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Growing Up With James “Buck” Lyons
(During the 1930s and 1940s)

By Willard Becraft, 2010

This little history was written primarily for Buck’s children who know
little about his earlier years and Army service. It is dedicated to Barry
and Nancy Lawson Lyons, and especially to his two granddaughters,
Jana and Kelly, who Buck adores and often spoke with pride about
them and their accomplishments. I hope these pages will provide the

fami ly  a  be t te r
unders tand ing o f
Buck’s early life, much
of which I shared with
him, and of his WWII
experiences that he
h a s  t o l d  m e ,
sometimes a bi t
reluctantly, so much
about over the years.
Figure 1 can be
considered as a
beginning time for our
friendship. It was about
this time that we began
to spend so much time
together at play in
town in addition to the
every day, every class-
time we shared all
through school to
graduation. During the

time from when we were in the fourth grade, when I was big enough
to walk to and from my home to town by myself, and until we
graduated, we spent more waking hours together than I did with my
own brothers. We were almost always involved in the same activities
with but one exception, sports. Buck was not as big on organized
sports like basketball as I was.

Figure 1: Some Third and Fourth Boys - 1935
From Left: ?, ?, Willard Becraft, Clayton Barker,
Bernie Buchanan, Vernon Brewer, Buck Lyons, ?
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Buck’s Family and Home

My earliest memories of playing with Buck were of when we were in
the first or second grade. Some days after school a croquet game
would be played on an excellent court which was in front of Kearny
Caudel’s house. My father would play often after his office hours, and
when he did I would be there to watch and wait for them to finish and
then he would take me home. Small children were not allowed to play
on the court. The wickets were cast iron and permanently set in
concrete. The court was of packed sand, very smooth and level, and
with walls of smooth concrete so balls could accurately be banked off
them. The game, however, seemed to consist of more planning and
scheming by each pair of competing players than by making shots.
And this left quite a bit of playing time for Buck and me, and for other
boys who might be there, before the game was over.

Buck’s house was the next house away from town and was “The
Gateway to Donathan Rock”. We walked through his yard many times
over the years and on up the path behind his house, which led to
Donathan Rock.

Buck’s grandfather was John Lyons who had lived near Wellington
where he and Buck’s grandmother reared ten children on the farm.
One of the ten was James, after whom Buck was named. Another
was John Newton, Buck’s father, who eventually married Myrtle
Stratton. They bought the house below Donathan Rock after they
married and there they had their family of three; Buck, Mae and
Shirley.

I only knew Buck’s father as “Chalk” or “Chalk-Eye” as I was growing
up. Most everybody called him that – much like everyone called
James, “Buck”, except his teachers. Some called Buck’s father Newt
but never John or Newton in my memory. Neither Buck nor I can
recall, if we ever knew, why his father was called Chalk. I believed it
was because of the limestone dust on him when he came home from
working on the road. And, as was so often the custom in those days,
his son, in this case Shirley, was often called “Little Chalk”. I don’t
remember Buck ever being called “Little Chalk”.
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Chalk Lyons was known as an “equipment operator” and a very good
one as I remember people saying. He worked mainly on road building
and repair and most often ran the grader with which he was
considered an expert. Working on roads meant he was away from
home a lot and this was most likely the reason he was able to meet
Myrtle Stratton of Joe’s Creek in Pike County, whom he married. He
never owned a car and he mostly had to room near his work when, as
was often the case, it was in the next or farther county
.
Myrtle Stratton was a teacher at the time they met and was likely
teaching at a larger-than-a-one-room school on nearby Johns Creek.
Shortly after they married and settled in Frenchburg, Myrtle taught
school on Ratliff, probably until Buck was born.

Chalk had a drinking problem and often stayed drunk around the
house until his money ran out. Buck said his Dad “pretty much kept
two or three bootleggers in business.” Although Buck wasn’t abused
when his father was drunk, there was a shortage of discipline and
guidance because of the drinking. However it’s pretty evident to me
that Buck’s self discipline and intelligence were key drivers that led
him to an exemplary life, a description to which I’m sure his many,
many friends would attest.

One time Chalk was the Deputy Jailer, “Co-Jailer”, I don’t remember
for sure what his official title was. And, as was the custom, the jailer’s
wife fixed meals for the inmates, Myrtle cooked for them. And, I
believe, it was around this time that the window in the front of the jail
was broken. That let in a lot of “weather” and needed repair. Paul
Faulkner remembers that someone got the idea to use the tailgate of
a Ford pickup to cover the window and it stayed there for quite some
time.

Myrtle Stratton was one of seven children, as I remember being told.
One of her brothers was Garland Stratton who married my wife’s
older sister. Buck and I both became aware of it when he drove me to
Ashland before my wedding, which was to be held there in the
Stratton home. We both felt that we had become dangerously close
to being related! Garland and I became close over the years and I
could see a lot of Buck in him, except he wasn’t as outgoing as Buck.
He also was quite smart and a “straight-shooter” fellow. He taught



4

chemistry for some years and ended his work life with the US Coast
and Geodetic Survey. I later learned that there was a Stratton
grandson, Buck’s cousin, named Willard so that naturally increased
the stature of the family in my judgment.

Buck didn’t get to know the Pike County Strattons well during our
school years because of the distance and the lack of a family car. He
remembers going with his mother to visit them when he was quite
young, maybe also with Mae, but he doesn’t remember for sure. It
seems that they would have taken the Greyhound to Pikeville where
someone would meet them and drive them to Joe’s Creek. In those
days there was at least one, and often two buses going each way
through Frenchburg from Lexington to Paintsville/Pikeville and return.
In his adult life Buck was able to become more acquainted with his
Stratton relatives.

As the years went by I noticed that Buck, who, since he had no older
brothers to stand up for him, was “picked on” more by older boys. Yet
he learned to fend for himself quite well and seldom got into serious
fights. I, on the other hand, had four older brothers and the older boys
in town didn’t bother me much at all.

Our lives were quite similar, as were those of most of the Frenchburg
boys near our age. Our families all had large gardens, kept one or
two cows, raised chickens (boxes of baby chicks to raise would arrive
on the bus or by mail at the post office), butchered a hog or two
(depending on the family size) each year after the first hard frost.
Buck remembers that Jim Tabor used to butcher for people for $20 a
hog (seems like a lot for the time). We all picked wild blackberries,
huckleberries (when we could find them), had some fruit trees, and
maybe had a horse or mule to help with the cultivating and general
heavy work. Mothers cooked on wood-burning stoves and the houses
were heated usually by coal along with the kitchen-stove heat.

Almost nobody had electricity, running water, in-door plumbing, and
for many of the years while growing up we were often without
telephone service. The service we did have, when it worked, was a
party-line system where each home had a particular ring. You
answered at your ring. I remember our ring was two long and two
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short rings. Most times when we answered we could hear others
coming on the line to listen in to “get the latest news/gossip.”

A few years ago I learned from Buck that both he and I had used the
“I can’t seem to learn how to milk well” ruse to avoid milking chores.
Neither of us ever had to do the milking. I had older brothers and one
or more seemed proud of how well they could milk and as a result
they were soon saddled with milking twice a day, which could really
play havoc with one’s recreational time in town. Buck somehow
managed to avoid milking even without older brothers – very clever. It
seems a bit reminiscent of Tom Sawyer and his fence-whitewashing
deception.

Boys Will Be Boys – About Eight to Ten Years Old

When Buck started to school, he, like everyone else in or near town,
walked to school. And, from the first grade on he never took lunch, so
he walked home for lunch every day, sometimes running both ways
so he could get back sooner and have more time to play during lunch
break. The play often consisted of some kind of games involving
chasing each other or another group through the hills behind the
school. From there we could easily hear the bell and be back in
school on time, though often dusty and sweaty.

In the fourth grade and after, I also took no lunch and walked/ran
home every day for lunch until graduation. There was never lunch
available at school for the non-dormitory students while we were in
school. And there were no buses in the county so all non-walkers
came to school in carpools or in “covered pick-up” pools.

Our playtime was naturally reduced during the winter months by bad
weather and the shorter days. We would be playing some on
Saturday after we had completed chores, and on Sundays. And as
the days got longer we would hang around town and the courthouse
until darkness would force us home. Some times on the weekend we
would have a serious game of cowboys and Indians, most often in
and around A. R. Little’s barn, shooting each other with “gun – sticks”
or our fingers instead of toy guns which most of us didn’t have, and
then spending ten minutes or more arguing about whether someone
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could really have been seen through that knot hole, or that someone
else had been moving too fast for a shot to be fired, etc., etc.

Our main gathering place at that early age was the courthouse yard
and around the front entrance where we liked to sit on the two sides
of the front steps. We even tried to play football in the side yard,
though we didn’t know the rules, had never seen a game, and the
yard was small, but improvising was a daily necessity for us and we
did the best we could.

Lots of marble games were played and most of us carried some
marbles, especially our best taws, in tobacco sacks like the ones for
Bull Durham tobacco that Buck’s dad smoked, rolling his own with the
cigarette papers that came tucked inside the labeling on the sack.

Figure 2 Bull Durham Tobacco Sack w/Papers

Sometimes in the late afternoons Buck’s mother would send for him.
She would send Mae. Mae would come to a telephone/electric pole
that stood at the corner of the present Margaret Little property and
call across to Buck as we played in the courtyard. “Buck, Mom said
for you to come on home.” Almost ever time Buck would ignore her
completely. She would keep calling until (seldom) Buck decided to
quit playing and go home, or until she gave up and went home herself
– only to return again later with a more urgent message from his
mother which would get him to move a bit more quickly but still not
with alacrity, by any means. I can still see Mae standing over there
calling, then waiting awhile and calling again, leaning against that
pole, trying to make the best of a situation that had put her in the
middle.
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Vocabulary Lessons for Shirley

About the time Buck and I were in the fourth grade I remember that
we got interested in the new words we were learning and trying to
use in different situations, mostly for laughs, of course. It was about
this time also that we began to use some new words with Shirley, he
being such a tantalizing target for teasing, enough younger and
available. The exercise proved to be so successful that we could get
him irritated enough to throw rocks at us in just a few minutes.

Here are some of the things that Shirley didn’t appreciate, although
we never said anything naughty. We told him such things as he:

Had corpuscles,
Wore garments,
Had ancestors,
Drank black cow’s milk,
Slumbered in the bed (most every night),
Had been seen pivoting in front of the courthouse (more than once).

Soon he would reach for some rocks and we would have to run away
and wait until he cooled down. We only did this one summer because
he eventually got wise to us, maybe asked Myrtle about the words,
and afterwards we would get little reaction, but we had a good run
and no rock of consequence ever hit us.

Growing Up A Bit, Maybe – Ten to Twelve Years Old

Like all boys our age we were interested in roads and road-building
equipment.  We liked to hang around where work was being done
and see how things were going, maybe getting in the way some
times. Every few years the only paved road in Menifee at that time,
KY 40 (later to be US 460), would be repaved and when the work
crews were working the road near Frenchburg we would offer our
expertise until we were run off, which was usually very soon. The
pavement was made by spraying on a layer of tar from a tank truck,
then by spreading limestone, more tar, more limestone, etc., until the
proper thickness was achieved. And pity those who had to drive past
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the ongoing work, especially in the better cars, and get tar on their
wheels, underbodies and car-sides.

When the road was sufficiently paved and rolled the work was done.
There were no center-lines to be painted and no side-lines and no
reflector buttons on the roads. Those good additions were to come
years later. So when you met a vehicle at night on that relatively
narrow KY40 you had to keep your eye on the road edge and stay
over there until you passed. The color contrast between limestone
gravel on the edge and the blacktop made it easier to see the road
edge. The Greyhound drivers, and drivers of other big vehicles,
however, would put their right wheels on or over the edge when
passing, and if a culvert was ahead they would slow down to be sure
they didn’t have to pass beside it where there was still less room for
their wheels. Additionally, through most of the 1930s, vehicles often
had no direction signals. You put your arm out to signal, if you did
anything.

In the pre-teen years we went barefoot all summer, so that when the
road was being paved near us we would most often have a coat of tar
on our bare feet. Mothers would try to clean them with coal oil
(kerosene) but would pretty soon give up – partly because the tar
would be dry at the end of the day. Soap and water would get the dirt
off but the tar remained and would not come off on the bedclothes. It
also served as some help in keeping our feet from being punctured
by sharp gravel while playing. During very hot summer days, even the
old pavement would have spots where the heat would make bubbles
in the tar. These bubbles, of course, required bursting, mostly with
our big toes, and so our “tar soles”, or at least our “toe soles”, would
be maintained for most of the summer.

At the end of summer we would get new shoes before school – they
always made my feet feel so hot. And those new shoes always had to
be “broken in”, that is, scuffed a bit, or muddied a little so that the
other students wouldn’t be as likely to notice and offer so many
comments and “suggestions”!
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Boys Seldom Visited in Other Boys’ Houses

While writing this story of growing up with Buck it dawned on me that
boys seldom went inside other boys’ houses. I have tried to
remember the times I was in someone’s house. I was never in Buck’s
house that I can remember. Boys seemed to always play outside or, if
the weather was too bad would hang out around a garage, the filling
station on the corner, in the pool room, dance hall, etc, or, in the
“worst case”, stay home. But the girls’ choices seemed quite the
opposite. They seemed to visit inside houses most of the time.

I can’t remember anyone coming to play in my house, but since I
lived a ways out of town, that’s understandable. Of all my friends
during that time, such as Buck, A.R. and Jack Little, Paul Faulkner,
Jack Faulkner, Clayton Barker, Don Slusher, et al, I remember being
inside only the Little house a time or two.

Depression Projects – Roads, Streets, Courthouses, etc.

Before 1936 all Menifee County roads were dirt, with creek gravel
patching and topping at places, except for black-topped KY40. There
may have been some limestone gravel patching (but with no tar)
before then but I can’t remember that the quarry and crusher up near
the school farm, and across the road and not far from Buck’s house,
was in operation for the County.

The County Judge was responsible for keeping the roads (other than
KY40) in decent shape. Thus the Judge had good patronage jobs to
dispense. And a new Judge would likely give the jobs to his
supporters - politics as usual. Sometimes the Judge would be voted
in by supporters that included Chalk Lyons and so Chalk might get a
bit more grader work nearer home for awhile.

In the mid-thirties the US Government established many programs
that were primarily for providing employment during the depression.
The programs’ main goal was to use as many busy workers as
possible and yet provide quality improvements. For example, much of
the roadwork was done with pick and shovel. And horse-drawn drag
shovels moved a lot of the dirt in road building because heavy
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equipment was in short supply. And its use would have reduced the
number of jobs available for the unemployed – about 25%
unemployment early in the decade.

One of the main government programs was the Works Program
Administration (WPA) that built many roads, schools, courthouses,
post offices, etc, throughout the country. By 1935 the WPA
employment had grown to 3.5 million workers, approaching 3% of the
country’s total population at that time.
The major Menifee WPA project was the rebuilding of KY36 to the
Bath County line – and beyond, probably, though I don’t remember.
This included building a completely new roadway, straightened,
widened, properly graded roadbed, new bridges, etc, a major change
from what we had. For example, if you came to town by car, wagon or
horse from down Beaver before KY36 was built, you had to ford
Beaver Creek as you entered town.
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There was a two span swinging bridge on the up-creek side of the
ford for pedestrian use. The above picture, taken from the roadway
entering the ford, shows the down-Beaver end of that bridge and its
support structure. That’s Mitch Slusher’s house in the distance
through the bridge. You can probably see that the bridge was not
particularly reliable or safe, and would win no awards for artistic
excellence. Buck and I, being barefoot in the summers, usually
waded the creek, which was seldom deep except in flood. However,
we did use the bridge sometimes so that we could provide
“assistance” to girls crossing by swinging and shaking the spans for
them.

The New KY36 Beaver Creek Bridge

The culmination of the KY36 project was the completion of the bridge
that replaced the Beaver Creek ford in, as Buck and I remember, the
spring of 1936. And we believe the road was not designated as KY36
in Menifee until the WPA project was finished. The bridgework started
in 1935 and went through that unusually cold winter.  Buck and I often

Figure 3: Down-Beaver End of Swinging Bridge By the Ford Entering Town
Photo; Courtesy of Laveda Wells Caudel
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“checked out” the bridge progress during that time. Throughout the
Christmas Vacation we spent many hours on the up-creek side of the
bridge where some pools in the creek had thick
ice. We could skate short distances, on our shoe
soles, of course, because no one had ice skates.

We usually maintained a fire on the bank that
would allow us to warm up from time to time, and
around which we carried on philosophical
discussions of various topics. And I smoked my
first cigarette! Yes, Buck gave it to me and so it was all his fault that I
eventually started smoking! I remembered it as a Sensation, 10 cents
a pack, but Buck assures me it was a Twenty Grand, also 10 cents a
pack. Whatever the cigarette brand, it didn’t make a good initial
impression on me. I don’t remember how Buck got the cigarettes but I
imagine I was a bit surprised because it was uncommon for people to
smoke “ready mades” in those days. Many smokers rolled their own
from such tobacco as Bull Durham as pictured in Figure 2. And others
made their own from longer cut tobacco (Bugler, for example) that
was similar to what was used in “ready-mades”. They used simple
little rolling machines, like the one sketched in Figure 4. Often the
smokers would put their home made cigarettes in a used real
cigarette pack, both for carrying convenience and to let observers
think that they were smoking a ready-made.

Buck and I got in some early “physics lab work” that winter at the
bridge, experimental work in evaporation which we would study in our
class later in high school. We knew that liquid cooled your skin when
it evaporated because we always cooled off when we got out of a
swimming hole. But our experience was only with water. That winter
we learned by a new experience that the faster the liquid evaporates
the colder you would feel, everything else being the same. And coal
oil evaporates faster than water, which we realized when we spilled it
all over our hands while trying to light some warning flares. The flares
were the ones that looked like the bombs in cartoons, and which were
stationed near and on the work-in-progress bridge. We weren’t
caught as I remember since it was on a weekend, but our hands got
so cold they felt like they were on fire. And I’m sure we smelled worse
than usual the rest of the day.

Figure 4: Similar to Bugler
Roller of 1930s
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And so KY36 was finished that spring and was the best-designed
road in the county. The roadbed, raised in most places to minimize
grade changes, is essentially the same today, except for some later
modifications, as on Craig Hill, for example. It was covered with
crushed limestone that came mostly from the quarry that was across
the road and west of Buck’s house.

The crushed limestone was a constant supply of dust as long as it
was dry. And it was not nearly as accommodating to bare feet as
creek gravel, nor to bicycle tires. Nearby houses became well dusted
by the traffic. My cousin, Elizabeth Spencer Williams, lived beside the
road, and below the roadbed, into 1943 when she moved to
Middletown. She tells me that until she moved they had to keep all
road-facing windows in their house closed in dry weather. And since
all petroleum products were tightly rationed in the war it is very likely
that the first pavement on KY36 did not occur until 1945 at the
earliest.

The Old Swimming Holes – Northcutt and McDowell   

During these years in the summer swimming occupied a lot of our
time. Northcutt Hole, the swimming hole behind our bottom land
which was next to Beaver Creek and between Owens Branch (beside
the Baptist Church) and Tolen Road was used by boys only and
wearing “birthday suits”. The “co-ed” McDowell Hole, was behind the
former boys dormitory, later to be home to the Asa Montgomery
family. Of course, swim suits were required.  Some of us boys didn’t
have real swimsuits, swim trunks was the more common name then,
and we wore cut off pants instead. I do remember having “inherited”
some swim trunks from some brother, or maybe my mother got them
at the clothes room. They were green and made of wool. Moths had
evidently sampled a couple of spots and left holes, not too large, and
not in locations of concern! When the trunks were wet they seemed to
weight a ton. I was lucky that the old styles often had belts and so my
tight belt kept mine from falling off. I soon switched to cut off old pants
like Buck and most other boys wore.
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The Bicycle Years – Beaver Hill to Craig Hill to Rothwell Hill
(And Sometimes to Camp Meeting Below Scranton)

Bicycles were a rarity in our group in the thirties. I remember getting
mine when I was nine or ten. It was the first and only bicycle we ever
had in my family of five boys. My brother Wendell brought it back
from Middletown where he was working for the summer. I barely
learned to ride it in our small yard and then planned to take it to town.

My mother, being afraid I might get hit by a car, agreed, but only if I
pushed it to the campus to practice riding there and then to push it
home when I finished. So I had a conundrum; I wanted to ride on
campus but to be seen “pushing my new bike” to town and back was
something my friends would not have allowed me to forget.

So I decided to “almost” do what I was told. I would ride the bike on
the road until a car was coming, then get off and push and then get
back on when the car passed.  As it turned out, only one car passed
me on the way and that was when I was close to town and riding with
confidence, so I just kept riding. And I disobeyed also on the way
home.

Whenever a new bike showed up in town everyone had to take it for a
try-out ride. One of the “trials” was to ride the curbs on Back Main
Street that had been paved in concrete by the WPA. These were the
only curbs in the county and proved to be a good test for bike riders.
It turned out that Buck was the best I remember in riding the curbs.
He could go farther than anyone without coming off. He seemed to
have better balance than the rest of us and could get on near Kash
Williams’ house and go well past the Church of God before finally
coming off.

Sometime in this period Rodney Williams got a new bike and,
following custom, we all had to try it out, each being a little fancier in
riding than the previous. I was the one who messed up Rodney’s new
bike. I warped the front wheel doing left-right-left turns. I remember
convincing his father, John T., that I could fix it, and after a day or so
of trial and error, I did. I hope Rodney has forgiven me by now!
Forgotten will do also!
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From working on Rodney’s new bicycle I got a not so well earned
reputation for bike repair. And as a result, one day Ethelyn Henry
asked me to fix her bike and then take care of it. In turn we agreed
that I could ride it when she wasn’t using it, which turned out to be
most of the time.

Buck never had a bike but now we were pretty well set. If we wanted
to take a trip together he could ride my bike and I would use
Ethelyn’s. The fact that it was a girl’s bike never caused any undo
comments. It was a good one, a Schwinn I believe, and I kept it clean
and in good shape. As time went on, Ethelyn rode it less and less
which meant it was almost always available for me.

Our bike riding area extended from the top of Beaver Hill to Rothwell
Hill to Craig Hill and down Beaver Creek, sometimes to the Camp
Meetings below Scranton. The limestone gravel on KY 36 kept us
from visiting Craig Hill often because of damage to the tires. And
coming down Craig Hill fast around those curves on loose gravel was
not recommended.

Our busiest riding one summer was on Beaver Hill. There was road
building somewhere towards or in Morgan County and dump trucks,
loaded with gravel, ground their way past my house and up the hill.
We would station ourselves with our bikes on the road above my
house and when a truck would come up the hill, at a speed not much
more than a fast walk, we would grab on and ride to near
Thompson’s at McCausey Ridge Road. Then we would have a good
long, fast ride into Frenchburg. We would be moving pretty fast by the
time we passed my house!

Our longest trip was to the Camp Meeting below Scranton at John
Williams’ place. That was about 10 miles. The worst part, again, was
KY 36 down to Johnce Trimble’s, but from then on it was a good ride
on the dirt and creek gravel base. And when we got there we could
expect to share some “goodies” with people plus get some
watermelon and maybe a good apple or two to fuel our return trip up
the creek home.
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Our bike riding interest seemed to last only 2-3 years and then it
became a “little kid’s” activity. Maybe we were becoming more
interested in cars and girls, not necessarily in that order, and bikes
clashed with the image we imagined we wanted to present. In any
case, our wanderings stopped about the time my bike was wearing
out, not only from our trips, but also from the continued borrowing of it
by others.

Show Biz in Frenchburg – Plays, Movies, Circus, Magic Shows

When we were in grade school, I remember that Buck and I, and my
other friends, had little in the way of shows, movies, and such to
attend. There were, of course, the two plays put on each year in the
gym by the current eighth grade and senior classes. There was an
annual music program where many students performed. And a few
times a movie was offered, for ten cents I believe, in the gym. We
would almost always go enjoy the film, and often suffer through the
changing of the reels, and re-threading of broken film.

When I was in the lower grades, maybe first or second, a circus came
to town. That was a big deal!! The circus set up in our bottoms
below town near the Northcutt Swimming Hole. The circus had at
least one elephant, as I remember, plus a few other animals. It was
only a one ring circus but we all enjoyed it and talked about it for a
long time.

Circuit Court “Show Biz” for Youngsters

A different kind of “show biz” happened at the court house each year
in the summer. The Circuit Court would be held upstairs in the court
house. The Circuit was (still is?) composed of Menifee, Montgomery
and Bath Counties. And the Court was held by rotation in each
county. I remember that Buck and I, and many others, would attend
some of the trials. I don’t remember who the judges were but the
Clerk was my neighbor Wick Wells. The Prosecuting Attorney was
Sid Caudel of Owingsville who was, as I remember, Kearny Caudel’s
brother. And I remember the long gone and almost forgotten
spittoons being available, and used. No smoking was allowed.
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We heard many cases such as horse stealing, pig stealing, fighting,
shooting, etc. We liked to see the unsuspecting witnesses sit in the
witness chair which both swiveled and rocked back. When they sat
they would often think they were falling backwards and kick their feet
high in the air to catch themselves. Good for a laugh for us – but,
then Frenchburg had slim pickings in the humor vein. There was
usually a case dealing in rape or related arrests and when those
started, Wick Wells would stop the proceedings and run us boys out
of the court room.

Stringbean and His Band Came to Town

A few years later a show was arranged to be held in the circuit court
room. It was Stringbean and his group. I remember him as being very
funny, playing the banjo, and being barefooted with a big bandage on
his big toe. It was a lot of fun for all.

Stringbean was an interesting
fellow and had a good career.
Google him to get more details.
Here is some information of
interest. He was David Akeman
from Jackson County, played
with Bill Monroe for some years.
Earl Scruggs replaced him when
Stringbean left to form his own
band. He was a regular on the
first season of Hee Haw. He
“picked and sang” on the show but
also was the scarecrow in the cornfield.

He didn’t trust banks and was killed in 1973 by men looking for
hidden cash in his home. He had just returned home that night from
the Grand Ole Opry where he had been a regular for years

Ma

Magic Show

The most interesting show to come to town for me was the one night
stand of a small magician’s show. The magician came into town one
morning, likely Saturday. He got permission to put up a tent and put

Figure 5: Stringbean on Hee Haw
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on a show for that evening in the area between the Arleigh
Mann/Kearney Caudel/A. R. Little store/office and Wade Cannoy’s
house. Buck and I arranged to be his helpers and, of course, get in
free. We helped him put up the tent, set out the benches, and erect
the platform where he and his wife were to perform.

The show consisted of a number of magic tricks that I don’t
remember, but one I have always remembered and still wonder how
he did it. Near the end of the show he asked Buck and me to come
on stage and put his wife in a long bag and tie the top. Then we had
to put her into a big trunk, after inspecting it carefully for trick panels,
and lock the top with six locks. Next we tied two ropes around the
trunk with knots we could recognize. Then the man stood on the trunk
and pulled a curtain around himself with just his head showing. He
counted one, two, - he then disappeared and in his place appeared
his wife, - who, almost in cadence with his counting, said three! We
opened the trunk, first inspecting that the knots were the ones we
tied, took out the long bag, untied it and the magician popped out!!!

I’ve seen it done on TV since then but it still puzzles me. He told us
the next morning, as we helped him take down his setup, that he had
traded a saxophone for the trick which then become his main act.

Fishing, Gigging or Reasonable Facsimiles Thereof

A few times each summer some of us boys would decide to go fishing
down Beaver. Our “prey” were usually sunfish and redeyes, but I
never remember being overloaded with our catch when we walked
home.
We usually walked down Beaver a ways, at least past Tolen before
we went to the creek. Then we would meander along from hole to
hole and doing some half serious fishing with our simple poles, some
variety of twine with a lead sinker and hook baited with worms on it.
We often cut a small limb, trimmed it but left one little stub near the
end. That was our “fish caddy”.  We would thread it through the gills
of a caught fish until the fish rested on the stub at the end. And, while
we fished, we would hang it in the water to keep the fish alive. I don’t
remember ever having a lot of fish to eat after such activities, but they
tasted good and were quite bony.
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Sometimes we would start farther down the creek, near where the
Coffeys lived. There was a farm there with an old farm gate through
which we could get down to the creek. I think it was then owned by
Jim Ledford. The first time I remember using it we opened the gate
the wrong way. While we were trying to get it back the right way the
farmer came out, he had been watching us all along, and jumped all
over us for being so stupid. He told us, “Even a blind man could figure
out how to open this gate with his cane!” We used a modification of
that statement often during the following years to belittle some action
of our friends. I’ve learned from a reliable source that the family living
there now is quite civil and pleasant to deal with! And probably has an
easier opening gate.

There were times when we needed some nourishment because we
would be at this casual fishing activity for most of a day. We would
pass gardens that came down to the creek and we “borrowed” some
turnips sometimes. I’ve always like raw turnips, partly perhaps,
because they tasted so good on the fishing trips when I was really
hungry. Cooked turnips don’t rate nearly as
high. And Buck, although he used to grow a
good crop each summer, would give them all
away because he didn’t like them in any
fashion. I bought a few at my grocery store
here about five years ago and mailed them to
him. He didn’t even like California turnips. Oh
well, some people are connoisseurs and Buck
is not, I guess.

We also went frog gigging, at night, of course.
We usually walked in the creek, avoiding the
holes, although we weren’t guaranteed to get home dry. One or more
had a carbide lamp and, perhaps, someone had a flashlight. We
would listen for the frogs, get close enough to freeze them with the
light and gig them. One person carried a coffee sack into which the
frogs were dropped. I was the “designated” sack carrier one time and,
some time after we had gotten a number of frogs, as I remember, I
noticed the sack was not getting any heavier. Upon checking I found
it had a hole in the bottom and most of the frogs had escaped. Paul
Faulkner has reminded me of that a few times!  We also did gigging

Figure 6: Carbide Lamp
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farther down Beaver, and maybe in Licking River, but I’m not sure of
that. We used a row boat to approach the frogs.

I remember that the first time we had them at home the legs would
twitch in the frying pan, which was surprising. I learned later that the
salt was the prime culprit in that it helped create “micro batteries”
which supplied enough electricity to the muscle cells to cause
contraction. When the legs got hotter the muscles were past the
contraction possibility and the twitching would stop.

Freedom to Roam Over a Wide Play Area

We grew up in a time so very different from today in many ways.
Today children are quite constrained in their play compared to our
freedom. When we boys had time after chores we could wander
almost anywhere we pleased. We stayed out to almost dark before
we started home. I have covered some of the activities we had but
one I left out. That is playing in the cliffs. Donathan Rock was one
place we went often to play, and find a few, a very few, blue berries in
season.

I was never fond of heights so I kept away from the edge unless I
crawled over to it. Buck, however had little or no fear of heights and
would walk around as though he was in the court house yard. Over
the years we seldom had more than scrapes and bruises except for
one time. That was when Don Slusher fell off Donathan, on the side
facing KY 36, just missing a stump which would have caused much
damage. I wasn’t with the group but Buck was. Buck and another
larger boy made a “basket” or seat with their interlocking hands and
carried Don down the hill to the Lyons’ house. There they got a child’s
red wagon, Shirleys?, and pulled Don to Dr. Riley’s office which was
in a building to the left of the dance hall. The doctor examined him
and found a broken arm and numerous scratches and bruises. He set
the arm and Don was “back in business” in a short time, and probably
was back on Donathan not so long after he had healed.

I don’t remember ever being told to stay away from Donathan or from
the swimming holes, etc. “Now you be careful and don’t get into any
trouble!” We were free to play where we wanted to. We were very
well aware that if we misbehaved or caused anyone trouble that
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punishment would be meted out with a strong arm. Of course, in a
small town everyone knew us and our parents, so if we were seen
getting out of line we would likely be reprimanded on the spot by the
grownups and “told on” to our Dads later.

“Helping Hands” in the Dance Hall

For much of our grade school and high school years Frenchburg had
a dance hall and restaurant on the south side of Walnut Street about
where Sycamore intersects it. Walnut and Main were then called
“Front” and “Back” by everybody.  There were two rooms, about 12
feet by 24 feet, each with its own door. The left door led to the
restaurant side. There was a counter at the end away from the door
and display cases along the right, behind which were refrigerator,
cooker for hot dogs, chili, etc.

I remember a Harold Larson ran the restaurant/dance hall most of the
time Buck and I were in seventh through high school graduation.
Where he came from and where he went afterwards I don’t
remember. Neither Buck nor I can remember who ran the place after
Larson left.

We had our first chili dogs there, and our first frozen candy bars that
were hard as a rock and, of course, lasted longer because of the
difficulty in biting them. Three Musketeers were the best since they
were easier to bite straight from the refrigerator. And, for at least one
summer you may find a chocolate center inside the vanilla nougat
and win another Three Musketeers. These candy bars were five
cents and there were three separate segments, side by side, in the
package; one chocolate nougat, one strawberry, and one vanilla, all
coated in milk chocolate. Sounds cheap but a nickel was hard to
come by and so we didn’t have many candy bars of any type.

Those of you who went to Frenchburg School will remember that the
school frowned on round dancing, the name used for the dance hall
dancing. I think they cared a bit more for square dancing, but without
all the ‘shine usually present outside at Spicey’s on Tarr Ridge, and
similar get togethers in the county. However, if the dancing could fit
under the title “Folk Dancing”, then all was OK with them. And folk
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dancing was only done at the school, in the gym, and offered the
fewest opportunities for a boy to squeeze the girl!

In the back end of the dance hall side there
was a Heatrola on the left, closest to the cross
door between the two rooms, and a juke box on
the right side and against the back wall. Along
the right wall were three or four booths, holding
four comfortably.

The juke box we can remember best was one
with twenty or so 78 rpm ten inch records. One
play was either a nickel or a dime. To select
your record you pushed down a small lever on
a keyboard in front and put in you coin. Until
that record played the lever stayed down.
However if someone accidently lifted up the
lever before their selection played and pushed another one, say
Begin the Beguine by Artie Shaw, the previous selector would not get
his record!  And he would be chagrined, or much worse. But whoever
accidently pushed Artie Shaw would probably be outside of the dance
hall by then!

For a number of months one year there was a large gasoline tank
resting on its side against the sidewalk in front of the court house
yard closest to the dance hall. The tank was somewhat hard to get up
on and a bit difficult to straddle since its diameter was large. But it
made a good boom if you pounded it, kicked it with your heel, etc. It
gave us a good opportunity to practice our drumming-in-time-with-
music skills. We beat out a number of songs being played on the juke
box including: Begin the Beguine by the Andrew Sisters, String of
Pearl by Glenn Miller, Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy from Company B by
the Andrew Sisters, etc, etc. We may have helped the dancers kept in
time with the music - or maybe not. And they may have prayed for
rain too!

Buck and I used to dance together (No, I don’t remember who led!)
and surely irritated the high schoolers. And what is probably normal
for boys of that age, we likely were not nearly as funny as we thought
we were. Our main mode of exhibition dance was the “Van Hicks

Figure: 7 Juke Box,  1940s
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Method”, an exaggerated leaning back by the leader. It seemed to us
that it was not appreciated by the ladies he danced with – but maybe
some did. Van Hicks was older than high school dancers and was
part of the alumni crowd who came to the hall. Later he became the
postmaster for the city of Oak Ridge, TN and served for many years. I
lived in Oak Ridge from 1977 to 1991 and remember seeing two
streets that were named after him, Van Hicks Place and Van Hicks
Road.

One other “irritation” Buck and I
provided for the dancers was the
“hot gum” trick. In the winter time
the Heatrola was used to keep the
dance hall warm, and the other
room too. On particularly cold
nights the fire box inside the
enameled body was kept very hot.
The ventilation holes on top made
good passageways through which
one could deposit a bubblegum
wad on the fire box, after which an
unnoticed (we hoped) exit would
be quickly made out the restaurant
side. We planned the gum drop
when we felt our evening was
complete because we didn’t want
to be in the hall during or after the
strong acrid odor came from the
Heatrola.

Crime Doesn’t Pay?

The newspaper clipping below tells a story of one of our capers. I had
worried for years and felt the guilt growing about it until I had to do
something. I had to make sure people in Menifee knew that our pear
purloining was Buck’s doing and I was just pulled into it so he could
palm off half of the guilt to me. So I had the ad placed in the paper so
all would know the truth.

Figure 7: Heatrola Like One In Dance Hall
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It must have done a good job of communicating my position because
Buck later told me that everyone in Menifee seemed to come up to
him to comment, even people he thought couldn’t even read!

We split the ill-gotten gains and headed for the store to get on a
sugar high. For twenty-five cents one could get a lot of candy in those
days. We were used to the phrase, “I’ll have a penny’s worth of
those”, which seems crazy now. But, for example, we could get six
Hershey kisses for a penny then. The Three Musketeers had the
three pieces then, each about the size of the one bar in today’s
version. Today’s one bar costs about 65 cents, an indication of the
inflation since the 1930’s. And the price of Hershey kisses has risen,
on average, a factor of twenty-two since then.

High School Days, Activities and Stupidities of the Time

By the time we got to junior and senior high school we had developed
many peculiarities that had little basis in reason, like the same age
group today, or in any time I would think. Today’s boys, wearing their
pants down on their butts, for example, and sharing their plumber-
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under-the-sink look with disinterested onlookers certainly don’t
advertise that age group as models of intelligence and decorum. Our
idiosyncrasies were, perhaps, a bit less unreasonable but they seem
odd and stupid in hindsight.

Pompadours were being seen more and more and they were combed
and pampered a lot. And hair oil was in “style”. I think “a little dab’ll do
ya - the gals will all pursue ya”- Brylcreem was not yet out. I think I
slipped a little Brilliantine to use from my brothers. Think about a girl
running her fingers through oily hair. Yuck! That’s one more reason girls
never did that to my hair.

Not only did we pamper our pompadours and cowlicks but we
avoided hats of any kind because they might compromise hairdos.
Even in snow one should not choose warmth and dryness over a
neatly combed head of hair. Of course a real rain was a problem for
all and required a re-comb when getting inside.

Coats should never be buttoned completely, and zippers were few in
those days. The front of the coat was to be held together by your
hands in the pockets if it was very cold. And the coat was not to be
too long, finger tip length was OK.

Déclassé for 1930’sTeenage Boys’ Wear in Frenchburg

Feet were also losers in these teenage boys’ customs. Wearing
rubbers over your shoes was unacceptable as were overshoes. If, by
some rare occurrence you were forced to wear overshoes, which
most of us didn’t have anyway, you must not buckle them. You
should walk with them flapping and you may have a bit of a waddle
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since you wanted to be sure the buckles of the shoes would not catch
in mid-stride and trip you.

And so the shoes would get wet in the snow or rain while walking to
school, socks and feet would often be wet all because we didn’t want
to be seen in rubbers or overshoes. Maybe the boys today with their
drooping pants aren’t much, if any, worse than we were.

What Else Would You Expect From Someone Who Graduated In
The Bottom Half Of His Class?

During our school years there was little effort to hide the grades and
standings of the students. I remember, for example, Miss Courter
announcing in chapel the top IQ test performers in grade school and
in high school. The only name I can remember from these
announcements was that of Anna Mae Rhodes who received the
highest IQ score in high school one year.

So it was natural that Buck and I knew where we stood, which was in
the middle of our little eight-person class. We, of course weren’t going
to surpass the three girls in the lead; Mabel Smallwood, Irene Askins
and Anna Lou Amburgey, the first two became, respectively, the
class valedictorian and salutatorian. So we were cruising along there
in the fourth and fifth places with no real concern about standings.
We almost never took a book home at night, that is, Buck never did,
and, except for Latin, the course Dad twisted my arm to take, I didn’t
either. So, as I recall, we were nip and tuck until near the very end.
And then it happened. We took our last major bible test and, when
the papers were handed back, Buck saw he had received an F!

Throughout high school Buck had become an inveterate abbreviator.
And the bible teacher had finally taken severe umbrage with his
abbreviations, J. Christ and H. Ghost, in particular, on that test. And
so we believe the F he received caused Buck to fall behind me in the
final grade tally, which put him fifth, in the bottom half of the class,
while I was fourth, in the top half of the class! So over the years I
have often had to excuse Buck’s mistakes by reminding him that
people don’t expect as much from those who graduate in the bottom
half.
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Figure 9: Graduating Class, 1943: Front; Oleta Cannoy, Irene Askins,
Middle; Vernon Brewer, Anna Lou Amburgey, Eula Cope, James (Buck) Lyons,
Back; Mabel Smallwood, Willard Becraft, Miss McKnight, Home Room Teacher

(Buck probably just made a wisecrack, as usual – so all are smiling. Note how Buck’s Pompadour
is all in place. Vernon hair is all in place too. Mine is a bit askew. You think maybe Mabel had
messed it up? Naw, probably not.)
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James R Lyons, PFC, US Army
Serial Number: 35874706

(Laundry Number: L4706)

As spring in 1943 was about to end, our last school year at
Frenchburg was drawing to a close. Buck and I graduated in May
1943. We had made the trek from first grade through high school,
having a lot of interesting experiences along the way, and seldom
getting into trouble because of them. Yet seldom doesn’t mean zero
because Miss Courter had our number and if she caught us going
over the line she chastised us for sure, but sometimes, it seemed,
with a smile trying to break out on her face as though, as we liked to
think, anyway, she at least appreciated our creativity.

And so our little class of eight students graduated that May, and at a
very patriotic time in our country. In our ceremony each of us took
part in a solemn, patriotic program. Our Valedictorian, Mabel
Smallwood, and Salutatorian, Irene Askins, gave short speeches.
Buck read a poem and I sang a song, “I Am An American”. The other
four also did something with a patriotic theme. And so we now were
going out into a very different world from what we had experienced
most of our life.

World War II was nearly eighteen months old then and the country’s
buildup for battle was unbelievably intense. The country was well on
its way to having over twenty percent of our male population, and
probably over fifty percent of all males between 18 and 36, in uniform.
The total number in the services reached fifteen million by war’s end,
and at the time the country’s population was only 135 million. It
seemed that hardly any man between 18 and 36 was left in Menifee. I
already had three brothers in the Army. Buck and I knew that we
would soon follow all the others. The twins, Paul and Bob Cope had
already given their lives when their ship, the aircraft carrier USS
Hornet, was sunk the previous September.

Buck had his 18th birthday on June 9 or 10. I never remembered
exactly. And since I usually was late over the years in sending a
birthday card anyway, I never needed the precision! So he knew he
was to be drafted in a few weeks and he spent the first part of the
summer working with his uncle (Chalk’s sister’s husband) on his farm
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in Montgomery County. He remembers that they were haying and
making a very large haystack, one that stayed there for some years.
Little or no labor saving equipment was available in those days.
Manual labor, with emphasis on the manual, was what had to be
used.

You’re in the Army Now!

Towards the end of the summer, 1943, Buck decided against waiting
to be drafted and he enlisted in the Army “for the duration”.
Everybody was in the service for the duration of the war, then and
later. By enlisting he didn’t really affect his status in the Army but he
eliminated the uncertainty of when he would be inducted and so
avoided a few weeks of the “hanging around” time waiting to hear. He
reported to Fort Thomas, KY that was a real army fort then. He
reported in late August/early September 1943.

After we had graduated that May I had gone to Cincinnati to live with
my oldest brother Wendell and his wife Virginia (Williams) and work in
the city. Somehow Buck and I made contact with each other –
remember no cell phones and few available pay phones – and we
arranged to meet in Cincinnati. He got a day pass from the Army and
caught the bus from Fort Thomas to Cincinnati one Sunday where
Wendell and I met him at the Dixie Terminal. We spent the day
together, maybe taking in a movie, and having some Cincinnati Chili
in Fountain Square. Buck caught the bus back at the end of the day.
That was the only time I ever saw Buck in uniform. And it was the last
time I saw him walk on two good legs.

That day we met Buck was also when I decided to return home and
enroll in college at Morehead. Since I wouldn’t become eighteen until
the next March it was likely that I could get in a full year of school
before I would be drafted. I caught the Greyhound home the next
weekend and entered Morehead for the fall quarter – a momentous
and maybe life-saving action in my life, but that’s a story for another
time.

After finishing all the induction activities at Fort Thomas, Buck was
assigned to the Cavalry branch of the Army and sent by troop train to
Fort Riley, KS for basic training. Many troop trains were on the move
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in the war years. The passenger cars on these troop trains were filled
(stuffed?) with soldiers. Often the trains would have scheduled stops
and the soldiers were sometimes met with many women volunteers
who handed out coffee and doughnuts. And there was almost always
a Red Cross, Salvation Army or USO area in medium to large railroad
passenger stations in which kind ladies provided a bit of nourishment,
along with a smile and best wishes, to all.

Basic Training in the Cavalry at Fort Riley, KS

Among the many, many things new soldiers must learn and
remember during basic training is their serial numbers and rifle
numbers. When I started this Army section about Buck I asked him
for his serial number, and as most every ex-soldier you ask can, he
rattled it off. He could not remember his rifle number, nor can I
remember mine. So I titled this section with his serial number, and
included his laundry number, and his Private, First Class (PFC) rank.
The laundry number, last name initial plus the last four numbers of
your serial number, which we had stamped on or tied to our laundry
bags, ensured that our clean clothes came back to us – at least most
of the time.

Cavalry units were becoming quite rare in the early forties and the
last cavalry training anywhere was done at Fort Riley. Fort Riley is
named in honor of Major General Bennett C. Riley who led the first
military escort along the Santa Fe Trail. The post was a base for
skirmishes with Native Americans after the Civil War, during which
time George Custer was stationed at the fort. The last horse-mounted
cavalry charge by a U.S. Cavalry unit took place on the Bataan
Peninsula, in the Philippines when the U.S. Army was trying,
unsuccessfully, to keep from surrendering to the invading Japanese
forces.

All new soldiers went through the basic training cycle that lasted for
about four months. But this was the “real cavalry”, with horses!  And
the training Buck went through was quite different from the usual
program for infantrymen and others. Buck trained on a horse for the
four months. “The horses were the most important members of the
troop.” Each morning a trooper would pick out his horse, Buck tried to
keep the same one, (most everyone did) and saddled up for the day’s
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training. Then, at the end of the day’s training, he rubbed down and
secured his mount safely for the night. He told me of a characteristic
of his horse – or it was one that was trained into all the horses – and
that is, if you put your hand on the horse’s back just behind the
saddle he would “move into top acceleration mode immediately and
you’d better be ready!”

And I learned that the cavalrymen trained to shoot from the horses as
they were in a slow gallop. Buck not only qualified with the M-1, the
all purpose rifle that all soldiers in the army had to learn how to use,
and the standard infantry rifle in all combat in WWII, but he qualified
with a 45 caliber pistol.

“Westward Ho!” was, indeed, used as a command to the troops, of
course only when they were supposed to go west! However “Ho!”
was always the command to execute whatever the Sergeants said
just before “Ho!” In 1943 “Ho” did not have other idiomatic or slang
meanings as it does today.

After he completed his basic training Buck was never again around a
horse again during his service. He thinks that it is likely that his basic
training group was the last one the Army trained with horses. That
would make sense in that horses were, with one exception, never
used in WWII, or ever again by the military except in ceremonial
duties such as a presidential funeral.

However he doesn’t agree with me that it was most likely because he
and his basic training group screwed up so royally that the Army
decided to throw in the towel – or saddle blanket and give up.

On to the Pacific Theater

Buck was shipped to Fort Ord, an Army base that was just north of
Monterey, CA. It has since been closed.  After a week or so a number
of trains carried the soldiers to San Francisco Bay where they
boarded the USS West Point, the renamed former SS America ocean
liner. Over 5,000 GI’s were on board when it left for the South Pacific.
All areas in the big liner had been modified to take “stacks” of bunks
for the soldiers.
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Buck remembered that the weather was good most of the way, but
hot during many days. He spent a lot of time on deck, even sleeping
there a lot. Air conditioning was not so available in those days and
the spaces down below could be quite warm and stuffy. The mess
halls could only feed such a large number of soldiers twice a day, and
even then they were constantly busy from sunup to sundown.

Buck didn’t remember what Navy escorts the ship had but, since
sinking it would have been a huge victory for the Japanese Navy, the
West Point surely had good protection.

The SS America had been launched on 31 August 1939 and was
sponsored by Eleanor Roosevelt. It entered service as the flagship of
the United States Lines on 22 August 1940. On 16 June, 1941 "in a
brief and simple ceremony on the after sun deck," the SS America
was commissioned the USS West Point at Newport News, Capt.
Frank H. Kelley, Jr., in command. She remained in service as a
transport for the Navy until 1946.

Figure 10: USS West Point, Buck's Ship from San Francisco to New Guinea

As was the custom, when West Point crossed the equator on the
way, all on board were inducted into the world of “Shellbacks” (official
equator crossers) in a simple, short ceremony on deck. Thus Buck
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was never again to be called a “Pollywog”, the name for a non-
equator crosser!

Arriving Near New Guinea

The USS West Point, after a voyage of nearly 30 days out of San
Francisco Bay, approached New Guinea. It is the second largest
island in the world, with a size equal to the combined areas of
Kentucky, Ohio and Tennessee, and, a length from east to west that
would reach from Washington, DC to Denver. The ship dropped
anchor off Goodenough Island, a Menifee County-size body of land
that is situated just off the northern coast and near the eastern end, of
a peninsula of New Guinea. Goodenough Island was first discovered
by Europeans in 1874, by Captain Moresby who named it after a
friend, a British Commodore. Port Moresby, named for his father, an
admiral, is a key port on the opposite, or southern, side of the
peninsula.

Port Moresby has a population about that of Lexington and is the
capital of Papua New Guinea, the eastern half of the large island. The
port city was a key target of the Japanese in their expansion into that
area in 1942.  It is only about 300 miles across the sea from the
northern shores of Australia and was an important airbase for the
Allies in the South Pacific battles, including Guadacanal.

The Japanese Navy, with an invasion force, was on the way into that
area in 1942 with definite aims that included taking Port Moresby
when they were intercepted in the Coral Sea and turned back by the
Allied Navies. Afterwards the Japanese Army tried to capture Port
Moresby by landing on the north shore of the peninsula near
Goodenough Island, building a presence there of airfields and loading
docks, and crossing over the mountains. They were not successful
and were stalled there because the Allies had, by then, gained air
and sea superiority in the area.

Army Replacement Depot – Arrivals to Replace Lost Casualties

A US Army replacement depot had been placed on Goodenough. It
shared the island with various other groups, including Australian
Army units. There is where Buck was selected as part of a group to
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join the 112th Regimental Combat Team
(RCT). This group of new arrivals from the
US was used to fill the vacancies left by
those who had been wounded, killed in
action, or succumbed to disease and lost to
the 112th in previous battles around New

Guinea. The 112th RCT had been formed by
adding other units to the 112th Cavalry Regiment, and, because Buck
had trained in the Cavalry, he was assigned to it.

There he was issued new gear that was more suitable for jungle
warfare and was trained in its use and in the unusual combat
conditions he would soon face. He was issued Halazone water-
disinfection tablets, replacing the canteen-capfuls of chlorine solution
previously dispensed by squad leaders. Also, all ranks received the
effective insect repellent “612”, and were given improved training in
self-help means for reducing the incidence of tropical diseases. He
also carried a first aid dressing in its waterproof container, usually in a
pouch on his cartridge belt.

Included in the gear he received were such as canvas combat boots
(all canvas except for the soles), ponchos, mosquito nets, individual
medical kits including such as atabrine tablets for malaria prevention,
etc. Buck maintained that his poncho was about the most important
item he carried other than his rifle. “Since is rained every day at 7 pm,
you could almost set your watch by it, and your poncho was about the
only way you could keep from being drenched.” Of course it rained
heavily at other times also. And even when it wasn’t raining the
ground and plants were wet so the poncho made a dryer place for
sitting or lying down.

Figure 11: 112th Shoulder Patch
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Figure 12: Western Pacific, 1942, New Guinea is 2-300 Miles  North of Australia
(World’s 2d Largest Island after Greenland, 1600 Miles Long or Washington to Denver  Distance)

Status of the Southwest Pacific Fighting, June 1944

A bit of context is probably needed here to help understand better
how and why the 112th Regimental Combat Team, was where it was
and what it was required to do that summer of 1944 in fighting the
Japanese.  Refer to Figure 12.

Allied War Strategy Utilized “Leapfrogging”

Leapfrogging (also called "island hopping") was a military strategy
employed by General MacArthur, Commander of the Allied forces in
the Southwest Pacific Area War against Japan. The idea was to
bypass heavily fortified Japanese positions and concentrate the
limited Allied resources on strategically important islands that were
not well defended yet capable of supporting the next steps in the
drive to the main islands of Japan by providing airfields and sea
ports. This strategy was possible in part because the Allies had
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gained air and sea superiority and were thus able to use Naval and
Air Forces to blockade and isolate Japanese bases, weakening their
garrisons and reducing the Japanese ability to resupply and reinforce.
Thus troops on islands which had been bypassed, such as the major
base at Rabaul, lost much of their use to the Japanese war effort and
were left to "wither on the vine." General Douglas MacArthur greatly
supported this strategy in his effort to regain the Philippines. This
strategy began to be implemented in late 1943 in Operation
Cartwheel.

Leapfrogging had a number of advantages. It would allow the United
States forces to reach Japan more quickly and not expend the time,
manpower, and supplies to capture every Japanese-held island. It
would give the Allies the advantage of surprise and keep the
Japanese off balance. 

The overall leapfrogging strategy in the Pacific involved two prongs. A
force led by Admiral Nimitz, with a smaller land force but a larger
fleet, would advance north and capture the Gilbert and Marshall
Islands and the Marianas, going in the generally direction of
the Bonin Islands (Iwo Jima is in the Bonins), just southeast of
Japan. The Southern prong, led by General MacArthur and with
larger land forces, would take the Solomons, New Guinea,
the Bismarck Archipelago, advancing toward the Philippines.

A major step in the execution of this strategy in New Guinea had
been completed in the spring of 1944 when the Allies had landed at
Aitape and, about 300 miles farther west, at Hollandia. (See Figure
13 for the map showing the landing locations.) MacArthur had learned
that they were lightly defended. Hollandia had a good port plus
airfields and Aitape had useable airfields (the Tadji Drome airstrips)
that had been upgraded by the Japanese.
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Figure 13: April - May Surprise Attacks on Aitape and Hollandia by MacArthur

The Japanese 18th Army, commanded by General Adachi was in the
eastern part of New Guinea where they had earlier not faired well
against the US and Australian forces there.  MacArthur’s leapfrog
move had essentially left the 18th Army “ignored” at the time.
However Tokyo had ordered Adachi to start moving west to retake
Aitape and the airfields nearby.

A week or so before the end of June, MacArthur learned of Adachi’s
plans from intercepted and decoded Japanese messages. The
intercepts alerted MacArthur that the Japanese general planned to
attack about July 10, employing 20,000 troops in the forward fighting
area with another 11,000 held in reserve. Thus additional Allied
ground forces, reinforcing those already in the Aitape area, were
going to be required to stop them. The Allied Naval Forces
immediately started rounding up ships to send the reinforcements,
which would include the 112th Cavalry Regimental Combat Team.

Adachi had to move his army the 2-300 miles to Aitape mainly
through the jungle because the Allied ships and planes had
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significant control of the north shores along which he could have
moved more easily. He would have to cross a number of small rivers
that are often flooded.  These rivers headed in the mountains that
form the “spine” of New Guinea and all then flow north to the ocean
and across Adachi’s planned advance. The first line of defense
chosen by the US Army to stop Adachi was the Driniumor River, and
the additional forces selected for that duty included the 112th RCT
then on Goodenough Island and soon to be on its way to Aitape.

The Jungle Conditions Where Buck Will Fight For Four Weeks

Here is a good first hand description of the terrible jungle environment
written by a soldier who fought there in Buck’s regiment, he was in
Troop G and Buck was in Troop B.  This was written just a few years
after WWII. See the map in Figure 15 as reference.

The Battle of the Driniumor River, July-August 1944
By: William Garbo, Sr., Troop G, 112th RCT

The Driniumor river flows North out of the foothills of the Torricelli
mountains into the Pacific Ocean seven miles east of Aitape on the
northern coast of New Guinea. The river is 30 to 100 yards wide and if the
river is not in flood, can easily be crossed in many places by walking over
rocks and sandbars strewn with dead trees and brush while avoiding the
occasional deep hole. When the water rises it is of short duration, a muddy
torrent boils down the river bed carrying trees and boulders with it. This
happens after a heavy cloud burst in the mountains and can be as often as
once a day.

New Guinea is covered with thick vegetation known as "jungle rain forest"
similar to the smaller islands of that general area of the South Pacific,
notably New Britain, Guadalcanal and the Bismarck Archipelago. With an
annual rainfall of 80 to 300 inches, (6 to 25 feet) the jungle growth is
massive to within a few feet of the ocean leaving a narrow and steep sand
beach in most places.

When first viewed from the ocean, you marvel at the beauty of this tropical
paradise, the vegetation intermixed with coconut palms swaying in the
breeze looks beautiful and inviting, however after landing there this image
changes. The jungle is characterized by giant hardwoods, which tower two
hundred feet into the air with trunks six and eight feet in diameter, flared
out at the base by great buttress roots. Among and beneath the trees
thrives a fantastic tangle of vines, creepers, ferns and brush, impenetrable
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even to the eye.

Kunei grass 6 to 10 feet tall grows in a thick maze along the open sand bars
of the rivers and is the host to mites (carriers of scrub typhus), lice and
giant spiders; the blades of grass are sharp enough to slice your arms and
legs if you try to walk through without using a machete to cut an opening.

Exotic birds inhabit the upper stories of the jungle growth while the insect
world permeates the sluggish whole scene in extraordinary sizes and
varieties; ants whose bite feels like a live cigarette against the flesh,
improbable spiders, wasps three inches long, scorpions and centipedes
that sting thrive in the undergrowth. Insects fill the evening air just before
dark with a chorus of sounds so loud you can hardly hear any other
sounds. When darkness falls the noise of the insects continues for a while
then stops abruptly as though ordered by some hidden authority bringing
on an eerie silence. Mosquitoes, bearers of dengue, and a dozen lesser
known fevers, inhabit the broad, deep swamps which are drained
inadequately by rivers.

No air stirs here, and the heat and humidity are beyond one’s imagination.
Rot lies everywhere just under the exotic lushness and its foul smell fills
your nostrils. The ground is porous with decaying vegetation, emitting a
sour, unpleasant odor. Substantial-looking trees, some rotten to the core,
are likely to topple over when leaned against, and great giants crash down
unpredictably in every rainstorm. Freshly killed flesh begins to decompose
in a matter of a few hours with the aid of ever present maggots. Dampness,
thick and heavy, is everywhere, the result of regular rains that are
unbelievably torrential at times, never ceasing altogether for more than a
few hours at a time.

New Guinea is one of the few places in the world that is mainly unexplored,
there are no roads except short ones built hurriedly by the army engineers
near the coast; foot paths, sometimes 8 to 10 feet wide used by the natives
for thousands of years remain everywhere; they are hard packed dirt, dusty
when dry but becoming deep mud when walked on during and after a rain.

The Battle of the Driniumor River was to be my first experience in combat;
it took place in the rain forest just described; a battle that, like the river will
ebb and flow for 45 days of unbelievable HELL!

The terrain as described above by Garbo was an army commander's
nightmare because it fragmented the deployment of large formations.
Downpours quickly dissolved most of those footpaths into ankle/calf-
deep mud that reduced soldiers to exhausted automatons stumbling
over the glue-like ground. Fed by the frequent downpours, the lush
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rain-forest jungle afforded excellent concealment to stubborn
defenders and made coordinated overland envelopments nearly
impossible. Infantrymen often carrying sixty pounds of weapons,
equipment, and pack staggered along in temperatures reaching the
mid-90s with humidity levels to match. And so the U.S. Army faced a
determined Japanese foe on a battleground riddled with disease and
whose terrain made a mockery of orthodox military deployments.

The Japanese Soldiers that Buck Would Be Fighting

I first thought I would write a section on the Japanese Soldier but I
decided that many of you know about them and their WWII and war
with China conduct. You may want to read more about them but I
want to remind you of just a few key characteristics of the Japanese
Soldier that Buck and his fellow GI’s confronted.

1. They were taught that to surrender was humiliating and gave
“loss of face”.  So they most often fought to the death rather
than surrendering. Commanders who lost battles often
committed suicide, including many Generals and Admirals.

2. It follows, then, that they would not respect anyone who
surrendered to them. And they were notorious in their
mistreatment of captured GI’s.

3. The fear of the “loss of face” characteristic also led to many
suicide charges against the Allied Forces. It seemed that it was
almost a competition as to which soldier/leader would be the
first or most effective fighter in an attack.

4. The Japanese Army often fought at night in the jungle,
infiltrating the US positions to kill GIs in hand-to-fighting and to
establish sniper positions for the next daylight. The US Army
maintained a defensive posture during the night and went on
the offense in the daytime.
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Buck Arrives at Aitape from Goodenough Island

Figure 14: The 112th RCT Arriving In LCIs on Blue Beach Near Aitape

In late June, the 112th embarked on LCIs (Landing Craft, Infantry) and
steamed over calm seas about five hundred miles west by northwest
along the New Guinea coast to Aitape, arriving there three days later.
Each of ten LCIs carried about 200 soldiers each. So in the picture
above there is a one in ten chance that Buck came on that particular
ship and might even be in the picture – but we’ll never know. The
soldiers landed at the same beach that had been used in the earlier
landings in the spring when the Allies took Aitape and surrounding
areas. See Figure 15 to see key geographical features that bear on later
discussions of Buck’s combat experiences.

The task for those forces around Ataipe was to create and defend a
perimeter that would protect Tadji airfields. The fields were just inland
from the coast. The terrain further inland (south) from the airfields was
rain forest jungle, as described by Sgt Garbo, and spotted with swamps.
To the east, the direction of the Japanese 18th Army, there was a series
of rivers. At about 2 miles distance from Tadji fields was the Nigia River.
About 5 miles beyond that was the X-Ray River (I assume that the
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Army’s map showed no name for that river and so they called it “river x”
and, in using their communications alphabet where x is “x-ray”, the
“unknown” river got its name.) Then about 2 or 3 miles farther east of the
X-ray River was the Driniumor River.

Initially, it was planned that the 112th Cavalry, the major part of the 112th

RCT, would take up positions in the swampy Palauru area to defend the
right rear of the covering forces stationed on the Driniumor west bank,
and they would be available as the command’s reserve. A later decision
that the Driniumor River line needed strengthening, changed this plan
and the Generals had the 112th Cavalry Regimental Combat Team sent
forward immediately.

Combat Experiences in the Battle of the Driniumor River, July, 1944

The following is the story of a soldier, Tom Sheehan, who fought in
Buck’s regiment that July. Sheehan was in 2d Squadron, Troop E and
Buck was in 1st Squadron, Troop B. The 112th had three squadrons and
each squadron had three troops; Troops A, B, C in the 1st Squadron,
Troops D, E, F in the 2d Squadron, etc. Each troop had about 175 men
at the beginning of the battle which meant that the 112th Regimental
Combat Team had about 1,750 total men, counting in headquarters
staff, et al. A regular infantry regiment has about 3,000 men, almost
twice the number in a cavalry regiment. Buck says, with some
“organizational pride”, that one cavalryman plus his horse is more than
equal to two infantrymen! But, of course, there were no horses in New
Guinea.

Sheehan’s son wrote his father’s account of the Driniumor combat just a
few years after WWII while his father’s combat memories were still quite
fresh. I realize that these are not Buck’s specific experiences but they
should parallel his to a large degree since both soldiers were seldom
much over a hundred yards from each other and both faced the same
daily tactics and suicidal attacks from the Japanese forces until Buck
was wounded. And since over 65 years have passed, it is
understandable that Buck’s memory of the fighting is not nearly as fresh
as Sheehan’s was shortly after the war.

This personal description should, then, give you a good feel for what
Buck went through and in a much more realistic way than I could do by
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relying on the many somewhat dry and impersonal Army History
references I have collected about the battle. There are some
duplications and a few details in Sheehan’s story that vary a bit from
other accounts but those differences do not detract from the realistic
combat images one can get from Sheehan’s story and I have not tried to
edit it. I have, however, italicized some of my notes, specifically relative
to Buck, and inserted them in Sheehan’s story.

Combat Along the Driniumor
By Tom Sheehan

Troop E, 112th RCT

Near the end of June 1944 the 112th was ordered to move out from
Goodenough Island. They boarded LCIs and headed west along New Guinea’s
north coast. They had a full destroyer escort this time. After three days they
arrived at their destination, which was the area near a coastal village named
Aitape. This was an established beachhead so there would be no resistance
when disembarking. The 112th arrived at Aitape on June 27, 1944.

The initial Aitape landing had been on April 22. It was part of a two pronged
assault (see Figure 13). Another assault occurred at Hollandia 200 miles or so
farther up the coast from Aitape. There were airfields at Hollandia that could
support a push north of New Guinea as the Allies prepared to liberate the
Philippines. The reason for landing at Aitape was, as I understand it, twofold.
One reason there were also airfields there. They were known as Tadji Airfields,
shown in Figure 15, next to Blue Beach where the Allies landed (and where
Buck and the 112th landed) on June 27. These fields could be instrumental in
actions in the area and in supporting the main assaults in the Hollandia area.

The other reason for landing was to contain General Adachi’s Japanese 18th
Army. After Adachi had been squeezed by the Allies into the eastern parts of
New Guinea by earlier battles he had begun to push west towards Aitape. They
were believed to be about 100 miles back down the coast from Aitape. The
concern was that 18th would try took to hook up with the Japanese 2nd Army
which was operating in the area surrounding Hollandia and that the Allied
forces that landed there in April – May might not be sufficient to hold the line.
And so the 112th and other forces were brought in to help.
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Figure 15: Blue Beach Near Airfields to Afua on Driniumor River - 5 Miles by Truck and 15
Miles on Foot Through Jungle to Where the 112th RCT Fought and Buck was Wounded

The task for those forces around Ataipe was to create and defend a perimeter
that would protect Tadji airfields. The fields were just inland from the coast.
The terrain further inland (south) from the airfields was heavily jungled and
spotted with swamps as shown in Figure 15. (The arrows and dates in the
figure have to do with the earlier April – May landings and not with the 112th

actions in June – July. The map is the best I could find to show necessary
details for the fighting that Buck was involved in.) To the east, the direction in
which it was believed the 18th army was, there was a series of rivers. At about
2 miles distance from Tadji fields was the Nigia River. About 5 miles beyond
that was the X-Ray River. Then about 2 or 3 miles past the X-ray river was the
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Driniumor River. Each of these rivers generally runs north and south. They
come out of the Torrecelli mountains in the south and run north into the
ocean. By the time the 112th arrived at Aitape the Driniumor River was the
established line of the defense.

That first night the 112th bivouacked just inland from the beach. They dug
foxholes and set up their perimeter. Some slept in their foxholes. Some slept
in hammocks that had been issued complete with mosquito netting. The next
morning it had been discovered that one of the soldiers in a hammock had
been hacked to death, presumably with a machete. Orders were given for
everyone to discard and bury their hammocks. They were never used again.

That same night around ten or eleven Dad had felt huge reverberations. The
ground was shaking almost like an earthquake. Then he noticed the sound of
explosions to the east. It was probably Allied Naval guns on ships standing off
shore bombarding suspected enemy positions.

The next morning they were trucked on a dirt and sand road to the Nigia River
and crossed it on a ferry the Army Engineers had installed. They then soon left
the road on foot and went through the jungle on a trail that went south towards
tiny villages Chinapelli and Palauru. (The villages were situated in swampland
as shown in Figure 15. Also note the dotted line through the villages and on
the the Driniumor. It is the main trail they used.) The GIs often had to march
single file. They crossed a river and they crossed through a minefield. The
minefield had a safe path running through it, marked with tape.

Dad later tried to describe what it was like to head out along the trail. First
there is the feeling of being “completely engulfed” by the jungle. During the
day its light but you don’t really see the sun shining. Even so it’s stifling hot.
Often there are intense rain squalls. The rain just pours down on you. You are
“virtually smothered in water.” After the rain passes the sun beats down on
the jungle again and steam rises off the ground. It’s forever humid.
Consequently the plant life grows back rapidly.

You are made aware of the fact that besides malaria and typhus-carrying bugs
there are a number of poisonous snakes all over. (Buck said he never saw
snakes. Perhaps there was so much activity they probably hid out.) There
were also parasites and leeches in the creeks and streams where they would
need to fill their canteens. Besides the Atabrine they carried for malaria they
were also issued water purification pills. They would put one in their canteen
whenever they filled it.
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Figure 16: Carrying Supplies, Through Open Area And Over A Stream

That second night the column bivouacked at a native village known as
Chinapelli. Dad and his friend Tony dug a foxhole under one of the grass huts.
They wondered why the huts were raised six or seven feet off the ground.
They figured it was to keep the snakes out. The next morning they woke up
half covered in water. “It was like sleeping in a bathtub,” Dad recalled. They
then knew why the huts were on stilts!

They continued eastward along the trail. They would be crossing the X-Ray
River then to the Driniumor River where they would take up their position on
the line. After they had been going along for a while all of a sudden the entire
column was held up. After a while General Cunningham, Commanding Officer
of the 112th, passed by on the trail. He gave the men words of encouragement,
“Hi soldier”, etc. Some of the seasoned troopers were amazed that he still
insisted on wearing his Officer insignia on his lapel. They knew Japanese
snipers often tried to target Officers to reduce the leadership value of a unit.

As they waited there Dad and those with him could hear two different kinds of
machine gun fire and sporadic rifle fire. The first Troops had come up to a
Japanese machine gun nest adjacent to the trail. Orders were given and the
nest was soon neutralized. As the column continued down the trail, after about
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half an hour, sure enough off to the side was a Japanese machine gun with 2
or 3 dead Japanese soldiers near it
.
They soon reached the X-Ray River. 1st Squadron (Troop B, Buck’s unit was
part of the 1st) halted there. They would stand there in reserve. The 2nd
Squadron, including Troop E, continued the extra 3 or 4 miles to the
Driniumor. They arrived at the jungle village of Afua, (see Figure 17) which was
directly adjacent to the river. Afua consisted of a few native huts, or
“godowns” as they were called, again on stilts. The 2nd Squadron now relieved
the infantry unit that was there and which repositioned down the river (north)
to fill in the line of defense.
.
The men of 2nd squadron were ordered to take positions along the river. Dad
dug a quick foxhole. He was the furthermost point of his Troop, armed with
only his M-1 rifle. He watched for any movement on the other side of the river.
At some point he dozed off. Early in the morning he was awakened by
someone saying, “Don’t move. Don’t move.” Before Dad really knew what was
happening another trooper came up beside him to flick a snake off of him. It
was, as far as they knew, of the poisonous variety. It had crawled up to his
body for warmth. As Dad put it, “That was my first morning on the line.”

Next 2nd Squadron ate a quick breakfast and set about reorganizing their
positions. On the line they were eating K-rations. There were K-rations and C-
rations. Dad recalled that C-rations were more filling but they usually
contained something you would need to heat, like a can of stew or beans. K-
rations contained a little compressed can about an inch high and two inches
wide. These cans might contain something like eggs and bacon, cheese and
bacon, or corned beef and potatoes. K-rations might also include some kind of
a fruit bar. There would also be a powder mix for cocoa, or lemonade. Or there
may be instant coffee. Dad personally felt K-rations were handier than C-
rations and he could easily fit 6 or 7 in his pack.

After breakfast they set about the business of reorganizing. Foxholes were
improved, i.e., made deeper and/or given better cover, perhaps with logs or
sandbags. Machine guns were sighted east across the river for maximum
effect. They would arrange the machine guns to shoot in crossfire. Every fifth
bullet or so was a tracer so you could follow its path when in combat.
Unfortunately this would also give away your position which otherwise was
usually well concealed in the jungle.

Telephone wire would be laid down to keep in contact with other positions and
the CP (Command Post), which at this time was behind them, west of Afua.
Dad mentioned he remembered there being “miles and miles” of telephone
cable all over the jungle. One ongoing problem was that the Japanese would
often sneak around and cut the wires. (Buck said the Japanese would then set
up an ambush to shoot the GI party coming to find and repair a line break/cut.)
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There were, of course, short wave radios in those days but they were not so
available or effective in the jungle.

There was one interesting aspect of the village of Afua that Dad noted. Natives
did not inhabit the village at this time. The women and children had been
relocated to an Island and many of the men acted as litter bearers for the
wounded all along the line and to the rear. Anyway, although the village was
uninhabited, there was a little runt pig that was always wandering around the
village apparently oblivious that there was a war going on. Even when Afua
traded hands a few times in the weeks to come the pig was always there.

By the end of June and the beginning of July the positions along the west
bank of the Driniumor were, for the most part, in place. The 128th Infantry was
closest to the mouth of the river. The 127th Infantry held the center position.
Up stream at the southern end of the line was the 112th RCT. They were the
right flank as it were. Afua was, at that time, the farthest position south. And
there were two artillery units in place on the beach just west of the Driniumor
ready to send in shells for support as requested by the combat teams.

On July 6, 1944 Dad scratched out a V-Mail to try to let his family know he was
now in a combat zone. He wrote a sort of code so that it would get by the
censors. He hoped his family would figure it out. He wrote, “I met some friends
of Lincoln’s cheer leader, back in 1939. You can find his picture in the annual.
I’m fine, everything is O.K. so don’t worry.” As it turned out one of Lincoln
High School’s cheerleaders in 1939 was of Japanese descent. Apparently
Dad’s sister Peggy figured out his message.



49

Figure 17: Afua (bottom) to Dropping Ground (to north)



50

For several days patrols were sent east across the river to reconnoiter. One
patrol had made contact with the enemy. The rumor that went around was that
they had discovered a Japanese machine gun nest. Two of the troopers were
killed. They were also replacements so Dad them both. This kind of hit home
for him.

Further up the chain of command there was concern that the Japanese 18th
Army was beginning to move into the area in great strength. To try to
determine if this was in any way true the order was given to execute a
reconnaissance in force. On July 10, 1944 at the northern end of the line a
battalion of the 128th Infantry was sent across the Driniumor, along the coast
to try to find and engage the enemy. On the southern end, 1st Squadron of the
112th (Buck’s squadron) was pulled up from reserve on X-ray River to occupy
the positions around Afua. The 2nd Squadron, Dad’s squadron, was sent
across the river also to find and engage the enemy.

Dad described how when they crossed they would go single file. Since a
soldier was quite exposed while out in the water, each man would run across
quickly to catch up with those already on the other side. Once across the river
they headed east. There was no path at the point where they entered the
jungle. They hacked away at the overgrown vegetation with their machetes.
They did not get very far, maybe a mile, when nightfall was approaching. They
dug in setting up in a defensive circle. As it turn out the Japanese had massed
3 full regiments (more than three times the size of the total 112th RCT) just east
of the Driniumor. They had also moved in artillery to support them. The
Japanese objective was to capture and secure the Tadji airfields.

At midnight July 10-11 the Japanese offensive began. The 2nd Squadron, 112th

were held in their defensive position. The main activity was going on
downstream, northwest of their position. Dad described how he could hear the
Japanese cannon shells going over their position then exploding downstream.
He also heard all kinds of gunfire and mortars exploding.

In the morning of the July 11, 2nd squadron still held their position east of the
river. They ate their K-rations while awaiting orders. Around 10:00 a.m. they
were given the order to fall back to the other side of the Driniumor. As they
reached Afua, the 1st Squadron (Buck’s group) was pulling back to the X-Ray
River to take up defensive positions there. The 2nd Squadron was to also fall
back. Troop E was the rearguard during this retreat. As they looked back
across the river, Japanese troops were approaching the river and crossing it.
As Troop E began pulling out one platoon would take a position with machine
guns set up. They would then fall back a ways passing through the other
platoon that had set up to give them covering fire. They repeated this
procedure several times until they seemed a safe distance from any oncoming
Japanese.
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Troop E was now in a foot race to catch up with the rest of the 112th. Right at
this time a torrential rainstorm had begun. This created a muddy quagmire.
Dad recounted how the mud was so thick that his boot got stuck. It was so
stuck he had to pull his foot out of the boot and leave it behind. He raced all
the way back to the X-Ray River, one boot on and one boot off. After about 5
or 6 hours they got to the X-Ray. Positions were being hastily set up. Almost
immediately the order was given asking for volunteers to form patrols. They
wanted patrols to reconnoiter between the X-Ray and the Driniumor to try and
determine the enemy’s strength and location. Dad joined a squad of ten. He
traded in his M-1 for a sub-machine gun. As they patrolled they discovered
several Americans who had been killed during the initial onslaught. They did
not engage any Japanese units but they did determine the positions of some
units. They returned to the X-Ray before nightfall. They re-supplied. Dad got a
new boot.

The next morning the order came to try and recapture Afua. Elements of the
112th engaged pockets of resistance as they moved on Afua. They were able to
overtake these positions and move on. As they arrived at Afua there were
some Japanese in the village but they were easily pushed out and Afua was
secured. The runt pig was still roaming around the village. After recapturing
Afua, three troops were sent south of the village to occupy that area. Two
Troops (Including Buck’s Troop B) dug in at Afua and the areas just north of it.
Troop E was held in reserve on a hill west of Afua.

On around July 14 Troop E was pulled out of reserve. They were to go north,
downstream, to help fill in a gap in the line along the Driniumor. They were to
hook up with the 124th infantry, which had been pulled up out of reserve to
serve on the line. To get to the point on the line, where they were ordered to,
Troop E would have to go through enemy held positions. When they first got
to the river Dad remembers seeing hundreds of dead Japanese soldiers. They
were probably killed on the first night of the offensive. (The Japanese soldiers
had rushed across the river in waves of suicidal attacks and many were killed
by machine fire from Buck’s Troop and other units. Some of their machine gun
barrels turned red from the heat of so much firing at the Japanese and later
had to be replaced. See Figure 17, north is up.  Buck spent most of his time
fighting in the lower left half of the area west of the river, in and around the
village of Afua near where he was wounded.)

As Troop E kept fighting through enemy territory they came to a series of
pillboxes. These were basically foxholes covered and fortified with logs. They
may have been built by Americans but abandoned after the initial assault.
There were slots where the Japanese could stick out their machine guns but
they faced east towards the river as the Americans would have done while
waiting for the earlier Japanese attacks of July 10 and 11.



52

When they first encountered these pillboxes everyone took cover behind logs
or whatever they could. Almost immediately a couple of the more experienced
troopers grabbed some sub-machine guns and sprayed the surrounding
treetops. Sure enough Japanese snipers fell out of a couple of trees. They
would have been able to pick off those Americans lying on the ground.

Now the troopers had to take care of the pillboxes. They were prepared to try a
bazooka that had been brought along. As it turned out no one had brought the
two flashlight sized batteries they needed to make it operational. Dad
remembered the feeling of disgust that they had packed that thing all over the
jungle for no good reason. They tried barraging the pillboxes with point blank
rifle and machine gun fire. That was ineffective.

It was decided that they should try to approach from its blind side, the back,
and throw a grenade in. With suppressing fire being put on the pillbox one GI
crawled around to the back. Then he moved up towards one of the slots where
a gun stuck out and threw a phosphorus grenade in the pillbox. (Phosphorus
grenades created a veritable fireball when it exploded.) He heard some
panicked voices and then an explosion. Immediately afterwards a squad of
Americans rushed up and pried open a trap door in the back, ready to fire.
There were nine or ten dead Japanese in there. Moving further downstream
they had to use the same method on a couple more pillboxes.

Eventually Troop E made it to a clearing where they hooked up with elements
of the 124th Infantry. They were known as the Dixie Division. The 124th had just
joined the line the night before. They were very glad to see some clearly
experienced troops. Dad remembers Troop E probably looked the worse for
wear, but at the same time they came in with a bit of confidence. He also
remembers the Dixie Division looking very “GI.” All infantry division soldiers
were under orders to shave every morning even in combat. The cavalry, or the
112th anyway, were allowed to grow beards if they wanted too. This was the
only time Dad ever grew a beard.

That night it was decided that since Troop E was more experienced one or two
of them should share a foxhole with the newly arrived infantrymen. Apparently
the night before some of the 124th mistakenly killed some of their own men in a
panic. So Dad shared a foxhole with two or three of the infantrymen. He said
they were indeed pretty jumpy. They kept wanting to shoot their guns but he
told them “no.” He admitted he wasn’t always sure there wasn’t something or
someone out there but he restrained himself.

In the morning the first thing the troopers did was spray the trees and snipers
fell from a few of the trees. After breakfast they began to move out. Troop E
was going to escort the 124th down the line to where they were to fill in the
gap. The lead infantry platoon headed across the clearing to get to the path.
Just then there were all kinds of machine gun, rifle fire, even mortar fire. Dad
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saw one of the soldiers get his head basically cut off by machine gun fire.
Four or five of the infantrymen were bleeding on the ground. Everyone was
stunned. Troop E grabbed cover and started returning fire. Dad, still an ammo
carrier, started firing a machine gun until the real gunner got there. Troop E
was short on ammo so they kept getting it from men of the 124th. (Later on
there was apparently a big stink about this.)

When Troop E returned to the Afua area they discovered that the Japanese
had retaken the village. 1st Squadron (Buck’s unit) and the other two Troops
of 2nd Squadron had been pushed into the surrounding hills. Soon a counter-
attack was mounted. This included Troop E.

The 112th slowly gained ground. Dad recalled the scene as they were prepared
for the final push on Afua. There were about 200 Troopers spread out in a line
behind logs and whatever else could provide cover. About 30 yards a way the
Japanese were in a similar formation. The American position was given the
order to prepare to attack. When the order to charge came, Troop E charged
through Troop F, firing at the enemy position. Then Troop F charged through
Troop E, doing the same. Dad remembered this charge vividly. The charge
continued and the Japanese were on the run. Afua was in American hands
again. The pig was still there.

After this, Troop E was put in reserve once again. They were given a detail
though to keep Americans supplied (some of the 112th had not eaten for 2 or 3
days). C-47 cargo planes from Tadji were used to drop food, ammunition and
other supplies into a clearing northwest of Afua. Troop E was sent to retrieve
the supplies they needed, and did so without incident.

Even though Afua had been retaken and the line restored, as Dad put it,
“confusion was the order of the day.” There were still considerable enemy
forces west of the Driniumor, that is, behind American lines. Also the
Japanese had made a new jungle trail south of Afua, up in the mountain
foothills. They were using this to swing around the American’s right flank, at
Afua. As Dad put it, the line in their area was very “fluid” at this time.

One other time Troop E was pulled out of reserve again to try to relieve a
stranded Cavalry unit. Troop C had been surrounded and completely cut off by
enemy forces, on a small hill just north of Afua. Several unsuccessful attempts
had been made to break through to the beleaguered Troop. It was now Troop
E’s turn to try from the north and assist Troop B (Buck’s Troop) fighting from
the east side in relieving Troop C.

(I have inserted here the following figure and its description in italics to fill in
some details of the intense situation that existed the last days before Buck
was wounded.)
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(Figure 19 shows the situation of Troop C being surrounded. Note the
rectangles. Each represents a unit. One diagonal line inside the box means
that the unit is cavalry. Two diagonals crossed inside the box means infantry.
The symbols on top of the box denote the size of the unit. The number or letter
on the left and right side  of the box defines the unit.)

(The village of Afua is shown as the small cross hatched area near the bottom
of the figure and near the bank of the Driniumor. Immediately above Afua one
can see the rectangle with one diagonal, a C on the left, and one mark on top
which signifies the unit size is a troop size. On the right of the rectangle is the
number 112 indicating that this is Troop C of the 112th RCT.)

(Heavy print and arrows in the figure signify enemy units and movements. So
around Troop C there are Japanese infantrymen drawn from their third
battalion (two marks on top) of the 78th Infantry, from a regiment (three marks
on top) of the 80th Infantry, and a regiment of the 79th Infantry. These Japanese
soldiers had survived the heavy American fire as they stormed across the
river in suicidal waves and ended up behind the American lines. (The detailed
Japanese information was obtained later by US Army historians in meetings
held after the war with the surviving Japanese officers who fought at
Driniumor. Many similar meetings resulted in many volumes of histories
written with input from both sides of battles in the Pacific.)

(Just above Afua and slightly to the right there is a cavalry symbol with a leg
on the left, making the rectangle look like a flag. It has two marks on top and
one diagonal. That represents the command center of the 1st Squadron (two
marks on top for squadron) of the 112th RCT. Command Centers were not very
elegant, as can be seen in Figure 12. This is a picture of Brigadier General
Cunningham’s Command Post, called “Baldy’s CP” by the soldiers behind his
back because of his bald pate. Immediately above the command center is
Buck’s Troop B as noted by the rectangle markings. Buck’s troop was nearly
surrounded also, being, as the figure shows, that they were backed up to the
river bank by enemy troops to the west, and with other Japanese troops
across the river firing and trying to cross. Troop A, the other troop in the 1st

Squadron is farther north near the dropping area for supplies that are flown
in.)
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Figure 18: Fancy 112th HQTRS on the Driniumor at Afua
General Cunningham's command post, or  “Baldy's” CP
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Figure 19: Troop C Surrounded, Troops B, E, et al, Fighting to Relieve Them
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Troop E troopers approached from the north through dense jungle, crawling
low, single file. As the point man was crawling over a log enemy machine gun
fire poured down on the column. The lead man, now alone on the other side of
the log, had been shot. They were able to talk to him but could not reach him
to help. They also could not determine through the thick undergrowth exactly
where the enemy positions were.

A soldier next to dad, “the nervous type” as he described him, jumped up and
started firing his M-1 at a suspected machine gun nest. Dad reached up and
grabbed him yelling. “down, down!” He knew standing up like that would draw
enemy fire on them, which indeed it did. They were immediately barraged with
machine gun fire, rifle fire and grenades. Bullets were whizzing everywhere.
Dad later said, “This was probably the closet call I ever had.”

Troop E could hear Troop C up on the hill, but could not see them. It was clear
they would not be able to get to them. The Lieutenant got on the phone to HQ.
He said they would have to fall back. They crawled out the same way they
came in. They dragged five wounded out with them. They had not been able to
get to the man on the other side of the log. He subsequently died of his
wounds. Heavy fighting would last four days until Troop C was relieved and
able to break out of the Japanese encirclement on July 25.

(Buck’s Troop B was on the other side of the hill nearer Afua and the river and
they helped relieve Troop C shortly before he was hit by two pieces of
shrapnel and, as he told me, “Then my south sea island vacation was over!”
More on Buck’s wounding and evacuation later)

Gradually the situation on the American right flank improved. This was partly
because of the Japanese re-supply issue. But, this was also because of the
superior firepower of the Allies. American artillery had become more and more
effective. There was also Australian air support from planes using Tadji
Airfield. Dad said there were a few mishaps though.

On one occasion American 155 howitzers were finding their range. As it turned
out they were shelling American positions.

(Those “friendly fired 155 mm shells”, three rounds per the 112th history) hit at
1800 hours on July 25. That was the same time, certainly within a few minutes,
that Buck got hit, “at dusk, he said. Sunset on New Guinea for July 25 is 1808
hours according to the internet search I made. Someone got on the phone to
the artillery and their aim was soon corrected. Buck tells me he is quite sure
he was not hit by those “friendly” rounds. He thinks they hit in the Troop A
and C areas. I later found in one of the Army history reports that he was right,
the shells did hit near Troop A and C. I have more about Buck being taken to
the hospital later.)
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Back to Sheehan’s story:

On another occasion when Dad was on a re-supply detail, they were strafed by
Australian fighter planes as they worked in an open field, the “Dropping Area”
shown in Figure 17. Troop E is shown just north of the area. The Troopers
tried to wave them off. When the Australians kept strafing some of the
Americans actually started firing back at them. They took cover and made
some calls to rectify the situation. (One reason for screw-ups such as these
early on in battles was that our army radio frequencies and the Australian
plane radio frequencies were not compatible and so direct radio
communication was not available.) Figure 20 shows one of the airstrips at
Tadji that were used for fighters and transports that dropped the supplies for
the troops near Driniumor River.

Figure 20: Tadji Airstrip, Fighters and C-47s Lined Up. US and Aussie Planes

As Japanese resistance began to weaken along the southern flank, the 112th

prepared for a big push across the Driniumor south of Afua. They were to link
up with American forces, which were coming upstream from the north along
the eastern side of the river, in a move to envelop any remaining Japanese
along the line. It was not confirmed but it appeared that Japanese units were
beginning to withdraw from the entire Driniumor River area.

Around this same time Dad noticed his friend Tony did not seem to feel well.
There was a general rule if you had a fever of 103 or more you would be pulled
off the line. Tony didn’t necessarily want to abandon his comrades but he was
sick enough to go to the field hospital where it was decided he should be
relieved of his duty for now.

As elements of the 112th prepared for the big push across the Driniumor their
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strength was considerably depleted. (Later when the 112th was finally pulled
off the line, Troop E had 23 soldiers out of 150 that had gone in. The 127
casualties included killed, wounded or medically unfit such as having malaria,
typhus, “jungle rot, etc, plus psychological problems.)

By mid August 1944 the Driniumor River Campaign was considered over. Two
and a half ton trucks called “6 by 6’s” or just “6 bys”, arrived to take the 112th

back to Aitape. The regiment was being relieved. Engineers had bulldozed a
road all the way up to Afua alongside the Driniumor’s riverbank. Each truck
carried out a separate Troop! As Dad remember, with only 23 left in Troop E, it
was pretty comfortable in his truck.

(I have not been able to get an official figure of casualties for each Troop and
the many numbers I get from the Army’s History groups do not always agree.
Buck says that the 112th had 62% casualties during its 51 days of combat.
Sheehan’s Troop E numbers give an 85% casualty figure. So the 62% number
for the whole regiment sounds reasonably correct. Whatever the number, the
men must have gone through hell, for sure. One indication of the fierceness of
the fighting is that this one small regiment had two members awarded
Congressional Medals of Honor for bravery in this battle.)

They drove down towards the ocean they hadn’t seen in 44 days. (Buck’s
combat period was 27 days – continuous, day and night. He told me one good
thing and the only one about his being hit was that he was finally able to get
some sleep, and with the morphine, to hide the pain.) They turned left at the
mouth of the river and headed down the beach.

Dad had not written home since his letter of July 6 about the cheerleader. He
sent them a six page, up-beat, almost lighthearted letter dated August 13,
1944. He let them know he was getting a well deserved rest and that he was
being treated very well. He went on, “Tonight I enjoyed a double helping of
strawberry shortcake, boy was it good! Tomorrow we are going swimming in
the afternoon. In two nights I’ve seen two shows and one was Bob Hope.”
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Figure 1: Bob Hope, Frances Langford, et al, at Aitape

Bob Hope, Very Much Appreciated by WWII GIs

Starting with a trip to Unimak Island, Alaska, in 1942, Bob Hope made
annual tours with the United Service Organizations (USO) for troops
stationed in the war zones. Throughout the rest of WWII, Hope and his
fellow entertainers logged thousands of miles and gave countless
scheduled and unscheduled performances for troops around the world.
In the summer of 1944 alone, Hope logged over 30,000 miles across the
South Pacific and gave more than 150 performances. It’s easy to see
why all WWII GI’s deeply appreciated Bob Hope.
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Buck Was Wounded July 25 and Carried to the Hospital by Natives

A lieutenant in Buck’s unit was killed in the first intensive battles of early
July. Officers carried a 45 caliber pistol in a holster hanging from their
“cartridge” belt. When the lieutenant died one of the sergeants took the
45 for his own use. Since the soldiers often could see only a few feet in
the jungle a pistol or a submachine gun was easier to aim quickly and
shoot as needed. The longer range and accuracy of an M-1 rifle were
less useful in such close range fighting.

A few days later the sergeant was killed and Buck took the 45 for his
use. On July 25, 1944 at dusk Buck was moving upright in the battle and
was simultaneously hit by two pieces of shrapnel from Japanese artillery
fire. One piece hit his right leg and caused the wound that ultimately
resulted in his lifelong disability. The other shrapnel piece hit the holster
of the 45 caliber pistol hanging on his hip, cut through the leather,
smashed the magazine/handle and lodged there. He got quite a bruise

on his hip from that but no wound,
thanks to having the 45.

The GI medics with the troops
were trained to treat 'front line'
battle wounds with the topical
application of a moderate coating
of sulfanilamide powder sprinkled
directly into the open wound. The
medic (All medics deserve a

special medal for bravery in reaching and attending to the wounded
during battle) who attended to Buck surely followed this procedure. And
sulfathiazole tablets were given orally (but not if Buck had had an
abdominal wound) for help in the fight against bacterial infection.
Penicillin had not yet become widely available. Then a dry padded battle
dressing was applied. If the soldier was in extreme pain, morphine
sulfate (1/4 gram) was injected into a muscle. The morphine solution
was in a small squeezable tube affixed with sterile needle, ready for
immediate use. Now they had to get him to a hospital for further
treatment.

Figure 2: A 45 Caliber Pistol Like Buck Had



62

Fighting was still going on all along the Driniumor River and so Buck had
to be evacuated due west. In the first mile or so the Buck and his litter
bearers were still in dangerous areas. A couple of times shots were fired
or mortars were launched in the area and the natives, as was their
custom, put Buck down in the trail and ran off to hide in the jungle until it
was quiet again. Then they came back, picked him up and continued the
journey and he was “cussin’ ‘em every step of the way because my leg
hurt so damn much”. It must have taken most of the night and the next
day. He also thinks he was “doped up” for a lot of the trip, likely with
morphine.

Figure 15 shows the trails the bearers probably followed in taking Buck
toward Tadji airfields, a mostly jungle and swampy trek of more than 15
miles through Palarau and Chinapelli villages, and there turning to the
north to reach the hospital near the Tadji airfields. It was essentially
along the same trails Buck’s unit used in going to the Driniumor.

New Guinea men had been hired since the first landing by the Allies in
April to help with moving in supplies and for evacuating the dead and
wounded to the Aitape area. Figure 23 shows a group of New Guinea
bearers (note their muscles) ready to start the long and arduous trip with
the wounded GI’s that are lying on the litters on the ground.

Figure 23: New Guinea Natives Ready to Carry Wounded GI's
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Figure 24 shows bearers carrying one GI. Extra bearers go along to
relieve the others. The picture shows them following a small stream
which is a much easier way to carry. This was done when possible and
when they were safely away from the combat areas and could be out in
the open with less danger.

Figure 24: Native Litter Bearers - Four to Carry, Two to Relieve, with Armed GI
in Charge
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When Buck arrived near the coast he was put in a MASH-type unit, the
5th Portable Hospital at Aitape, where he stayed for a number of days
while receiving treatment for wounds to his right leg. In that hospital the
wounded were stabilized as best the doctors could and then, from time
to time, they were triaged (biaged?) into two groups. Anyone with a high
temperature, 103 or higher, was considered to need major care soon.
Such care would only be available on a hospital ship, and so these
wounded would be scheduled to leave on the next hospital ship to
Hawaii. Those that had temperatures less than 103 were considered
well enough to be safely flown to Hawaii. Buck decided he did not want
to take the 20-30 days on the ship to get there and so when they
periodically had him take his temperature he would check its rise a time
or two and when/if it was approaching the decision temperature he
would hold it by his teeth with his mouth slightly open so the rise would
stop. Thus, since his temperature was below the decision value, he was
later put on a plane and flown to Hawaii.

He said he often had second thoughts about his actions while on the
flight because he was “sick as a dog” most of the time. In Hawaii he was
treated for a many days until he improved enough to be flown on to San
Francisco. From there he was then moved to Fort Ord and later to
Memphis where he spent the rest of the recuperation time before being
discharged on 11/25/45, sixteen months after he had been wounded!!

The long time at Memphis, thirteen of that sixteen months, was required
by the medical staff to fight a serious bone infection that Buck had
developed. Earlier in the war such an infection would have been very
difficult to treat successfully. But the Memphis VA Hospital had just
begun to receive the new “wonder drug, penicillin” and so Buck was
among the earliest wounded GI’s there to be given the drug.

He remembers that thirteen GIs had bone infection caused by their
wounds. After that one year of treatment, of the thirteen, Buck was one
of only three who had survived. He was given 300-400,000 units in each
shot, in the rear, of course, and every 3-4 hours, around the clock,
because the earlier penicillin formulation passed through the body that
quickly. He also said they may have changed (increased?) the dosage
during the treatments, but he’s not sure. He said, “My bottom probably
looked like I had been breaking in a porcupine without a saddle.” He was
very lucky that penicillin had become available in time to help him.
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A bit more on penicillin: In 1943, the required clinical trials were
performed and penicillin was shown to be the most effective antibacterial
agent to date. Penicillin production was quickly scaled up and became
available in some quantity to treat Allied soldiers wounded on D-Day,
June 6, 1944, a couple of months before Buck needed it. The
discoverers of penicillin were awarded the 1945 Nobel Prize. During
World War II, penicillin made a major difference in the number of deaths
and amputations caused by infected wounds among Allied forces,
saving the lives of an estimated additional 12%–15% of the hospital
patients. During the Civil War, 50 percent or more of the men admitted
to hospitals died, during World War I, it was 8 percent, World War II, 4
percent.

And so, after two years, Buck is home again but with a “gimpy leg”
which, aside from various operations at the Veterans’ Hospital, hardly
slowed him down. He had done more than his share of fighting and
earned our respect. He certainly earned mine and I have always been
proud to be his friend. Well, almost all the time!


