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FOREWORD
BY
David Eisenhower

As the years go by, the events recounted in Lines of Battle recede in time, but World War II remains a subject of intense interest. The fortieth anniversaries of D-Day, V-E Day, and other events have come and gone, but others approach, beginning next year with the fiftieth anniversary of Munich. Though Munich will not be celebrated, other events will be, particularly by the American people who look back on World War II as a supreme national achievement. For Americans and millions more, the war remains a living memory, a fact borne out by the recent controversies over President Reagan’s visit to the military cemetery at Bitburg, West Germany, and Kurt Waldheim’s election as president of Austria. Equally dramatic proof of this was the selection of Elie Wiesel as the recipient of the 1986 Nobel Peace Prize, an award tendered not for his involvement in any current crisis but in recognition of Wiesel’s thirty-year effort to keep alive the memory of the Holocaust. These episodes reaffirm the universal feeling that the world dare not forget World War II.

And so the memories live on, for reasons that are self-evident. The scale of World War II was unprecedented. So was its savagery, which stands as a timeless warning about the illusions of progress. The political, military, social, and economic ramifications of the war are still deeply felt. In short, for the foreseeable future, the war looms as a unique event and its outcome remains the foundation of world politics, albeit an eroding foundation. For as time goes on, as William Jovanovich put it, “the past is always compromised by the present; many of the assurances of long ago, on reexamination, turn into questions and speculations.” And as the “speculations” grow, it is crucial to recall the “assurances” accepted by the participants of the war, lest the past be forgotten altogether.

Thus, Lines of Battle is more than a selection of letters about a bygone period of special interest to the families of the recipients and of passing interest to the public. This book is a valuable resource, doubly so since the letters in this volume were written with no expectation that they would ever be published. Lines of Battle is an authentic sample of the firsthand accounts left by the servicemen who actually experienced World War II, a book of vivid descriptions and significant insights written as the war unfolded. Through these letters, a reader can transport himself back in time and imagine himself following this story as the recipients must have. In this way, a reader gains insight to the persisting question: What was the American experience like?

Annette Tapert has arranged the letters chronologically and so the story told here and the conclusions one draws from it evolve in steps. The men who wrote home individually describe episodes, rarely touching on the large aspects of the war. Philosophical passages multiply in the closing days of the war as weariness sets in, but American aims in World War II, never systematically spelled out by Roosevelt, are not articulated boldly here. Indeed, in the early years of this story, it seems as though America’s war effort simply happened, that it was action preceding thought, rather than action based on firm ideas. But this is hard to reconcile with the sheer immensity of the war effort, in which eleven million servicemen crossed two oceans to fight the Axis powers at points separated by twelve thousand miles.

Why did America fight? There is no evidence here that American soil was threatened, or that an accommodation with the Axis, advocated in 1941 by the America First movement, was impossible. It becomes apparent that American motives were political, a fact that distinguishes the perspective of the American soldier from his British, French, German, or Russian counterparts, all of whom waged struggles close to home for the very existence of their countries.

    As the story unfolds, the reader sees in these letters a deep appreciation for America’s standing in the world and her responsibilities, a discovery which belies caricatures of the American GI as unfeeling or belatedly informed after the fact. Plainly, America did not seek direct involvement in the war; in time, however, Americans found that they could not justify abstention in a conflict in which America had the power to influence the outcome in favor of her friends. In these letters, one encounters the dismay felt by America’s soldiers about home-front complacency and the tendency toward “national selfishness” which almost kept the U.S. out of war, which undermined conduct of the war and threatened to resurface as the war ended. But the soldiers in this book did not question that America had to stand up and be counted—what they wanted were weapons, support, and assurances that the life they returned to would resemble the life they left behind. This was perhaps best put in a letter by Lieutenant Charles Leiber of the 34th Infantry Division written on the eve of his death in the American advance into Bologna. “ ‘Why we fight’ has been a topic for all of us to ponder,” he wrote. “All one has to do is to look at Italy to appreciate all the good things at home. I like to feel I am fighting for the privilege of enjoying all that we as a people have been blessed with.”
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As the story unfolds, the experience of battle and confronting death in faraway lands predominates. These firsthand accounts are vivid for several reasons. First, the idea of global warfare was new. Compulsory Army service was also new, and the prospect of tangling with Imperial Japan and Nazi Germany was an imposing one. The story begins fittingly enough nine months before Pearl Harbor, which made war inevitable. In the opening letter, Sergeant Clarence Merson of the 557th Signal Air Warning Company describes the transit of his unit from Fort Meade, Maryland, to Fort Sam Houston, Texas, for training. As one might have expected, as he entered this strange new environment he found that the reality was less difficult than he had expected.

For Merson, the familiar stands out—he is unimpressed by his first glimpse of Texas from his Pullman car; he sees no cowboys and Indians, no Jesse James, but “trees … swamps … and darkness; nothing more.” Merson goes on to describe Army life. His day begins at five, when he rises and gets into his clothes “mechanically.” After cleanup, there is breakfast followed by a long, hard day of drills and marching. The routine is strenuous, but the Army is “not hard, really.” Outwardly, the Army way is harsh, but Merson has found friendship and likes the invigorating pace.

The war’s journey is arduous. After training, the soldiers in this book confronted separation and the ordeal of battle, which proved surprisingly easy the first time, harder than expected the second and third times out. The letters describe the confusion of combat, the pain of separation from loved ones, the peculiar horrors of modern warfare, and the timeless rituals of preparing to meet the enemy in battle. In this, the soldiers are brave and matter of fact. Private Gerald Herzfeld, as he departs with a top secret convoy across the Atlantic (his ship will be sunk) assures his family that he is sure that if he dies, then a long life for him was not meant to be. Private First Class Thomas Raulston of the 101st Airborne prepares for his drop into Normandy by praying over and over, “Give me guts.” Ray Salisbury of the Ninth Air Force in North Africa proclaims his unwillingness to die, along with his confidence in his comrades, in the American method, and in American initiative, which over and over has provided “the spark … to do unheard of things.” This is the true spirit of America, he writes, and the reason America “as a Nation will never be beaten!” What stands out in the letters is that ordinary men were capable of heroism—“Here is where you get down to bed rock,” wrote Salisbury. “Here is where you discover you have pools of energy that have never been tapped.”

Morale in a war fought thousands of miles from home was a constant concern at the time, and evidently, it was not a function of victory—which could, at times actually undermine morale. Morale was often bolstered by defeat. For instance, Lieutenant Colonel Herbert Blackwell at Pearl Harbor describes the soldiers and sailors in the wake of that Japanese attack as “the happiest lot you ever saw … itching for the Japanese to return, now that they are ready for them.” Morale was shaken but not shattered by Marine combat in the jungles of the South Pacific or the hopeless situation described by Sergeant Irving Strobing in the closing days of the siege at Corregidor, a rare American defeat. But even as the garrison is about to fall, Strobing, who faces three-plus years of captivity, expresses his parting wish that his brother hasten over the Pacific and avenge his loss. Again, what sustained morale was faith in America, a belief that what each individual did was expected of him as a matter of course. Also, World War II, while necessary, was broadening as well. Perhaps the sheer wonder of it all is expressed best by General Teddy Roosevelt, Jr., in an anniversary letter to his wife. Nothing in their lives has turned out as they had expected except their children, he writes. “We never thought we’d roam the world.… We never thought that our thirty-third anniversary would find us deep in our second war, with me again at the front.”

And so it was as the great adventure unfolded. Annette Tapert in presenting these letters chronologically also conveys the commonality of the World War II experience. It is clear that the war was a unifying and nationalizing force. For four years, men from Texas and New York served in the same units, shared similar concerns and fears, and shared a similar sense of justice and triumph, culminating perhaps in the winter battles in Belgium in 1944, in which an American Army of “soda jerks and grocers” checked the German SS and Panzers. But beneath the commonality are apparent differences. There are the contrasts between the ordinary ground soldier and the airmen and seamen who served at the cutting edge of American expertise and were the first into battle against the enemy homeland. There is a significant difference between the Asian and European theaters. These theaters were inseparable parts of one war but distinguishable in tactics, in strategy, and in different attitudes toward the enemy. Plainly, the American soldier despised the Japanese enemy, who was respected only for his ferocity. By contrast, the Americans were surprised by German ferocity. “What kind of people are these that we are fighting?” asks Private First Class Howell Iglehart of the 8th Infantry Division. The Germans are people not very unlike Americans, he concludes.

Accordingly, in Europe the ideological cast of the U.S. intervention in World War II shines clearest. Gradually, the significance of Nazi barbarism sank in as the GI was exposed to Europe’s plight. Unlike the Pacific, the European campaign was fought in areas many of the Americans had visited and expected to revisit, and the scenes of desolation were sobering. The distinctions suggest that the two theaters were very different wars in fact, though not in principle. One might say that the war against Japan was less complex, a war between peoples that ultimately served as a means to the end of American participation in the most complex struggle of all time: the crusade in Europe to liberate Western Europe from the Nazi yoke and to destroy Nazism utterly.

As it proceeded, the European campaign evoked thoughtful speculation about the meaning of the war. By the winter of 1944, weariness had set in, but emotions had hardened and anger aimed at the home front again surfaced. As Colonel Herbert Enderton put it, the France of the travel posters had vanished in part because American aid had not been enough or early enough. Beauty remained, but the attractiveness was gone. Meanwhile, for the first time, the reader thinks of home. On the Belgian border in late January 1945, Lieutenant Edward Hitchin describes church services held in a hayloft shortly before his exhausted 28th Infantry Division was hurled back into action against a large German pocket holding out west of the Rhine. The hayloft was his “little barn church in the vale,” and from his second floor seat, he gazed at the stream beneath him and the aged roof over him while he listened to the portable organ and the hymns of his youth.

Hitchin’s ruminations are the prelude to the final act in Europe: the invasion of Germany, where the lessons of the war crystallized. In Germany, GIs witnessed firsthand the irrefutable evidence of the German barbarism that had prompted American intervention years before. The scenes evoked anger and a last spasm of determination. In a letter home, Captain Steve Hall, an OSS officer training partisans in northern Italy, affirms the truth of widely disbelieved reports of German atrocities and describes his partisans as “the sword of God, if there has ever been one in history.” Lieutenant Charles Leiber confronted death in the attack on Bologna “at peace with the world.” Meanwhile, GIs entered the broken cities of Germany and the death camps, “brute testimonial to a brutality beyond comprehension.” What did it mean? In this book, a German Jew confronts the American GI with the implications of what he sees. Corporal Kenneth Connelly describes his encounter with a Jewish survivor in Cologne who had wandered out of hiding to search for the American military government authorities. The survivor described the intense hatred which the Nazis had whipped up against the Jews as the source of all the mistakes in the world, but he doubted Germany was unique or that America was immune from such things. How could an insanity seize a whole nation? “I do not suppose that the American people can be expected to learn a lesson from this war,” writes Howell Iglehart, “but will be satisfied to say, ‘It can’t happen in America.’ Propaganda and indifference have certainly made it happen here in Germany.”

Unanswerable questions arose as it became clear that German barbarism had been the result of choice as well as circumstance. From faraway Leyte Gulf, Combat Infantryman Jack Hogan reflected that it was a pity that anyone had viewed the war as a battle against Hitler and Hirohito. At the root of the war had been the rejection of divine authority, apathy, materialism, and moral decay, which had brought on a war “against moral anarchy, against fear and hate in men’s hearts.” Victory would come only with an end to racial and class divisions in America, he wrote, with a spirit of obedience to moral law, of sacrifice and the inner discipline to “root out of our national life the spirit of disunity, moral defeat and subversion and hatred that can destroy America.”

With victory, there was little elation. Roosevelt’s death kindled concern that the United States would succumb to “national selfishness” and apprehension about the Russians, who appear in the closing entries of this book as alien people but welcome allies in the Far East, where Russian intervention plus the A-bomb means the end of fighting. But few trust the Russians. On V-E Day, Sergeant Kenneth Board in Foggia prophetically notes that, looking ahead, “the path is beset by cross currents and undertow … a fine opportunity for these groups who desire another war to start laying the groundwork for it.” A major war did not follow, but tensions stemming from the conflict beset the world, tensions inseparable from the stirring triumph that unfolds in this book.

Berwyn, Pennsylvania
January 1987             


INTRODUCTION

E. J. Kahn, Jr., was enduring basic training at Camp Croft, South Carolina, when he had the good fortune to receive a bundle containing forty-two pieces of mail. “I was sitting in the barracks, talking to several of my buddies,” he has recalled. “I was somewhat embarrassed by the size of my haul and tried to pass it off by announcing airily that some civilian friend, no doubt as a joke, appeared to have inscribed my name and address on a lot of advertisement coupons in magazines. My attitude was belied, however, by the eagerness with which I fumbled at the first tantalizing sealed envelope. The boys on the adjoining beds were impressed when the contents turned out to be another envelope. So was I. Its contents turned out to be an announcement of the wedding of a college classmate of mine whom I hadn’t seen in four years. Feeling that some appropriate reaction to the news was required of me, I cried loudly, ‘Well, upon my soul, look who old Freddie Comins married!’ It became evident after a brief silence that no one cared who, so I tossed the announcement to one side, figuring that something of more general interest was bound to turn up. Half an hour later, as I reached the end of my treasure trove, I began to search anxiously for the announcement. By then I had realized sadly that the wedding announcement was, in fact, my only piece of first-class mail.”

E. J. Kahn, Jr., was hardly a standard-issue Army private. At twenty-three he was already a contributor to The New Yorker magazine. And his account of Army life was published between hard covers in 1942, when he was still a private. But despite his precociousness and his sophistication, what E. J. Kahn, Jr., expressed was what all servicemen in World War II seemed to feel acutely from the moment of their induction—the need to keep in close touch with the world they had left behind.

This passion for letter writing is at odds with the common assumption that Americans—and American men, in particular—are inarticulate and infrequent correspondents. Having edited an anthology of letters written home by British soldiers in World Wars I and II, I was encouraged to share this assumption. In British war museums, in historical archives, and in the living rooms of war widows and still-grieving mothers, I was told, over and over again, that the letters I was collecting formed a history of those wars as valuable as the books of the most highly regarded historians. This was not to disparage the historians or the letters written by the fighting men of other nations. It was, simply, to assert a bit of common wisdom: that Britain’s fighting men—in each war, the flowers of their generation—wrote letters that evoked the war and touched the heart in the richest, most eloquent language on earth.

In 1984 Despatches from the Heart was published in Britain, and I turned my attention to its American counterpart. As I began to collect letters from U.S. soldiers in World War II, I half expected to find that they would be terse and uncommunicative. Their real message, I thought, would be found between the lines: I miss you, I’m well, try not to worry.

In the course of my research I read thousands of letters. They came via public appeal in over two hundred regional newspapers and military journals, by searching the archives of several military institutes, and by personal solicitation. And as I read each letter, I was struck by the constant eloquence—especially the eloquence of men from the American heartland. Most had not been to college. Few had ever been exposed to the vast literature of war.

But just as the letters of their British brothers in arms had formed a parallel history of World Wars I and II, these American letters from World War II told me as much about the U.S. GIs’ experience as any historical account I’d read. Indeed, these American letters told me more, for the standard texts about World War II focus mostly on the famous battles, the dates and places of the epic events, and theories on how and why they happened—in short, war from the generals’ view. But in the last decade more and more historians have started to look for fresh insights in more personal stories—the stories of the men and women who actually did the fighting and dying.

For all the eloquence of their letters, U.S. soldiers didn’t have a history of letter writing behind them. They’d had, in their two brief decades of life, little need to master the art of correspondence—the majority had never left their home towns before answering the call to war. Suddenly, however, these sheltered young Americans were separated from relatives, fiancées, and brides, then shipped thousands of miles across the ocean and thrust into a strange, often dangerous world for which they had no experience or preparation. This convergence of forces—loneliness, fear, the possibility of a violent death—generated an intense need for self-expression. As Henry Stimson, the U.S. secretary of war from 1940–45, has noted, U.S. servicemen were “the most homesick troops in the world.”*

For these men letters were the only links with the private worlds they had left behind. As a Marine Corps captain wrote to his wife, “It seems like every chance I get to write to you, I always am brought sharply aware of how long it has been since the last letter to you. The old saying about people not appreciating things until they’re deprived is so true, as so many of us have found out! And what wouldn’t we give to get back to being soda jerkers, mechanics, plumbers, insurance salesmen, husbands, brothers and sons!”

That longing for personal connectedness is even seen in the letters of men trained to lend support to the GIs. An Army chaplain wrote home: “Irene, it’s the foolish information I treasure. You don’t know how imperative it is that I know what table cloth you are eating off today.” His assistant wrote: “Tell the girls that I should love to hear particularly about the little, seemingly unimportant things that make home life so beautiful.” In letter after letter I found the same beginning—an acknowledgment of the most recent letter from the United States, a request for more news from home.

Bill Mauldin, the World War II soldier-cartoonist whose sketches captured the spirit of the U.S. infantryman, has noted that “the mail is by far the most important reading matter that reaches a soldier overseas.… A soldier’s life revolves around his mail.” Letter writing quickly became the soldier’s primary way to keep a grip on reality and to stay in touch with his dreams and plans; his thoughts of home kept his spirits high through the danger, loneliness, and the boredom of war.

I have tried, in choosing a hundred letters from the thousands I read, to present a cross section. The letters I chose were written by men from all ranks and branches of the armed forces. Although I have included a few letters written by men who, later in life, have become celebrated, I have not weighted the book toward those letters written by men noted for their literary gifts. I couldn’t have done that if I had wanted to; more often than not, those writers’ letters weren’t saved by their families. On the other hand, letters written by men whose names you wouldn’t recognize—or by men cut down in the war—were cherished upon arrival and preserved for future generations.

In 1942 a soldier wrote home to his family that the most important things to a soldier are food, ammunition, and mail, though not necesssarily, he said, in that order. But in the early days of the war, food and ammunition moved more rapidly to the front than mail. When letters from home arrived, they were sometimes months old.

To overcome these long delays, Army Postal Director Colonel William Rose developed the system of microfilming the mail. Victory Mail stationery—commonly known as V-Mail—was instituted in the summer of 1942. V-Mail was a special eight-and-a-half-by-eleven-inch white sheet of paper with space for approximately seven hundred words. By means of microphotography batches of sixteen hundred letters written on this paper were transferred onto ninety-foot rolls of 16-millimeter film. The film was then put into small boxes each weighing four ounces—reducing a ton of mail to twenty-five pounds. When the boxes reached their destinations, the film was developed. Finally, each letter was enlarged to a four-by-five-inch print and put into a window envelope for delivery to the stated address.

Thanks to V-Mail, a soldier at war could receive a letter from the United States—or send one home—in less than two weeks. That was a morale booster of inestimable value. As Admiral William Halsey wrote to Admiral Chester Nimitz, “Please stop the flow of Washington experts and sightseers to this area. Each expert means 200 less pounds of mail. I’ll trade an expert for 200 pounds of mail at any time.”

By the end of the war it was estimated that V-Mail had saved 95 percent in cubic footage of cargo space. But for all its advantages V-Mail was not initially popular. The reasons were understandable. V-Mail limited the size of a letter and did not allow for enclosures. And, like a postcard, it inhibited intimacy.

There were more substantive reasons for preferring the standard air-mail letter to V-Mail. All mail was censored—though officers, who censored one another’s letters, were more inclined to approve their fellow officers’ mail without reading it—but soldiers thought V-Mail was read by dozens of eyes during transmission. And some soldiers resisted V-Mail because of the myths that sprung up about it. Prominent among them was the suspicion that the film was screened in movie houses in Army camps.

V-Mail gradually grew in acceptance. According to the postmaster general’s report from the war years, the number of V-Mail letters sent from the front jumped from 18,000 in June 1942 to 7.6 million in June 1943. From 1942 to September 1944 a total of 789,539,390 V-Mail letters were sent to and received from members of the armed forces overseas. By the war’s end the estimated total of V-Mail letters dispatched was over one billion.

Despite that volume, I have included only a handful of V-Mail letters here. V-Mail’s real contribution was as a useful morale booster; it filled the gap between longer, descriptive, more intimate letters and gave regularity and familiarity to the soldier’s correspondence with family and friends. Of much greater interest, for my purposes, were letters that described military life in some detail, reflected deep emotion, or provided vivid accounts of battles.

Considering the astronomical number of letters that flowed home from the various theaters of World War II, it is tragic to think how many have been lost forever. Now that we are, however belatedly, considering World War II as a human experience, those letters would, in such volumes as this, have given us a fresh look at America’s last great military campaign. For letters have the special ability to capture history in the making. They are unique in that they can recall incidents as they really were at a specific time and place and at the same time provide a human backdrop for the epic events that occurred.

It is my hope that this anthology will be a powerful reminder of war’s dual nature. The movement of armies, the blackening of skies by hundreds of airplanes, the fleets of ships moving in convoys—for all the might these images suggest, they also obscure the contribution of the individual men and women in World War II. In these pages we can begin again to celebrate and memorialize those Americans who suffered, struggled, and endured the pain of separation and loss. It is, in the end, their thoughts and feelings that give reality to historical events and, in the giving, reveal another dimension in our history.


* Laffin, John, Americans in Battle (New York: Crown Publishers, Inc., 1973), p. 134.




EDITOR’S NOTE

The letters have been arranged in chronological order to give the reader a sense of history. To allow the letters to speak simply for themselves, a very brief linking text provides a few background facts. In some cases information was not obtainable and I have been unable to fill in all the details. With some of the letters, I had difficulties in transcription. If, despite my efforts to check all material, mistakes have crept in, then I can only apologize to the writers of the letters. The original grammar, spelling, and punctuation remain unchanged. The letters have not been edited in any way, except that a few of them, due only to their length, have not been used in full.
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Moratorium


Along with the letter, keys and such, I’ll leave

My thoughts: civilian thoughts that cannot march

To military bands, that cannot breathe

In gas masks. Stored away with shirts in starch

And books in boxes, labeled neatly, rest

My restless thoughts. Assorted memories

Of certain plans, ignited and suppressed

Like fireflies. Love, a pollen on the breeze,

Inhaled on hilltops, suddenly, till breath

Had tiptoed with a shiver, and the world

Was windswept. Now inevitable Death

Or Victory advance. Our flag’s unfurled.

Until the wars are won and treaties made,

I’ll leave you here, my thoughts, where peace has stayed.

PRIVATE JOHN LAWRENCE SHEEHAN
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Clarence Merson served as a technical sergeant with the 557th Signal Air Warning Company. Most of his service time was spent performing technical work in radar early-warning detection at Air Warning Headquarters in Seattle, Washington.



Dodd’s Field, Fort Sam, Texas

[January 1941]

Dear Mother, Dad, Lee, Mollie, Sol, J.F.:

… To recapitulate briefly, we left Fort Mead 9 a.m. Thursday, and arrived in Fort Sam Saturday evening about 7 p.m.

Probably the most amusing incident on this entire tedious trip occurred when we crossed from Arkansas into Texas. The time was about 5:30 a.m. with everyone kicking about in their Pullman berths, dressing for chow. The colored porter walked thru the car saying “yo’ now in Takes-us boys—crost d’boder 15 sens ’go.”

The fellows in the upper berths jumped to the Pullman floor to look out of the window. Those in the lower berths already had their faces flattened against the glass, straining their eyes to see something of this be-you-ti-ful, rootin’, Tootin’ state.

The funny part about it was that everyone somehow expected to see hundreds of cowboys, slinging their lariats and yelling, “yipee, yipee, yipee” ride past. Some Indians should be behind those trees. And perhaps a Jesse James would board the train with a “Stick ’em up boys”.

Hell, in the early morning darkness of January 25th, the State of Texas—at least the part we were in—was little different from any other state we had crossed. There were trees and there were swamps and there was darkness; nothing more.

And the climate—it should have been stinking hot, unbearable. It was cold in Texas that morning. There was a very amusing look of disappointment on the faces of the 36 fellows who filled our car. So this is Texas! It stinks!…

You ask about a typical day. Well briefly, it runs something like this: You awaken about 5 a.m., swearing. Now what you swear about depends entirely upon the individual. The butt of my invective is invariably the hour, though with others it may range from the Sergeant up to the Looie or from the food down to the pay (which we haven’t received.)…

Your clothes are slipped on mechanically. (If you wear breeches and leggins—as I do—you really have something to cuss about). You grab a towel, fumble for soap and run out of the tent into the flawless darkness of a Texas morning. And what mornings! Ten million stars an arm’s length above you. The air is brisk, often biting. The pungent smell of wood smoke is everywhere. And as you run down a narrow boardwalk toward the bath house, your white towel piercing the darkness, an awareness of time and place creeps into your senses, and once again you remember that you are in the army and that the time is 5:15, and that you are running toward the bath house to wash, to brush your teeth, to get ready for chow.…
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Sergeant Clarence Merson

From the bath house, or rather before the bath house, comes the latrine. Though there is no S.R.O. sign outside, upon striking a match you invariably discover that there’s standing room only. So you wait.

Back once more in your tent, you make your cot, sweep the floor, and roll up the sides of the tent.

By this time the Sarge is yelling: “Shake it up, boys! Shake it up, boys! All out for chow!” The tent flaps fly open like—I haven’t time to think of a suitable simile—and you march with your platoon up to the mess hall. (Ours is actually a renovated airplane hangar).

Breakfast is good: two half-pint bottles of milk, corn flakes, potatoes, bread and butter. Directly from chow the company lines up fanwise and moves forward en masse, picking up match sticks, cigarette butts, etc. So now the street is clean and you run into your tent and begin packing a light pack: … You grab your rifle—this must all be done within three minutes—and fall in with the rest of your platoon.

The time is now 7:45 and the perfunctory hip, hup, thrup, fourp commences. You march out to the training field and drill, drill, drill. The Sarge swears to high heaven and if you don’t “wake up”, you’re placed in the infamous 8-ball group. At 10:45 you are leg and arm weary and are quite certain that the time is at least 4:30. Then there is a short break. During this time the Sarge refrains from swearing long enough to disassemble a Browning automatic rifle or Colt pistol. He explains the parts, etc. and expects you to be able to re-assemble it. Or, he may talk about first aid or chemical warfare or about the time he slugged three men with his left arm tied behind him. After this brief respite you drill again until 11:45 and fall out for lunch. The food for lunch is consistently wretched. What food there is—rice, chile, hot tomales—is so highly seasoned as to be most distasteful. But you eat it anyway; you’re hungry.…

By this hour of the day the sun is usually plenty hot.… Your face is red and perspiring. Your pack feels like lead. The leather sling buries itself in your shoulder.

After 45 minutes the Sarge calls a halt and you flop down on your pack, the verdant grass cool about you.… You soon start out again, marching through woods, up hills, and across fields of high grass. Along the way the Sarge gives various alarms, air raid, tank attack, etc. Everyone dives off the road and, in the case of air attack, takes up positions and fires. There are always sufficient planes overhead to make it realistic.…

About 3:30 your 5 or 6 mile hike is completed and drilling commences once more. Perfection in this is merely passable. And the Sarge invariably yells: “Holy gallopn’ hell, snap into it immediately, if not sooner!” The time is now your own.… Back in the tent again, you sweep up, study several pages of rules, and on some nights prepare a full field pack for the following day. Before you know it, it’s nine o’clock. There is nothing to do but sleep or go to the post exchange.

At home you wonder how anyone can give three or more years of his life to the service. It’s not hard, really. There’s something about Army life that gets and sometimes keeps you. Marching up the field in full dress with rifles shouldered, a thousand legs rising as one, the band beating that boom de boom de boom, the Major an imposing figure against a perfect sky—there’s something that gets you.

Sitting around a table in the smoke-filled P.X. at night, talking with fellows from Colorado, or Ohio, or perhaps Virginia, the momentary warmth of friendship flaming like a match—

Wheh y’all from? Allentown, Pa. You? Bristol, V’giny. Had a buddy went to Pennsylvania once. Got run over, both legs—

And so on into the night, these countless remembrances of things past. The whole intricate fabric of their lives is rewoven simply, sometimes naively and always without restraint. And for the moment these fellow soldiers sitting around the table smoking and drinking are the finest people you’ve ever known, and the bond of friendship is, perhaps, as complete and absolute as friendship can ever be.

However, in an hour, alone once more, walking under the stars, these very people become remote and their stories join the ten thousand others which clutter your brain. Ah, yes, there’s something about the Army that gets you. You’re in the tent, lying on your bunk, looking up into the void of night.

“What you thinkin’ about, Slim?”

Silence. “Things.”

“What things?”

Silence. “Just things; home.”

“Bout your girl?”

“Yeh; bout Kitty and home—”

Once more it begins. Slowly the end-threads of another life begin to ravel. And what stories! From Zola to Poe and back to Balzac.

So again, the Army is not dull, not routine, but electric, every moment of it. How I shall feel about it a month from now, I don’t know, though I suspect that this goggle-eyedness will disappear shortly and in its place will come an enormous desire to get away.…

Please write often, if only a post card. Every word is read and reread most eagerly.

Love,

Clar
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Lieutenant Colonel Herbert Blackwell served with the Coast Artillery Corps at Fort Shafter, Hawaii. On December 9, 1941, two days after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, he wrote home to his wife. The letter was returned to him by the chief military censor because Blackwell had included too much detail regarding the military activities of December 7. The censor suggested that Blackwell rewrite the letter or retain it for the duration of the war. The following letter is Lieutenant Colonel Blackwell’s censored version of the original letter.



3:15 a.m.—Dec. 9

Eloise, darling:

This is early Tuesday morning and I am on duty. The first and only sleep I have had was from 9 to 12 tonight (since early Sunday morning), yet I feel remarkably well. I was on a party Saturday night until about 2:00 a.m., thinking I could sleep late Sunday morning. However, I was rudely awakened just before 8 o’clock by the terrific noise of bombs and cannon. At first I thought it was dynamite blasting in a tunnel which is being constructed at Shafter, but when I heard the whistling sound preceding the explosion on some of the closer ones, I jumped out of bed and ran to investigate. The only reply I got to my inquiry was that “You had better get dressed and come on down to the Command Post.” When I got outside I was perfectly dumbfounded. Black columns of smoke were rising from Pearl Harbor Navy Yard, about three miles distant and the sky was filled with puffs of black smoke from AA shells. It looked like war, but I just could not believe my eyes. I just could not believe that Japan could make an air attack from such a distance without our Navy having some warning. The attack caught both the Army and Navy completely by surprise. Being Sunday morning most everyone was still in bed. Our AA guns were not in firing positions, but were parked at Shafter or other posts. We were on alert against sabotage, and in a condition of readiness which allowed three hours to go into action in case of attack. We had had frequent drills on going out into battle positions and everyone had been trained thoroughly on just what to do (‘thoroughly’ should be qualified, however, since 80 per cent of our troops have had less than 8 mos. service, and the organization of the Brigade was not completed). We had found that this took about three hours. However, as soon as we found out that this was the real thing we cut this time in half. Speed limits were ignored. Some units began firing within 45 minutes from the time they were alerted. All units were firing before the attack was ended, and we shot down 4 or 5 planes. The AA fire I first saw was from the Navy.
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Lieutenant Colonel Herbert Blackwell
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Flames of landing ship tanks in Pearl Harbor

3:00 a.m. Wednesday, Dec. 10

Before I had time to finish this yesterday I was called, and was busy—continuously, from then until 6:00 p.m. last night, only taking out 30 min. for breakfast. No time for lunch. When I left the C.P. last night at 6:00 p.m., I had been without sleep since 6:00 a.m. Sunday, except in one instance I had laid down for three hours, fully dressed, and probably slept about one hour. This was Monday from 9 to 12 p.m. During all this time I have been existing on sandwiches, milk, coffee, and fruit juices while at work. Six o’clock last night (Tues.) I undressed and went to bed for the first time and slept until 1:00 a.m. this morning, and I feel perfectly rested. About this time in the morning everything is quiet until about 5:00 a.m., when telephones begin to ring. Each morning preparations are made for a dawn attack. I hesitate to make any further predictions after my poor guess in my last letter (I expect to get a razzing on that) but I don’t believe we will have another major attack in the near future, since now we are completely on guard. However, since what happened Sunday I am not placing much weight on expectations.…
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Burned landing ship tanks in Pearl Harbor

You are probably wondering why I am not giving you more details about what actually happened, casualties, damage, etc. First, a very strict censorship is imposed, and second, I have been too busy to learn much about it, i.e. I haven’t had much time to go out to the Navy Base, or the Air Fields, where most of the damage was done. The damage was severe. In our Brigade we had only one officer and two men killed. The Navy suffered most heavily. The telephones are beginning to ring wildly again, so I will continue this later. Signing off at 4:00 a.m.
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3:15 a.m. Thursday Dec. 11

To continue my letter—I left the C.P. at 5:00 p.m. yesterday, and ate a good dinner at the club, went to bed about 7:00 p.m., and up at 12:30 a.m. Yesterday was comparatively quiet, and with additional officers on the staff my work has been considerably reduced. Fifteen minutes after I signed off on yesterday (at 4:15 a.m.) we had an air raid alarm. Reports began to come to my desk faster than I could read them, each one requiring immediate action. Col. Wing and a good many others were asleep nearby in various places, and they were notified. It looked like the real thing. The sequence of messages were in substance as follows:


1. Navy at Pearl Harbor sounds A.P.R. alarm, planes approaching. No friendly planes in sight.

2. Caution—these may be planes from the mainland.

3. Planes from mainland are not due to arrive at this time.

4. Friendly planes are taking off from the airfields, do not fire on them.

5. A pause of about 5 minutes.

6. Pearl Harbor has given the “all clear” signal.



As to the cause of this false alarm I have not been able to determine. It is practically impossible to get any information, except that necessary to operation.…

I had my first recreation yesterday. I took an hour off and drove out to one of the Air Fields to inspect the damage from Sunday’s raid. This airfield was badly bombed. Most of the hangars were destroyed, and one large three story barracks was completely demolished, killing 300 soldiers. Signing off till tomorrow.
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11:15 p.m.—Friday Dec. 12

… Every night we are having a total black-out, no light, except the palest blue dot of light is allowed. This blue dot on the headlight of an automobile does not furnish the driver with any illumination but warns approaching vehicles. Autos are run at a snail’s pace and you can detect an oncoming car only when within about 100 ft. We have had no moon the first part of the night and when it is cloudy you can’t see a thing, it is like being totally blind. We use flashlights with blue paper over them to give a dim illumination. I tried to walk about 100 yards down the road to my house the other night over a curving road without a flashlight and I repeatedly found myself bumping into the curb. The first nights after the attack guards were posted everywhere, and it was extremely dangerous to go out at night, for fear of being shot. Last Monday night I went to my Qts. for a few hours rest, and it sounded like a battlefield. Rifle and occasionally Machine Gun fire was heard on all sides, occurring about every one or two minutes. With much of the population here Japanese the threat of sabotage is great. However, these soldiers on guard were shooting on bushes when the wind would sway them, at any suspicious sounds, which may have been made by animals, etc. Whenever they heard or saw anything that did not respond to their challenge they shot at it. Only today I got a call from one of our units in the field asking what to do about removing some dead cows from the vicinity of its position, since the odor was obnoxious. I told the unit commander to take such action as he thought necessary, and suggested burial. Fortunately, as far as I know only one of our own soldiers has been shot, which I think is very remarkable. I shall be very glad when we have a little moonlight again. We have had a little excitement tonight and it is still going on. We are observing (by radio detectors) some suspicious movement of ships offshore, and every man is standing by his guns, ready for instant action. But such things as this are now routine. Nobody gets very excited any more. You would be surprised to see how our soldiers react to all this. Although they have been on duty almost continuously, with very little sleep or rest, enduring many hardships, they are the happiest lot you ever saw. They all are just itching for the Japanese to return, now that they are ready for them. You can’t get one to go to sleep as long as there is any suspicion of attack. They are afraid they will miss a chance to get revenge. I will tell this little incident before I close (I may have written this before).

The other day I saw three soldiers bringing in a suspected Japanese spy which they had caught under suspicious circumstances. The Jap was sullen and slow in following directions. One soldier was behind him with his bayonet pressing against his behind, and every now and then he would give it a slight push to speed him up. On either side was a soldier with a bayonet pressed against his ribs. Whenever they wished him to change direction the bayonet was pressed into his off side, and he would immediately respond. He could not understand English so the soldiers resorted to this method of directing him. From the expression on the faces of these soldiers I could see that they would have liked to have used the bayonets more violently. They were exercising extreme self-control. You need have no fear of the fighting spirit of our soldiers. More later.…

[image: ]

The 34th Infantry Division enjoying mail call in Hawaii

As to the further details of the raid last Sunday, I know very little more than what you have seen in the papers. We
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