
Germany. Now Germany belongs to us? We defeated Japan, so Japan belongs to us"? No. What did we do? We built
them up. We gave them democratic systems which they have embraced totally to their soul. And did we ask for their
land?”

“The only land we ever asked for was enough land to bury our dead. The only territories we hold are memorials
where our heroes rest.”

Henri-Chapelle Cemetery

We arrived at the cemetery late in the day but well before sunset. I was surprised at the size of the place and
that building and landscaping was still underway. I should have known had I thought that the war ended
just over a year before and building such a facility would take time to get started with the surrounding area
and people so devastated by the recent battles. We met with an American who was a full-time employee
charged with helping finalize the cemetery plans and issue additional contracts to the Belgium companies
to finish the work. The graves were well laid out and marked and additional areas were set for interring
other soldiers from other burials sites who were still being identified for move. And there were a number of
soldiers being disinterred for shipment back to the states to their home areas as their families had requested.

Image 88: Visitor Center & Front Part of Cemetery

The American showed me to Walter’s grave and described how the cemetery was laid out and histories
were to be displayed in the building and major promenade. There are about 2,000 graves in each of eight
sections for a total of just under 8,000. I found that I was satisfied with the family decision to leave Walter
in Belgium where his grave will be well taken care of in perpetuity and in a lovely setting.

Image 89: Visitor Center View Down Center Mall

Image 90: Walter's Grave is in Tree Clump Standing in
the Middle of the Section in Left Foreground

Image 91: Walter's Grave By Trees
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Thirty-three of the American prisoners massacred at Malmedy (see below) by the SS are buried here. Also
there are thirty-five sets of brothers, and there are three brothers buried side by side.

An aside: When I would visit the cemetery in later years I noticed flowers on many of the graves. I asked
the American in charge about them and he said they came from two main sources; (1) Belgian school
children, mostly members from history classes, were bussed in from area schools and they randomly placed
the flowers they brought on the graves, and (2) families of the fallen soldiers were able to send flowers
through the American Battle Monuments Commission (http://abmc.gov/home.php). The Belgian schools
were emphasizing to the children the sacrifices that the American soldiers had made in freeing their country
in WWII, and the flowers were to show their appreciation.

We told the American about our trip, of course, and how we were spending each night, and he suggested
we camp there near the main building which was partially completed and had a bathroom we could use. He
gave us a key to use for the night and said he would see us off in the morning after we made him a cup of
coffee! So we benefited from another lucky break in our travels.

Back to Rheims – With a Couple of Stops

We found, after we studied the map for the route home, that two places with well known names were
essentially on the way; Malmedy and Bastogne. We decided to stop at each before making it on in, all the
while hoping the Jeep engine wouldn’t let us down. It was now knocking a little.

Malmedy, Belgium

It was near this small Belgium village, only about 20 miles from the Henri-Chapelle Cemetery, that the
“Malmedy Massacre” took place on the second day of the Battle of the Bulge, December 17, 1944. This
battle which raged for about 40 days was the largest combat action in American history, was fought in the
worst winter weather there in 20 years, and was one of the bloodiest in WWII. The Malmedy incident
gained notoriety because of what was alleged to have been the murder of 84 American prisoners by
German SS soldiers. Bodies found in near proximity of each other showed evidence of execution such as
bullet wounds of the head. All of the Allies’ news outlets at that time widely reported on this incident.

After the war a trial was held in the American Zone and 42 former German soldiers were sentenced to
death, but all the sentences were commuted to life imprisonment after a Congressional investigation
determined that there had been misconduct by members of the prosecution team.

Our stop was not very informative. We had been pointed to the Baugnez crossroads near where it happened
but, of course, there was nothing significant to see. In later years I learned that a memorial was built there.

Bastogne, Belgium

About 40 miles from Malmedy on our trip home was Bastogne. Liberated by the Allies in late 1944,
Bastogne was attacked by German forces shortly after. Hitler was again looking for control of
the Ardennes. The German goal was to advance to Antwerp, to cut off supply, and to separate the British
Armies from the main American forces. On December 16, taking advantage of the cold and the fog (the
Allies had complete control of the air) the German artillery started the so-called Battle of the Bulge by
attacking the sparsely deployed American troops around Bastogne. A few days later, Brigadier General
McAuliffe and the 101st Airborne Division along with elements of the 10th Armored Division arrived to
counter-attack but, after heavy fighting, got encircled in the city. 

General McAuliffe was the United States Army general who is still famous for his single-word reply to
a German surrender ultimatum: "Nuts!" That made all the papers but I don’t think I ever found any GI who
believed that was what he actually said. No soldier would use “nuts” as a response in such a situation. I
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think that press releases were changed to report a more acceptable and civil response – but one completely
out of character, especially of a paratrooper!

General George Patton was asked by Eisenhower to “come to the rescue” and so he rapidly disengaged his
Third Army from fighting in another sector and moved over 100 miles in order to relieve the key town.
 On December 26, the troops of General Patton broke the deadlock and the ten day siege was over.
We drove around the city and saw the tremendous damage done by the siege in addition to the previous
battle when the Allies took it from the German. People were about their daily business and one could see
that much repair effort had already been done.

Sedan, France – A Third Stop

We saw Sedan was not far out of our way and so we went there.
We vaguely remembered it from our history books as having a
connection with World War I, “The War to End All Wars.” We
stopped at an old monument and saw Napoleon’s name. After
asking the people who were curiously gathering around us, we
learned that during the Franco-Prussian War, on September
2, 1870, the French emperor Napoleon III was taken prisoner
along with 100,000 of his soldiers at the Battle of Sedan.

And someone in the group asked us if we knew of Sergeant
York, which, of course, we did. They proceeded to tell us that he

had fought not far from Sedan after the Americans in WWI had
been successful in the battle of St. Mihiel. See Images 24 & 25.
Many of our age remember seeing Gary Cooper play Sergeant York in the movie, a role which won him the
Oscar for best actor. York’s exploits in October, 1918 were and are difficult to believe but they were
investigated over and over with countless interviews, reviews of battle reports, etc. They were deemed true
even if a number might have been off by a couple. He was awarded the Medal of Honor for leading an
attack on a German machine gun nest, taking 32 machine guns, killing 28 German soldiers and capturing
132 others. Soon after this one day of amazing fighting the Allies pushed on to just outside of Sedan where
the line was when the armistice was signed and the war ended. York hasn’t been forgotten. See his 33 cent
memorial stamp in Image 90.

On Into Rheims

We had only about 75 miles to go and, with no other obvious place to see, we
moved out as well as we could with our ailing Jeep. The knock was noticeable but
no alarming until we got to Rethel, about 25 miles out, when we heard a loud
bang, plus some lesser bangs from the engine. We slowed and listened, hoping it
would hop in. We could now see the top of the cathedral from time to time as we
topped a small rise so we pushed on. We made it to the motor pool to be met by a
sergeant with a smile on his face. He said we very lucky to be able to “grind” on in
from out near Rethel. And we reminded him that he said he was giving us a “good
Jeep” when we left on the trip. We disconnected our trailer and, after unloading
the gasoline, drove the Jeep out in the field next to many others. I was reminded of

the famous Mauldin cartoon where Willie, who was a veteran of the cavalry, was
giving the coup de grâce to his “beyond-all-hope” Jeep, his “faithful mount”. Bill

 Image 92: WWI Congressional Medal of
Honor Winner Sergeant York

Image 93: They Shoot
Horses Don't They?
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Mauldin’s Willie and Joe cartoons were the favorites of all GIs in WWII.

The motor pool sergeant got us another Jeep to which we connected our trailer and made off to our
quarters. We unloaded the last of our rations for Kurt to use, put our personal supplies away and returned
the Jeep and trailer.

West Point, Anyone??

Early in the summer, maybe even before the furlough, Colonel Wynne asked me in to his office after our
Friday staff meeting and told me he had just been notified of his next assignment: West Point. He was
obviously pleased that he was returning to the academy for a two year period. He said he would be
reporting there before the end of the year, maybe earlier if his replacement were chosen sooner. I soon saw
that he had my folder out again and then he asked if I would be interested in going to West Point. The idea
certainly didn’t excite me at the time but I felt I shouldn’t abruptly say no. I asked what it would entail and
he explained that I would go in as a freshman and go the four years. And would they accept me at this late
date? He gave me to believe that the taste for the army was quite low then and openings were available and
that he felt that I would have a good chance.  We talked some more about timing and other details. Then I
thanked him very much and said I needed to think about it over the weekend. It was too sudden for me, yet
I didn’t want to dismiss the idea out of hand.

Over the weekend I got even less enamored of the idea. I already had two years of college which I would
have to repeat at West Point – they don’t have transfers in. And I wondered if he could really pull it off
even though he did have a close friend in the administration. I understood that you were either put up by
congressman or, you had to compete for the others slots. I felt overall that it was not in my best interests
and so I made an appointment with his office on Monday and told him I was not interested. He had been so
“fatherly” to me all along and so I did my best to make sure he knew I appreciated his gesture. I don’t
remember that he was all that surprised at my decision and afterwards I never felt that he treated me
differently. In any case, it was nice to have been asked.

Back to Work in Rheims

Jackobitz had watched over things while we were away and all had gone along just fine. I had arranged to
borrow three GIs from other warehouses to help while we were away. The warehouse was now over one-
third shipped out to Germany. We had worked on getting the towels out first because of the black market
interest in them. We had few worries about thefts of the pup tents and pegs, and the more desirable medals,
saddles, razors and blades were under double protection. A number of POWs had been allowed to go home,
a few while we were away, and that included Otto our “valet” person. We didn’t know he was up for
release, since the POW organization handled their considerations of points, suitability of jobs and
availability of homes, and so we didn’t get to say goodbye.

At the next staff meeting Colonel Wynne asked me for a summary of our trip
and everyone there seemed to enjoy it. Some said they might do the same if they
could, and they may have later, but I don’t remember.

We were now having summer weather with its long days so there were more
outdoor activities such as shooting hoops at the hanger, and area sightseeing.
The USO down town was open fewer days each week because of the increase in
other outside interests. A small entertainment/carnival type company set up in a
down town park and we went there once in a while. I only remember two things
about it; one, it had a bumper-car ride, or as the Brits called it the dodge’ms, and
the other was the availability of inexpensive French Fries, or Pommes Frites.
We took part in both, quite a lot, but the bumper cars’ excitement didn’t last

Image 94: Pommes
Frites, Anyone?
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well. The pommes frites did much better that way. See Image 91 with one of the French fries carts in the
background.

Paris Visits – Highlights of Three Weekends

During my stay in Rheims I was in Paris three weekends – three day passes. I would visit with Holder who
was stationed there. He had been re-assigned out of Rheims to the Army Transportation
Corps in Paris, an excellent posting. He lived about three blocks from the Arch of
Triumph in a small hotel that the army had leased for the Corps’ Paris Headquarters, a
perfect location for a Paris assignment.

I would catch the train
out of Rheims, and a
couple of hours and 90
miles later I would be
in Gare de l'Est, the
east station. I learned a
bit about the various
stations from Holder
who had to know of
them and see that
supplies coming and
going for the army in
E u r o p e  w e r e

scheduled and handled properly. I was
surprised to learn that there were a
number of stations, five or six as I
remember, arranged as though Paris
was the only place to go to and leave

Image 93: Holder
from NC

Image 94: “The Corporal" Becraft, Place de la Concorde, Paris, 1946
In The Footsteps of "Little Corporal" Napoleon and Corporal Hitler!
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from, but not to go through! Trains just went into the station and then backed out for the next run. Holder
told me there was an east-west line that mostly handled freight.

The fanciest meal I had had up until then was in Paris with Holder and his boss, Sergeant Iocavino, a big,
outgoing Italian-American from Brooklyn. The sergeant took us to an Italian restaurant that he evidently
knew quite well and treated us to a steak (huge) dinner. And we were served a big plate of spaghetti as a
side dish that was more than a meal in itself. It was all more than Holder and I could eat but Iocavino didn’t
have a problem! I thought afterwards that the sergeant may have been providing the meat to the restaurant
illegally because of the rarity of such meat in Paris at the time and of the friendship that the Maître d' and
Iocavino showed.

During my first weekend pass to Paris, Holder, who had gotten to know the city quite well, was a pretty
good guide for me. We hit many of the usual tourist spots then and during my last two trips, particularly the
free or inexpensive ones, such as the Arch of Triumph, Eiffel Tower, The Louvre, Basilica of the Sacré
Cœur, and the Notre Dame Cathedral. Additionally we spent time walking the famous Avenue des
Champs-Élysées, around the Place de la Concorde, and “the big 400 feet! high mountain” Montmartre, and
along the Seine River. We did a quick look-see in the Louvre and all I can remember seeing at this late date
was the head-less Winged Victory of Samothrace statue, the poor arm-less Venus de Milo, and the
surprisingly small body-less Mona Lisa picture. I notice the absence of body parts.

The photo in Image 94 was taken of me (“Soldier, don’t stand with your hands in your pockets!”) in the
Place de la Concorde not far from where the Tour de France bicycle race ends each year. My reference to
corporals is because Napoleon had a nickname of “Little Corporal” from some action when he was young
and in the ranks, and of course most all know that Hitler was a corporal in World War I. Evidently all
famous corporals come to the Place de la Concorde at least once! Any of you who have ever been to Paris
will note in the picture the complete absence of traffic – something that wouldn’t exist today.

We traveled mostly by the Metro (Paris’ subway) but some times by bus. All transportation was
inexpensive. I remember that the Metro didn’t smell so good but the Parisians hadn’t had the manpower or
money to keep it well maintained and cleaned during the five years of German occupation. The “center” of
the Metro system was the station under the Arch of Triumph, just a few blocks from Holder’s quarters, so
we could be sure to find our way home. All we had to do was get on a subway train to Étoile (French for
star), the station under the arch. Many surface streets radiated from the arch and many of the Metro lines
did the same below.

One time we decided to see a movie in a theater on the Champs-Élysées. We found the movie Laura
playing and went in. With Gene Tierney starring it had to be good! It was in English with French subtitles,
the first experience for me. I doubt if either Holder or I had ever seen a foreign movie, with or without
subtitles, and certainly not an American movie with French subtitles. It was a great movie, as we all know
now, and we enjoyed it, but the delayed reaction of the audience, most all French, was both interesting and
disturbing as they read the subtitles and reacted late while we were already ahead, following the spoken
roles. I was going to include an image of the ticket stub which I kept for years but now it seems to be lost.

We spent the better part of a day at the Eiffel Tower. It was very impressive, largely because it was the only
tall structure for miles. Most all buildings then were only four stories or so making the city look somewhat
flat except for Montmartre off in the distance to the north. I hate heights and faced going up the tower as a
struggle between my acrophobia and my not wanting to miss this opportunity. So up we went and stopped
off at each of the levels. The elevators going from the ground to
the first level, about 150 feet up, was interesting in that it went up
one of the legs, going at a varying angle with the ground. It
seemed odd to me that the elevator floor was always level although
the angle of the leg of the tower got steeper as you got higher.
Those tricky French!

There was a restaurant on the first level, plus a number of touristy
shops, as I remember. And there was a viewing area at the railing

Image 95: View from First Level
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all the way around. We spent quite a bit of time there taking pictures (See Image 95) and enjoying the view.
I am standing on the south side and that is part of the Champs du Mars (Fields of March) below and behind
me. France’s West Point, Ecole Militaire, is beyond the Fields but the sixty-year old plus picture isn’t clear
enough to pick it out. The stop at the second level, about 350 feet above ground, was shorter and, of course
the walk around the outside railing was shorter because of the
smaller sides.

And so it’s on to the top, at about 980 feet. All the while we are
going up we are in elevators with lots of windows so I felt very
queasy especially nearing the top. We are going up inside the iron
(no steel was used, maybe too early to be available) open lattice
type framework.  It was built in 1889. I remember noticing, as we
went up, the little steps on all of the main structures. Steps that
were used by the painters or repair people and I was thinking about
how anyone could possibly do that work! And we get to the top,
coming up into the middle of the area by a little standup café
and some tourist information and souvenirs stands. Out in the
open is the viewing walkway which goes all around the top. I found it hard to get close to the railing while
Holder took my picture! See Image 96.  It really was an amazing view from up there. You could easily pick
out the main landmarks and follow the Seine River’s route through the city, helped immensely by the fact
that most all of the buildings were about four stories. The weather was very nice that day although the
pictures, after sixty-plus years don’t show it very well. I remember that we ate at the café and I had two
boiled eggs, my “safe diet” when out in town, along with a chunk of baguette and some mineral water, but
from a sealed bottle, instead of drinking champagne as we usually did with boiled eggs in Rheims. Coming
down from the tower was not so bad for me, partly, I think, because I decided I would always look far out
at the horizon and ignore any close-at-hand references like the framework passing in my vision. I read
recently that the Eiffel Tower had 6,719,200 visitors in 2006, making it the most visited, “pay to see”
monument in the world.

Holder and I did do the “required GI visit” to “Pig Alley” and the Moulin Rouge. Place Pigalle, named after
a sculptor, is an area in Paris north of the tourist center of the city and out closer to Montmartre. It was, and
evidently still is, a well known red light district. It was famous with the GI’s in WWII who gave it the name
“Pig Alley”, which seemed to us that evening to be a well suited name. In the same general area stands the
Moulin Rouge (red mill) where can-can shows, etc were popular. It was in this night-club/show place that
Toulouse-Lautrec spent many hours and he also painted famous posters for it. In the time we spent that
evening visiting the Place Pigalle area it seemed to be living up to its reputation. There were many people
milling around, going in and out of various places which were, without a doubt, not churches. And to
further reinforce our perception, this was the only place in Paris where we saw American MPs watching out
for GIs who may be getting in trouble.

Now Back To Rheims – And Summertime

By late July the supplies in I warehouse were about one-half shipped to Germany. We had shipped all of
the Portuguese towels and were well on our way to moving the OD towels too. Now the pilferage reports
were becoming rarer because the black marketers were not so interested in what we had left. Pup tents
didn’t sell well on the black market. By now we had cleaned up the grounds of “the back forty” and moved
the fences in closer in preparation for turning the land back to the French. C Shed was also half way to
being emptied. With C Shed empty the hangar, surrounding aprons, and nearby taxiways would also be
returned to the French. And, most importantly, we would have to leave our “sumptuous accommodations”
for the Spartan life in the barracks.

Nuremberg Trials

One of the world-wide newsworthy activities that summer was the Nuremberg Trials. The Allies had
formed a court and started trial proceedings in November, 1945. It was a slow process and for the principal

Image 96: On Top of Eiffel Tower– Holding On!
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Germans sentences were not handed down until October, 1946. The International Military Tribunal
sentenced eleven of the twenty-one major defendants to death. In mid October, 1946 ten of the defendants
were hanged. The eleventh, Hermann Goering, committed suicide with a cyanide pill that had been
smuggled into prison.

Of particular interest to the POWs were the testimonies of the witnesses that had been on-going since early
in the year. I brought a radio into the office and allowed the staff to listen and, from time to time, someone
would relay the goings-on to the outside crews. I reckoned it was to them as it would be to us if the top 22
leaders in our government; administration, congress, cabinets, and military were on international trial for
their lives. The POWs knew these people well, not personally, of course, but as we knew our government
officials. So they were quite interested in their leaders’ answers to the prosecution’s questions.

Trials of lesser importance Germans went on into 1949 and sentences ranged widely up to death by
hanging. I think at least 20 defendants were hanged and they mostly had connections with the concentration
camps and related crimes.

Officers Warehouse, Including Supplies for WACS and Nurses

This warehouse was one of the most secure because the contents were ideal black market goods. I got to
know one of the men at that warehouse and he showed me around one day. Officers’ uniforms were of
good quality, the shirts and pants were more suitable for civilians to wear, as were the coats, field jackets
and rainwear, and particularly the shoes. However the most valuable black market goods in the warehouse
were the women’s clothes, especially the underwear (flesh color and light blue) and stockings. We had a
few Women’s Army Corps officers and quite a few nurses who were all supplied from an office in the
warehouse. But the main supplies in this warehouse were being hurried into the more permanent and secure
Quartermaster Facilities being completed in Germany, mainly near Mannheim and Frankfurt. The priority
moving of such supplies as these and the foodstuffs was a key reason transport was not as available for us
sometimes and so our low priority tents were not moving out so fast. Hard to get people to steal those pup
tents!

We got to know one of our nurses who was involved with some of the last battles and who was stationed in
the former American Memorial Hospital in Rheims earlier and here she was, back in Rheims again waiting
to go home.  She was quite lively with a good sense of humor, and she was a good dancer – even danced
with some of us enlisted men, not just the officers. She left for home early in 1946. We talked with her a lot
about her experiences and some of the following I remember from her.

Nurses worked closer to the front lines than they ever had before. They served under fire in field hospitals
and evacuation hospitals. She said that overall, fewer than one in twenty-five of the American soldiers who
received medical care in the field or underwent evacuation died from wounds or disease. I imagine that her
numbers reflected the ETO. She was very proud to have been a part of that helping team. Her unit moved a
lot in the war and was in Luxembourg when it ended.

Cameras

All of the pictures I took that are shown in this write-up were taken
with my camera, a Leica IIIc, shown in Image Y. It was an excellent
camera at that time and a fairly expensive buy for me. It was German
and I bought it in the PX. In those years the German cameras were
considered the best. Before the war Japanese cameras were mostly
close copies of the German ones. They were not considered in the

same class because if the Japanese copied too closely they would
violate the patents that the Germans had on all their key inventions
and processes.

At the end of World War II an unusual set of circumstance occurred which contributed to the changes in
camera manufacture. As part of German war reparations, all German patents were made public. This was
done with the intention of helping allied industry, but the effect in the photographic world was to help

Image 97: German Camera, Leica IIIc
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create a giant postwar Japanese photo industry that we all know today. I later sold my Leica and bought a
cheaper Argus before coming home. The Argus was well suited to my limited photographic talents.

Summer Passes in Rheims and I Move to D Shed

The last of the summer went by with no significant happenings. We were settled into a routine of sorts;
some sight seeing, although we had seen most of the interesting places, the USO and movies, some pickup
sports, and all with the occasional pommes frites included.

The Nuremberg Trials continued to occupy some time at the warehouse office for now we were quite a
ways through the testimonies of the 21 major defendants and, I am sure the POWs were fascinated by the
give and take between the prosecutors and the top Nazis. I remember that most people throughout the
organizations in Rheims, and surely many in the world, were crowded around a radio on October 1 when
the sentences were handed down.

Sometime in September I Warehouse was getting close to being emptied and I was asked by the Colonel to
take over D Shed in place of a lieutenant who was leaving for states. Jackobitz was to finish shipping the
rest of the supplies in I. The warehouse called D Shed, why it was originally named that was never clear to
me, was a bit closer to the main headquarters and it had no living quarters so I moved back to the barracks
at Caserne de Courcy after having a little I Warehouse “going away” ceremony. I said goodbye to
Dorschner and the other POWs who were still there and many of whom enjoyed giving me a ribbing at the
party. Football was one topic I remember. The workforce when I left was less that one half the size when I
arrived.

M. Tinot came with me and continued as my daytime chauffer until I left Rheims. By now he and I were
able to communicate a bit better with my little French and his little English. He was buying baguettes for
me from time to time and he would also find a cheese that didn’t smell quite so strong for me to eat with it
for lunch. A pack of cigarettes now and then was more than enough pay to him. He started me liking
baguettes which I still do today. His were a bit hardier than the “normal” baguettes you buy today. The
flour used was not so refined, a result of the war shortages very likely. I have tried to remember what we
had stored in D Shed but I can’t remember at all. By then boxes were boxes and sacks were sacks. The
contents didn’t stick in my memory.

One thing I do remember vividly about D Shed had to do with the greetings of the POWs. At I Warehouse
all the POWs were marched in together and, of course had ample time to visit during the trip. At D Shed we
had two separate groups of POWs who were marched in from two different camps. On the first day or so I
noticed that the office people were coming in and shaking hands with others, “Guten Morgen”, etc, etc.
That’s when I learned there were two groups and, as I came to learn, it is custom to greet people the first
time you see them in the morning with a hand shake in addition to the good morning greeting.

I had my first shave by a barber that fall. For some reason I forget I was in a hurry on morning to get a
haircut and decided to get a shave too. The POW barbers had been cutting my hair all year but I had done
my own shaving. So the barber set to work to give me a good close shave. Earlier in the year when I arrived
I had undesirable thoughts of having a German soldier shaving me with a straight razor but that quickly
passed. So he gave me a great shave, nice hot towel, etc and out I go with my face feeling, as it is said, “as
smooth as a baby’s bottom”. Later that day I noticed a bit of an itch on my face. And later still I ended up
with a number of minor infections which cleared up quickly, but it made be decide to not rely on a straight
razor wielded by a barber!

Trip to Blumenthal, Germany – Close to Bremerhaven, the New USA Port

It is the custom for the Army to be scrupulous about gathering all personal effects of deceased soldiers and
sending them home to the states. This is a long and careful task for the service. It involves collecting
everything on the person of the soldier, scouring areas around the sites where soldiers died, enlisting
buddies to help identify items, etc. The effects are gathered, cleaned as necessary, cataloged, packed and
shipped to the next of kin. The Quartermaster Corps was the responsible Army organization for this
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activity. One of the warehouses in Rheims had an area for the final packing for shipment. Periodically there
would be enough to be transported to the port and loaded on the next ship for the states. Volunteers were
selected as drivers and guards for the trip to Blumenthal, Germany, near the port of Bremerhaven, now
becoming the new Le Havre for USA transport of troops and goods. I had put my name in some time back
to be one of the drivers and I was chosen for the early November, 1946 trip. Four enlisted men were picked
each time because the custom was to have two 2 _ ton trucks make the trip and to have two men in each
truck. One advantage to being picked was that we could, unofficially, pack and ship some of our personal
stuff too. I packed my radio, and a few things that I didn’t want to, or couldn’t, stuff into my duffel bag for
the trip home. See our travel orders in Image 98, and note the RA in front of my serial number that signifies
Regular Army. An RA designation and a ten cent script note would get you ten cents worth of goods at the
PX then.

Tennent and I chose to travel together
in one of the trucks. The load was
fairly light, well tied down, and secured
under a tarp. The truck handled well
under this load. I retraced my route
from Rheims to Frankfurt where we
spent the night in the comfortable
enlisted men’s transient quarters. Again
we saw many “Yellow Hornets”,
Constabulary on the autobahn looking
sharp and not paying much attention to
us, although we were pushing the truck
pretty hard.

In the morning after breakfast we
headed on north and soon left the
Constabulary behind as we reached
Kassel which was in the British Zone.
It was now misting and sprinkling and
we had left the autobahn and were
traveling on an ordinary two lane road
that was in decent shape but not so
wide. Our next city was Hanover and
the road was straight much of the time.
There was seldom much traffic and I
was moving along as fast as the truck would go when I saw a gypsy wagon stopped almost off my side of
the road but it was sticking out into to my lane a couple of feet, as I remember. Then I noticed another US
Army 2 _ ton truck coming towards me. I remember starting to slow and then felt I had plenty of time and
so I accelerated. He kept coming seemingly quite fast too. Yes, we met exactly at the wagon! He was over
off his pavement edge and I was passing as close to the wagon as I thought safe. As we passed we heard a
very loud bang. I slowed down and parked but the other truck kept on going towards Kassel. Tennent and I
checked our truck and saw that the two rear view mirrors had hit and each knocked back into the door and
leaving a big dent in ours. That was disquieting enough but then we noticed that the edge of the truck bed
facing the middle of the road was clean. Many of the trucks in the war had wooden beds as did ours.
Naturally the edge of the wooden bed was normally dirty and wet. But now it was light colored, clean wood
– all the way back! The more I thought about it the more my knees became wobbly. We had overlapped our
two beds, maybe _ to _ of an inch! How little more overlap would have led to a catastrophe? After resting
for quite a while off we go. but I chose not to drive this leg. I was still feeling weak.

Tennent got us through the next large city of Bremen. Outside of Blumenthal I took over driving for the last
leg. It was now getting dark as we entered the small city and looked for the army facility responsible for
our load. Soon we found it, a large compound that was likely a part of the German Navy’s facilities since
Bremerhaven, not far away, was their biggest port on the North Sea and west of the Danish peninsula. As
we entered the gate the guards told us to park the truck in a long, low garage off in the distance. Although

Image 98: Blumenthal, Germany Travel Orders
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there were no lights on the garage looked as though it had many bays side by side and all doors were open.
So I decided to simply go into one end of the garage, continue down it to the other end and then park
heading out. I made it quite well going down the length of the garage but as I made my right turn to park
heading out I dropped into an oil pit I hadn’t seen! Thankfully, I was still going fast enough that the left
edge of my front bumper caught the opposite edge of the oil pit. The army trucks were built with the
bumpers as part of the chassis so, in my case, the bumper held up the truck from dropping further. We
made our way out of the truck through the right side door and left the truck for the next day.

Following breakfast next morning we got help from the GIs who corralled a number of German mechanics
and some winches. After some time they managed to get the truck out. But when I started it up to move to
the warehouse were we were to unload I found that it would only turn in one direction – to the right, as I
remember. It seems the oil pit fiasco had caused the front wheels to drop with such force that it damaged
something. Now what - or what next? It was only our third day and look at our luck so far, or more
correctly someone’s poor driving. The local GIs said the mechanics could fix the problem and we let them
work on it. We were told that the German mechanics had been doing work for the US Army for months,
ever since the army had moved into the Bremerhaven area, and they knew their stuff. And they did. Not
long afterwards, and after a couple of cartons of cigarettes plus all the candy and gum that we had were
given to them, we are off to get the truck unloaded. We stopped in the PX nearby to replenish our supplies
in case of trouble on the way home.

The trip back to Rheims was uneventful, thank goodness, except for a reluctant gear on the truck. We soon
began to notice that it would slip out of the top gear (fifth gear?, OD?) and we would have to keep putting it
back. We didn’t want to have to run in fourth. Still later we would have to hold the gear shift so it would
not slip out. And later still, we couldn’t do anything about it and had to go on in fourth. Thus I managed to
bring back two damaged and likely useless vehicles. There were plenty more trucks in Rheims so no one
batted an eye.

Closing Out in Rheims and Off to Bremerhaven For a Ship Home

Soon after my trip to Blumenthal Colonel Wynne’s replacement came on board and he was off to West
Point. But not until there was a going away party and sincere best wishes were bestowed on him. He was a
good commanding officer and a very special boss to me.

And soon after Colonel Wynne left I received orders to start home for my discharge from the army. I went
to Bremerhaven around December 1 to catch the next ship home. But try as I may I cannot remember the
details of my trip, which I am only sure it was by train. When we arrived we were assigned bunks in a large
building of double deck bunks. The huge room seemed as big as two gyms and was completely open, a sea
of bunks and soldiers. I was on a top bunk and had a good view of the area. There was a lot “milling around
smartly” as one of my early sergeants used to say. And a lot of card playing and crap shooting while we
waited for a few days before we were to load on our ship.

The only group activity was that of an hour or so “short arm inspection” of all. There was a big sign in the
place that said, “One Drip and You Miss the Ship”. We had already been made aware before of such an
action. Whether anyone missed the ship and had to stay for treatment I don’t remember, but it likely
happened.

US Army Transport General M. L. Hersey

We packed and were transported to our ship for the trip home, the USAT Hersey. It was named in honor of
General Hersey who, during World War I, was commander of the 4th Division, A.E.F., and he participated
in the St. Mihiel and Meuse-Argonne Offensives, was awarded the Distinguished Service Medal by the US,
and the French Legion of Honor,
and the Croix de Guerre with Palm
by the French. I couldn’t find the
dimensions of the ship but it was at

Image 99: US Army Transport General M.L. Hersey
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least as big as the USS Williams Victory I traveled on to Europe.

We went through the “flowing of soldiers” into the holds and assignments of space as normal loading
procedure and I found that this time I lost the lottery. I was close to the worst position on ship. My bunk
was on the center line of the ship but at the very front. In fact, if I slid down in my bunk so my legs were
hanging over the end I could touch the ship’s bulkhead, with my left foot on the port side of the bow and
my right one on the starboard side. I was on the second level down. If you remember movies of ships at sea
and how the bow goes up and down you can imagine how my bunk was moving. And such ships in heavy
seas can have their bows down so far that they are momentarily flooded, and then go up so high that they
are quite a bit out of the water. When the latter happens the bow comes down and slaps the water with a
loud explosive thud followed by some tremors.

On our trip from Bremerhaven through the English
Channel and into the North Atlantic the seas were choppy
rough but not with big waves and huge swells. We all
survived those pretty well, although the air down below
began to smell a bit from sick soldiers. I began to stay
topside quite a bit to get fresh air and to have the horizon
in sight which helps keep the sea sickness under control.

As we did on the trip over, we had only two meals a day
and there were long lines extending along the decks most

of the time. When you got to the door to the mess hall you

waited outside until it was opened for ten soldiers at a time to
enter. There was a PX on board and I stocked up on gum and
candy, mostly mint flavored because that seemed to help me
with sea sickness. NECCO mints were my biggest purchases.

I remember beginning to feel queasy about the time we hit the
North Atlantic but I made my way to the mess hall to eat
anyway. I was fine until the door opened and all the warm
kitchen smells hit me and I had to turn around and go back to
the railing. For the next three days I survived mostly on
NECCO mints, sleeping when I could and staying on deck as
much as the weather permitted.

It was one day into the North Atlantic that we hit the big
waves and swells. The North Atlantic lived up to its reputation for roughness in winter. My bunk felt like it
was on a huge carnival ride, or it was
the ride. One day the bow left the
water and pounded it coming down.
It scared all of us and quite a few ran
up the ladder to the deck. I suppose
we all imagined something like a
torpedo hit. No, it was just the
“normal” ship noise hitting the water.
And it would keep on for hours but
was not easy to get use to, much less
to sleep with. We lucked out for a
few days on the trip and got relative
calm, and even had some sun. That
was when we got some pictures.
Image 101 is taken from the bow at
me looking over the side. Down
under where the fellow taking the

Image 101: USAT Gen. Hersey - Bremerhaven, to USA

Image 102: Making Sure the Captain is on Course

Image 100: What I Wanted When the Bow
“Exploded” Under Me
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picture was standing is about where my bunk was. In Image 102 I am standing more mid-ships. You can
see the sea is relatively calm and the sun is out.

Image 103 is at the dock in New York harbor. It is
still some time before we unload and I took this
picture of some of the happy GIs – we were all
happy, I’m sure. Soon after this picture everyone
had to be by their bunk with duffel bag ready to start
climbing up and then down to the trucks waiting to
take us to Camp Kilmer, NJ.

“Mustering Out” and Going Home

Camp Kilmer was a production line of discharging.
We were assigned to barracks and the second day

my group was called to the camp theater. When seated a captain gave us a “be a good citizens lecture”;
watch what you say when you asked to have the butter passed, etc, etc. Next to the chapel and a chaplain
had a few nice “non-sectarian” words for us and then we left, again from the front (so others coming in
would not be jammed by us leaving) and went over into a gym and there found ourselves being formed into
a long line in front of a large number of desks with GI clerks at typewriters. Our names were being called
out and as we went up a sergeant gave us our file and assigned us to a desk. The clerk took our file, filled
out a couple of things on a form and sent us on to another line which was the pay master’s area. We were
each paid in cash according to our back pay, if any, and given a travel allowance for getting home. I
received $329.25 total, a good sum for 1946. It is listed on my discharge paper. Then we go off to another
building to wait for the finale. There were a number of crap games underway and people were losing real
money! It was a sad way for some to spend their last day in the army. The last stop must have been a “last
check” to see if all was correct before we left.  After they called the roll of our group the Major who was in
charge of all this activity wished us good luck and we left by the front as others were coming in the back.
As we went out the door “Discharged!” a sergeant handed each of us our “Ruptured Duck”. Then back to
the barracks we go to get our stuff and get on a bus to the train station for the trip home. A very efficient
operation! I wasn’t officially discharged until January 2, 1947 but now I was on leave and, for all practical
purposes, I was a civilian again.

Home!

It was good to get home and get re-acquainted and prepare for the spring quarter at UK which started in
early March. I found that my boyhood friend, and classmate through grade and high school, Buck Lyons,
was now a game warden, a Conservation Officer (Conversation Officer would have been more fitting), so I
spent a lot of my spare time riding around with him as he searched the creeks and rivers and hills for
scalawags violating the laws. The roads, if available, were rough and steep so he used a Jeep. It soon
became obvious, not only because of his driving skills, that I was more in danger at home in that Jeep than I
had been in Rheims. I had had a most interesting year in Rheims but it was nice to be home again.

Image 103: Docking in New York


