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    DEDICATION


    


    I write this book as a legacy for my children, grandchildren, and all who love freedom and righteousness—in appreciation of the Americans who have gone before us.

  


  
    FOREWORD


    


    The early 1940s was a time of innocence and naivety. We had seen the ravages of war only in the movies and in the newsreels. But when war came to America in the form of a surprise attack on a place we had never heard of, we grew up fast and became united in our efforts to fight fascism and preserve our freedoms.


    This book contains the recollections of World War II on the home front. Through the eyes of a schoolboy, the setting is a small town in central Indiana. Political correctness had not been invented. We talked straight and did not worry about offending people. Japanese were called Japs or Nips. Germans were called Krauts or Huns.


    I am over seventy-six years old now, but some of these memories are indelible and I hope to never forget. I have found that men and women my age and above hate war. At the same time, we are the most patriotic and freedom-loving age group in the world. We realize what we could have lost—the freedom we enjoy every day—had it not been for the sacrifices of our finest young people as well as every citizen of America. My hope is to instill some of the love for freedom in our young people who have not been taught very much about the most important history in the last one hundred years.


    


    ~ Phil Emmert
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    CHAPTER 1


    THE DAYS OF SUMMER


    

    Creeping around the side of the weather-beaten house an inch at a time, I hugged the wall and tried to blend in with the late afternoon shadows. If I could just make it to that old cherry tree at the side of the house, I could take aim with my sniper rifle from the branches and pick them off one by one.


    Just then, I heard the sound of rat-a-tat-tat-tat. Submachine gunfire. The sound was very close to me and was coming from under the bushes that separated two houses. Then a voice blurted out in a high, excited pitch, “I got you! You are dead!” He was right. I never saw or heard him. Dropping my weapon and clutching my chest, I fell to the ground like a sack of potatoes. I gasped one last time and lay there thinking of all the people who would be weeping over my tragic sacrifice. I wondered who would take possession of my “Purple Heart.”


    After a couple of seconds, I jumped up and shouted, “Okay, I’m alive again.”


    It was June 10, 1944, in Booneville, Indiana, a small town made up of close-knit neighbors, extended families, and a few old crackpots. Ronnie Neal was my closest friend. He and I were inseparable buddies. We all called him Peanut (I think it was because of the shape of his head). It was he who had just shot me with his homemade wooden submachine gun.


    We heard on the radio the night before that there had been a raging battle going on in France since the sixth of June. This battle carried a code name, “D-Day.” The report said our guys were moving at a fast pace, and the word was that the war would be over in just a few weeks. Little did we know the war would take another year to end. Peanut, his brother Jimmy, two other boys named Jamie Hand and Dickey Peterson, and I had been reenacting the battle for an unnamed French village.


    We all congregated at the lean-to of a back porch attached to the back of our house. I twisted the water faucet and waited for the water to run cold in the old rubber hose. Then I shot a stream of cold water into my mouth and over my face. It was delicious, even though it tasted like rubber.


    Next, I squirted a stream at Peanut. He dodged, grabbed the hose, and bent it, shutting off the pressure. Turning off the valve, I ran out in the backyard in time to see Jimmy, Jamie, and Dickey disappearing down the alley toward the Neal house. They were probably going to plot some devious trick on Libby. Libby was Peanut and Jimmy’s fifteen-year-old sister. She was tall with long, dark hair and green eyes. I thought she was as pretty as a spotted pup, but her brothers didn’t think so.


    Peanut announced, “I’m going home and see what’s for supper.” I acknowledged this information with a snappy salute and marched into the kitchen from the back porch. My sister Mary Anne shot me a look that said get out of here, you little worm, as she took a long drink out of a bottle of Coca-Cola. I didn’t say anything. She was fourteen and tough for a girl. Besides, I had fought enough battles for one day. I was still a little sore from falling down as if I’d been shot. Walking through the house, I tried to be quiet because my mother was sleeping. She had to work the “graveyard shift” at eleven o’clock. So I needed to be quiet until she got up and stirred around.


    Daddy was on the front porch reading the evening paper with a serious look on his face. He had renamed the Booneville Reporter to the Daily Disappointment. However, I noticed he always grabbed it and read it as soon as the paperboy delivered. The only thing I ever read in that newspaper was the cartoon section, which only had five cartoons. Daddy sat in an old wooden rocker, slowly rocking, reading, and puffing on his pipe. He frowned from time to time, suggesting that he was slightly disturbed about something. I made a mental note not to do anything to disturb Daddy tonight. He was quick to give a whipping when he was like this.


    People walked a lot during these last three years since Pearl Harbor. Only the police, sheriff, doctors, and few other important people seemed to drive much these days. Due to rationing, it just wasn’t worth the trouble to drive. Daddy sold our Model A Ford with the neat rumble seat when we moved to town two years before. From time to time, a neighbor or an acquaintance walked by while Daddy was reading the paper. They would stop to chat and exchange news about the war or the prospects for the weather.


    I sat on the front step with the warm sun on my face. It would be another hour before it would be below the trees across the street. Old Buck, our faithful black and white border collie, nuzzled his nose under my arm and licked me on the side of the face. He really knew how to pick up the spirits of a wounded soldier. This was the life: a front porch, the sun on your face, and a good dog at your side. A car pulled up at the house next door. It was Mr.


    Cunningham, the high school principal, bringing Shirley home. Shirley was the neighbor’s unmarried daughter. Shirley was also Mr. Cunningham’s secretary at the school. They always sat and talked for a long time before she went in the house. I guess they were not able to talk at school. I also decided Mr. Cunningham must have been hard of hearing, because they always sat real close together in the car. Since school had been out almost two weeks, they must have had a lot of extra work to do. I wondered if Mr. Cunningham’s wife was holding supper for him.


    I finally got tired of old Buck putting his tongue in my ear, so I decided to skate around the block and see what was going on. I retrieved my roller skates from the closet under the stairway and clamped them onto my old shoes. I guessed I must have put about a hundred miles on those skates since school let out. I started north up Oak Street so I could get a better look at Mr. Cunningham and Shirley in his blue 1940 Chevy. They stopped talking and moved apart as I skated even with the car. I waved at them and skated on. Shirley waved weakly and started to open the car door.


    Crossing the alley, I stopped to talk with Mrs. Dillon and her daughter Imogene. I hoped Imogene noticed my skating ability. She was cute as a button, and her dad owned the grocery store just down the block and around the corner. Mrs. Wilson, who was an elderly widow, waved at me from across the street. She, like Daddy, was sitting on her porch reading the paper. I liked Mrs. Wilson. In the winter, she would give me a dime (sometimes a quarter) to take her coal ashes out on Saturdays.


    Around the block once and I was so hot I took off my skates and went to the “icebox” in the kitchen to check out the ice situation. There wasn’t much left, and the iceman would not come until tomorrow. I chipped some ice off with an ice pick and let the pieces melt in my mouth. Man, that was refreshing. Mary Anne had guzzled the last Coke, so I would have to wait until I sold some soft drink bottles to buy one. I could have begged a nickel off Daddy but thought better of it—due to his unpredictable mood this evening.


    Daddy and Momma both worked at Winkler’s. Winkler’s was a factory that made coal stokers before the war. There were two Winkler brothers. They came up with the idea for an “automatic stoker” so you wouldn’t have to keep shoveling coal into your furnace. Only rich people had furnaces. Really rich people now had stokers. We heated our house with a “Warm Morning” cast iron coal stove. Well, anyway, these Winkler brothers were about as German as you could get, but everyone in town accepted them because they were helping with the war effort. Besides that, they had been naturalized, whatever in the world that meant. I thought our neighbor might have had that done to his cat once. The Winkler factory now made 75 mm “mortar shells.” The factory ran three shifts to turn out shells. Everyone in town that was “4-F,” or not engaged in some other war effort, seemed to work at Winkler’s factory.


    Directly, Daddy came in from
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